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ABSTRACT 

The Alpha Customer-Collaborator concept presents a systema5c approach to iden5fy 
unmet needs in today’s most turbulent markets. A landmark work that upends tradi5onal 
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OVERVIEW: COLLABORATING FOR GROWTH 

Technology manufacturing is enormously compe44ve, fast moving, and fraught with risk. Okay, 
that’s called being in business. But how does a manufacturer gain compe44ve advantage, 
increase innova4on effec4veness, and realize a higher return on invested capital (ROIC) in the 
face of risk? 

We submit the more effec4ve approach is through Alpha Collabora4on. Alpha Collabora4on is 
the development of deep strategic rela4onships with select industry experts in your target and 
adjacent markets in which both the Manufacturer and the Alpha Collaborator realize significant 
strategic advantage in their respec4ve markets through the collabora4ve innova4on of their 
best and brightest to bring new solu4ons to market. 

Manufacturers who adopt Alpha Collabora4on as a key pillar of their innova4on strategy are 
more likely to 

1. Discover need-driven strategic insights that cut through the fuzzy front-end of 
innova4on. 

2. Reduce the cost of investment and 4me to market for high ROIC. 
3. Gain and maintain sustainable market dominance over their compe4tors. 

ALPHA COLLABORATION 

What is Alpha Collaboration? 

Alpha Collabora4on is the development of deep strategic rela4onships with select industry 
experts in which both the Manufacturer and the Alpha Collaborator realize significant strategic 
advantage in their respec4ve markets through the collabora4ve development of one or more 
new product or service concepts. The Manufacturer’s project team then refines these concepts 
and develops a business case which is presented to management for review. 

Three considera4ons factor into Alpha Collabora4on, making it a dis4nct and powerful concept 
for profitable growth. 
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Strategically Aligned Alpha Collaborators 
Alpha Collabora4on happens when a Manufacturer and an Alpha Collaborators mutually invest 
engineering and marke4ng people, systems, and physical assets in collabora4ve solu4on 
development. The Manufacturer and Alpha Customer have strategically aligned objec4ves and 
commit to work together toward those objec4ves.  

Collaborative Innovation Work 
A Manufacturer and Alpha Customer work together in the Opportunity Discovery and Concept 
Generation Phases of innovation. This includes secondary and primary market research, early 
solution design, prototyping, and laboratory and field testing. An Alpha Collaborator’s contribution 
is focused on providing deep industry insight and feedback during the innovation process that 
influences the final product or service concepts. Collaboration work between the teams continues 
in an iterative fashion until the innovation project is commercialized or discontinued.  

The Manufacturer will benefit from the iden4fica4on and development of novel solu4ons not 
yet in the market. This is a major benefit from the involvement of Alpha Customer subject 
maTer experts who contribute first-hand needs and solu4on design thinking, consistent with 
their advanced technical knowledge and, some4mes, thought-leadership market reputa4ons. 

An Alpha Collaborator benefits because the concept(s) developed solve some of the Alpha 
Collaborators most pressing challenges ahead. The concept(s) resul4ng from collabora4ve 
innova4on are a perfect fit with the Alpha Collaborator’s manufacturing process and/or the 
solu4ons they offer to their customers. 

OVen, this work is physically conducted in the Alpha Customer’s R&D labs and/or on their 
manufacturing floors. Personnel from both teams are co-located in the R&D lab, collabora4ng as 
members of one team. 

Alpha Collaboration Timing 
The 4ming of Alpha Collabora4on is especially impacYul to a Manufacturer’s ROIC. Coming at 
the Fuzzy Front End of innova4on, Alpha Collabora4on is like the fog liVing while driving at 
night. At the start of the innova4on process, an R&D team has more ques4ons than answers. 
Ques4ons oVen lead to more ques4ons. In other words, everything seems fuzzy.  

Good Alpha Customers offer experience driven insight that can quickly bring clarity to the R&D 
team unlike most other market research. Not only does the innova4on project gain speed, it 
also gains accuracy. Accuracy comes from the experience behind the insight from the Alpha 
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Customer, which guides the innova4on project from the beginning on a path towards a novel 
solu4on that will gain faster adop4on and in some cases grow to dominate the market. 

What Makes for a Good Alpha Customer 

Alpha Customers are iden4fied and recruited in the ini4al phases of an innova4on project for 
the purposes of iden4fying strong market opportuni4es and developing concepts for new 
products or services. Good Alpha Customers are characterized as follows. 

