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ninety questions + answers from thirteen design thinkers

Increasingly, we see new examples of companies
integrating design and strategy to help determine
what businesses they should be in and how they
will succeed.

focus on how to optimize it. Instead he asks, “What
if…?” and before jumping to implementation, works with
his teams to design and prototype multiple options that
show him how to win in the new category.

According to Roger Martin and Michael Porter, the two
key questions defining strategy are “Where to play?”
and “How to win?” For example, in 2001 the CEO of a
personal computer business was facing the decision of
whether or not to play in the music business. On the
surface, it was a crazy question—the music business
was one of the very few industries worse off than the
personal computer business, which was already being
commoditized. If he looked only at the tangible value
measured by the financials, it made no sense: there may
have been slow growth in the PC world, but the major
music labels had descended even further—to suing their
own customers. Instead, he reframed the problem and
thought of it more broadly than just selling MP3 players
and albums, and it got more interesting. He looked at
the intangible value of the activity of people enjoying
music rather than the more measurable value of the
players and disks people were buying. He looked at
people’s whole experience, including how they shop
and browse, how they share music, how they organize
music, how they learn about new music, and other
aspects of the activity that surround the products. Might
there be a song in here somewhere?

The story of Jobs gives rise to a key question: How
do you replicate this in other companies? Does every
company have to find a design genius for their CEO?

Of course, I’m talking about Steve Jobs and Apple’s
iPod and iTunes. Mr. Jobs is a rare entrepreneur, one
who is great at both starting new companies and
running large companies. He intuitively uses the
way designers think to invent, reinvent, and build
businesses. He does not take a situation as a given and
3

The good news is that there are principles emerging in
the design field that can be described, taught, adopted,
applied, and built upon. We are finally building a more
structured body of first principles for design, and this is
a major contributor to the adoption of design methods
by leaders of large companies. One example of this is
the way advanced design methods have been adopted
at Steelcase. In this publication, Rob Pew, the chairman
of the board at Steelcase, tells of his discovery of
structured design methods and how they have been
embedded throughout the company. In fact, Steelcase
has gone a step further by always placing at least one
designer in the corporate strategy office to work on
creating new business and acquiring companies. This
goes back to the issue of design’s ability to recognize
the value of intangibles, which is often missed.
Designers are experts at seeing intangible value and
are increasingly competent at explaining it in financial
terms, which leads to better businesses.

This publication is a delightful example of leading
practitioners and thinkers cutting through the fog.
Their insights about what makes great design and
what makes viable businesses are interesting in and of
themselves. However, their generalizations, particularly
when taken together, form a remarkable set of ideas
that one can imagine being useful to executives trying
to decide where to play and how to win.
patrick whitney
Dean and Steelcase/Robert C. Pew Professor,
IIT Institute of Design
fall 2008

The first principles of any field come from the
interchange between leading practitioners and astute
observers, who together cut through the fog of project
details and decipher the general patterns that lead to
great work.
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What is your favorite
example of innovation
failure, and why?
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david armano
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Pen computing

Nau

I’m always interested in the intersection of things,
particularly how design intersects with marketing
and vice versa. Because of this, I closely watched the
ambitious Bud.TV initiative launched over a year ago—a
mostly digital effort which placed niche content in a
branded environment. Initially the effort was lauded
by the press but then quickly degraded as traffic didn’t
even come close to early estimates, and I was skeptical
from the beginning. Bud.TV was a highly produced, slick
environment that required users to register in order to
view the content. In a fragmented digital world where
content distribution channels such as YouTube rule
the day, this came across as an old model trying to be
relevant in a brave new world. How could this have been
avoided? I believe a combination of consumer empathy
combined with beta testing of rough prototypes would
have been a good start. Had Budweiser launched much
less ambitious efforts or understood the change in the
digital space better, things may have gone differently.
In addition, the “designers” of the program never really
solved the legal issue. Forcing users to register because
of legal reasons satisfies the lawyers but not the users.

One of my favorite examples of failure is pen computing.
Therein lie the corpses of numerous companies and
products, including the GO, Magic Cap, and Windows for
Pen Computing operating systems, the EO, Momenta,
NCR Notepad, the Dauphin DTR-1, and TelePad. Perhaps
at the head of the class was the Apple Newton, launched
in August 1993 and killed in February 1998.

