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Design:  More Than a Cool Chair 
 

“Design” covers a wide territory not limited to product design, although the look and feel of 
tangible products—fashion wear, furniture, cars, or computers—are what many people think of when 
they hear the word.  Slick, iconic images of the Audi TT, the iPod, or the latest Prada collection, do 
not by themselves suggest the vast scope of what is actually a highly diversified industry. Design 
firms, for example, develop systems in health care, learning, and traffic control; they invent new 
business organizations, concepts, and strategies.  To accomplish such varied results, they engage in a 
wide array of innovative activities that traditional businesses find increasingly valuable.  

Some definitions of design focus on particular products or processes; others treat design as a 
fundamental human capability (see Exhibit 1).  Most include the idea that designers create new 
things or experiences. Whether giving form to a fashionable kitchen or a new tax system, “design 
makes the imaginative jump from present facts to future possibilities,”1 in the words of J.K. Page. 
Often the word “design” implies an aesthetic response to a practical problem or opportunity. As 
Jeanne Liedtka and Henry Mintzberg discuss in “Time for Design,” great designs share 
characteristics:  They seem simple but also complete; they involve users at an emotional level beyond 
function; they contain a reassuring familiarity while eliciting surprise; and they appear timeless and 
innovative at the same time.2  

A “lack of predetermined outcomes” characterizes the design process.3 Traditionally, a “design” 
has been understood as a plan to best accomplish a particular purpose; a designer creates a plan 
through a process of sketching, drafting or model making.4 Today, according to John Heskett, “there 
are in fact many design processes adaptable to the immense variety of products and contexts in 

                                                           
1 J.K. Page, “Building for People,” 1965 Conference Report,  London: Ministry of Public Building and Works. 

2 Jeanne Liedtka and Henry Mintzberg, “Time for Design,” Design Management Review, 2006. 

3 Boland and Collopy (2004) illustrate this with a quotation from the famous American architect Frank O. Gehry: “If I knew 
how a project was going to turn out, I wouldn’t do it.”  Richard J. Boland and Fred Collopy, Managing as Designing (California: 
Stanford Business Books, 2004). 

4 Bernhard Bürdek, Design. History, Theory and Practice of Product Design (Basel:  Birkhäuser, 2005). 
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which designers work.”5  One end of the continuum features highly subjective processes based on 
individual experience and intuition. The other end includes complicated activities involving the 
collaboration of several professions, human-centered research, problem identification, concept 
development, rapid prototyping, and project implementation. To encompass the range of activities 
and professions involved in design, the International Council of Societies of Industrial Design has 
developed a definition according to which products, services, and processes all contribute to value:  

Design is a creative activity whose aim is to establish the multi-faceted qualities of objects, 
processes, services and their systems in whole life cycles. Therefore, design is the central factor 
of innovative humanization of technologies and the crucial factor of cultural and economic 
exchange . . . the term designer refers to an individual who practices an intellectual profession, 
and not simply a trade or a service for enterprises.6   

Researcher Terence Love suggests that the design field “consists of at least 750 subfields, each 
with distinctive communities of practice, research literatures, and bodies of knowledge.”7 According 
to Heskett: 

. . . [D]esign has never cohered into a unified profession such as law or medicine where a 
license or similar qualification is required to practice, with standards established and protected 
by self-regulating institutions and where use of the professional descriptor is limited to those 
who have gained admittance through regulated procedures.8 

Thus, anyone can lay claim to the words “design” and “designer.” People with different 
educational and professional backgrounds (e.g., anthropology, psychology, communication, 
engineering, and business) have brought to design new skills, ideas, and tools. In combination with 
the possibilities and challenges brought about by new technologies,9 design practices have 
proliferated explosively. In graphic design, for instance, digital and multimedia techniques, together 
with the integration of business tools, have led to a wealth of new sub-categories: information design, 
publication systems design, brand strategy design, corporate identity design, e-commerce design, 
events design, strategic communication design, understanding design, and strategy design. All these 
provide differentiated and specialized services, all can be free-standing or interactive, and traditional 
design fields will likely continue to subdivide into an ever more richly granular assortment of 
creative activity.  