• Alpha Customers are individuals that are experiencing needs before anyone else in the 
targeted market(s). 

• They envision solu4ons or develop prototypes to sa4sfy their own needs that will be 
commercially aTrac4ve to firms. They can’t wait for the market to bring them the 
solu4on they need! 

• They possess deep knowledge and exper4se in a ver4cal market. 
• They can ar4culate deep and direct input about needs and solu4ons. 
• Poten4ally, they can offer novel ideas about the unmet needs facing their marketplace 

months or years before the bulk of the market. 
• Alpha Customers, as an en4ty and as individuals, expect to benefit significantly by 

finding a solu4on to their needs. 
• Alpha Customers precede the star4ng point of the well-known Technology Adop4on Life 

Cycle, first developed by Rogers EvereT and first popularized by Geoffrey Moore. 
• Alpha Customers envision or face the need for products and services that do not yet 

exist on the market. 

Alpha Customers will be found among the execu4ves and engineers in your customer base, or 
among your compe4tors’ customers, who are ac4vely working on applica4ons and processes 
that leverage your solu4ons. 

Two other types of Alpha Collaborators may be found outside your target market. 

The first of these are execu4ves and engineers in advanced “analogous” markets where the 
applica4ons and technology are similar, yet more demanding. These  groups may shed light on 
innova4ons that your team can bring “downstream.” 

The second group is execu4ves and engineers who face challenges or needs with respect to 
specific aTributes of the idea at the center of your innova4on project. 
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The Alpha Collaboration Process 

The research process is divided into four phases, with each phase defined by the core ac4vi4es 
summarized below. 

 

1. Selection of the Project Focus and Scope:  
This is the preparatory phase of a new product development project. A management group first 
decides the new product or service area that will be the focus of the innova4on ini4a4ve and 
selects the core team that will execute the new product development project. This project team 
then does the prac4cal work required before launching the actual alpha collaborator concept in 
the next phase. 

2. Identification of Trends and Needs:  
The core project team begins the project by doing an in-depth inves4ga4on of trends and 
emerging market needs. By the conclusion of this phase, the team will have selected the specific 
need related trend(s) that will drive concept genera4on in the next phases. 

3. Identification of Alpha Collaborators:  
This phase begins the concept genera4on phase of the project. The project team interviews 
Alpha Collaborators to gain deeper insight into emerging needs and to acquire new product and 
service ideas. By the end of Phase Three, the team will have generated preliminary concepts.  
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4. Alpha Collaboration Kickoff: 
A select group of alpha collaborators and technical experts join the project team and other 
company personnel for a workshop to do intensive product or service concept development 
work, usually over a 2 or 3 day period. The outcome of this workshop is typically a new product 
or service concept - or some4mes several of them. The project team then refines these 
concepts and develops a business “case” which is presented to management for its review. 

TO ACHIEVE TRUE INNOVATION, WORK WITH TRUE 
INNOVATORS 

True innova4on is the development and commercializa4on of products and services that are 
first to market and loaded with market poten4al. Yet, anyone who has been involved in the 
early stages of innova4on understands the vagaries of the fuzzy-front end of innova4on. It’s that 
period when you’re not quite sure where all this is headed. That groundbreaking innova4on 
concept is elusive. 

Abstraction abounds. You need clarity and keen insight. The kind that comes from working with 
people who are ahead of the market. They are true innovators. They are your Alpha Collaborators. 

They see problems and opportuni4es other people may not see for months or years. And they 
are oVen already working on solu4ons. 

Conven4onal market research asks typical customers what they think they need tomorrow in 
the way of new products and services. Unfortunately, typical customers usually cannot say with 
accuracy what they will want in the future. They oVen can only speculate about their future 
needs. They may express obvious requirements around exis4ng products such as “cheaper” or 
“faster” or “easier” to use.  

Alpha Collabora4on explores tomorrow’s product and service needs of expert users. Alpha 
Collaborators are sophis4cated consumers who are dealing with needs ahead of the bulk of the 
market. These cueng-edge experts, true innovators, provide richer and more accurate 
informa4on on future market needs.  

Focusing your data collec4on on Alpha Collaborators results in higher quality informa4on on 
emerging market needs. In turn, your product and service concepts are sharper, more strategic, 
and loaded with market poten4al. 