Nau, the outdoor apparel company, which closed in May 2008
after little more than a year in business. It was launched with
great fanfare as a revolutionary concept offering fashionable,
environmentally friendly clothing through low-inventory
“webfront” stores. Several variables led to its failure, including
the high cost of sustainable product design, and cutthroat
competition in the fashion and retail industries. But let’s ask a
few fundamental questions:

Now imagine yourself trying to raise money for another
pen-based PDA venture, circa 1994. Anyone you
approach has probably read every Doonesbury comic
strip savaging the Newton, and on top of all of this is the
emerging promise of the next great thing: the Internet.
One would seem to have to be a fool to fund such a
start-up, and you would need a lot of gall to ask for it. Yet
in this climate, along came Palm and hit the ball out of
the park. How did they do it? By realizing that it was not
about the many things the device could do, it was about
the things it left out. It did what it did, and that was all
that it did. It was also about mitigating the risk of losing
the device, by letting you make a complete backup to
your PC in less than a minute with the push of a button.

Divorce logic from emotion and you provide an
incomplete experience, but combine them and you
have a chance at providing something that’s not only
memorable but serves a purpose.

Did anyone really need this? Is there a pain point or a void in
people’s lives that Nau would fill? Were consumers clamoring
for a sustainable outdoor apparel company with alternate
methods for going to market? Or was this a solution in search
of a problem?
Was there sufficient prototyping? Nau’s business model relied
on webfront stores that allowed consumers to try out products
in person and then order them online. The resulting lower
inventory boosted profit margins, but is a webfront a viable
model from the consumer’s point of view? In surveys people
said they would be inclined to shop this way, but in practice
no one did. Prototyping a webfront experience with actual
users could have uncovered this problem early.

Palm understood that engineering or technology on its
own was not enough for success.

Were there meaningful differences? The core of Nau’s brand
-- sustainably produced outdoor apparel – had little or no
difference from existing brands like Patagonia and The North
Face. One highly touted marketing message was Nau’s
donation of 5% of revenue to charity -- but Patagonia started
this in 1985 with their 1% For The Planet initiative.

Palm understood people as much as
they understood technology.

our ability to solve complex problems—
all this, in an age when the problem you
are trying to solve may actually change
before you can finish resolving it.

14

57

Bud.TV

At the core, case studies like this reinforce that whether
we want to think of ourselves as designers, marketers or
other, the most important skill set we may have to offer is

7

bill buxton

The failure of prior companies was actually a valuable
and free (for Palm) education. So, yes, you had to be a
fool to have invested in Palm—but if you sold at the right
time, you would be a very rich fool.

17

Design is choice, and there are two places where you
can exercise creativity: (a) in the creativity/innovation/
insight that you bring to enumerating the alternatives
from which you chose, and (b) in the creativity/
innovation/insight reflected in the criteria/heuristics...

Will consumers really switch brands
because one donates 4% more to charity?

58

Our penchant for living always for the next financial
quarter is a huge hindrance to our ability to think of
the big picture, take calculated risks, and develop
disruptive innovations...

8
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bill hill

Transportation

NeXT

I have a lot of favorite examples that fit this category,
but one of the most important lessons can be learned
from the one I hate to hate: the Segway. I think I hold a
personal grudge against the Segway because for months
before its release, I breathlessly awaited the unveiling
of the invention that was to change the world (or at least
that’s what I remember about the hype). As a radical
early adopter, I knew I would get one the first week it
was sold, if not the first day.

I guess transportation is on all of our minds these days,
given the oil price increase, as is the reality that the U.S.
finally has to pay for its suburban car culture model. I
do see many daily examples of unfortunate attempts to
implement good design ideas. It’s around us all the time
in the Bay Area with transportation design, and I notice
it especially regarding the encouragement of bicycles as
one element to reduce urban congestion.

