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Can I Ask a Stupid Question?
Doug Dolan, Toronto writer/
communications consultant, dougdolan.
com, 2012

And if someone else does, would I be 
wise to answer?

…When you’re making  pitch, try to ask a 
lot of questions (ideally not stupid ones). 
Clients see this as a sign that you’re re-
ally done your homework – though it can 
also be a way of hiding your ignorance, 
as you prompt them to spell out some-
thing that otherwise they might have 
asked you to explain.

Be forewarned, though, that asking prob-
ing questions can be a dangerous game. 
For every client who says, “Wow, he re-
ally forced us to re-examine our assump-
tions,” there will be another who balks at 
the prospect of working with someone 
who asks so many bloody questions.

…If a client says, “That’s a very good 
question,” it means either (a) they’re 
pleased that you’ve bothered to learn 
a little about what they do, or (b) they 
haven’t a clue how to answer and are 
playing for time. If it’s the latter, they 
may retaliate by asking the ultimate 
dumb question: “What previous experi-
ence do you have in marketing dispos-
able shower caps [or whatever it is 
they’re selling]?” To which you can reply, 

“I’ve actually won several awards in that 
area,” stating it with such authority that 
they may not ask any more questions. 
Or you can deflect them with a query of 
your own: “I’ve certainly done a lot in 
a similar vein – but these caps, are we 
talking classic disposable or fully biode-
gradable?”

Either that or take a deep breath and 
begin the long, sad journey of explaining 
how you’ve done comparable work in 
the personal consumer space, including 
for products designed to promote the 
avoidance of moisture (rubber gloves, 
antiperspirants, diving bells), so you feel 
confident that you can make the leap to 
shower caps – especially those of the 
elasticized floral variety.

All of which adds up to a lot of effort. 
The kind we expend constantly as we 
concoct new answers to win or retain cli-
ents’ business – when, really, why don't 
we just tell those people how ridiculous 
they’re being? But that’s probably a stu-
pid question..

Cascades Inc.: Environment, 
Innovation, and Energy
Annual Report, 2011

Cascades Inc. is a 14,000-person Cana-
dian company that sells recycled papers. 
It states in its annual report, “Cascades’ 
commitment to sustainable develop-
ment (has existed) since its inception, 
well before the concept became part of 
the collective consciousness. Sustain-
ability has always been closely related 
to Cascades’ business strategy and 
success. Its experience of nearly 50 
years in recycling, the forward-thinking 
management of its human resources, 
and its continuous efforts in research 
and envelopment are only a few facets. 
More than ever, this approach is being 
recognized, appreciated, and rewarded… 
Although everyone is talking today about 
being ‘green,’ Cascades must continue 
being the industry reference and its 
credible, strong leader.”

A model for the Environment 
Cascades performed incredibly well in 
fibre recycling, ensuring water and air 
quality, reusing waste, and reducing 
energy consumption. Item: Using hydro-
gen peroxide and sodium hydrosulphite 
instead of chlorine when producing 
bleached pulp eliminates halogen com-
pounds in our effluents. Item: Cascades’ 
plants recover an average of 73% of 
their waste, but proving that better is 
always possible, our plants in La Ro-
chette France and Arnsberg, Germany 
recovered 100% of their waste this year. 
Item: Instead of going to the landfill, 
de-inking sludge is reused as a filler in 
multi-layered cardboard and as bulk in 
industrial tissue paper. Item: Cascades 
is committed to the objective of giving a 

second life to all its waste. Item: In one 
year, we improved our energy efficiency 
by nearly 1%, which represents a sav-
ings of more than $8.9M.

A model for Employees 
Since we are convinced that our employ-
ees are the reason for our success, we 
take our employees to heart… we are 
always looking to improve security in 
the work place, ensure their health and 
well-being, offer competitive working 
conditions and benefits and celebrate 
our successes with them. Item: Profit-
sharing has existed since Cascades 
was founded in 1964. This method of 
having employees enjoy the Company’s 
success has been recognized as provid-
ing more than just financial benefits. 
Item: Cascades offers eight distinct 
initiatives to improve our employees’ 
lives. Our corporate business model 
has been cited as an example by many 
management schools. Item: With re-
gard to occupational health and safety, 
Cascades focuses on these four ele-
ments: Accountability and Responsibil-
ity; Activities and Tasks; Evaluation; and 
Consequences. Each manager knows 
his area of accountability and respon-
sibility. These elements are translated 
in to a series of activities that are inte-
grated into everyone’s work description. 
The quality of these tasks is evaluated 
and monetary consequences, whether 
positive or negative, are applied to the 
assessment of the manager’s accom-
plishments.

A model for the Community 
Even in trying times for our industry, we 
make a point of being involved in our 
local communities. We direct  our dona-
tions and sponsorships to the environ-
ment and sustainable development. 
Through these initiatives, we were more 
than just sponsors; we became bona 
fide partners, exchanging knowledge, 
findings, and ideas. Item: The quality of 
life for Cascades’ employees is based 
on sound working conditions and on a 
community setting where life is good. 
Cascades contributes through major 
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investments in the communities where 
it operates.

A model for the Economy 
Cascades has maintained a respectable 
level of profit, thanks to its employees’ 
ingenuity and the implementation of 
strategic initiatives… Cascades is one 
of the largest investors in research and 
development. Thanks to our incredibly 
knowledgeable and enterprising em-
ployees, our products are now the envi-
ronmental choice par excellence. Item: 
After decades of environmentally sound 
actions, Cascades does not see climate 
change as a risk, but as a business op-
portunity. Item: Since 1990, we have 
reduced our emissions by 26% and sold 
$2.5M worth of CO2 credits in Europe. 
Item: We have developed  a responsible 
purchasing policy, making suppliers 
aware of the importance of adopting 
socially and environmentally responsible 
business practices.

Cascades’ employees were challenged 
to define goals:

1 Actively promote sustainable devel-
opment leadership as product manu-
facturer.

2 Communicate our environmental 
and energetic performances to our 
employees, our customers, and to 
the public.

3 Tend to reduce rejects in air and 
water and promote the 4Rs (Reduce, 
Reuse, Recycle, and Recovery).

4 Identify improvement opportunities, 
implement them, and quantify the 
benefits.

5 Optimize energy consumption and 
promote renewable energy as well as 
energy from waste.

6 Comply with laws and regulations.

Life’s Work
Harvard Business Review brochure, 
©2012

Ai Wei Wei, artist
I think many people give up because 
they don’t know how to change just a 
little bit to reach a better position.

What compels you to cross disciplines?
Curiosity. I get bored easily. 

