1. DEFINING THE MARKET
You could hire a high-priced market research consultant -- if you have $10,000 to spend before you know whether you'll ever make a dime. Or you could simply apply some of the same ingenuity that you used to develop your invention, and research its potential yourself. Read specialized reports (many are downloadable from market research firms' websites for $250 to $1,000), compile pricing data on competing products, and interview potential customers. (Keep plenty of nondisclosure agreements handy.) All the while, focus your attention on the "five Ps," a framework for evaluating the potential of an idea that's familiar to any first-year MBA student. 

Product
Obvious, you say? Not so fast. It's possible that your invention isn't salable on its own, but instead forms the foundation of a successful product or service. If you've invented, say, an airbag for bicycles, you could find that customers won't buy it as an add-on but might shell out a lot more for a bike that already has it installed. 

Positioning
Show the product to people from all walks of life to get an idea of which segments it appeals to. A few tweaks to the prototype -- anyone for airbags in designer colors? -- might give you clues about how to home in on the most lucrative market. 

Price
Don't make the classic mistake of starting with your production costs and then adding a profit margin. Ask questions that get to the heart of the matter -- namely, your pricing power. How much do similar products cost? Will a 5 percent increase in price lead to a 20 percent drop in sales? You might find that you can't make your product at a price people will pay -- but it's better to learn that now, before you waste any more time and money. 

Place
Knowing whether you are going to sell directly to consumers, through retailers, or through resellers will help you decide what partners you need. If it's a consumer product, talking with buyers at retail chains could help you find the answer. 

Promotion
Ask your prospects how they make buying decisions, then push your product through the appropriate channels. This is least important in the early stages -- you can leave it for later, when your hired help (or a partner) can assist.