NeXT as a hardware product was a beautiful piece of
design and engineering, but it had serious flaws in how
people could use it (no floppy drive at the time, only an
expensive optical drive), even though it was an amazing
software development platform and had a stunning
high-res grey scale monitor. For a graphic designer, this
screen and the use of display PostScript was the closest
thing to paper yet, but without tactical user-centered
needs, there was not enough of a market to sustain its
life as a product.

Design should be empowering
but adaptive to typical behavior,
challenging but respectful of social
and physical context.
The Segway fails at both, not because it’s new and
people aren’t used to it, but because it failed to design
the human with the hardware.

22

rob forbes

Segway

I didn’t buy one then and would not now because of a
very basic flaw: the Segway ignores the social aspect
of design. The user of any successful product actually
completes that product. On the Segway, the user is
an uncomfortable appendage at best, and at worst,
a moving target for stares, snears, and—once in San
Francisco—an exciting challenge for some water-gun
toting kids.

9

26

The problems of climate change and social justice
seem intractable, and the idea of making incremental
improvements is not very inspiring, especially in an
industry where we are rewarded—financially and
culturally—for major innovations.

We have public transportation (sort of) in the form of
BART, a commuter rail system. Bicycles are encouraged
on BART except that there is no place to store them
intelligently in the trains, and they are not allowed on
the trains during commute hours!

What can we learn from this? Ultimately, the resurgence
of Apple came in large part from the software (and
the development team) that was developed for NeXT.
Without the commitment Steve Jobs made to create this
possibility, perhaps his return to Apple would not have
been so successful.

There are myriad hilarious examples of street signage
used to encourage cycling. Here is a typical one:
First note that the graphics are so small that you cannot
really read them at all from a car. Even from a bike they
are difficult to see them until you are on top of them,
and then you do not know what they mean, even if you
are an experienced road cyclist.

For me, it is to trust that the real value
is not in the physical design as thing,
but as a system that may take multiple
incarnations to reveal.

I look at these ludicrous design solutions and see
the dysfunction within civic departments. It is nearly
comical yet tragic. We hear talk at high levels about
the crumbling infrastructure in the U.S.—and can
only wonder if the solutions will be superficial or
meaningful—and about how we highlight examples of
good design to educate our decision makers.

The fact is that there are many
examples of good design solutions
in this area, around the country, and
around the world, but we usually
choose to ignore them until there is a
crisis or unless a renegade group like
Critical Mass takes to the streets.
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Most design is seen in the context of our homes
and workplaces, i.e., in our private environments.
Another context is the one that deals with design
for the public, e.g., design that has a social purpose
and is connected to community.
ninety questions + answers
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Thinking about user-centered design as beginning
with “you,” the ultimate user, includes everyone on
the planet in some respect. Certainly in the U.S., with
significant issues facing the healthcare industry, the
opening for personal sustainability seems obvious.
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NeXT

I have a lot of favorite examples that fit this category,
but one of the most important lessons can be learned
from the one I hate to hate: the Segway. I think I hold a
personal grudge against the Segway because for months
before its release, I breathlessly awaited the unveiling
of the invention that was to change the world (or at least
that’s what I remember about the hype). As a radical
early adopter, I knew I would get one the first week it
was sold, if not the first day.

I guess transportation is on all of our minds these days,
given the oil price increase, as is the reality that the U.S.
finally has to pay for its suburban car culture model. I
do see many daily examples of unfortunate attempts to
implement good design ideas. It’s around us all the time
in the Bay Area with transportation design, and I notice
it especially regarding the encouragement of bicycles as
one element to reduce urban congestion.

NeXT as a hardware product was a beautiful piece of
design and engineering, but it had serious flaws in how
people could use it (no floppy drive at the time, only an
expensive optical drive), even though it was an amazing
software development platform and had a stunning
high-res grey scale monitor. For a graphic designer, this
screen and the use of display PostScript was the closest
thing to paper yet, but without tactical user-centered
needs, there was not enough of a market to sustain its
life as a product.

