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Vision What is it and why should companies care?

Dirk Knemeyer | B Luke Wroblewski
; : Of all the disciplines involved in bringing a product to life, design is what
speaks to consumers. Engineering is the construction of function: enabling
products to work. Marketing is the understanding of context: who is this for
and what are we telling them. Design is communication: the interfaces,
posters, packaging, and ads that speak to potential customers.

As a result, a design needs a voice. It needs a clear message. It needs a personality. This is
why products “designed by committee” lack emotional resonance. They are trying to say too
many things to too many people: we don’t know who they are. A design vision provides
personality by focusing a product’'s message through a single voice. It answers the
questions: what is this product? How do | use it? Why should | care?

A product design without a clear vision has too many competing answers to these
questions, and we are too impatient to hear them all out. A product design driven by an
“automated or rigid process” has the same old answer to these questions. It lacks
differentiation.

Strong design leads, therefore, are great communicators: orally, visually, and in prose. They
can visualize a product’s personality, they can describe it, and they can articulate it in
product specs, in copy, and within the product’'s packaging. Designers without a broad
enough (generalist) understanding of communication across different mediums are
ultimately unable to provide a consistent voice to products. To me, the essence of capital
“D” design is having enough horizontal understanding of a problem to produce a unified
solution: a product design.

The problem is design is being segmented into too many specialties (information
architecture, interaction design, visual design, etc.) which leaves designers without a
complete understanding of their medium(s). If you don’t know your medium- how can you
communicate through it? How can you give your products the market differentiation that Dirk
identified as being crucial to your success?
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Vision What is it and why should companies care?

Jim Leftwich The list of dimensions crucial to short-term and long-term success is long, and developing a
design that succeeds equally in them all is difficult, even when the way is cleared of
organizational obstacles. And unfortunately, many, if not most companies, have substantial
organizational, cultural, and political obstacles which make integrated design vision more
difficult, or altogether impossible. But if companies are to survive and thrive long-term and
provide the most value to their customers, they must have visionary and integrated design
embodied in some form within their organization.

And no, it's not enough to simply pay lip service to this idea, or the notions of innovation,
synergy, “the learning organization,” or whatever the buzzphrase du jour happens to be.

As for why companies should care, there are a number of ways well-integrated and
successful design strengthen a company. Strong design can bolster a company’s ability to
differentiate itself and compete more effectively in the marketplace. Strategic design vision
can yield valuable intellectual property and defendable patents. And Design that sufficiently
systematized can allow for more orderly and consistent extension and evolution, allowing a
company to more flexibly adapt to changing circumstances and opportunities without having
to resort to reactionary measures or simplistic feature bloat.
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Vision What is it and why should companies care?

Bob Baxley . Luke Wroblewski
§ Though | largely agree with Bob’s definition of design as a disciplined form of
problem solving, | think it's valuable to characterize design vision differently.

In most product development teams, no one is fully defining (much less solving) the problem
across the multitude of considerations that make up today’s products: marketing,
economics, engineering, packaging, etc. The complexity inherent in each discipline makes it
next to impossible for any one person to have a complete depth of understanding for each
consideration.

This is why the broad generalist understanding of these considerations (and more) is what
Jim and | were stressing earlier. To me it's all about “knowing enough to know what is
possible”. For example, | don't know enough about engineering to discuss the nuances of
SQL Server data structures. But | took enough Computer Science classes to understand
how data can be organized on the back-end. Whether deliberately or subconsciously, | use
this information in my designs. Likewise, I'm not a content manager. | can't quote from
Strunk & White’s The Elements of Style. However, | have written enough prose to
understand how to structure my writing to get a point across. Again, | use these principles
and process in my product designs.

I'm not trying to boast here- I'm just pointing out the more | stretch horizontally, the more my
designs function as systems. The more they can communicate in concert. That's design
vision to me: being able to unify the diverse aspects of products into a cohesive message.
Today's products are massively complex. That's why they often come out significantly less
than ideal. It's time for the new Renaissance man to take up the reins of innovation and
bring cross-disciplinary execution (call it capital “D” design if you must) to the forefront of the
product process.

Design Vision | 4




Vision What is it and why should companies care?

