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R&D 2021 and beyond -  
facing a successful future
This summary of the R&D Management Conference 
2021 will provide a short review on the insights and 
impulses from presentations and discussions and It 
presents the condensed key learnings on how R&D 
organziations can be enabled to face a successful 
future.
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Executive Summary

4

R&D leaders have to find answers 
on a strategic as well as on a 
tactical level. R&D leaders have 
to find answers on a strategic as 
well as on a tactical level. On the 
strategic level the transformation 
should start with the customer.  
What should our organization look 
like? What solution portfolio shall 
we offer? How is it ensured that we 
deliver the best solutions for our 
customer’s needs? 

Furthermore, it will be important 
to define the right strategic 
approaches to digitization 
and globalization. In terms 
of digitization, it is important 
to develop a clear vision and 
to gain speed without losing 
the employees. Regarding 
globalization, it will be relevant to 
be close to future consumers and 
employees with an affordable effort.

The tactical dimension focuses on 
effectiveness and efficiency. How 
do we reduce time to market? 
What is our attitude towards agile 
processes? Are our Systems 
Engineering skills sufficient to 
manage product complexity in 
an IoT-ecosystem? How can we 
design future-proof architectures 
that ensure attractive offerings and 
flexible product evolutions with a 
maximum degree of reusability? 

Some answers and inspirations 
can be found in the key takeaways 
from the presentations and 
discussions of this year’s 3DSE 
R&D Management Conference. We 
hope you enjoy reading it.

How to setup a R&D
organization 
that flexibly 
and efficiently 
delivers solutions 
for customers 
worldwide and is 
able to respond to 
the challenges of the 
upcoming decade. 

Digitization and constantly 
changing markets, as well as 
legal, political, and demographic 
developments push the 
transformation of all industries and 
businesses forward. Thus, today’s 
R&D organizations are confronted 
with several challenges: From the 
outside, they face the increasing 
customer expectations of providing 

a product that is tailored to their 
specific needs. Furthermore, new 
competitors from other markets 
and industries emerge and apply 
new approaches that disrupt 
existing markets. From the inside, 
they face required changes of their 
business models and new core 
competencies in order to offer a 
complete and attractive solution 
portfolio. In this environment 
of change and disruption the 
leadership teams of established 
companies need to rethink of how 
to setup their R&D for the future.

The answer to this question is not 
trivial. R&D takes place in a tension 
field, namely, disruption versus 
compliance, and efficiency versus 
responsiveness. To find the right 
balance between these bookends 
and to derive the right measures 
is the key task of today’s R&D 
leadership teams.
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Key Takeaways of the R&D Management  
Conference 2021 

1 Think in solutions not products

3 Set up an architecture that paves the 
way to the future 

4 Establish digitization as a  
pilgrimage

5 Build a strong, extended, global 
R&D network

6 Find your own approach to agility

7 Be clear about your  
portfolio to not lose track  
during the transformation
  

8 Enforce decentral decision- 
making to manage complexity

9 Do the first step before  
the second

10 Listen up – Prepare your business  
for the new workforce coming from 
emerging markets
 

2 Align your organization with your 
customer journey(s)
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to build up competencies, 
resources, and processes for 
the architecture development; to 
make sure every developer has 
a clear understanding of what 
the modules and systems are; 
and to ensure thinking ahead 
by connecting the architecture 
development with the strategic 
planning. An architecture that 
paves the way to the future is 
scalable, open for partners, 
and has a vision beyond the 
boundaries of a companies’ 
products.

4. Establish digitization as a 
pilgrimage
Digital transformation is relevant 
for all industries. For R&D, 
the changes affect both the 
solutions and the work processes. 
Consequently, the resulting 
transformation presents one of 
the most relevant leadership 
challenges of the upcoming 
decades – and it has only yet 
started. It’s recommended 
to establish digitization as 
a pilgrimage. It’s a long and 
demanding way with ups and 
downs. One can literally feel the 
blisters and the heavy backpack. 
In order to avoid losing employees 
on this journey, it is important 
as a leader to give them a clear 

purpose, a reason why we are 
going this way. Create a culture 
that wants to be cutting the edge 
and that wants to be the driving 
force of the transformation; 
implement lighthouse projects 
which help the employees to see 
over the pains of this change. 
Once these levers are established, 
one can start to enjoy the journey.

5. Build a strong, extended, 
global R&D network
Global markets differentiate in 
culture, customer expectations, 
political and legal circumstances, 
and in infrastructure. It’s 
required to act locally in order to 
understand local particularities 
and to offer solutions that fit 
the varying circumstances: “It 
doesn’t work to have a German 
engineer develop a solution for 
an Indian consumer.” A strategy 
that builds on internal and 
external measures is needed 
in order to address this issue. 
Have a clear strategy on who to 
partner with and how to integrate 
partners smoothly. Enforce cross-
company innovation that involves 
customers, employees, start-ups, 
and partners. Do not exclude the 
option of partnering with your 
competitors. 

1. Think in solutions not 
products
Digitization and service-
orientation lead to new customer 
expectations in all industries. 
Today, customers don’t want to 
buy products, rather they want to 
buy a solution specifically tailored 
to their problem. This requires 
rethinking what products to offer 
and how to design the business 
around them. To evolve from a 
provider of products to a solution 
provider, the first step is to 
thoroughly understand who your 
customers are and what they need 
– what is the job your customers 
need you to do? It’s important 
to take into consideration the 
whole life cycle and ecosystem 
in which your solution is used. 
When moving from products to 
solutions, the following questions 
need to be answered: How much 
customization do I offer? Which 
services do I offer on top? What 
is my business model? How does 
my product integrate into my 
customer‘s environment? 

