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Strategic innovation management represents the nexus of engineering precision and financial foresight. Within the 

context of the Back Bay Battery (BBB) simulation—a cornerstone of technological strategy curriculum—this 

challenge is distilled into the management of a maturing product line against the emergence of a disruptive 

technology. For senior technology leaders, the simulation is not merely a game of numbers; it is a rigorous exercise 

in Resource Allocation, Market Timing , and the Innovator's Dilemma.

The Core Dilemma: Ambidextrous Organizational Strategy

The fundamental premise of the Back Bay Battery scenario revolves around Organizational Ambidexterity. This 

refers to the ability of a business to simultaneously exploit existing capabilities (the mature Nickel Metal Hydride or 

NiMH battery market) and explorenew, uncertain opportunities (the nascent Ultracapacitor or Supercapacitor

market). Failure to balance these two vectors often leads to the 'Success Trap,' where a firm becomes too proficient

at a dying technology, or the 'Failure Trap,' where it exhausts resources on a new technology that has yet to find a

viable market.

The Mature Product: NiMH Batteries

The Nickel Metal Hydride (NiMH) battery serves as the firm’s primary revenue driver. Historically, these batteries 

have provided reliable energy density for portable power applications. However, the technology is reaching the 

upper limits of its S-curve. Strategic management here requires incremental improvements to maintain market

share while harvesting cash flows to fund future R&D.

The Disruptive Entrant: Ultracapacitors (SC)

Ultracapacitors (Supercapacitors) represent a classic disruptive technology. Initially, they underperform NiMH 

batteries in terms of total energy density (the amount of energy stored) but far exceed them in power density(the

speed of energy delivery) and cycle life. In the early stages of the simulation, these components suffer from high

production costs and a lack of established market demand, creating a significant operating loss for the business

unit.

Technical Analysis of Battery Metrics and Market Requirements

To succeed in the simulation, one must understand the technical specifications that drive customer purchase

decisions. These metrics are not arbitrary; they reflect the physical constraints of energy storage engineering.



Technical Parameter NiMH Characteristics Ultracapacitor (SC) 
Characteristics

Strategic Significance

Energy Density (Wh/kg) High (relative to SC) Low (Improving) Determines run-time for 
devices like power tools.

Power Density (W/kg) Moderate Extremely High Critical for burst-energy 
applications (e.g., 
regenerative braking).

Recharge Cycles ~500 - 1,000 >100,000 Affects the longevity and 
total cost of ownership 
(TCO).

Self-Discharge Rate Moderate High Impacts shelf-life and 
standby readiness.

Unit Cost ($) Declining (Scale) High (R&D dependent) Determines entry into price-
sensitive segments.

Market Segment Prioritization

Success in the simulation requires aligning technical performance with specific market needs. The simulation 

presents several distinct segments, each with a unique Utility Function:

•  Power Tools: Requires high energy density for long work sessions but is highly price-sensitive.

•  Medical Devices: Values reliability and power density; less price-sensitive than consumer electronics.

•  Warehouse Automation: Needs high cycle life and fast charging (where SCs eventually dominate).

•  Electric Vehicles (EV): The 'Holy Grail' segment requiring breakthroughs in both energy density and cost.

Strategic Resource Allocation: The R&D Investment Framework

A Senior Technical Writer must emphasize that R&D is not a sunk cost but a capital investment in future 

optionality. In the Back Bay Battery simulation, the manager is given a finite budget to allocate across various

technological improvements.

1. Incremental vs. Radical Innovation

Investing in NiMH energy density is Sustaining Innovation. It satisfies the current customer base (Power Tools)

and maintains the current cash cow. However, there are diminishing returns. Technical data suggests that as a

technology matures, each additional Wh/kg of energy density requires exponentially more capital. Analysts must

identify the 'Inflection Point' where NiMH R&D should be scaled back in favor of SC development.

2. Solving the Price-Performance Gap

The Ultracapacitor initially lacks a Value Proposition for the mass market. The simulation data indicates that 

dropping the price (e.g., from $20 to $15) is necessary to stimulate early adoption in niche segments. This 

'Learning Curve' effect is crucial: increased volume leads to manufacturing efficiencies, which further lowers costs. 

