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Abstract

No risk, no reward. Companies must take risks to launch new products speedily and successfully. The ability to diagnose and manage
risks is increasingly considered of vital importance in high-risk innovation. This article presents the Risk Diagnosing Methodology (RDM),
which aims to identify and evaluate technological, organizational and business risks in product innovation. RDM was initiated, developed
and tested within a division of Philips Electronics, a multinational company in the audio, video and lighting industry. On the basis of the
results the senior Vice President (R&D) of Philips Lighting decided to include the method in the company’s standard innovation procedures.
Since then, RDM has been applied on product innovation projects in areas as diverse as automobile tires, ship propellers, printing equipment,
landing gear systems and fast-moving consumer goods such as shampoo, margarine and detergents.

In this article we will describe how Unilever, one of the world’s leading companies in fast-moving consumer goods, adopted RDM after
a major project failure in the midnineties. At Unilever, RDM proved very useful in diagnosing project risks, promoting creative solutions
for diagnosed risks and strengthening team ownership of the project as a whole. Our results also show that RDM outcomes can be used to
build a knowledge base of potential risks in product innovation projects. © 2002 PDMA. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

The essence of product innovation is to create or estab-
lish something new. Since this process necessarily involves
risk, innovating firms require a strategy not of risk avoid-
ance, but of early risk diagnosis and management. Since
1991 the authors have been developing a new method to
diagnose and manage risks in innovative projects: the Risk
Diagnosing Methodology (RDM). This methodology allows
a firm to diagnose thoroughly and systematically the tech-
nological, organizational and business risks a project faces,
and to formulate and implement suitable risk management
strategies. The development of RDM began with an exten-
sive evaluation of one major product innovation project
within Philips Glass, from which a first version of a com-
pany-specific RDM was developed. This version was tested
and improved within Philips Lighting on product innovation
projects the company thought important. On the basis of
the results the senior Vice President (R&D) of Philips
Lighting decided to include RDM in the company’s stan-
dard product innovation procedures. RDM has since been

applied to product innovation projects in various indus-
tries in Germany, Italy, Belgium, The Netherlands and
the USA.

In the midnineties Unilever, one of the major players in
fast-moving consumer goods, suffered a dramatic new-
product failure in its detergent division. As a result of this,
the Board of Directors, seeking to find out what exactly had
gone wrong and how such things could be prevented, de-
cided to try including RDM in their innovation process. In
this article we will describe how RDM has been adapted to
Unilever. But first we will give some background about
Unilever and explain the main characteristics of RDM and
its deliverables. At the end we will identify the lessons of
Unilever’s implementation process of RDM and present an
example of what a company might gain from such imple-
mentation.

2. Background

Unilever has more than 1000 well-known brands, includ-
ing Mentadent, Omo, Dove, Sun silk, Magnum Ice, Lipton
tea, Organics shampoo and Calve. The consumer goods are
divided into two main product groups: Foods, and Home
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and Personal Care. These product groups are again divided
into 15 Corporate Categories such as Laundry, Functional
Foods, Household Care, Oral Care and Prestige Products
such as Calvin Klein and Elizabeth Arden. Unilever has
more than 8500 people working on research and develop-
ment, on which it invests over 900 million US dollars each
year. In order to manage the project portfolio better, it
introduced the “ Innovation Funnel” (see Fig. 1) in the early
nineties [3]. This approach, based on the model of Wheel-
wright and Clark [15], has six stages in which projects are
defined, followed and evaluated according to a predeter-
mined set of decision criteria.

In 1994 Unilever was struck with a dramatic project
failure. It had launched in Europe a detergent based on a
new technology, a manganese complex molecule that it
claimed would enhance its existing detergent’s perfor-
mance. The Wall Street Journal disclosed [12] that in March
1994 Edwin Arzt, chairman of Proctor & Gamble Co., rival
to the Anglo-Dutch consumer-goods concern, had turned up
at Unilever’s headquarters in London, carrying a fearsome
message. P&G, he claimed, had scientific evidence that
Unilever’s new soap damaged clothes, and if Unilever
didn’ t cancel the product’s scheduled launch in 11 days, he
would tell the world. In June 1994 Unilever admitted that its
washing powder damaged clothes “under extreme labora-
tory conditions.” It announced that it would change the
product’s formula so that it contained less of the contested
manganese substance. What was meant to lead to commer-
cial success led to disaster. According to the Wall Street
Journal, in 1994 Unilever spent $175 million developing
the product and another $292 million marketing it [12]. To
learn from this experience, Unilever systematically evalu-
ated the process that led to these dramatic and unforeseen
consequences. It concluded that to prevent such failures in
the future, it should improve its risk management methods
and procedures. Comparing different options, a steering
committee decided to investigate the potential value of the
Risk Diagnosing Methodology.