You often work collaboratively. Why?
I think I can be creative only in a group. 
It’s all about the communication. It’s not 
just one plus one but something more.

How do you manage these collabora-
tions?
Management is sometimes very com-
plicated. You have to understand every 
procedure, all the details and important 
factors. But sometimes its very loose: 
you just suggest a condition. Maybe you 
only vaguely know what you’re coin, but 
during the process you realize the whole 
idea.

Do you see yourself as a leader?
I see myself not as a leader but as 
somebody who initiates things or finds 
the problem or provokes a discussion. 
You have to ready to engage, willing to 
participate.

What makes people respond so strongly 
to you?
I always emphasize common values, 
simple truths. I encourage people to see 
how they can achieve them.

Do you think creativity can be taught?
Creativity is part of human nature. It can 
only be untaught. 

Your father, the poet Ai Qing, was exiled 
for years toy labor camps. What did you 
learn from him?
Sincerity. My father never knew if he 
would survive, but when he cleaned 
toilets, he did it to perfection. That gave 
him the same joy he got from writing 
a beautiful line of poetry. He had no 
purpose apart from trying to enjoy the 
moment.

Jane Goodall, scientist and conservator
You usually can’t change people’s minds 
by the intellect. You’ve got to find some-
thing that reaches into their hearts.

Bela Karolyi, gymnastics coach
Everyday competitiveness is unbeliev-
ably productive.

Francis Ford Coppola, film director
The things you get fired for when you’re 
young are the same things you win 
lifetime achievement awards for when 
you’re older.

The smaller the budget, the bigger the 
ideas.

If your instinct tells you to do something 
different from the tried-and-true, you’ve 
got to take a shot. 

If my intuition doesn’t give me the an-
swer, I have a little exercise: What is the 
theme in a word or two? In The Conver-
sation it was privacy. In The Godfather, it 
was succession. Break it all down. When 
you reach a creative impasse, you just 
say “Well, what does the theme tell me?” 
And usually that will suggest which way 
to break the roadblock.

Condoleeza Rice, Secretary of State
I believe you should never spend your 
time being the former anything. If you 
take that attitude than you fall more 
easily into a new environment. You have 
to leave behind the context of what you 
were doing and adopt the new context. 
But you bring new skills and new ways of 
looking at problems.

Wynton Marsalis, musician
How did you learn to lead?
I was always the leader on teams. The 
guys always asked me, “Man, what do 
you think we ought to do?” But I was too 
harsh. I learned to have clear direction. 
As a band leader, if you are unclear or 
wishy-washy, or you lack the heart, they 
can’t follow you.

How is leading a band like running a 
company?
You have to know what your people can 
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do. The ones who need to be challenged, 
you give them challenges. The ones who 
need to be carried, you carry them. The 
ones you need to let go, you let them go. 
A leader has got to have a certain kind-
ness but a certain meanness, too.

What’s your theory on talent versus 
practice?
You can become proficient at anything. 
If you’re a boxer, you can practice four 
million hours and become proficient to 
a certain point, but if you don’t have the 
talent, you won’t be the one to beat. You 
can’t practice the ability to make con-
nections or have a deep, spiritual insight.

How do you hire musicians?
I look for four things: First, individuality. 
Do they have a unique sound? Second, 
knowledge of the music. Third, do they 
respond well to pressure? And fourth, 
do they want to part of us?

You have to assess criticism and then 
make your own decisions. You have to 
say, “We’re going this way.” That’s what 
steels your leadership – you survive and 
become a better leader. If you can’t take 
it, you’re not the leader.

What has composing taught you about 
creativity?
Celebrate the traditions as you innovate. 
As you come up with new things, always 
reach back. Offer everything you have 
all the time.

Manolo Blahnik, shoe designer
You become accomplished if you do 
what you do with passion.

Mario Batali, chef-entrepreneur
My objective as a manager, of course, 
is to remove the obstacles that prohibit 
greatness in the people I’ve hired. 

I hire really good people and pay them 
top wages.

No matter what, the kids and family 
things go in the calendar first, then the 
restaurant things, then everything else.

Desmond Tutu, civil rights leader
What I am is a good captain. I utilize 
the talents of the people on the team, 

and when the team plays well, I get the 
kudos.

Nothing is ever lost. The apparent failure 
is not, in fact, a failure.

Frank Gehry, architect
You have to control the project through 
to the end, really control the goddamned 
thing, because it’s your design. Nobody 
else knows how to do it.

I’m like a pussycat with a ball of twine. 
It goes over there, and he jumps over 
there. It falls on the floor, and he goes 
there. I’m opportunistic. Once I under-
stand the problems, I try things. I see 
what works and what doesn’t, and then 
I try again. When it looks like something 
I’ve done before, I abandon it.

The client has got to be willing to talk 
to you. Imagine you get a job with IBM, 
you’re working with an executive vice 
president, and he shows the model to 
the president, and the guy says, “What 
the f___ is that?” That won’t work with 
my work. So I only accept jobs where I 
work with the decision maker.

The client hires you, so the client is the 
priority. But you can’t jus build a building 
based on what the clients say, because 
their vision is based on what’s normal. 
How do you get out of the normal? 
You’ve got to question everything. Spend 
time with the user group. Glean all the 
information you can. And then throw it 
all away and begin to play.

How Does Economic Recession 
Affect the Role of the Designer?
Philip Appleton, DM Journal, Vol.6, No.1, 
2011

“The value, and especially the legitimi-
zation of design will be in the future, 
measured more in terms of how it can 
enable us to survive and I don’t think 
this is an exaggeration, to survive on 
this planet.” – Dieter Rams

Design has established itself as an 
industry equipped with the skills and 
technologies to innovate and implement 

ideas efficiently. Technological innova-
tion, global markets, concerns about 
the environment, and a desire to make 
products accessible to those who need 
them rather than those who can afford 
them are major issues that will affect 
the design industry.

“Good design is always an upward sales 
curve.” – Raymond Loewy

Earnest Elmo Calkins… advocated the 
idea that the American public could 
consume its way out of (economic) de-
pression. In 1932, Calkins wrote, “Con-
sumer engineering must see to it that 
we use up the kind of goods we now 
merely use.” Such sentiments ushered 
in an era of built-in obsolescence, and 
an increase in the sales of manufac-
tured good that has been linked to the 
use of industrial designers. Indeed, it 
is claimed that the use of industrial 
designers increased sales of manufac-
tured goods by 350 percent.