In short, Alpha Collaborators help you discover true innova4on. 
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REALIZING HIGH RETURN ON INVESTED CAPITAL 

Alpha Collabora4on has the poten4al to deliver a higher ROIC compared to tradi4onal 
development of concepts for product/service innova4on. Improved financial gains can be seen 
in three important metrics of the innova4on process. 

1. Commercial Attractiveness Sets a Steeper Sales Trajectory 
Based on the deep market understanding and foresight of your market’s leading experts, 
products and services that result from an Alpha Collabora4on process are commercially more 
aTrac4ve. These solu4ons have the ability to pull consumers in the market to you because they 
are so novel.  

Every innova4on project team faces Geoffrey Moore’s chasm, as he explains in Crossing the 
Chasm. The chasm is that daun4ng leap from the rela4vely easy early sales to adop4on by the 
early majority in the market. Commercial aTrac4veness that derives from Alpha Collabora4on is 
the fuel to pull the early majority to your business, establishing a steeper sales trajectory. 
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2. Solution Design Data Set a Steeper Profit Trajectory 
Novel product design that can propel commercial attractiveness requires significant R&D 
investment. Alpha Collaborators often deliver design data from the solutions they have developed 
in their own labs at a fraction of the investment were your team starting from scratch. 

Yet the value is not only in an accelerated star4ng point for your team’s solu4on design work. 
Significant value comes from the price point a novel solu4on can command. Because the 
solu4on is unique and first to market, consumers will be willing to pay a higher price for the 
“not-to-be-found-elsewhere” benefits your solu4on offers. 

3. Speed to Market 
Alpha Collabora4on concept development tends to be much faster than conven4onal 
approaches. Managers have compared Alpha Collabora4on to tradi4onal methods. These 
managers es4mate that they can complete concept development twice as fast when working 
with Alpha Collaborators. 

The new concepts that come out of this approach typically require less development work 
because technical staff has direct access to the rich informa4on Alpha Collaborators have 
acquired by experimen4ng with concepts or prototype solu4ons under actual field condi4ons. 

MARKET DOMINANCE FROM ALPHA COLLABORATION 

Domina4ng your market is the end game for Alpha Collabora4on. This is made possible by the 
magne4c pull in the market from novel solu4ons. These solu4ons generate interest from 
industry media and industry experts. Everyone is talking about your innova4on. Think ChatGPT. 

Not every innova4on project will go from 0 to 60 quite like ChatGPT. Yet the paTern is clear. 
Businesses that can develop novel solu4ons and be first to market ascend in the market faster 
than their compe44on. This is an effect that well managed companies can maintain for years. 

When Alpha Collabora4on is the norm in a business’s innova4on strategy, that business will 
eventually develop a reputa4on as a market leader. Rather than being among the pantheon of 
one hit wonders, Alpha Collabora4on as a strategy drives R&D and innova4on success 4me and 
again. That’s called market dominance. 
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SUMMARY: THREE KEYS TO GETTING STARTED 

Alpha Collabora4on is an inten4onal strategy that must be embraced by the en4re C-suite and 
organiza4on. It becomes a way of life for the businesses who do it best. We suggest three keys 
to geeng started on the road to market dominance. 

1. Alpha Collaboration as Culture 
Alpha Collabora4on is a way of doing business. The more Alpha Collabora4on is baked into your 
organiza4on’s DNA, the greater the results you will see. 

This is not revelatory, but it is essen4al. Geeng the whole team on board is the first step that 
will determine the success of the next two. 

2. Assemble the Right Team 
Culture and the skills of the team go hand in hand. You need leaders and team members who 
are comfortable with empowerment, risk, and rela4onships. 

3. Develop Relationships with the Right Alpha Collaborators 
Finally, Alpha Collabora4on is about crea4ng mutually beneficial rela4onships with other 
experts, execu4ves and companies in the marketplace. As said earlier, Alpha Collaborators may 
come from within your target customer audience or they may be adjacent to your market. 

They are experts who see things other people don’t see. They have a culture that is compa4ble 
with your culture. They too understand the nature of mutually beneficial rela4onships.  

For more informa4on about Alpha Collabora4on and consistently overcoming the most 
challenging obstacles innovators face, go to www.yourgrowthengine.com.  