3. Requirements for an effective assessment of product
innovation risks

The true nature of project risk is determined not only by
its likelihood and its effects, but also by a firm’s ability to
influence the risk factors (see e.g. [6,10,13]). Thus a project
activity should be labeled “ risky” if:

Y The likelihood of a bad result is great
Y The ability to influence it within the time and resource

limits of the project is small
Y Its potential consequences are severe

Too often risk analyses are directed exclusively towards
either technological, organizational, market or financial fac-
tors. The success of product innovation, however, is deter-
mined by external influences and internal circumstances in
which all these factors interact. To be effective, a risk
assessment method therefore needs to help identify potential
risks in the following domains:

Y Technology: product design and platform develop-
ment, manufacturing technology and intellectual
property;

Y Market: consumer and trade acceptance, public ac-
ceptance and the potential actions of competitors;

Y Finance: commercial viability;
Y Operations: internal organization, project team, co-

development with external parties and supply and
distribution.

For all these domains the principal question is this: what is
new or different in the knowledge and skills this project
requires of the company in general and the project team in
particular?

In some approaches (e.g., Failure Mode and Effects
Analysis, Potential Problem Analysis) risks are often iden-
tified in group sessions. The outcomes of such sessions may
be biased by effects introduced through the composition of
the group and the process it is using [1,5]. People sometimes
hesitate to label factors as risky or not risky if opinion

Fig. 1. Unilever innovation funnel.
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leaders within the group have a different view. One way to
prevent these group effects is to collect potential risk factors
individually from each member and then evaluate these
factors the same way. The next step is to generate and
decide about potential risk management actions. This pro-
cess, often involving the need for creative solutions or new
directions, benefits from the mutually reinforcing impact of
the interaction between individual specialists and experts [7].

Many scholars in the last 30 years have identified critical
success factors in product innovation (for a review and
meta-analysis, see [9]). An effective risk assessment proce-
dure should draw on this knowledge. However, to identify
the risks in a particular product innovation project, one must
go beyond these generic factors and identify also context-
specific ones. Many companies have their own shortlist of
critical mishaps that management hopes future projects will
escape. The use of a risk reference framework reflecting the
company-specific as well as the generic success factors will
help lead team members to think of less obvious issues.

The most powerful contribution of risk assessment
comes at the end of the feasibility phase of the innovation
process, at the contract gate (see also Fig. 1). At this stage,
the transition to the actual product development and engi-
neering of a particular product or product range takes place;
uncertainty has to be managed taking into account the po-
tential risks relating to all the aspects of manufacturability,
marketability, finance, human resources and so forth In this
phase of the project, management still has the ability to
substantially influence the course of events and make a
considerable impact on the eventual outcome [2,15]. How-
ever, a periodical reassessment of potential risks in subse-
quent phases is still required.

In sum, it appears that a comprehensive risk assessment
approach would:

Y Evaluate each potential risk on its likelihood, its con-
trollability and its relative importance to project per-
formance.

Y Take a cross-functional perspective by identifying
and evaluating technological, market, and financial as
well as operational risks.

Y Conduct the risk assessment at the end of the feasi-
bility phase and periodically reassess the project for
unforeseen risks and deviations from the risk man-
agement plan.

Y Identify and evaluate the product innovation risks
individually, and generate, evaluate and select alter-
native solutions in subgroups and plenary sessions.

The Risk Diagnosing methodology RDM was developed to
accomplish these aims.

4. The Risk Diagnosing Methodology RDM

The purpose of RDM is to provide strategies that will
improve the chance of a project’s success by identifying and

managing its potential risks. RDM is designed to be applied
at the end of the feasibility phase, and should thus address
such issues as consumer and trade acceptance, commercial
viability, competitive reactions, external influential re-
sponses, human resource implications, and manufacturabil-
ity. RDM has been applied in developing such products as
automobile tires, ship propellers, printing equipment, land-
ing gear systems, audio and video equipment, and fast-
moving consumer goods like lamps, shampoo, margarine
and detergents. In this section we will describe the succes-
sive steps (see also Fig. 2) of RDM.