Dirk Knemeyer ' mm=y Jim Leftwich

| think Bob made some very salient points regarding the potentially redundant
nature of the term “design vision.” | think the reason it's been used here has a
lot to do with the wide range of what the term “design” has come to mean in
the development world. In the overwhelming majority of cases, design is
positioned fairly far down the development path, and in some situations is
reduced to mere decoration. I'm reminded of the numerous calls I've had from
prospective clients claiming that the product “was nearly finished, all except
the user interface.” Such a statement sounds incredibly absurd, but it was
once common, and there are more subtle forms of the same thinking still
lurking in many development efforts today.

| agree that Capital “D” Design does indeed necessarily contain a strong component of
integrated vision.

| also agree that many companies compete successfully on other terms, though most of the
companies that Bob listed (Wal-Mart, Dell, and Coca-Cola) all do successfully utilize
competent design in their branding, even if they don’t feature it (as say, Target with its
designer image and housewares, IBM with its sleek ThinkPads and Blade Servers do). I'm
unable to think of a soft drink company at a scale that compares anywhere near to
Coca-Cola focusing on design, though some smaller brands do feature unique bottles or
labeling (such as Jones Soda).

I'd like to think that it's not an either/or proposition. On the scale that Wal-Mart operates, |
don’t believe good design can’t pay for itself over time. And I'd also want to stress that good
design doesn’t necessarily mean the most expensive production methods and materials.
IKEA produces many affordable household items with very good design, and is an
admirable model for a super-scale store embracing design.

Many of the same things and comparisons can be made for companies in the software, web
and digital product sectors.

| don’t have much to add to what Dirk says regarding the fact that a coherent integrated
vision can emerge from either the business/marketing, technical, or design centers in a
business. | think he’s described a basic truth. In my career I've seen amazingly broad and
coherent vision and leadership emerge from each of those professional areas. What matters
is that someone has the vision and takes a strong leadership role.
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Vision What is it and why should companies care?

Bob Baxley

| can’t help but think you guys are getting pretty squishy with your definitions.
Reading through the last few comments you all seem to be saying that what
is really required is not necessarily a Designer so much as a senior leader
with the passion, commitment, and determination to shepherd and defend a
product throughout it's complete development cycle. It appears to me that the
need for such leadership is a given even if it's also a rarity.

What you seem to be heading towards is the model of Product Designer as Movie Director —
a model that captures both the notion of a generalist leader and a single source of
accountability and authority. It's a model | also find appealing and potentially useful but at
the same time, it's a model that's met with precious little success in the world of high
technology.

| don’t really have an answer here but the conversation does leaves me to wonder why the
list of high technology companies consistently producing “Great Design” starts and stops
with Apple. If we can’t identify any examples of functioning, design-centric organizations that
don’t include Steve Jobs, then we need to take a serious look at our profession and
ourselves ask why.

Why is it that there are so few designers in the executive ranks of the top tech companies?
Are there any? How many Chief Design/Experience Officers are there? What about SVPs?
Heck, how about even plain-old VPs? | haven’t done the math but I'd be surprised if more
than 10% of the top 100 technology companies have any design leadership above the
Director level.

It's easy enough to blame this on the leadership class of these companies but that’s at best
simplistic and at worst arrogant. We simply have to have a better response than, “they don't
getit.”

And while | agree whole-heartedly with the idea that the product vision should emanate from
a single individual, in practice | have to conclude that Design as a profession has, for
whatever reason, been largely unsuccessful at producing individuals who can successfully
lead at that level.

| wish it weren’t so but that’s certainly my reading of the situation as things stand right now,
in the opening days of 2006.
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Vision What about an organization makes it ready for design vision?

Dirk Knemeyer . Luke Wroblewski

As a designer that's gone from pushing pixels for product managers to sitting
at the corporate strategy table, | feel I'm obligated to present a less rosy
vision of the process by which design vision is embraced by a company.
Top-level decision makers will latch onto whatever “competitive advantage” or
“innovation strategy” is the flavor of the month. They may pay lip service to
strategic design without really knowing what it can do for them. They won’t
know it until they see design vision in action. As a result, the impetus is on the
designer(s) to push strategic value to the top of the organization

Business strategy, as practiced at most companies, is a definitive approach expressed as
equations and models. It is the creation of a formula for success. Design vision, on the other
hand, is the result of the equation.