Managers must be prepared to endure several years of negative EBIT (Earnings Before Interest and Taxes) in

the SC line to reach the scale required for profitability.

The Mathematical Model of the Simulation



Effective management in the BBB simulation can be modeled through a Net Present Value (NPV)approach to

R&D. Consider the following simplified formula for R&D decision-making:

Expected Value = (Probability of Tech Success × Market Size × Margin) - Cost of R&D

In the early years, the Probability of Tech Success for SCs is low, and the Market Size is negligible. However, the 

Marginpotential in new applications (like medical or grid storage) is significantly higher than the commoditized

NiMH market. A winning strategy typically involves investing $1.0M to $2.0M annually in SC energy density even

when the product is losing money, ensuring the technology is ready when the market 'crosses the chasm.'

Year-over-Year Tactical Execution

1.  Years 1-3: Stabilization. Focus on maintaining NiMH margins. Invest enough in NiMH to prevent customer 

churn in the Power Tool segment. Begin modest investments in SC power density to find a 'beachhead' market.

2.  Years 4-6: The Pivot. As SC costs decline and energy density improves, aggressively shift R&D funds from 

NiMH to SC. This is the most dangerous phase, as NiMH revenue may begin to plateau.

3.  Years 7-10: Market Capture. Scale SC production. Use the price lever to enter the warehouse and 

automotive segments. At this stage, NiMH should be treated as a 'Legacy' product with minimal R&D.

Case Study: Analyzing the 'Power Tool' Pivot Failure

A common failure mode in the simulation is the 'Late Pivot.' Many managers wait until NiMH sales actually decline

before investing heavily in SC. By then, competitors (simulated) have already moved down the cost curve. 

Failure Analysis Matrix



Error Type Symptom Technical Root Cause Solution

Over-Investing in NiMH High market share but 
declining profits.

Diminishing returns on 
energy density R&D.

Redirect funds to SC once 
NiMH hits 80% of 
theoretical limit.

Under-Pricing SC Too Early Rapidly depleting cash 
reserves.

Insufficient volume to cover 
fixed R&D costs.

Use 'Price Skimming' in 
medical markets before 
'Penetration Pricing' in 
tools.

Ignoring Market Feedback Product specs don't match 
customer 'Jobs to be Done.'

Misalignment between 
engineering goals and 
buyer priorities.

Analyze the 'Market 
Requirements' dashboard 
annually.

Advanced Engineering Considerations: Energy vs. Power

To provide an educational deep dive, we must distinguish between Specific Energy and Specific Power. The 

Back Bay Battery simulation is essentially a laboratory for Ragone Plots. A Ragone plot maps the energy density

against the power density of various storage devices.

During the simulation, the goal of the manager is to shift the Ultracapacitor's position on the Ragone plot upward

and to the right. Initially, SCs are in the top-left (High Power, Low Energy). Through targeted R&D (often $1.0M+

per year), the manager 'stretches' the performance envelope to reach the bottom-right (Higher Energy), where they

can begin to compete with NiMH in traditional applications while retaining their native power advantages.

Strategic Implications for Modern Technology Management

The lessons from the Back Bay Battery simulation extend far beyond the energy storage industry. They are 

applicable to SaaS transitions, Internal Combustion vs. Electric Vehicles, and Cloud vs. Edge Computing.

Key Takeaways for Senior Leadership

•  The Cannibalization Paradox: You must be willing to cannibalize your own successful products (NiMH) with 

your new ones (SC). If you don't, a competitor will do it for you.

•  The Importance of 'Patient Capital': Innovative technologies require years of losses before they reach the 

'Takeoff' phase. Management must shield these projects from short-term quarterly profit pressures.

•  Data-Driven Iteration: Use the simulation's feedback loops. If an investment of $2M in energy density only 

yields a 5% improvement, it is time to pivot the R&D focus to cost reduction or power density.

Ultimately, the Back Bay Battery simulation demonstrates that technical excellence alone is insufficient for business 

survival. A firm must possess the strategic agilityto reallocate resources in real-time, anticipating the shift in

market demands before they become obvious in the financial statements. By mastering the balance between

energy and power, and between current cash and future growth, managers can navigate the turbulent waters of

technological disruption.
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