4.1. Step 1: initial briefing

RDM is conducted with the help of a risk facilitator, who
may be either a trained internal person who is not a member
of the project team and has no direct stake in the project, or
an external consultant with state-of-the-art knowledge of
product innovation. An outside risk facilitator has the ad-
vantage of relative independence and freedom from bias.
Project team members will be more likely to confide their
worries in such a facilitator. The responsibility for risk
management however should stay with the project leader.
The first step of RDM is meant to build a full understanding
of the conditions to be met at the start of the RDM process
and to make the necessary appointments. The initial briefing
takes place between risk facilitator and project manager.
This initial briefing should cover both general and project-
specific topics. Project-specific topics include its objectives
and unique characteristics; its stakeholders; the nature of its
current phase; and the commitments required from its par-
ticipants. More general topics include how information
about the project will be made available to the risk facili-
tator; how this information will be kept confidential; who
will participate in the RDM process (stakeholder(s), project
manager, project team, experts); how participants will be
informed of their involvement; when and where the RDM
process will take place; and what may be expected from it.
In most cases, between 10 and 20 persons participate in the
whole RDM process. Special care must be taken to include
in the team technological, business and marketing expertise.
The output of this initial briefing is twofold: agreements
between project manager and risk facilitator on actions to be
taken, and invitations to a “kick-off” meeting for partici-
pants in the RDM process.

4.2. Step 2: kick-off meeting

The project manager, the risk facilitator and persons
invited to contribute in the RDM process should attend the
kick-off meeting. The objective of this meeting is to make
sure that all participants know what to expect during the
RDM process and are willing to cooperate. During the
kick-off meeting, the following topics are addressed: objec-
tives of and steps in the RDM process; the expected input,
level of involvement, and amount of time from participants;
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the confidentiality of the interviews and other information
provided by participants; the expected output of the RDM
process. After the kick-off meeting, agreements are made on
the date, time and location of the interviews and on the date,
time and location of a plenary risk management session.

4.3. Step 3: individual interviewing of participants

The objective of this step is to develop a comprehensive
overview of all critical aspects in the innovation project. To
enable participants to describe freely what they see as the
riskiest aspects of the project, the risk facilitator interviews
all participants individually. Each interview takes about 1.5
hr, during which the participant is led to think carefully on
the project and its risks, and on his or her contribution
specifically. The most efficient way is to start the interviews
with the project manager, who is asked to give a detailed
description of the product to be developed and the process
of its development. Every participant is asked to study the
project innovation charter, the project plan, and the refer-
ence list of potential risk issues (see Appendix A). In every
new interview, the preceding interviews are taken into ac-
count (without mentioning the respondent’s name) to test
the completeness and correctness of the already gathered
data. The protocol for the interviews is as follows:

Y A short introduction of both participant and risk fa-
cilitator and explanation by the risk facilitator of the
objective of the interview

Y The interviewee’s position in the organization and
link to the project

Y “Gaps” in the project: “what do you see as gaps in
knowledge, skills and experience for this project?”
“Can these gaps be bridged within the time and re-
source constraints of the project?”

Y The reference list with potential risks: “what other
gaps might be difficult to bridge?”

Y Closing the interview: “did we forget something?”
Y Next steps: the risk facilitator briefly explains again

what the interviewee can expect next, especially the
risk questionnaire and the risk management session.

