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Technology Development is like running the Marathon...
Tolis Voutsas, SID Vice President for Americas Region

Since my childhood (I was
born and raised in Greece) the
story of Pheidippedes — the
first “marathoner” — has been
fascinating and, to my mind at
least, synonymous to the ideas
of honor, perseverance and
success. The traditional story
relates that Pheidippides (530

BC-490 BC), a messenger in
the ancient Athenian army,
ran the 40 km (25 m|) from the battlefield near Marathon
to Athens to announce the Greek victory over Persia in
the Battle of Marathon (490 BC) with the word
(Nenikékamen, "We have won") and collapsed and died
on the spot from exhaustion.

Running was never my strongest suit, but later in life,
prompted by the usual concerns that most mid-life adults
have to content with, I took up recreational running as a
way to fight stress and stay fit and active. Not too long
into this activity, | challenged myself into actually
running a marathon. My goal, which would have been
unheard of a few years back, became a reality when I
crossed the finish like of my first marathon in my home
town of Portland, Oregon (USA). Thus, | became a
long-distance runner, experiencing a transformation that
was to reshape my professional and personal life in more
ways than | even imagined.

Running more than 50 miles a week gives you plenty
of time to think and reflect upon problems. More times
than | can remember, I’ve settled arguments in my mind,
found solutions to problems, and considered new project
directions during my runs. There is a strong link between
running and a "younger,” more nimble brain. The
positive effects are long-term and plentiful, ranging from
increased brain capacity to think, store and recall
information to planning and maintaining a more positive
outlook about life.

My job revolves around new technology. As an R&D
manager | have experienced many challenges regarding
selection, evaluation, development and even termination
of projects relating to new technology. Some time ago
(and, to no surprise, during one of my runs) | had an
epiphany about the strong similarities between new
technology development and running the marathon. I’ve
come up with 6 elements of success in the marathon that
I find to apply equally well in the area of technology
development.

Strong motivation:

nobody will aim at running 26.2

miles without strong motivation. As in running, strong
motivation behind a new project is essential component
for success. The motivational strength is linked to real
business considerations (i.e. “needs”). Thus, every new
project will need to be placed under this light and not
just considered on the merit of interesting science.
Equally important is the commitment to the goal. It takes
a long time to prepare for a long-distance race and
probably longer to enable a new technology for your
organization. Your personal commitment will be a strong
metric of how others (i.e. your management) view your
motivation and belief in your goal.

Good training: the importance of a good training plan
is invaluable in terms of achieving your marathon goals.
The plan should aim at improving your weaknesses
without leaving you exhausted and unable to carry on the
rest of your life. A good execution plan is a vital
component of any new technology development project.
Identifying, at an early stage, key obstacles and directing
resources to target such roadblocks is a required practice
for effective management of new projects.

Patience at the start: a marathon distance is a long
distance! You’ve trained hard and once the race is on,
your natural tendency is to go out fast. After all you are
feeling good (at the time)! A new technology project will
require similar patience at its genesis. The organization
should have the flexibility to allow for that. Cutting
research corners to produce rapid results may excite
upper management, but it will also undermine the deeper
understanding of the technology that will be needed to
produce unique solutions at later stages.

Steady pace at the middle miles: for a marathoner the
middle miles provide a rich range of emotions, from
“ecstatic” and “content” to “tired” and “bored”. The key
to success in the race is to keep a steady pace regardless
of your emational state. Similarly, the mid-life of a new
project will produce a multitude of impressions to both
researchers and management. Early successes may be
substituted with successive failures. New problems will
surface that may negate some of the envisioned
advantages. Honest and emotionally-detached evaluation
of the project will provide the best assessment
mechanism. If the decision is to proceed, steady pace on
the research level should be applied to carry the project
on to the next milestone.

Strong finish: it has been said that the marathon race
starts around mile 20. Whoever has run a marathon
knows well the dreadful feeling of the last 5-6 miles of
the race. Still, the best marathoners have strength left to



SID Japan Chapter Newsletter No.49

(2012.01.29) @)

deal with the finish. If your project makes it to “mile 20",
strong chances are that it will make it to the end.
Judicious effort during the last development stages,
including managing the technology transfer process and
collaborating with implementation groups will ensure a
strong finish.

Recovery and next race plan: finishing a marathon is
a great accomplishment. After such intense period of
preparation and training you deserve some period of
relaxation and recovery. Completion of a new technology
development project merits similar accolades. Even if the
technology is ultimately not adopted by the business,
lessons learned can always be applied to improve the
odds of the next project opportunity. After the

decompression period, new opportunities will be pursued,
thus restarting the cycle.

Running the marathon and running a new technology
development project has similar challenges and,
potentially, similar enjoyment upon completion.
Although running won’t necessarily make you an athletic
champion, it will surely improve your life and elevate
you to a savvier professional. Sooner or later you may be
the new “Pheidippedes” in your organization. If you do,
please make sure that you stay clear of his ultimate faith.
After all, you would like to do this more than once...!
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