Design should be empowering
but adaptive to typical behavior,
challenging but respectful of social
and physical context.
The Segway fails at both, not because it’s new and
people aren’t used to it, but because it failed to design
the human with the hardware.
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Segway

I didn’t buy one then and would not now because of a
very basic flaw: the Segway ignores the social aspect
of design. The user of any successful product actually
completes that product. On the Segway, the user is
an uncomfortable appendage at best, and at worst,
a moving target for stares, snears, and—once in San
Francisco—an exciting challenge for some water-gun
toting kids.
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Thinking about user-centered design as beginning
with “you,” the ultimate user, includes everyone on
the planet in some respect. Certainly in the U.S., with
significant issues facing the healthcare industry, the
opening for personal sustainability seems obvious.
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My favorite design failure is the QWERTY system.
As Paul David has shown, it was obsolete only a few
years after it was designed. It was designed to slow
the writing process, due to the fragile mechanical
mechanism of the time, but soon this became
remedied. By then the QWERTY system was
established and became “locked-in.”

The American national transportation system is a
complex but incredibly important problem we’re going
to be working on for the next hundred years. Especially
given the rising price of oil, we need a new national
transportation policy. The major airlines this year are
ending service to regional airports, and they’re even
cutting 75% of flights to large cities like St. Louis and
Memphis.

A favorite design/innovation failure is Pallotta
TeamWorks. PTW is the company behind the initial
success of fundraising events such as the Avon Breast
Cancer 3-Day Walks and the AIDSRide. As a for-profit
fundraiser, it worked on behalf of charities to create and
operate events that drew attention and funds to these
charities’ causes. By embracing the modern marketing,
design, and business practices that charities had been
ignoring, PTW raised tens of millions of dollars in 2001
and introduced a new category of immersive experiences
to the world of fundraising. By 2002 PTW closed the
doors on its headquarters in Los Angeles, no longer able
to operate a viable business.

How about the firm Avenue A | Razorfish ( a.k.a. USWeb
+ CKS + Scient + iXL + Emerald Solutions + Lante +
Xcelerate + Whitman-Hart + Razorfish + Avenue A )?
This is an example of the intentions of reinventing the
consulting service category with “blind momentum” as
the guiding principle.

The worst design and innovation example I can come
up with is the war in Iraq. While the attack seemed well
planned, the aftermath was un-thought of. Good design
incorporates thinking through outcomes.

Blind momentum: A condition created by the embrace of
a great idea and a desire to move expeditiously without
careful assessment of the “how” in getting there. “We
build it and they will come” is the modus operandi of
this condition. Blind momentum is operating without
a roadmap and often without real indicators whether
one is moving in the right direction or not. This “figuring
things out” (time, resource and money allocation)
along the way has worked well for some start-ups,
but for a firm with different disciplines, drivers, and
value proposition to clients,

What happened? As PTW became more and more
successful it began to promote its own brand so heavily
to fundraisers that the brand began to interfere with
and block the altruistic pleasures being “purchased”
by the fundraisers. As a result, the company became an
easy target for determined detractors, causing its charity
clients to defect in droves.

which is mounting into a true crisis of unsustainability.
A major policy shift in this area is essential as catalyst
for the needed change. Personally, I’m optimistic. As
a British expat, I am continually struck by the ability
Americans have to work remarkably quickly and
entrepreneurially to solve big problems like this, so I
think progress will be made, but not until we run out of
the usual options.

moving fast without understanding
the operational support to enable
innovation can and has proven to
be detrimental.

What can we learn from it?

Innovation and design are approaches
to create meaningful products,
services, and experiences that attract
and keep customers. Innovation and
design are not sufficient solutions in
and of themselves.
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QWERTY

This is an innovation failure not
of any particular firm or agency,
but a system-wide policy failure,
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clement mok

I think that this may remove design from the scene
of art and illusion and put it into the practical
toolbox companies where could use it.

36

We do have to think about piracy as a competing
business model.

40

Systemizing experimentation, however, creates a
way to innovate by regularly trying out new ideas
and pushing through to stuff that’s really a
breakthrough experience.

ninety questions + answers

It took 10 years before they finally got the formula right.

50

It depends on what the definition of advertising is. If
you think of it as the action of calling something to
the attention of the public, the opportunity is wide
open with a lot of room to invent.

55

I think as we become more and more crossdisciplinary and combine business and design, you
will begin to see the business reasons for design a
little more clearly.
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