4.4. Step 4: processing the interviews: design of a risk
questionnaire

After having interviewed all the participants, the risk
facilitator analyzes the interview notes and clusters the
critical issues according to the risk categories distinguished
in Appendix A (e.g., product technology risk, manufactur-
ing technology risk, project team risk etc.). Then the risk
facilitator designs a risk questionnaire, in which the critical
issues from the interviews are translated into positive state-
ments of “objectives to be realized.” For example, if in one
of the interviews a risk team member says, “We will be
using a new ingredient in our product solution, and I have
read in a journal that this material sometimes causes skin
irritations” the statement would be formulated thus: “The

Fig. 2. Outline of risk diagnosing methodology (RDM).
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new product formulation will be safe to use also for people
with sensitive skin.” Negatively formulated statements, for
example, “The new product can cause skin irritations,” are
avoided because, as we know from Kahneman and Tver-
sky’s prospect theory [7,11], negative framing of risks in-
duces more positive perceptions than positive framing. Con-
fronted with negative statements people tend to respond: “ It
is not that bad.” Confronted with positive statements people
tend to respond: “They may suppose so, but I am not so
sure.” Because in risk identification we do not want people
to accept risk too easily, we prefer positive statements. After
having transformed all potential risk issues into statements,
the risk facilitator meets with the project manager. The
purpose of this meeting is to verify that all issues were well
understood and clearly formulated by the risk facilitator.

4.5. Step 5: answering the risk questionnaire

Respondents are asked individually to score the risk
statements developed above on three five-point scales (see Fig. 3):

Y The level of certainty that the objective formulated in
the risk statement will be realized

Y The ability of the team to reach an appropriate solu-
tion using the project’s allotted time and resources

Y The relative importance of the objective to project
performance.

Respondents are asked to answer the questionnaire as com-
pletely as possible, but not to respond to those issues they
have no idea or opinion about. The typical number of risk
statements in these questionnaires is 50–60, and it takes
45–60 min to complete.

4.6. Step 6: constructing the risk profile

After the respondents have completed the risk question-
naire, the risk facilitator constructs a risk profile from their
scores. Every risk statement is reported with its scoring for
the three evaluation parameters (see Fig. 4 for an example).

The risk profile presents both the degrees of risk per-
ceived by the majority of the respondents and the distribu-
tion of their perceptions. Although the criterion can be
chosen differently, we have chosen to mark with a dot the
column in which a support of a minimum of 50% (the
average of the scores) is reached. This will give an initial
view of the thinking of the majority of the respondents.
Next, the risk facilitator classifies the risk statements in two
ways. First, every risk statement, is classified along the three
parameters into four groups by the following decision rules:

Y (“*” ): At least 50% of the scores are 1 or 2 on the
5-point scale (1 being “very risky” ), and there are no
scores of 5 on the 5-point scale.

Y (“0” ): At least 50% of the scores are 4 or 5 on the
5-point scale, and there are no scores of 1 on the
5-point scale.

Y (“m” ): At least 50% of the scores are 3 on the 5-point
scale, and there are no scores of 1 or 5 on the 5-point
scale.

Y (“?” ): For all remaining cases. There exists a lack of
consensus, visible in a wide distribution of opinions.
After discussion with the interviewees, the “?” scores
may be changed to one of the other three.

Next, the risk facilitator classifies each risk statement
into a “ risk class” by examining the questionnaire re-
sponses. RDM uses five risk classes: S � safe; L � low;
M � medium; H � high; F � fatal. For example, a com-
bination of scores “*,*,*” on a given risk statement would
result in its classification as so risky that not lessening this
risk would be fatal for the project (which would then be
assigned a risk class of F), while the combination “0,0,0”
would result in a classification as safe (risk class S). The
total number of possible combinations of risk scores is 64
(see Appendix B). If there is a distribution of opinions, the
risk score can be represented by a range between the lowest
and highest risk class that can be reached if the respondents
achieve consensus. (For instance: L-M, H-F, and so on). For
example, in Fig. 4, the scores indicate a lack of consensus

Fig. 3. Example of part of risk questionnaire.
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within the team for risk statement number 3. If, after dis-
cussion and clarification, the team as a whole is convinced
that “fi nding an appropriate solution for localized dye dam-
age” is very uncertain and very important to project success,
the risk range will change from “L-F” to “F.” It should be
stressed that this lack of consensus in the risk profile is very
valuable information and should not be “swept under the
carpet.” It has happened more than once that a member of a
team had a clearly divergent opinion that appeared, after
discussion and clarification, to be right!

4.7. Step 7: preparing a risk management session

In this RDM step the project manager accepts the risk
profile and reaches agreement with the risk facilitator on the
agenda for the risk management session, the solution-find-
ing and decision-making process to follow. Certain risks
will be better tackled in a plenary session, others in sub-
groups. The choice will depend on the number and difficulty
of risks requiring a solution. We use the following criteria to
determine what issues should be included in the plenary session:

– Does the problem involve more than one function?
– Can one or a couple of individuals find a solution?
– Is there a need for cross-fertilization?
– How much time is available in the full session,

what is the seriousness of the project risk, what is
the urgency of a solution?