“Good design is as little design as pos-
sible.” – Dieter Rams

As Europe became more affluent (after 
World War II), consumers began to be 
mow choosy. By the mid-1950s, in an 
increasingly globalized market, manu-
facturers were discovering the threat to 
their products from cheaper versions 
manufactured abroad. (German) elec-
tronics company Braun was no excep-
tion. “Braun couldn’t produce cheaper 

– that was the problem,” recalls industri-
al designer Dieter Rams. “It had to think 
in another dimension.” …The partner-
ship of Rams and Braun demonstrates 
how design can influence an entire mar-
ket through the diversification of one 
product (the SK4 record player) – and 
the trust Braun had in Rams shows just 
how vital the role of the designer had 
become compared to a few decades 
earlier. The impact of consumerism and 
a restored economy led to a public that 
had “never had it so good,” and it could 
be argued that none of this would have 
been possible without the emergence of 
the design industry. A design-conscious 
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market was emerging, and Braun, invigo-
rated with the value of Rams’s designs, 
was able to create quality products for 
it. Rams claimed, “Braun products elimi-
nate the superfluous to emphasize that 
which is more important.” This ethos 
established Braun’s market share.

It was ever more possible to view the de-
signer as an artist with a production line. 
For their part, the public had developed 
a taste for products that were personal 
to them.

Throughout most of the 1970s and 
1980s, with the help of the microchip, 
Japan led the way in innovation – fuel-
ing an economic boom in the emerging 

“tiger economies” as many Western 
industrialized nations were experienc-
ing stagflation. Those years were epito-
mized by the global success of products 
such as Sony’s Walkman, released 
in 1979… China now produces over 
11,000 graduating industrial designers 
each year, and this likely to have a sig-
nificant effect on the design profession. 
The real influence here is globalization, 
which has put designers in the position 
of having to be more competitive than 
ever before.

Through technological advances in ma-
terials and manufacturing, design has 
established itself as an industry. Design 
is now seen as a bridge between engi-
neering and marketing. With tools such 
as computer-assisted design at their dis-
posal, designers are now able to answer 
briefs quicker than ever before.

Conclusion
Designers are beginning to reassess 
their role in society. Design is partly to 
blame for overconsumption, but design-
ers will also have a fundamental role 
to play in resolving the issue. Products 
need to be designed to be sustainable 
while reflecting the need for economical 
growth… Designers have the ability to 
find solutions to problems unseen, stim-
ulating economic as well as social pros-
perity. Businesses are more than ever 
reliant on the ability of the designer to 

innovate. Design, now affected by world-
wide social structures, has established 
itself as an industry capable of solving 
ever more difficult problems.

Welcome to the Era of the Chief 
Executive Customer
IBM print ad, October 2013

“(How can companies) take advantage of 
the unprecedented streams of informa-
tion generated by today’s customers? 
This question falls on the shoulders of 
the chief marketing officer. …Marketers 
believe their profession is being trans-
formed by “big data,” the proliferation 
of mobile devices and the emergence of 
social media. A new kind of CMO is now 
adapting to these changes and is rein-
venting what marketing can do.

The vast amount of information that cus-
tomers are generating lets marketers 
understand them not just as segments, 
but as individuals. Forward-thinking 
marketers are connecting the universe 
of transactional, social, service, and 
search data to build new levels of cus-
tomer visibility and understanding.

CMOs used to try to shape customers’ 
desires, now they’re learning how to 
predict them. Analytics help them take a 
holistic view of the customer experience 
and create new methods of engagement, 
using data to create not just a snapshot 
of the customer, but a lifetime view that 
can improve with every interaction…

The CMO now plays an essential role in 
aligning the company’s values with its 
brand promise. They are spending more 
time on “who we are” and not just on 

“what we sell,” giving their firms a new 
degree of social intelligence and self-
awareness.

By rethinking their profession, CMOs 
today are bringing more ROI of their mar-
keting investments and are proving that 
marketing can be less obtrusive and 
more personal, less of a pitch and more 
of a service to people. More on this is at 
ibm.com/smartermarketing”

Ideation: Step One: Make a List
Adam Savage, Wired magazine, Oct 
2011

“…A list is a collection with a purpose. …
Mostly I make lists for projects. This can 
be daunting. Breaking something big 
into its constituent parts will help you 
organize your thoughts, but it can also 
force you to confront the depth of your 
ignorance and the hugeness of the task. 
That’s okay. The project may be the lion, 
but the list is your whip. The first thing I 
write down is whatever I hope to end up 
with. It’s generally the name of a folder 
on my computer, and the list of tasks 
will be a series of subfolders and sub-
subfolders.

When I want to build something, I’ll start 
collecting images and drawings and in-
formation in the main folder. After a few 
weeks I’ll start parsing this raw info into 
subfolders. Unforeseen challenges will 
get even more subfolders.

Eventually I’ll create a folder called 
Adam’s Progress. As I chug along, I take 
photos with my phone and drop them 
into this folder for a quick reference of 
how far I’ve come. These images pro-
vide inspiration and momentum: a list of 
what I’ve already done makes my list of 
what’s left to do a bit more manageable. 
And when I’m finished, this folder will be 
my diary of the entire project. It’s some-
thing I’ll keep forever.”

Incorporating Uncertainty into the 
Design Management Process 
Mohammad Rajabalinejad and Christos 
Spitas, DM Journal, Vol.6, No.1, 2011

Design and management are ubiquitous 
words that are used in different con-
texts. We read or hear about automobile 
designers, dress designers, architec-
tural designers, system designers, air-
craft designers, and so on. We also hear 
about people who are project managers, 
office managers, product managers, 
and the like. In fact, design and manage-
ment are part of human history, and 
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people have always designed artifacts 
and managed processes in any way that 
was necessary.

A major task in design management is 
dealing with uncertainty coming from the 
design process or external sources. The 
external sources of this uncertainty can 
be stakeholders, users, markets, environ-
ments – indeed, all the forces that im-
plicitly or explicitly influence the design.

Integration of designer and manager 
viewpoints
Explicit conflicts may appear as a result 
of differing viewpoints of the design 
manager and the designer. For manag-
ers, design is a resource that can add 
value to a product. If used properly, it 
can produce good returns and increase 
benefits. Designers often focus on other 
priorities, resisting attempts to measure 
the results of their efforts in financial 
terms. For instance, a designer may 
present a wider concern, such as sus-
tainability or style changes. Dealing with 
these kinds of issues is a key concern in 
the field of design management.

Design management is the process that 
integrates the uncertainties involved in 
design with those involved in manage-
ment. Therefore, knowledge obtained 
from both design and management is 
necessary to reduce uncertainties and 
lead to better decisions and success.

The design process starts with an ab-
stract plan called the design brief. This 
process is considered unique in the 
same sense that to a certain degree, 
even if the same design brief is used for 
two different design processes, differ-
ent outcomes are expected.