                                                           
5 John Heskett, Toothpicks and Logos (New York:  Oxford University Press, 2002). 

6 www.icsid.org. 

7 Terence Love, NextD Journal 10.3, http://www.nextd.org, 2006.  

8 Heskett, 2002. 

9 MIT Professor William Mitchell states: “Once, designers separated their domains by scales and associated functional 
categories; circuit designers and nanotechnologists operated in the nanometer to millimeter range, product designers went 
from millimeters to meters, architects typically dealt with details at millimeter scale and overall building dimensions of tens or 
hundreds of meters, while urban designers and civil engineers might work on infrastructure and land use systems extending 
over many kilometers. Today, such scale chauvinism makes little sense. The solution to a design problem might be found at 
any scale or combination of scales—and an increasing amount of functionality that once resided in large, immobile structures 
and machines is now squeezed into portable, wearable and even molecular devices.” (William J. Mitchell, Me++, MIT Press, 
2003.) 
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A Few Statistics 

Despite the fragmentation in the design industry, we can make some general observations about 
its size, makeup, and beneficial effects. We know, for example, that most design firms are small. In 
Denmark, one of a few countries that tracks design industry statistics, 86% of design consultancies 
were one-person businesses in 2005. Only 0.6% had between 10 and 19 employees; 0.5% had more 
than 20 employees.10  The Design Council in the U.K. reports that country’s design sector is made up 
of 12,450 firms, more than half in communications or digital and multimedia design. Most of these 
are small:  77% have annual revenues of less than 100,000 GBP.  But together these small firms add up 
to a substantial industry; in 2004–2005, total revenues for design-related businesses in the U.K. 
amounted to 11.6 billion GBP; firms identified as “design firms” had revenues of 5.1 billion GBP; and 
individual freelance designers reported 2 billion GBP in sales.11  

According to Ric Grefé, executive director of the American Institute of Graphic Arts (AIGA), 
“There are few statistics available on the size of the [design] economy in the U.S.”12  However, if we 
extrapolate U.K. estimates crudely to the U.S. economy in proportion to the two nations’ GDPs, we 
arrive at an estimate for U.S. design-related business revenues of $141 billion and design firm 
revenues of $62 billion. Assuming comparable numbers for the whole of Europe and adding in 
revenue estimates for Australia and Asia, it’s reasonable to conclude that worldwide the design 
industry commands revenues approaching $400 billion—roughly the same as the software industry.  

In 2003, the Danish Design Center carried out a large survey on the economic effects of design.13 
The report showed that “companies that adopt a comprehensive approach to design make more 
money and generate more exports than companies that do not use design.”14 Investments in design 
improved gross revenues by 22% and exports by 18%–34% of sales (see Exhibit 2 for more results of 
this survey).  Such results have led businesses to an increasing interest in design. (Exhibit 3 contains 
descriptions of international design competitions.)  

Another factor that has prompted growing interest in design is the movement of non-creative 
work to countries that have lower labor costs. According to Grefé, “the importance of the profession 
may [be] in the realization that design is the critical differentiator in a global economy in which all 
generic production occurs where wages are lowest.”15 Not surprisingly, then, design is a focus of 
government stimulus in some of the most advanced economies in the world. For example: In 2003–
2005, Finland carried out a large-scale design development program that cost 30 million euros, half of 
this financed by industry. The program created a “Design Research Center” with the participation of 
14 universities and research institutions, 60 companies, and more than 100 researchers. It now 
includes 75 research and collaborative projects with the declared goal of making Finland the world’s 
leading user of design.16  

                                                           
10 Report: Dansk Design 06, The Danish Ministry of Economic and Business Affairs (Copenhagen, 2006), p. 20. 

11 “Design-related businesses” includes design firms and freelancers, as well as in-house design teams in non-design 
businesses with 100 or more employees. (The Business of Design, U.K. Design Council Report, 2005). 