2. Align your organization with 
your customer journey(s)
With a shift in thinking about 
solutions instead of products, it 
is also recommended to rethink 
the structure of the organization. 

The structure of the organization 
should in line with the customer 
journey(s) so that the focus can lie 
on the delivery of these journeys 
to the customers. In this case, we 
do not speak of component-based 
or function-based structures, but 
rather of a structure based on the 
production system of the customer 
journey. Such an organization has 
the following properties: cross-
functional market-oriented teams 
responsible for the delivery of a 
specific customer journey, strong 
modular organization as supplier 
for customer journey teams and 
dedicated central units (e.g., smart 
services) for ensured business 
enablement, as well as the use of 
synergies. 

3. Set up an architecture that 
paves the way to the future
A well-designed architecture is 
the basis for using synergies and 
for reacting flexibly to changes in 
customer needs and technology. 
In a world of interconnected 
solutions consisting of hardware 
and software, the capability to 
design consistent architectures is 
becoming increasingly important. 
While the hardware stays in 
the field for long, the software 
can change frequently. over the 
air. The following is required: 
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rights and escalation paths should 
be easy to understand and well-
documented. Decisions based 
on data should be enabled via 
methods and tools wherever 
possible. Once a top-down 
portfolio and an empowered 
decision making is established, the 
result will be a more focused and a 
faster-acting organization.

9. Do the first step before the 
second
Frontloading is not a new concept, 
but its application is not easy. 
It seems to be a natural human 
need to jump into the concrete 
implementation as fast as possible. 
Nevertheless, we learned that 
frontloading can be a big lever for 
the reduction of time to market. 
Double digit reductions are 
possible, if addressed in the right 
way. It is important to put effort 
into the early phase to shape the 
objectives – “what do we want 
to do?”. Put the best people 
in the front of the project, have 
well-defined expectations and 
outputs for these phases, and 
spend time to validate the defined 
concepts early. If you actualize 
the implementation only after a 
careful planning phase, you will 
significantly reduce uncertainty, 
you will be able to measure early 

maturity, as well as to increase the 
speed in the subsequent project 
phases.

10. Prepare your business for 
the new workforce coming from 
emerging markets
The previous takeaways provide 
orientation on how to prepare your 
R&D organization for the future. 
While moving into this direction, it 
is recommended to also consider 
demographic changes that take 
place around the world. It is the 
sheer amount of young people 
with tertiary degrees that are 
going to be an immense workforce 
with a huge disruptive potential. 
Thus, strategies for integrating 
these talents into today’s R&D 
structures will be required. 
Different languages, cultures, and 
mindsets need to be managed. 
An increasing influx of innovations 
coming from the emerging markets 
– not the established ones – need 
to be managed. Addressing this 
evolution might be one of the 
greatest challenges of R&D leaders 
in the upcoming decades.

6. Find your own approach to 
agility
Agility promises the increase 
of speed, flow, and flexibility in 
R&D. Most players have already 
started to implement agile 
working modes on small or even 
large organizational scale. The 
agile way of working focuses on 
frequent releases, MVP thinking, 
a clear cadence of planning, 
and on retrospectives. This 
approach can be beneficial for 
an organization, however, it can 
turn disadvantageous quickly 
if not implemented correctly. 
Therefore, don‘t over-standardize 
the agile way of working. Instead, 
foster agile leadership and an 
agile mindset. Use frameworks 
and methods but phrase your 
own approach to agility. Build up 
internal competencies and install 
healthy growth mechanisms to 
scale.

7. Be clear about your portfolio 
to not lose track during the 
transformation
The ongoing transformation is a 
challenging task for management. 
The fear of missing a trend or 
of being disrupted by a market 
change or a new unforeseen 
competitor is omnipresent. In this 

situation, everything seems to be 
important and urgent at the same 
time. Therefore, prioritization and 
consequent portfolio planning 
become key enablers to not lose 
track during this transformation. 
Portfolio planning should be 
managed top down and requires 
a clear rhythm with a priority for 
all parties involved. Suitable levels 
of granularity and approaches on 
reacting to changes should be 
defined. Subsequently, make sure 
that the portfolio plan is not only 
transparent for the management 
but also for the rest of your 
employees.

8. Enforce decentral decision-
making to manage complexity
The 3DSE R&D study identified 
two capabilities that were above 
average for industry leaders for 
all strategic directions. Next to 
portfolio management, empowered 
decision-making is a key capability 
for becoming an industry leader. 
These two capabilities intertwine, 
as a prioritized portfolio supports 
decisions making on all levels. 
While portfolio management 
should be managed top down, 
decision-making should be 
decentralized to handle complexity 
and avoid unnecessary bottleneck 
situations. Furthermore, decision 



  

„Make time to enable people,  
not technology.“ „Sometimes you have to believe in 

some future change.“

„As a manager one must change 
perspective;  

try to look at it from space.“
„We have one key principle:  

Every step we take has to add value 
to the product.“

„Markets are different:  
China - how can a fridge not be 

connected?  
Germany - why does a fridge need 

to be connected?“
„We need to attract new values  

of a younger generation in R&D.“

10

Quotes of the Day
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Impressions
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