The ability to make decisions throughout 
the design process is largely dependent 
on the uncertainty level. Obviously, deci-
sion making is difficult when uncertainty 
is high… A designer can consider dif-
ferent ideas and solutions to a problem 
in the initial stages, but once the key 
decisions are made, possible choices 
to change the overall design become 
gradually more difficult and expensive.

When a design fails, it is likely that 
the problem can be traced back to 
decisions made in the earliest concept 
phase, where the initial ideas were 
developed. Consequently, a successful 
design in the concept phase is much 
more likely to end in a successful design 
and product.

Uncertainty, ignorance, and threshold 
for decision support
Uncertainty and ignorance are two 
major unknowns that affect decision 
making. Uncertainty can be described 
as the lack of knowledge required to 
suggest a solution to a certain problem, 
whereas ignorance pertains to think-
ing erroneously that the current stage 
of knowledge is sufficient in making 
decisions.… Information collected to 
proceed to the next phase of the design 
process is always incomplete, and this 
is a main source of uncertainty. In the 
simplest terms, we define uncertainty to 
be an expression of the lack of informa-
tion necessary for the decision-making 
process.

Stakeholders
A list of stakeholders includes: Custom-
ers, designers, design managers, design 
coworkers, green parties, the environ-
ment, the public, media, manufacturer, 
suppliers, end users, investors, and pub-
lic authorities.

In general, the stakeholders play a 
major role in shaping the design and 
resulting product. They can also create 
difficulties in a design process that they 
cannot support. In this regard, creating 
stakeholder awareness can be very im-
portant, and probing their expectations 
can provide useful insight and a smooth 
progression of the design process. A 
reformulation of the design brief during 
the design process may be necessary in 
order to clarify needs and requirements. 
This usually happens right after the 
stakeholder analysis.

In the early stage of the design pro-
cess, the well-known SWOT analysis 
(Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, 

and Threats) is frequently used. It is 
a simple strategic analysis technique 
meant to create awareness of forces 
that may impact the design process. 
SWOT analysis is something that rehires 
a facilitator (usually a design manager), 
stakeholders (participants), and a posi-
tive attitude. 

More Than Heroics: Building Design 
as a Dynamic Capability
Ryan R. Rosensweig, DM Journal, Vol.6, 
No.1, 2011

To understand design’s role in creation 
competitive advantage, we need to 
comprehend how design and business 
practices interact… Designers anticipate 
something formulaic from their business 
partners, whip in return expect high-fi-
delity, market-ready concepts from their 
design partners.

This article focuses on the interaction be-
tween design and business, exploring its 
impact on the success of organizations. 
It proposes a model that identifies how 
design becomes a dynamic capability for 
any organization when its promotion and 
support shift from a person to a function. 
The article analyzes the effectiveness 
of design thinking in supporting design 
as a dynamic capability and offers con-
clusions for the elevation of a design 
functioning support of a sustained com-
petitive advantage in organizations.

Functioning as both a noun and a verb, 
design is directly linked to the product 
development process… The complexity 
of its usage is also represented in how 
design is defined by the diversity of indi-
viduals who claim it as part of their field. 
Whether simple or complex, design is 
ultimately user-centered… Design fully 
utilizes one’s abilities, often through 
collaboration with others, to discover an 
unexpected solution that improves an 
experience.

Building dynamic capability
Birgit Jevnaker notes, “Design and de-
signers can extend how enterprises and 
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their core groups actually come to sense 
and seize business opportunities, and 
renew their organization’s distinctive 
competencies, which have been coined 
‘dynamic capabilities.’”

(There are) three components: (1) the 
interaction of the design process within 
the organization; (2) the role of the 
design management function to both 
integrate with the design process and 
establish its value outside; and (3) the 
actions of the design management func-
tion to capitalize on design as a dynamic 
capability to both protect against com-
petition and support organizational as-
sets to create a sustained competitive 
advantage in the marketplace.

Design thinking as a link between de-
sign and business
The perceptual gaps between design 
and business, and the success of or-
ganizations using design and design 
processes as a tool for “moving to the 
upper right” (a reference to the sweet 
spot on an X- and Y-axis chart) to create 
breakthrough products, has created a 
great deal of interest in the innovative 
outputs of design. Although designers 
have been shown to be a valid source 
for strategic input, they are still largely 
absent when strategic management is 
carried out in organizations. Indeed, (it 
is) important for designers to convince 
their industrial partners of the benefits 
of design.

Design thinking was developed to sup-
port an organizational interest in includ-
ing non-designers in the design process 
to expand innovation capabilities… (De-
sign thinking) reflects both convergent 
and divergent productive thinking, devel-
oping and maintaining several line sod 
thought in parallel, and balancing these 
in equal proportions. 

Misperceptions of design thinking
Design thinking is a good way to build 
multidisciplinary skills and encourage 
collaboration. However, it is not a tool 
four helping non-designers become de-
signers… Design thinking is s an ability 

that one can develop. Many designers 
are great design thinkers, because of 
their experiences from design educa-
tion and as a professional. By the same 
token, many designers are not design 
thinkers – indeed, some actually deny 
the validity of design thinking. Design 
thinking can, however, help turn design 
into a dynamic capability. Researchers 
investigating how creative organizations 
promote creative capabilities to gener-
ate value have found that the most 
successful organizations have “creative 
entrepreneurs” who build collaboration, 
exploit knowledge, and enhance rela-
tionships in and outside of the organiza-
tion – evidence of some skill at design 
thinking.

The trouble with design heroes
Leaders are needed within every orga-
nization, but sustained competitive ad-
vantage comes from a design function, 
not a design hero. Organizations that 
embrace a design function must create 
design management teams that are nim-
ble in the face of shifting organizational 
priorities. This structured approach will 
drive the value of design as a dynamic 
capability, protecting it from competition 
and supporting its organizational assets.

It is simple to define creative capabili-
ties and denitrify creative entrepreneurs, 
but it is difficult to explain how they are 
created or sustained. Where empower-
ing creative capabilities is concerned, 
the organizations represented by this 
framework are only as strong as the 

“creative entrepreneur” on their payroll. 
When this individual leaves, the com-
pany is left in a fragile and uncertain 
state – there is no actual, organizational 
structure, only an individual.

The foundations of design are as impor-
tant as the process
It is essential for an organization to 
develop leaders with a design sensibil-
ity who are traditionally trained in fields 
other than design. But a design function 
must still attract and reward traditionally 
trained designers. The critical separa-
tion between designers and design 

thinkers is the mental discipline that a 
designer develops as a part of his or her 
design training… Traditionally trained de-
signers are hired and trained as design 
managers in order to link organizational 
deliverables with traditional design ex-
pectations.