– What group dynamics can be expected? This depends on
the number of participants, their range of experience,
their team spirit, the time they have to solve the problem
and their organizational culture (open vs. closed).

Experience suggests that a risk management session will
require a one-day meeting where the team can work in
plenary as well as syndicate (subgroup) meetings.

4.8. Step 8: risk management session

The objective of the risk management session is to
achieve consensus on action plans for dealing with the high
risks and on procedures for dealing with the medium and
lower risks. In addition to the project manager and the risk
facilitator, all persons who participated in the RDM process
are invited to this session, which the project manager usu-
ally leads. A typical agenda for a risk management session
is presented in Fig. 5. This agenda includes an introduction
to the objectives of the meeting, the program and some
“ rules of conduct.”

Our experience has shown that observing these rules of
conduct (see Fig. 6) helps to increase the effectiveness of
the process and to foster breakthroughs in problem solving.
Not only do these rules enforce the requirements generally
agreed on for brainstorming [4], they also limit as far as
possible the potential negative effects of group dynamics
discussed in the previous section. After the introduction and
an agreement to follow the rules of conduct, the risk facil-
itator presents the risk profile: What are the high risks
everyone agrees on? What are the risks about which opin-
ions differ but that could potentially turn out to be high? The
risk facilitator also shows how certain issues are related to
each other.

The first part of the risk management session is designed
to create a common understanding of the risks and to gen-
erate ideas for managing them. In the second part of the risk
management session, the group is split up into subgroups,

Fig. 4. Example of a project risk profile.
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which are asked to work further on the suggested ideas and
to formulate action plans specifying what needs to be done,
by whom and when. Appendix C presents some trigger
questions that might help the subgroups design these plans.
In the third part of the session the subgroups present the

outcomes of their respective discussions. After further clar-
ification and discussion, the project team decides on which
follow-up actions should be taken to manage the diagnosed
risks, and on how to present the results to senior manage-
ment.

Fig. 5. Example of an agenda for a risk management session.

Fig. 6. Rules of engagement for a risk management session.
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4.9. Step 9: drawing up & execution of a risk
management plan

The risks and corresponding action plans are brought
together in a risk management plan. In addition to docu-
menting the risk assessment results and the outcome of the
risk management session, the risk management plan states
who is responsible for each of the diagnosed risks, how
much time and resources are needed to deal with these risks,
and how progress will be monitored and reported. This plan
enables management to decide upon the feasibility of the
project and make a “go/no go” decision. The action plans
drawn up by the subgroups are documented in risk tracking
forms (see Fig. 7). These provide a framework for recording
information about the status and progress of each diagnosed
risk. To guarantee follow up, besides regular monitoring
and control of the project risks in project team meetings,
senior management should also require formal approval of
the risk management plan and verify the progress of the risk
actions plans in all subsequent gate reviews.

It may be necessary to repeat the RDM for some product
innovation projects. In particular, in cases where the project
newness and complexity are great, modifications and un-
foreseen issues are almost certain to arise; this might de-
mand reassessment of the overall risks at later stages of the
project. Senior management in consultation with the project
team therefore should reconsider at each stage whether to

repeat the RDM process or simply to have the project team
update the existing risk management plan.

4.10. Time commitment for conducting a full RDM

Project teams and senior management should understand
how much time a full RDM requires. Our experience sug-
gests that with a team of about 10–20 persons RDM re-
quires 1.5 days for project team members, invited stake-
holders and experts; about 2.5 days for the project manager,
who also provides the RDM facilitator with detailed infor-
mation on the project content and process, and co-ordinates
activities; and about 6–8 working days for the RDM facil-
itator, who conducts interviews, develops the risk question-
naire, processes the risk profile, and so forth An RDM can
be conducted within 1–2 weeks. Before deciding to apply
RDM, firms should consider whether this time investment is
in proportion to the complexity, innovativeness or impor-
tance of the project. Normally time dedicated to RDM is an
investment that will pay off. The results from the applica-
tion of RDM in many firms suggest that RDM reduces both
time-to-market and overall project cost.