12 Ric Grefé, telephone interview by case author, May 12, 2006. 

13 Report: The Effects of Design, Danish Design Centre (Copenhagen, 2003). 

14 Ibid. 

15 Telephone interview with Ric Grefé, May 12, 2006. 

16 Report: Dansk Design 06, The Danish Ministry of Economic and Business Affairs, p. 6. 
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Design in Context 

As a business activity, design not only involves form and function but also directly influences 
commercial constraints such as manufacturability, safety, and marketability. A design may thus be 
judged as a contribution to business success, which usually depends on satisfying customers’ needs. 
By creating new concepts, simplifying processes to reduce cost, streamlining product function, or 
transforming business practice,17 designers create new experiences, add value, and sometimes give 
birth to new markets.18  

In thinking about how companies can leverage design for innovation, it’s helpful to associate 
design activities with their intended objectives.   We might, for example, distinguish among design as 
product; design as process; and design as transformation.19 “Design as product” refers to the traditional 
way of thinking about design—as an outcome or solution to a particular problem. These might be 
physical products; but they might also be communications, interactions, or experiences. “Design as 
process” broadens attention from what is designed to how it is designed. Those who think this way 
tend to involve people from different disciplines in design activities, rethinking and rearranging 
processes to suit a wide variety of design tasks. “Design as transformation” signifies a proactive 
innovation capability of an organization.20 Advocates of design as transformation emphasize the 
importance of teaching design-process skills across the organization. Richard Boland and Fred 
Collopy propose thinking of “management as design.”21 Doblin Group, Stone Yamashita Partners, 
IDEO, and Humantific are examples of consultancies that aim to facilitate strategic change processes 
and build proactive innovation capability. 

To access design capabilities, companies pursue different options, depending on their 
requirements and resources. They can build their own design capabilities, buy services from design 
consultancies, or invite designers/design teams to submit proposals for specific projects.22 In-house 
designers can go in-depth with technologies and problems specific to a company, to develop highly 
specialized competences. Companies like Apple, Nokia, and Sony all have internal design 
organizations. However, companies with internal design organizations often complement their 
specialized expertise with the perspectives offered by external consultants.  John Heskett observes 
that in some companies, such as Siemens and Philips, “the corporate group is expected to function as 

                                                           
17 In an environmentally conscious and economically successful move, Gap replaced t-shirt tags by printing label information 
directly on their t-shirts.  
18 John Heskett, lecture at Copenhagen Business School, March 17, 2004.   

19 Silje Kamille Friis, Conscious Design Practice as a Strategic Tool, Learning Lab Denmark, DPU, 2006. 

20 Garry Van Patter, “Design 1.0, 2.0, 3.0,” 2005.  http://www.nextd.org, accessed August 2006. 

21 Boland and Collopy, 2004. 

22 Arm’s-length bidding processes are frowned upon by many in the design community, for two main reasons:  1) such 
contests usually preclude the early interaction and intense communication between designers and clients that is the hallmark 
of high-quality design work; and 2) competitions of this kind require designers to do a lot of company-specific work without 
any promise of payment.   

Designers are sometimes accused of seeking an exemption from business competition when they protest arm’s-length bidding, 
but this accusation does not survive scrutiny. Designers compete for business constantly; their dislike of arm’s-length, 
competitive bidding stems not from aversion to competition, but from the non-commodity nature of their products and 
services. Arm’s-length bidding arrangements have also been criticized  in many non-commodity procurement situations, such 
as when automobile companies acquire complete systems (e.g., transmission, seating, climate control) from their suppliers. 
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in-house consultants, having to bid for the company’s work on a competitive basis against outside 
groups, and being free to do work outside the company”23.  