Capitalizing on design as a dynamic 
capability allows designers to transform 
ideas into intellectual property. This 
protects an organization against compe-
tition and builds upon its assets. Teams 
of design thinkers can develop great 
ideas dependently, but without the help 
of trained designers, these ideas are 
unlikely to be actualized.

The design firm IDEO, well known for 
its leadership on design thinking, has 
found it challenging to identify talent to 
support its expanding efforts as strate-
gists. In an interview, Tim Brown, CEO 
of IDEO, reflected on the challenges of 
recruiting “great design thinkers” who 
are skilled in “both creative and analyti-
cal problem solving”… Brown continued, 

“We all have tone both (business and 
design thinkers) because there are 
many skilled designers – but those who 
are able to reduce strategic ideas of 
design to practice are valuable. They 
can both make stuff and drive the busi-
ness needs of the client.” IDEO refers to 
these people within their organization 
as “business design specialists,” individ-
uals with “a unique blend of real-world 
experience and theory, entrepreneurial 
zeal and boardroom polish.” What IDEO 
and other firms seem to be looking for 
are not simply non-designers who value 
design thinking, but designers whose 
capabilities are multidisciplinary.

When design is seen as a dynamic 
capability, organizations will realize the 
competitive advantage they gain and 
the “difficult to replicate” expertise they 
develop within their organization from 
its intricate blend of personalized imagi-
nation and highly interactive activities.

This article analyzed the effectiveness 
of design thinking in supporting design 
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as a dynamic capability and reflected on 
the challenge of establishing successful 
teams. This is best done by encouraging 
interdisciplinary collaboration. Design 
is more than simply the creative expres-
sion of an innovative idea. 

Sir Audacity: A Conversation 
with the Biggest of Big Thinkers, 
Richard Branson
Inc. magazine, November 2012

“This is an abridged version (of the 
abridged version) of the conversation. 
To see a video of the entire interview, 
please visit Inc.com

Can you start out in life pursuing 
audacious ventures, or do you need 
to build reputation, relationships, and 
resources first?

…True audaciousness comes about with 
just those people who have the pluck 
and the courage to say, “Screw it; let’s 
do it.” To answer your question more di-
rectly: Can you do something absolutely 
extraordinary with your first venture? 
I suppose the answer has to be yes… 
(Just consider) Larry Page and Sergey 
Brin… Larry’s first idea (Google) was 
pretty damn audacious.

To what extent do you pursue very am-
bitious projects because it is in your 
interest to do so? And to what extent 
do you do it because they capture your 
imagination?
It’s mainly because something captures 
my imagination. I very, very rarely will go 
into a business because I think I’m go-
ing to make money out of it. What I see 
is a situation where I think we can really 
make a difference to other people’s 
lives… With (Virgin Green Fund), I’d been 
concerned about the potential damage 
global warming could do to the world. So 
we have pledged to spend the profits 
from our airline business and try to de-
velop clean fuels. And companies we’ve 
invested in have developed clean fuels, 
which one day will power our planes and 
other people’s planes. And I think those 
companies will do extraordinarily well.

Have you ever encountered a challenge 
you dismissed as simply too daunting?

…I sometimes think in life you’ve got to 
dream big by setting yourself seemingly 
impossible challenges. You then have 
to catch up to them. You can make what 
people believe is impossible possible if 
you set big enough targets. Flying from 
New York to Australia in, say, two hours: 
can we do it in our lifetimes? I’m deter-
mined to try. If you don’t dream, nothing 
happens. And we like to dream big.”

So You’ve Asked Questions. Now 
What?
Matthew Clark, Vancouver principle & 
creative director, subplot.com, 2012

The real question is, did you ask enough 
of them? And did you ask the right 
ones? True strategic problem solving 
requires you dig deep and often revise 
your client’s original expectations.

You think you’ve asked all the right ques-
tions. You’ve poked and prodded. You’ve 
even meddled. But did you ask the right 
questions? And what do you do with the 
answers you’ve received?

How can you formulate answers for 
questions you have not asked?
The lowest level of question-asking 
comes from your client. Many clients’ 
answers will be lackluster and low level, 
and are based more on fantasy than on 
fact. Even the smartest clients will have 
internal biases and blinders that are 
tough to overcome and, sometimes, to 
see through.

The real answers come from you client’s 
audience: the actual living people who 
consume their products or services ev-
ery single day. The answers aren’t easy 
to come by. A little informal intercept 
like a sidewalk interview or a Survey 
Monkey questionnaire, barely count. 
A stroll through a competitor’s store 
is superficial. The lengths to which a 
typical designer goes to in the name of 

“research” are generally lightweight and 
rookie.

Significant projects require significant 
research: formal brand and competitor 
audits, key stakeholder interviews, and 
organized site visits. We try to spend 
two to three months just in this “ques-
tion” stage with our clients. Skipping this 
step, or doing it a disservice, is suicide. 
Team up with “question” experts when-
ever you can and you’ll be amazed at 
the results.

What’s the difference between docu-
menting answers and solving problems?
(Simply collecting people’s opinions is 
insufficient.) Without decision making, 
consensus building, and workshops 
to align expectations and reality, a list 
of opinions is no more than random 
thoughts… Of course ask the questions. 
But don’t fool yourself: asking them is 
not the point. Solving the problem is.

What is strategic problem solving?
A rand or communications or market-
ing strategy is well planned, purposeful, 
and specific. It’s abut making significant, 
brave decisions. It’s as much about de-
ciding who is NOT your audience, what 
you’ll NOT do, and who you’re NOT, as it 
is about finding the affirmatives.

This is the stage where the rest of our 
team and I are indeed those pain-in-
the-ass, questioning designers. But the 
funny thing is, it is only the unwilling par-
ticipants in this challenging stage that 
find it at all obnoxious. The good ones 
relish it from the outset.

In our process, we take all the answers, 
research, audits and other fodder into 
our strategy workshops, and then we 
kick it all until something stands. Some-
times the client’s wishes remain intact. 
More often, their expectations are 
realigned and the real purpose of the 
project becomes clear. Sometimes a re-
quest for a corporate brochure is aban-
doned in favor of an identity redesign. 
Sometimes a “logo” is simply not the 
point. Sometimes, we pass on the proj-
ect altogether because we think the cli-
ent needs PR, not our (design) services.
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“Answers” have a funny way of accom-
plishing this: reframing the original ques-
tions that the client came to us with in 
the first place. Strategic problem solving 
will clear away all of the confusion and 
replace it with clarity. It will align various 
responses with a singular vision for the 
brand. It will excite the client before your 
pen ever his paper with any tangible vi-
sual design work.