5. Adoption of RDM within Unilever

Unilever’s objective was to test whether RDM would
improve their way of assessing and managing product in-

Fig. 7. Example of a risk tracking form.
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novation risks. For this purpose, a special Steering Com-
mittee was formed of key innovation managers and poten-
tial users from the main product categories. The chairman of
this committee was disengaged from most of his regular
tasks to give maximum support to the process of tailoring
the risk-diagnosing methodology to the specific needs of
Unilever and to embed the method, if it proved successful,
within the whole company. He reported to the CEO for
R&D, providing a direct link between the committee and the
Board of Directors. Because of their experience with RDM,
the authors were invited to participate directly in the
RDM adoption project. The project was split into four
main steps:

1. Familiarizing with the Unilever business and innova-
tion practice

Step one for us was to build up an understanding of the
nature of the business and its innovation practice and pro-
cedures, and to explore the requirements that must be ful-
filled to realize an effective, efficient and accepted version
of RDM for Unilever. For this purpose we interviewed
about 24 senior managers with responsibility in areas such
as new business development, R&D, marketing and manu-
facturing as well as in product innovation. The interviews
made clear that the characteristics of the existing RDM
approach fulfilled some key functions brought forward dur-
ing the interviews:

Y It prevented reinforcement of risk-avoidance tenden-
cies

After the OMO-Power incident Unilever management was
interpreted as wishing to avoid risk at all costs. The firm
therefore wanted new methods that would not encourage
this tendency. The RDM approach fits with this requirement
since it emphasizes consciously taking risks, not avoiding
them.

Y It fit with the existing innovation process

Project managers warned that any new method would fail if
this method did not fit naturally with the innovation man-
agement procedure that had recently been implemented.
The requirement within this procedure for a detailed risk
assessment in the feasibility phase of development matched
very well with the RDM approach.

Y It was supportive of the project team’s work

Unilever officials wanted to provide project teams with a
tool for identifying and assessing risks and then creating,
implementing and managing plans to minimize or eliminate
them. The opportunity RDM provides for the expression of
personal views during risk identification and for team dis-
cussion about solutions has been shown in the past to
strengthen team ownership of the whole project. The project
team becomes much more aware how to organize for the
project’s success and team members will consciously com-
mit themselves to its challenges.

Y It led to no negative group dynamics

Post OMO-Power analyses had shown that group decision-
making about product development projects led to wishful
interpretation rather than objectivity. The firm wanted teams
to have a full picture of the risks of their projects, and to
respect the integrity of data. RDM provides a means to this
through its requirement of individual risk identification fol-
lowed by structured team discussion about creative solu-
tions under the guidance of an independent facilitator.

Y It led to a cross functionality perspective on the level
of change

Unilever management noticed that the level of change a
project brings to the business and specifically to the brand(s)
linked to it was easily underestimated. They wanted a risk
approach that could address the level of change from all
possible facets of the project: technical, marketing, supply
chain and so forth RDM provides a multifunctional perspec-
tive and focuses on the level of change.

2. Developing a Unilever specific RDM

RDM was first adapted to identify new risks. Because
Unilever is a fast-moving consumer goods firm, our original
reference list of technological, organizational and business
risk issues was extended to include such issues as brand
positioning, supply chain and safety. In view of the time a
risk facilitator needs (approximately 60 hr) to conduct an
RDM, Unilever decided to focus RDM on breakthrough
projects and projects with a potentially significant impact on
their business.

3. Pilot Testing of RDM within Unilever

Unilever selected a number of representative projects
that could serve as pilot case studies for the application of
RDM, based in part on the willingness of project leaders to
volunteer. The results of the pilot studies were twofold.
First, they tested the suitability of RDM in the empirical
setting of Unilever. Second, they delivered for each project
a full risk diagnosis and management plan so the project
team could benefit immediately from the process. From the
feedback sessions at the end of the case studies it became
clear that participants thought RDM highly useful for risk
assessment and risk action decision-making. It was de-
scribed as “a very powerful and robust process,” “ . . . that
helped a lot to overcome the critical issues in the project,”
“ . . . allows you to confront the risks, to address the risks,
and decide what they are and how to manage them” ,
“ . . . has done a lot for strengthening team ownership for
the whole project,” and “ . . . helped the team to do their job
more effectively.” On the basis of the results of a formal
evaluation questionnaire and the documented personal feed-
back from participating project leaders and project team
members, the CEO responsible for R&D projects decided to
incorporate the Unilever-adapted version of RDM into the
company’s innovation operating procedures. RDM is now
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obligatory for all product innovation projects of strategic
importance for Unilever. The firm’s experiences with RDM
also suggested that it contributes most powerfully when
conducted at the end of the feasibility stage (see also Fig. 1).
At this stage, the transition to the actual development and
engineering of one particular product or product range takes
place; uncertainty has to be managed, taking into account
the potential risks relating to manufacturability, marketabil-
ity, finance, human resources etc.