When companies hire designers, they usually work by Letter of Agreement (a contract) between 
client and designer, defining the scope of services, method of payment, terms and conditions. Most 
designers charge an hourly fee plus costs or agree to a fixed price based on a detailed project offer 
and contract. Designs for some products, furniture and housewares among them, often generate 
royalties. Depending on the licensing arrangements and the firm’s reputation and prestige, designers 
can get a percentage of the net sales, usually between 1%–10 %.24  

User-Driven and Design-Driven Innovation 

“Human-centered” or “user-driven” design is one of the most visible industry developments of 
the past 10 years. In human-centered design, teams of anthropologists, sociologists, and designers 
interact with users, study how they use products and services, and identify new needs and challenges 
to use as a springboard for innovation. The approach constitutes an industry shift from producers to 
users; Patrick Whitney explains that “designers, who can help companies understand what the users 
really need even though they cannot ask for it, are in a great position.”25  

Despite general enthusiasm for human-centered design, the approach has also generated 
skepticism. According to Gary VanPatter: “Teaching everyone ethnography won’t help solve the 
many complex challenges facing the world and facing organizations.”26 Some leading designers are 
critical of the idea that studying users of current products and services is a productive route to 
innovation, especially breakthrough innovation. Great design, they insist, requires higher levels of 
expertise, concentrated attention, and internal motivation than users bring to interactions with 
current products. Richard Verganti suggests that radical innovation is often design-driven, not 
“market pull innovation,” which begins with the analysis of user needs27  (see Exhibit 4). Research by 
Liedtka and Mintzberg also supports the notion that radical innovation usually comes from the 
designer experts, whereas user-driven design produces more familiar types of design: “Thus, the 
paradox around ‘who’ designs involves the apparent trade-off between a reliance on experts and 
visionaries capable of radically innovative—but potentially difficult to implement—solutions versus 
a reliance on users with a tendency to produce me-too designs that they enthusiastically execute.”28 

The Geography of Design  

Design activity often concentrates in geographic areas. For example, the Lombardy Region of 
Italy, with Milan at its center, is an area known for design competences in domestic products 
(furniture, lighting, kitchens, households, small appliances, white goods, kitchenware, etc.) as well as 

                                                           
23 Heskett, 2002. 

24 British Design Council, http://www.design-council.org.uk/. 

25 Patrick Whitney, 2005, http://www.designobserver.com/archives/008049.html#50, accessed June 1, 2006. 

26 Garry Van Patter, 2005, http://www.designobserver.com/archives/008049.html#50, accessed June 1, 2006. 

27 Roberto Verganti, “Design, meanings and radical innovation: A meta-model and a research agenda,” working paper, 
Department of Management, Economics and Industrial engineering , Politecnico di Milano, Italy, 2006, p. 10. 

28 Liedtka and Mintzberg, 2006, p. 16. 
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goods for personal style (e.g., clothing and textile products, jewels, fashion accessories).  Important 
contributors to the design businesses in this region include universities and design schools, 
museums, showrooms, service providers (photographers, advertising agencies, etc.), craftspeople, 
publishers of architectural and interior design magazines, exhibitions, fairs, and artists.  Milan boasts 
700 design firms, or 60% of the Italian design industry. Italian families spend about 10% of their non-
food budget on furniture products, more than any other European country.  Thus, household 
products emerge as the most popular area for design.  The annual “Salone del Mobile” (Furniture 
Fair) in Milan draws great attention. Lombardy has about 16% of the Italian population but about 
21% of Italian purchasing of domestic products. Italy is the largest world exporter of furniture (16%; 
Germany is second with 8%); the Lombardy region accounts for 23% of Italian furniture 
manufacturers.29  

Scandinavian design has also focused on home furnishings, characterized by the blonde woods 
and the clean look of Swedish modernism.  Familiar designer names include Alvar Aalto, Hans 
Wegner, and Arne Jacobsen in furniture, Marimekko in fabrics, and Kosta Boda in glassware. The 
furniture industry is Denmark’s fifth-largest export sector, and includes roughly 450 manufacturers. 
The country exports 85% of the furniture it produces. 