Lazy strategy … makes apologies for 
lazy design and clichéd thinking. Terrible 
design comes out of poor strategy. Even 
worse design comes out of thinking that 

“visual design” can, itself, solve tough 
problems. But solid, smart strategy 
demands great, breakthrough design. It 
starts with questions, but it ends with 
answers.

The Extended Value of Design: An 
Advanced Design Perspective
Flaviano Celaschi, Manuela Celi, Laura 
Mata García, DM Journal, Vol.6, No.1, 
2011

Design is increasingly recognized as 
a key strategic asset and a source of 
added value for companies… The value 
that design generates is not confined 
to the end result of the design process… 

“Advanced design” is a practice that 
imagines future perspectives by envi-
sioning future products and processes. 
It mainly deals with extensive projects 

– extended in time, space, uncertainty, 
and complexity. As a branch of design, it 
covers primarily the front end of innova-
tion and looks for solutions in complex 
innovation processes using design-relat-
ed tools and practices.

The focus of innovation literature and 
practice has shifted to the earliest 
phases of product development, the 
so-called Fuzzy Front End of Innovation 
(FFEI).

There is also a shift from focusing on the 
know-how and the know-what toward 
focusing on the know-why. Today, the 
designer’s intervention is rarely limited 

to merely the final phase of product de-
velopment. Designers must anticipate 
consumers’ needs, and this means 
close collaboration with client compa-
nies from the earliest phases.

The ability to generate ideas and to 
select the right idea to develop within 
a reasonable time frame is increasingly 
becoming a key factor of a product’s 
success.

Within the product innovation process, 
designers and design consultancies 
are diversifying their activities into mul-
tiple parts of the value chain. Scenario 
building, trend books, cultural probes, 
creativity-aid tool kits, generative tools, 
product engineering, and so on are 
themselves the result of a design pro-
cess aimed at enabling creativity and 
innovation for all kinds of organizations 
(including nongovernmental organiza-
tions – NGOs).

There are numerous examples of ad-
vanced design processes in NGOs or in 
the public sector that are aimed at bring-
ing the value of design into projects for 
the benefit of communities in diverse ar-
eas such as public services, healthcare, 
and social development.

By the early 1990s, Richard Normann 
and Rafael Ramirez had already recog-
nized that the competitive environment 
was changing fast, and with it the fun-
damental logic of value creation. They 
saw a world in which value occurs not 
in sequential chains but in complex 
constellations – the consequence being 
that simply making or doing something 
of value for customers was no longer 
enough.

To create value now for a firm now 
implies a contemplation of the entire 
system of which the firm is a part. As 
Normann and Ramirez noted, “Compa-
nies must continuously reassess and 
redesign their competencies and rela-
tionships in order to keep their value 

– creating systems that are malleable, 
fresh, and responsive. In the new logic 
of value, this dialogue between compe-

tencies and customers explains the sur-
vival and success of some companies 
and the decline and failure of others.”

Design is able to anticipate needs and 
trends, to envision scenarios, and finally 
to synthesize a possible solution.

Design has become advanced precisely 
because the focus of the value creation 
has slowly been shifting away from the 
physical product, the object, toward 
creation of value that begins long before 
the new product development (NPD) 
process starts (i.e., the front end of in-
novation).

Three shifts in contemporary design 
practice
In the design world, new disciplinary 
areas have emerged. The traditional 
areas of design (graphic-communication 
design, interior design, product design) 
at a certain point became insufficient 
to define the context of design projects. 
Instead of being focused on a product 
typology (consumer product or brand 
identity) ora field of application (interior 
design, architecture, or planning), the 
new design areas emerge directly from 
people’s needs: design for experience, 
design for interaction, design for sus-
tainability, design for cultural heritage. 
The passage of design of to design for 
requires a different approach.

We have identified three consecutive 
shifts through which this change has 
become proactive. The first is a shift 
from function to purpose, in which the 
customer’s need moves from the im-
mediate result to a longer, nonmaterial 
outcome; the specific function of an ob-
ject is tank for granted and the product 
becomes interesting because of its so-
cial usefulness (for example, ecological 
features, or social impact). The second 
one involves a change of design focus 
spurred by a change in the consumer’s 
purchase motivation as well as the need 
to consider the entire lifespan of the 
product, making it necessary to design 
not only the product but also the pro-
cesses that generate that product. Now 
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the designer must anticipate problems 
related to the production process and, 
eventually, to the end of the product’s 
lifecycle. The third shift comes about 
because of design’s expanded sphere 
of influence, which now moves from 
user-centered design to co-design. Now, 
neither designer nor company thinks of 
the user as a passive consumer; rather 
they see them as actors in the process. 
The result is a move from designing for 
to designing with customers.

Historically, design has been tightly 
linked to material culture, and it was a 
concrete discipline that related to the 
material and technical spheres of the 
product. In its current connotation, this 
same discipline also influences the non-
physical aspects of daily life (emotions, 
experiences, and so forth) thanks to its 
ability to decode and interpret.

Advanced design often focuses on prod-
ucts, yet its concerns go beyond the 
material dimension and extend to the 
processes that are involved before and 
after the design process. Advanced de-
sign links the world of research with the 
reality of production.

From product design to process design
Design has always been understood, 
interpreted, and presented as a process. 
Nevertheless, today, the process has 
become even more important: if the de-
sign object becomes more of a purpose, 
rather than simply a material product, if 
objects are dematerializing and forms 
are changing over time, then design 
must reconsider its relationship not only 
with the end user but also with time and 
space.

Some theorists, like IDEO’s Tim Brown, 
argue that thinking like a designer can 
transform the way we develop products, 
services, processes, and even strategy.

From user-centered design to co-design
Design practices have been influenced 
by a user-centered design approach that 
is currently considered one of the most 
efficient for new product design and 
development… User needs as well as 

aspirations, desires, competencies, and 
abilities represent the starting point and 
the focus of all design activities.

Value of design and value assessment
The different values that firms may as-
sign to design can be exemplified in a 
pyramid, at the base of which design 
is considered an operative tool… In the 
middle level we find enterprises that 
believe that design is a valuable asset 
with its own decision-making autonomy… 
and the authoritativeness of propos-
ing a brief that is aimed at developing 
a specific project or artifact (product, 
communication, or service). At the top 
of the pyramid, we find organizations in 
which design is integrated into manage-
ment’s decision processes and design 
is involved in building the future through 
a system of values. The value that or-
ganizations assign to design, and the 
level on the pyramid each one occupies, 
is strongly influenced by its history, its 
evolution, and the maturity and dura-
tion of the relationship it shares with its 
designers.