4. Roll out of RDM within Unilever

To diffuse RDM successfully within Unilever, the steer-
ing committee devised a roll out plan, prescribing the fol-
lowing actions:

Y Awareness creation

During the development and testing phase, employees
working on innovation projects were kept informed on
progress. The steering committee seized the opportunity of
a yearly ‘Lock Away Day’ to brief project leaders about
RDM. A special risk video was made for this purpose, in
which project leaders, project team members and also senior
management were interviewed about their experiences with
RDM, and the steps and main principles of RDM were
explained. In addition to these briefings, Unilever embedded
discussion of RDM formally in workshops required at the
start of an innovation project. These steps helped stimulate
discussion of the opportunities provided by a habit of thor-
ough risk diagnosis and management.

Y Risk facilitator training

Four RDM training sessions were organized for Uni-
lever. The 35 participants, all professionals with seniority in
the domain of product innovation, were selected from each
of Unilever’s main product groups by a senior manager.
Risk facilitation was to be 70% of their role. They followed
a 1.5-day training course in RDM techniques, organized as
a “ real life” simulation of all RDM process steps, and
involving discussion of future cooperation between risk
consultants. One of the risk consultants was designated a
coordinator to be consulted in the diffusion of new devel-
opments in risk techniques and software, and to organize the
exchange of experiences between risk consultants.

6. Lessons learned from the Unilever RDM experience

The RDM experience at Unilever yielded valuable infor-
mation about the value of RDM for product innovation
projects within Unilever and also about risk management
learning across projects.

6.1. Added value of RDM

Results from the RDM adoption process at Unilever
suggest that professionals participating in the area of prod-

uct innovation are very satisfied with the way RDM allows
them to identify, confront and manage risks in their projects.
Three distinct evaluation studies confirmed this satisfaction.

First, in the implementation phase, the authors asked
participants in pilot projects to complete a short evaluation
questionnaire, addressing ten questions on the use of RDM.
On 5-point scales participants were asked to judge:

Y The added value of RDM in identifying and evaluat-
ing the project risks (Mean � 4.30);

Y The contribution of RDM in making decisions on the
management of risks (M � 4.33);

Y The usefulness of RDM for product innovation
projects (M � 4.45);

Y The added value of the risk reference list (M � 3.99);
Y The transformation of potential risk issues into state-

ments in the risk questionnaire (M � 4.12);
Y The representation of the results of the risk question-

naire in the risk profile (M � 4.11);
Y The effectiveness of the risk management session

(M � 4.25);
Y The contribution of the risk facilitators during the

whole process (M � 4.46);
Y The time efficiency of the RDM process (M � 4.47);
Y Whether they would recommend RDM for other in-

novation projects (M � 4.41).

Second, one year after the implementation and roll-out
phase of RDM at Unilever, an internal evaluation study was
carried out to check whether assessment and management of
risk had improved. Two staff members from Unilever’s
department of Organization & Efficiency interviewed some
20 persons about their experiences so far with RDM. The
results were unanimously positive. Participants felt that the
individual interviews were very useful in getting issues on
the table, and that the list of potential risks and their scoring
were very helpful in focusing and clarifying team thinking.
One manager said: “ It allowed a lot of issues that were
festering under the surface to be raised in a constructive
manner.”