Thomas Hutton states that London is generally regarded as a “first-tier global city and an 
established world center of design, culture, and creative industries.”30 London’s periphery, known as 
“City Fringe,” includes parts of the Boroughs of Camden, Islington, Hackney, and Tower Hamlets. It 
specializes in creative, design, and technology services of all kinds, especially in computer graphics 
and imaging, software design, and multimedia. These contrast sharply with the legal and accounting 
firms in London’s city center.  

Silicon Valley supplied the impetus for the growth in media- and technology-related design in the 
South of Market Area of San Francisco. The city abounds in firms that mix creativity and applied 
design with technological innovation. Design-oriented technology firms increasingly demand 
creative services in areas such as graphic and industrial design, and emphasize design in their own 
products and services. 

There are, of course, other geographic concentrations of design styles and expertise, of wider and 
narrower focus, and of greater and lesser economic importance. Furthermore, the world of design is 
constantly in flux. As is true of many things innovative, new and surprising developments do not 
always happen in centers; a burst of innovation at a faraway edge can create enthusiasm and 
sometimes leads to the rise of a new center. 

Where Designers Come From 

Traditionally, design schools have been closely affiliated with the arts and crafts. Bauhaus, one of 
the first design institutions dedicated to “modern design,” had a faculty of artists teaching students 
primarily engaged in material and form experiments.  The modernist vocabulary dominated design 
discourse for many years. In the 1960s, the Ulm Design School powerfully articulated the relationship 
between science and design and created a design program based on explicitly systematic methods 
and processes. Ulm designers argued that design problems had become too complex and technical 
for individual designers to treat with mere intuition, and that design required collaboration, if only to 
                                                           
29 Roberto Verganti, “The Design Discourse in Milan” in Design-Inspired Innovation by Jim Utterback, Vedin Bengt-Arne, 
Eduardo Alvarez, Sten Ekman, Susan Sanderson, Bruce Tether, and Roberto Verganti (New York: World Scientific, 2006). 

30 Thomas A. Hutton, “The New Economy of the Inner City,” Cities, 21 (April 2004). 
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collect and process all the necessary data.31  This tradition, known as the design methods movement, 
has continued among a small group of researchers, often located far from the centers of design 
education.  

Many contemporary design schools focus on the tangible aspects of design. Curricula are practice-
based, centered on craft traditions within which students acquire knowledge and skills. One 
prominent example is the Art Center College in Pasadena, one of the world’s leading design schools, 
which emphasizes craftsmanship and professionalism to fulfill its mission: to prepare students for 
leadership roles in advertising, publishing, and industrial design. The role of theory is downplayed.  
However, as of 2006, the school has adapted to what its faculty see as the realities of an increasingly 
complex world. Course work now includes lessons in social awareness and responsibility. Says the 
president, Richard Koshalek: “In addition to our mission of preparing top professionals to become 
leaders in their fields, Art Center is looking to instill in students a sense of purpose. We want them to 
devise ways of applying their excellence in design disciplines to find solutions to humanitarian and 
environmental problems.”32  

In recent years, some design schools have begun transforming curricula to better prepare students 
to meet corporate needs. One example is “dSchool,” a new design institute at Stanford, founded on 
the belief that great innovators and leaders need to be design thinkers. According to the school’s 
website:  “Design thinking is a catalyst for innovation and bringing new things into the world.”33 The 
institute takes a multidisciplinary approach to innovation, and aims to “create a place for Stanford 
students and faculty in engineering, medicine, business, the humanities, and education to learn 
design thinking and work together to solve big problems in a human centered way.”  