Any design activity that involves work on 
processes, even if it requires long devel-
opment times, conceals a great oppor-
tunity to transfer this process to other 
areas. Indeed, sometimes the return is 
measurable only in the long run through 
the value it has in shaping user behav-
iors and values. In any case, advanced 

design projects produce value that is 
hardly ever measurable using tradi-
tional “return on investment” (ROI) tools. 
Designers today, in response to this in-
creasing complexity, should address this 
problem by creating their own tools to 
estimate the value of their contribution 
in both long and short terms.

The Next Trend in Design
James Woudhuysen, DM Journal, Vol.6, 
No.1, 2011

Five principles
Principle 1: Improve basic design skills
The basic skills of design will increas-
ingly become a world commodity – a bit 
like accountancy skills have long been 
part of the taken-for-granted baggage 
of business. As a result, designers the 
world over will have to be cry good at dif-
ferentiating their basic skills from those 
of other designers. What do we mean by 
basic skills? At the very least, we expect 
the ability to:

• Draw and visualize design ideas, 
with or without the help of IT.

• Make prototypes that take account 
of fictional, technical, and cost re-
quirements.

• Execute design ideas with a strong 
eye to aesthetics.

One can be tolerant of different de-
sign solutions. But make no mistake: 
tolerance, in design management as 
elsewhere, involves the exercise of 
powers of discrimination. Some design 
portfolios are good, but too many are 
not nearly good enough. The struggle for 
better basic skills in design means mak-
ing judgments about design. It is time 
the design world was tougher with itself 
about its core competence.

Principle 2: Design for lower prices
Design managers would be wise to put 
a special emphasis on achieving qual-
ity, but at a low cost… When design 
managers propose solutions that slash 
lifecycle costs, clients sit up and take 
notice. While design thinking (DT) is 
rarely interested in cutting costs, doing 
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just that is a great way to create mea-
surable benefits for firms and for users… 
Lowering costs is a productivity strategy. 
Cutting costs will mean a commitment 
to design ideas and practical systems 
that improve productivity, convenience, 
and the use of time.

The idea that designers should engage 
with labor-intensive technologies in 
the pursuit of “green jobs” – making 
expensive, environmentally conscious 
goods and services for the middle class 

– deserves critical scrutiny. Recycling, 
for example, should be done through 
efficient, mechanized processes, not as 
a personal labor of penance. Similarly, 
employing manual laborers to “weather-
ize” homes is not as robust a solution 
as designing and building a new round 
of zero-emissions nuclear reactors. De-
signers and design managers should 
take pride in making goods and services 
that work well, but are as cheap to buy 
as possible. Design managers always 
need to keep their feet on the ground, 
in the real world of customer reference, 
and that kind of preference very much 
includes a preference for low prices.

Principle 3: Deepen internationalism
While Asian designers know quite a bit 
about Western culture and design, West-
ern designers know way too little of the 
East. That has to change… International-
ism in the management of design is a 
realistic response to the way the world 
economy works nowadays. Yet it is more 
than that. In the quest for discrimination 
in design, for great basic skills and low 
pieces, the internationalist design man-
ager will have little time for cross-border 
double standards. Everyone in the world 
deserves the very best that design can 
bring. 

Principle 4: Uphold science and tech-
nology
What the world needs now is more sci-
ence and technology, not less. Every de-
sign manager should take that to heart… 
If (a design manager is) not attracted to 
the romance of research and develop-
ment (R&D), or to the contribution it 

can make, they cannot be designers or 
design managers fit for a new century. 
Designers and design managers need to 
open up to corporate R&D departments. 
The remaining skilled experts in white 
coats that the West can muster deserve 
a fervent collaboration, not a dismissive 
competition… Design managers need to 
know who their friends are, and should 
improve their knowledge of scientific 
and technological trends.

Principle 5: See older people as quick 
learners
Despite DT’s emphasis on end users, 
the literature that surrounds it is weak 
on older people. Yet in Japan, Italy, Ger-
many, and even China, design managers 
will meet an aging population in the 
years and decades to come… The real 
point to grasp is that older people today 
are not “just as young as they feel.” It is 
too trendy to think this, and too vague. 
This view neglects the very real physi-
ological changes that set in once the hu-
man body turns 40 years old… Today’s 
older people possess not just experi-
ences, but also an inquiring outlook. 
Through their experience, older people 
can often find solutions for tomorrow’s 
problems faster than young people.

Conclusion
Discontent, as Oscar Wilde remarked in 
his play A Woman of No Importance, is 
the first step in the progress of a man or 
a nation. Equally, in the Maxims for Rev-
olutionists in his play Man and Super-
man, George Bernard Shaw observed: 

“The reasonable man adapts himself to 
the world; the unreasonable one per-
sists in trying to adapt the world to him-
self. Therefore all progress depends on 
the unreasonable man.” Tough though 
it may appear to be, the perspective set 
out here could form a simple, convincing, 
intelligent, and un-faddish new argu-
ment for the discipline of design itself. 
Here’s why: First, the perspective puts 
the accent on the visual and functional 
execution of design, in a way that any-
body from senior manager to person on 
the street can recognize. Second, it tries 

to make purchases cheaper, and sees 
a role for technology in helping the pro-
cess along. Third, while it can cheapen 
products and services, the next trend 
in design refuses to cheapen the lives 
of peplum in emerging markets. Fourth, 
the next trend seeks a powerful new al-
liance with scientists and technologists 
who want not to ameliorate disease, but 
eliminate it; who want top-class infra-
structure for all, not Band Aid measures 
that work around the lack of infrastruc-
ture; who want the best, not second-
best. Last, the next trend in design 
orientates to senior citizens as active 
powers, not as passive victims.

What fuels innovation?
Bob Hambly, Toronto creative director, 
hamblywoolley.com, 2012

Curiosity. If “innovation” is the new 
mantra of business, then we must learn 
to nurture curiosity and creativity at an 
early age.

Innovation is overtaking design thinking 
in common parlance. Innovation and 
design thinking have one crucial thing 
in common: creativity. The problem is 
that creativity can be just as nebulous 
a construct to grasp as design innova-
tion. But there is a vital component to 
creativity that is easy to access: curios-
ity. So now that innovation is the mantra 
of business, it is curiosity that must be 
encouraged. 

Advertising guru Leo Burnett said, “Cu-
riosity about life in all its aspects, I 
think, is still the secret of great creative 
people.”

For most of us, curiosity will flourish 
while we are very young and our parents 
answer our incessant questions. Once 
we start school, things change fast. Our 
individual needs take a backseat to the 
needs of the collective whole. Studies 
have shown that most people’s sense of 
curiosity peaks by age five.