The one-day plenary risk management session held at the
end of each RDM—step 8 of the RDM procedure—proved
one of the most valued parts of the RDM process. Some of
the participants felt it enabled them: “ to clear all misunder-
standings and varying interpretations about the risks.” Most
participants were very happy with the outcome: they felt
that they were: “either reassured on critical issues or at least
confident that what they had decided was the right way to
tackle it,” and that: “ it was quite clear at the risk manage-
ment session that the RDM process had pulled out some key
issues and actions which they thought would not have been
addressed otherwise.” “ We always did risk management,
but we did it in an ad-hoc way. This RDM approach has
given us a much better framework.”

Regarding the rule that risk facilitators should in no way
be involved in the tasks of that team, participants offered
similar observations: “ Independent facilitators are essential;
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they can ask questions unbiased by status, politics and
what happened in earlier projects,” and: “ I firmly believe
that impartial facilitators are absolutely essential. It could
not work if the project team tried to do this for them-
selves.”

Finally the evaluation study also addressed the timing of
RDM. Participants declared that it ideally should take place
at the end of the feasibility phase of the project. Some also
suggested that it should be done: “ immediately prior to
major decisions being taken.”

Recently, as part of a research project on risk manage-
ment, ten project managers at Unilever were interviewed
about their experiences with RDM [14]. All these project
managers praised RDM and declared that they will use it
again in future projects. Fig. 8 presents some quotations
taken from the project managers who participated in this last
evaluation study.

RDM has led in some of the cases to the termination of
a project. This happened when those responsible for it did
not see a feasible way to manage the risks. We argue that
such timely termination is among the important advantages
of RDM. RDM appears also to help in choosing between
alternatives. In one of the pilot projects, for instance, the
team had to decide between various raw materials. RDM
helped to clarify and compare the development scenarios for
these materials, each of which involved a series of risk
issues that had to be combined before a well-considered
decision could be made.

6.2. Learning from experience

In addition to our evaluation study of RDM, we analyzed
and compared in more detail the projects that served as pilot
studies, in order to move beyond project-specific issues to

Fig. 8. Project manager’s visions on RDM: some quotes.
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those that are inherent or structural in a substantial number
of innovation projects. From this analysis, we compiled data
useful for future project teams, for instance as an important
input for a newly appointed project team in their project-
start-up session, or as reference material for the risk facili-
tator, to be used in the risk identification phase of RDM.
The eight projects that we analyzed yielded a total of 653
diagnosed project risks. For this analysis we followed a
procedure recommended by Kassarjian [8]. This allowed us
to standardize the outcomes of the various project teams and
relate these to our reference list of risk issues. After the
analysis we drafted a new version of this list, including 12
main risk categories and 142 corresponding potential criti-
cal innovation issues (see Appendix A).

Some of the issues included in Appendix A were ex-
tracted from articles about critical success factors in product
innovation projects. Others were extracted from the RDM
studies that we conducted in the last decade in various
industrial firms. If a company wants to develop its own risk
reference list, Appendix A might serve as a good starting
point. We recommend a systematic evaluation of the rele-
vance of the risk categories and related risk issues to the
specific innovation context of the company, on the basis of
which the reference list might be modified and extended.

6.3. Avoiding potential pitfalls

Our experiences with RDM suggest a number of pitfalls
that might interfere with implementation. Skilled facilitators
should be able to avoid most of these, by the following
means:

Y Take enough time for each of the individual inter-
views because this certainly will pay off at the end.
Participants will feel they are taken seriously and will
come up with what is really worrying them. For the
risk facilitator it will also result a more complete
sense of the manner in which a potential risk is per-
ceived within the team.

Y Don’ t turn the plenary part of the risk management
session (step 8 of the RDM process) into a full brain-
storming to try to solve all problems on the spot. Let
the plenary session focus specifically on making plans
for solving the identified problems.

Y Don’ t flip through the risks saying, “a team is work-
ing on it, we have a plan,” since the objective is also
to assess those plans, although it can get tough if it is
a very technical matter.

Y Remember that the results are primarily for internal
use. The team is the primary stakeholder for an RDM-
process, and should decide what should be reported to
whom.

Y Follow-up must be guaranteed. Plans made during the
plenary session should be worked out and the results
should be reported to all participants.

7. Conclusion

An RDM conducted for a specific project generates pro-
active, cross-functional solutions for managing specific
project risks effectively. A company might also use RDM
outcomes to search for structural weaknesses in their inno-
vation process. This will yield the necessary data to accel-
erate learning, to increase a company’s innovation capabil-
ities and by this its innovation success.
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