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hen the world 
number one 
name in 
toys, Mattel, 

recalled tens of millions of 
toys due to lead in paint, 
shockwaves were sent through 
the industry. Immediately 
the blame was pushed onto 
Chinese manufacturers and 
the assumption made that 
quality had suffered due to 
cost pressure. While there is 
no doubt that there are rogue 
manufacturers in China, we 
must all ask ourselves: how 
did this situation occur and 
what part of the quality and 
assurance management 
system failed?

Transferring a product 
from concept to market 
is team work between 
sales & marketing, the 
designers, engineers and 
the manufacturer. Should 
any part of this close chain 
or communication within it 
break down, then problems 
can quickly arise. In reality a 
product return is the fault 
of everyone in the chain. 
However, problems can be 
detected quickly with good 
and independent Q&A 
procedure.

In a sobering report to be 
published by the Asia Pacific 
Foundation of Canada, 
University of Manitoba 

business professor Hari Bapuji 
and University of Western 
Ontario international business 
professor Paul W Beamish, 
have noticed that of the 550 
toy recalls since 1988 about 
10% were attributable to 
manufacturing defects, such 
as poor craftsmanship, lead 
paint and inappropriate raw 
materials, while around 80% 
were due to design fault. 

The report also points out 
that when Mattel recalled 
20 million toys this year, 80% 
of the toys were recalled 
due to small magnets, 
which is a design flaw not 
a manufacturing shortcut. 
Designers should have made 
sure that the components/
materials that were used 
were capable of meeting the 
specification.

These issues can be 
resolved through better 
communication and project 
management, including 
cultural understanding across 
all parties. Independent and 
regular Q&A is very important. 
It is certainly possible to 
develop and manufacture 
complex products in China 
– for instance, mobile phone 
production will increase by 
30% by December 2007.  

Sagentia has been operating 
in Hong Kong since January 

2005, and was the first 
Cambridge consultancy to do 
so. Through our joint venture 
SGAI, we carry out design and 
development in both Hong 
Kong and Shanghai in China.   
By having project teams on 
the ground and keeping the 
communication lines clear 
and open between Cambridge, 
Hong Kong and our clients, 
we can deliver low-risk, 
low-cost, high-value product 
development.  

Made in China is not bad 
for business, but not acting 
coherently across the design 
and manufacturing teams 
will be.

Tim Moore is Chief  
Executive Officer of SGAI  
Tech and is based at  
Sagentia’s headquarters  
in Cambridge, UK.
Tim.Moore@sgaitech.com
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Portable laptop or mobile explosive? – Sagentia Catella 
calls for more stringent battery/device integration
By Annika Ahlberg Tidblad

oth Apple and Dell’s 
high profile product 
recalls of more than one 
million Sony-powered 

laptops has raised concerns over 
battery safety, affecting clients 
everywhere but particularly 
in the industrial, military and 
consumer sectors.

The battery has been considered 
safe for so long that we forget 
just how much energy it 
contains. Now, battery safety 
is being compromised in two 
main ways: cheap batteries 
manufactured under less 
than stringent quality control 
are entering the market; 

and the drive to make more 
products cordless is resulting in 
applications which can cause 
serious battery stress.

We have experienced a 
significant rise in requests for 
battery quality testing, and 
advice on how to better specify 
battery-powered products. 
Clients wanting to sell own 
brand batteries are keen to 
find the cheapest supplier, but 
need to ensure safety is not 
compromised. 

Clients also want advice on 
product specification; new 
products often use battery 

power to provide differentiation, 
but power supply is usually 
thought of as a drop-in 
component, not an integral 
part of the overall design. As a 
result, the battery is stretched 
to its limits with potentially 
dangerous consequences. We 
work with product designers 
and battery manufacturers, 
providing a technical ‘bridge’ 
which greatly improves 
communication and results in 
successful, safe products.

Both product designers 
and battery manufacturers 
need to understand the full 
implications of cutting costs on 

battery design, build, use and 
eventual disposal. Our deep 
understanding of this industry 
means we are well-placed to 
help in this area, but we all 
need to ensure that product 
manufacturers are aware of the 
impact that products with less-
than-perfect power can have 
to the battery supplier, the end 
user and the environment.

Annika Ahlberg Tidblad is 
a Senior Consultant with 
Sagentia Catella and is based at 
the office in Järfälla.
Annika.Tidblad@sagentia.com
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‘Tomorrow’s products today’ – new challenges 
for German materials and chemicals industry
By Frank Küber

he German chemicals 
and materials industry 
is facing growing 
competition and 

ever tighter margins, whilst 
demands for production quality 
are increasing. In Germany, our 
clients continuously need to 
identify new products to secure 
their future, products which use 
existing capital equipment for 
manufacturing. 

In the last decade, however, the 
major chemical and materials 
conglomerates, with their 
massive R&D capabilities, 
have been split into smaller 
companies, with limited R&D 
resources. Businesses are 
focused on short term results, 
but also require medium and 

long term product development, 
and to bring new products 
to market in three to five 
years time – the equivalent of 
tomorrow in this industry. 

To meet this growing demand, 
companies are looking for 
creative and analytical solutions 
‘beyond the brief’, and ask 
Sagentia to help identify 
opportunities available to 
them. For example, a German 
company active in the building 
industry approached us with 
their product – a polymeric foam 
able to manage the content of 
moisture. By pulling together 
a bespoke cross-functional, 
sector and discipline team, we 
discovered new applications in 
different industry sectors based 

on the unique functionalities of 
the material. For example, we 
identified a medical application, 
demonstrating to the client 
that this foam addresses unmet 
needs in wound care – thereby 
opening up a new market sector 
and business opportunity for 
them. We used our established 
contacts in the medical industry 
to trial the product almost 
immediately, enabling a fast 
track market entry for the 
company. With no medical 
sector knowledge, this company 
would have found a similar 
process high-risk and time 
consuming, thereby missing a 
major opportunity.

Sagentia’s breadth of expertise 
is proving invaluable to German 

companies facing these new 
competitive challenges. These 
‘new’ challenges require both 
technical knowledge, but 
also strategic awareness and 
understanding, to enable 
companies to fully understand 
each stage of the value chain. 
The results can be huge, with 
companies in the chemicals and 
materials industry finding new 
ways to operate and to generate 
value in a highly challenging 
sector.

Frank Küber is Head of Business 
Consulting at Sagentia GmbH  
and is based at Sagentia’s office 
in Frankfurt. 
Frank.Küber@sagentia.com

T