Those who pursue a postsecondary 
education in art, design, architecture, 
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science and the like, will find the studio-
based classes emphasize exploration, 
experimentation, and prototyping, which 
in turn rekindle one’s sense of curios-
ity. Here one learns what I call the five 
tenets of curiosity: observation, inquiry, 
challenge, exploration, and risk-taking.

If curiosity leads to creativity and cre-
ativity leads to innovation, then it makes 
sense that we can teach people to be in-
novative. Start with children when their 
sense of curiosity is still alive… Focus 
on individual and team projects, the 
kind that have no right or wrong solution, 
but encourage discussion, exploration, 
and experimentation. The Montessori 
system… places a high value on curios-
ity  and “seeks to develop children into 
naturally curious young adults through 
self-guided learning.” Why can’t all el-
ementary school education include a 
class built around the concept of “what 
if” answers? A class that promotes 
inventive solutions to problems and 
rewards a student’s willingness to try. A 
class where curiosity is embraced, nur-
tured, and championed.

Unfortunately, most adults are afraid 
that curiosity will make them look stupid. 
It’s easier to pretend you know what’s 
going on than to admit to ignorance. Be-
ing curious means taking risks. Some-
times we are successful and sometimes 
we fail. Most people are taught to be 
fearful of failure from a very young age.

Research has found that the knowledge 
gained from success is often fleeting 
while knowledge gained from failure 
sticks around for years. Young people 
need to know that mistakes are part of 
the process of learning. Curiosity is a 
sign not of weakness but of open-mind-
edness. Psychologists believe that a 
curious child also possesses superior in-
telligence, reliability, responsibility, and 

– my favorite – tolerance for ambiguity.

Innovation is the right thing for busi-
ness to be focused on. Competition is 
fierce. Economic problems have arisen 
because we ignored the critical impera-

tive for constant improvement. So when 
we think of innovation and creativity, 
remember the role that curiosity plays 
in this equation.  And remember that it 
lives inside all of us.

What makes a vacuum cleaner 
really suck? To create his revolutionary 
bagless vacuum cleaner, Sir James 
Dyson went through 5,126 prototypes 
before he got it right
Pamela Young, Applied Arts magazine,  
2012

All James Dyson needed to make his 
way in the world was one problem-
solving idea, thousands of prototypes, 
and a high tolerance for rejection. The 
British inventor came up with a concept 
for a bag less vacuum cleaner inn 1978 
and spent the next four years refining 
that idea through 5,127 prototypes. 
When he thought his design was finally 
ready for production, he discovered that 
household appliance manufacturers 
wanted nothing to do with it. Convention-
al vacuum cleaners lose suction when 
the pores of their bags become clogged 
with dust. Although Dyson’s radical al-
ternative was far more efficient, it would 
eliminate the manufacturer’s lucrative 
sideline of selling multiple replacement 
bags over time to each vacuum-buying 
customer. But in 1985 he sold a license 
for the technology to a company in Ja-
pan, and by 1993 he had made enough 
in royalties to begin manufacturing 
his products under his own name in 
Britain. In 2006 James Dyson became 
Sir James Dyson, and a few years ago 
Forbes magazine estimated his net 
worth at $1.6 billion.

…A recurring theme in Sir James’s career 
has been his ability to develop a solid 
engineering solution for one particular 
problem and then adapt that concept 
to an entirely different use. His bag less 
vacuum evolved from machinery he 
rigged up for the spray painting room at 
a small manufacturing facility. The prob-
lem there had been that powder parti-

cles were clogging the air filter, which is 
the same sort of problem as dust clog-
ging the pores of a vacuum cleaner’s 
bag. Dyson’s answer in both cases was 
to use centrifugal force top separate the 
particles from the air. In the industrial 
machinery that he designed first, and 
then on a much smaller scale in his 
vacuums, a cyclone created within a 
double-walled circular bin spins paint 
particles (or dirt) to the outer wall.

Dyson had become aware of the filter 
problem at the manufacturing site be-
cause one of his own early products, the 
Ballbarrow, was made there. By replac-
ing the front wheel on a wheelbarrow 
with a ball, he had been able to create a 
more maneuverable gardening tool. Lat-
er, he would introduce Dyson Ball, a line 
of vacuums that combines Ballbarrow 
maneuverability with the cyclonic sepa-
ration of the original Dyson vacuums.

The motors in Dyson vacuum cleaners 
run three times faster than motors in 
other vacuums, and their efficiency has 
impelled the company too expand into 
other products that rely on air move-
ment to get a job done. For public wash-
rooms, there’s the Dyson Airblade, the 
sports car of hand dryers. Almost four 
times faster at drying hands than most 
devices that blow heated air onto the 
user’s hands, Dyson’s energy-efficient 
and hygienic alternative uses purified 
air moving at high speed to “scrape” 
water droplets from hands inserted into 
a sleek-looking device that partially en-
closes them.

…What elevates (Dyson’s) wares above 
other devices that merely work well is 
that they’re actually engaging and enjoy-
able to use: even vacuuming can be-
come something of a game when you’re 
steering a ball with a powerful dirt-suck-
ing engine attached to it around your 
living room.

Professor Robert Lederer, an associate 
professor of design at the University of 
Alberta, says, “I tell my students that 
bad design sells, but that good design 
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is tough to sell. Good design talks on so 
many different levels that sometimes it 
doesn’t get communicated correctly. Dy-
son has been able to push good design 
through that glass ceiling. He’s got his 
vacuum cleaners at Costco and they sell. 
Costco’s not going to put them on the 
shelves if they don’t. People will march 
across muddy fields to go to concerts 
by certain bands. Why? Because they 
know the quality of what they’re going 
to get. The expectation is there and the 
relationship is there. In Dyson’s case, 
people will walk across the barrier of 
price. He’s been able to achieve engage-
ment with the public.”

David Tonizzo, the principal of the Toron-
to-based industrial design studio Design 
D, regards Dyson as an extremely inter-
esting role model for young designers 
at a time when “design thinking” has 
acquired so much cachet and many 
people who might once have thought of 
themselves as industrial designers are 
positioning themselves as design strate-
gists. “We’re forgetting what we were 
trained to do, and that is to do things 
like Dyson,” Tonizzo said. “It’s to build 
prototypes, build crude mockups, try 
things, get a couple of nails and some 
wood and see how it works. That’s what 
I think we’re really good at.” Dyson, who 
has always stressed that he got the bag 
less vacuum wrong 5,126 times before 
he got it right, would probably say that 
trial and error is the most effective de-
sign strategy of all time.