Design Roles 

Famous designers like Donna Karan, Trisha Guild, Raymond Lowey, and Philippe Starck have 
given rise to the idea of “design stars”—individuals who provide the majority of creative 
contribution to important design outcomes.  The increasing complexity of design projects, however, 
has narrowed the range of activities suited to a star-centered approach.  In response to this emerging 
reality, design firms have developed methods based in multidisciplinary teamwork. Designers 
specialize in an area of competence and intensify their work at appropriate points in the large 
process. Toy maker LEGO, for example, has approximately 200 in-house designers, with titles like 
Design Manager, Team Leader, Concept Developer, Senior Designer, Graphic and Product Designer, 
and Technical Assistant. Within such organizations, some designers perform early investigations, 
such as user interviews and competitor product surveys, while others help visualize new concepts 
and ideas. Still others take over when it is time to build prototypes that test concepts or features.   

Nonetheless, within a large and specialized design organization, individuals remain important. 
As in most knowledge-based work,34 individual differences in ability and influence are great and 

                                                           
31 Bernhard Bürdek, Design. History, theory and practice of product design (Basel:  Birkhäuser, 2005).  

32 Richard Koshalek, 2006, President’s Message, http://www.artcenter.edu/accd/about/presmessage.jsp, accessed 
September 9, 2006.   

33 Dave Beach, David Kelley, George Kembel, Larry Leifer, Jim Patell, Bernie Roth, Bob Sutton, and Terry Winograd, 2005, 
http://www.stanford.edu/group/dschool/big_picture/design_thinking.html, accessed June 1, 2006. 

34 Robert D. Austin, “Managing Knowledge Work,” HBS No. 604-079 (Boston, MA:  Harvard Business School Publishing, 
2003). 
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consequential in design, an empirical reality that managers must acknowledge and use. Designers 
cannot be treated as interchangeable units of labor.  

Designers are also taking the lead in shaping corporate policy. For example, Chris Bangle of BMW 
has driven design changes in the BMW X5, X3, and 1 series, with companywide, commercial 
objectives in mind. He intends to create a family of cars that speaks to a wider range of users. Even 
though lovers of the traditional BMW look have started a “Stop Chris Bangle” petition on the 
Internet, his strategy appears successful so far. According to Thane Peterson of BusinessWeek Online, 
“Through the end of May 2006, U.S. sales of all BMW car models were up 20%, to 87,956 units, even 
as the company’s SUV sales dropped 5% (to 25,085) and its Mini Cooper sales dropped 10% (to 
16,470) during the same period.”35 Bangle has not only introduced a new corporate strategy, he has 
also changed the design process into a three-step model: 1)  talking to customers to reach an 
“understanding” of what BMW should be offering, studying market research, and looking at 
forecasts for demographic and consumption development; 2) “believing” by creating design 
competition between as many as 15 different models; and 3) “seeing,” finalizing the form in minute 
detail. Bangle represents a new type of design leader, not so much concerned with a personal 
vocabulary as with managing design processes as part of broad corporate policy. 

A design-focused business leader who works quite differently, Apple’s Steve Jobs is considered by 
some a “design tyrant,”36 “a person with legendary design sense who insists on getting what he 
wants.”37 At the heart of Apple’s design strategy is what Apple employees call “deep collaboration” 
or “cross-pollination” or “concurrent engineering.” Products don’t pass from team to team in 
discrete, sequential development stages. Instead, they get worked on in parallel by all departments—
design, hardware, software—in cycles punctuated by interdisciplinary design reviews.38 In spite of its 
relatively modest revenues by consumer electronics industry standards ($14 billion in FY 2005) and 
small market share (less than 5% worldwide), Apple design sets the standard for both computer and 
consumer electronics, creating its own closed miniature techno-economy in the process.39 

Design’s Value for Business 

In The World Is Flat, Thomas Friedman predicts that “in 30 years we will have gone from ‘made in 
China’ to ‘designed in China.’“40 This future may have arrived already. In the 2006 Industrial Design 
Excellence Awards, teams from Asia won 25% of the gold. This dramatic increase, from 7.9% last year 
and 8.1% in 2004, reflects a tremendous new investment in design. Of the 1,533 entry kits sold for the 
contest, Asian companies and institutions bought 318. This number was up from a dozen, mostly 
bought by Japanese firms, a decade before. Today, Chinese, Taiwanese, Korean, and Hong Kong 
companies and their governments commit huge resources to design, building global capabilities. 

                                                           
35 Thane Peterson, “Bimmer Winner,” BusinessWeek Online, June 21, 2006.  

36 Lee Gomes, “Above all else, rivals of Apple mostly need some design mojo,” Wall Street Journal, May 24, 2006, p. B1. 

37 Ibid. 

38 Lev Grossman, “How Apple does it,” Time, October 24, 2005, p. 66–70. 

39 Peter Lewis, “Jobs speaks: What is next for Apple,” Fortune, October 31, 2005, p. 36. 

40 Friedman, 2005. 
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They now compete on differentiation, relevance, and value to the consumer, rather than on price 
alone.41  

The innovative nature of design work has led to an increased desire in businesses to learn the 
“design way of thinking;” some thinkers have argued that “better designing—of products, 
organizations, strategies—holds the key to unlocking the real potential that design has for 
business.”42 In a recent innovation survey of top managers from 68 countries, 9 out of 10 said that 
increased growth through innovation has become a decisive factor for business success.43  In the face 
of globalization, successful companies can no longer grow by following their present paths. They 
must create new paths—and here design can make a difference. According to Ric Grefé: 

A substantial element of design’s contribution to business and society today is the creation 
of less tangible outcomes, such as the transformation of the sales of a commodity (such as 
coffee) into an experience (Starbucks); or the creation of value through simplifying complexity, 
fulfilling a non-tangible need, such as the UPS online tracking system; or making accessible 
what is already available, like iTunes, which is really simply an interface design and 
transaction mechanism, not a product.44  

Says Roger Martin, dean of the Rothman School of Management at the University of Toronto:  

[B]usiness people don’t need to understand designers better; they need to be designers—to think 
and work like designers and to embed design shop characteristics in their organizations. . . . Make no 
mistake about it, business is a creative activity, and the creative economy is here to stay. 
Organizations who figure out how to manage for creativity will have a crucial advantage in the ever-
increasing competition for global talent. . . . The future of business is design”45  

                                                           
41 Bruce Nussbaum, “The Best Product Design of 2006,” BusinessWeek Online, June 29, 2006. 

42 Liedtka and Mintzberg, 2006, p. 12. 

43 Innovation 2005, Boston Consulting Group, 2005. 

44 Ric Grefé, “Response to Request for feedback: Design Note,” e-mail message to case author, October 1, 2006. 

45 Roger Martin, 2006, “The Creative Age,” Rotman, The Magazine of the Rotman School of Management, Spring/Summer 
2006. 
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Exhibit 1 Areas of Design Thinking 

Design Category Description Examples 

Symbolic and visual 
communication 

A broad exploration of the problems 
of communicating information, ideas, 
and arguments through a new 
synthesis of words and images. 

Typography and advertising; 
book and magazine production; 
scientific illustration; 
communication through 
photography, film, television, 
and computer display 

Material objects Traditional concern for the form and 
visual appearance of everyday 
products, but has expanded into a 
more thorough and diverse 
interpretation of the physical, 
psychological, social, and cultural 
relationships between products and 
human beings. 

Clothing, domestic objects, 
tools, instruments, machinery, 
and vehicles. 

Activities and 
organized services 

Logical decision making and strategic 
planning and is rapidly evolving into 
an exploration of how better design 
thinking can contribute to achieving 
an organic flow of experience in 
concrete situations, making such 
experiences more intelligent, 
meaningful, and satisfying.  

Logistics, combining physical 
resources, instrumentalities, and 
human beings in efficient 
sequences and schedules to 
reach specified objectives. 

Complex systems and 
environments 

Concerned with exploring the role of 
design in sustaining, developing, and 
integrating human beings into 
broader ecological and cultural 
environments. 

Environments for living, 
working, playing, and learning. 

Source: Compiled from Richard Buchanan, “Wicked Problems in Design Thinking,” in The Idea of Design:  A Design Issues 
Reader (Cambridge, MA:  The MIT Press, 2000), pp. 9–10. 
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Exhibit 2 Effects of Investing in Design (percentage of respondents 
who attributed particular effect to investments in design) 

Effect 
% of 

Respondents 
  

Improved image 63% 

Improved communication with others 56% 

More competitive power 41% 

Larger market share 35% 

Higher earnings 35% 

Reduction of costs 9% 

No effects  5% 

Don’t know  5% 

Too early to say 13% 
  

Source: Adapted from Danish Design Center. 
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Exhibit 3 Design Awards 

Name of Award Description Comments 

Good Design  

An international Industrial and 
Graphic Design Competition 

Organized by The Chicago 
Athenaeum: Museum of 
Architecture and Design 

Internationally recognizes designers and 
manufacturers for advancing new and 
innovative product concepts and 
originality and for stretching the 
envelope beyond what is considered 
standard product and consumer design. 

The Good Design program 
originated in Chicago in 1950. 

The Jury based their decisions 
on aesthetic criteria stated in 
the original 1950 Program—
criteria that measure 
innovation, form, materials, 
construction, concept, 
function and utility.  

Red Dot Design Award 

Organized by the Design 
Zentrum in Essen, Germany. 

The competition is divided into three 
sections—product design, 
communication design, and concept 
design—which are staged and 
adjudicated separately.  

Awarded since 1955, but not 
branded as the “Red Dot” 
until 1992. The coveted 
trophy is the red dot, the 
international seal of quality 
for outstanding design. 

The  INDEX: Award 

World event for design and 
innovation set to take place 
every two years in Copenhagen 

The INDEX award only features the kind 
of design that considerably improves life. 
The definition of what improves life 
varies depending on geographical, 
cultural and economic background. 
INDEX: does not, therefore, stipulate any 
formal definition. Instead, we seek to 
encourage global debate on what 
improves life. 

100,000 � will be presented in 
each of the 5 INDEX: 
categories. The 100 Top 
Nominations will be 
displayed in the centre 
of Copenhagen 

World Design Capital™ 

A project by the International 
Design Alliance (IDA), an 
alliance of the two world 
umbrella organizations of 
designs Icsid and Icograda. 

The World Design Capital™ project is a 
biennial international competition 
created to identify and recognize cities 
that have effectively used design to 
revive the city and improve its quality of 
life.  

Torino 2008 World Design 
Capital™ ; Torino is the pilot 
project for the competition. 
New capital to be chosen 
every two years. 

The Industrial Design 
Excellence Awards (IDEAs) 

Sponsored by BusinessWeek  and 
judged independently by the 
Industrial Designers Society of 
America (IDSA). 

Criteria for winning a gold includes 
design excellence, relevance, looks and 
“an element of delight.” 

The 18  jurors for the 2006 
IDEAs evaluated over 1500 
entries. Prizes awarded in 
gold, silver and bronze. 

Source: Compiled by case authors. 
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Exhibit 4 Innovation Strategies 

 

Adaptation  
to the evolution of  

socio-cultural models 

MEANINGS
(languages) 

Incremental 
Improvement 

Radical 
Improvement 

FUNCTIONALITY 
(technology) 

Generation of 
new meanings 

MARKET PULL
(user centred) 

TECHNOLOGY PUSH

DESIGN 
DRIVEN 

(design push) 

 

Source: Roberto Verganti,  “Design, Meanings and Radical Innovation,” working paper, Department of 
Management, Economics and Industrial engineering—Politecnico di Milano, Italy, 2006. 