In my experience, the a-ha moment for corporate strategists and executives has been the
realization that design provides an opportunity for a more iterative strategic process that
illuminates solutions. In other words, designers can communicate the essence of a product
quickly and effectively. It is no longer an equation- it is an experience that every stakeholder
can see, hear, and interact with.

This is why | stress the ability to communicate across multiple channels: visual, written, and
oral. The description of a product design should echo the experience of using it. The visual
presentation of a product should reflect the narrative being used to market it.

Personally, my biggest successes in the boardroom have come through the process of
designing. I've uncovered connections, extensions, and limitations that would have
otherwise gone undetected if a product strategy remained an “equation” vs. a “reality”. This
value-add is what, in my experience, has gotten design a seat at the table.

But this seat didn’t come from top-down empowerment, management support, or healthy
culture. It came from a bottom-up process of illustrating and sometimes questioning the
outcomes of “clearly articulated strategies”. I've worked with many companies and have
rarely seen a strategy be clearly communicated across an entire organization. More often
than not, it's a game of “telephone” —each person thinks they heard what the previous
person was saying but by the time it gets down to individual contributors -no one knows
what was actually said.

This is where the designer’s role as a communicator provides an opportunity to become part
of the strategic process. Designers can envision and articulate a strategy through words,
pictures, and motion in a way that everyone can understand.

Design Vision | 8




Vision What about an organization makes it ready for design vision?

Jim Leftwich | pmpemmm | Bob Baxley

Well again I'd have to say that a company is ready for Design when it makes
economic sense for them to be so. For example, the market has shown again
and again that it is almost exclusively driven by features up to the point that a
given product segment hits functional parity. Once functional parity is
achieved, products will tend to compete on price, quality, and distribution until
those too are equalized. Then and only then, does Design really come into
play.

Companies that invest in Design do so not because they want to, but because THEY DON'T
HAVE ANY OTHER CHOICE.

Look at Apple. Do they want compete against Chinese clone manufacturers on price? No.
Do they want to compete against Dell on service? No. Do they want compete against
Microsoft on distribution? No.

So what do they have left? Quality and Design and they hit the ball miles out of the park on
both fronts.

We have to remember that Design fundamentally a creative profession largely populated by
individuals that have both the attitude and behaviors of artists. Clearly this has unique and

substantial benefits but it also presents significant drawbacks. It's not uncommon for a
designer to be temperamental, arrogant, inconsistent or just simply time-consuming to
manage. Of course that same designer may well come up with the break-through idea that
dramatically changes the organization or perhaps even society as a whole.

Furthermore, Interaction Design as a profession is still quite young and has yet to develop
the large-scale network of schools and standards required to reliably turn-out sufficient
numbers of high-quality practitioners. Design can clearly lead to enormous rewards but in
our enthusiasm, we cannot ignore that it also presents a countervailing risk.

So to answer Dirk's initial question about when an organization is ready for Design, I'd
answer this: in general, an organization is ready for strong, visionary Design when they've
run out of other options.
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Vision What about an organization makes it ready for design vision?

Luke Wroblewski — Dirk Knemeyer

' Maybe | did not pose my original comments elegantly enough. | said those
four factors were "What makes an organization ready for design vision."
Really, my point was that those four things are conditions within a company
that enable a design vision to actually be successful. So it is less about why
or where the notion of empowering design comes from, and more about what
needs to happen for design to enjoy success and deliver business results, as
opposed to wither away. At the risk of redundancy, let me re-state the four
key factors | cited earlier, with comments that respond to some of the
dialogue from you all:

Past failure. Most companies don't do design the right way. As a result, the design and
product development process is often a failure by the time everything is said and done.
Because there is so much industry dogma and momentum toward design as this
squishy-feely collaborative feel-good, it is really hard for companies to empower the
approach of a strong vision. It becomes a lot easier when people with experience and good
judgment survey the waste that results from this more common approach and identify the
opportunity a strong design vision can have for the organization.

Management support. As with any against-the-grain approach - which, in general, enabling
a strong design vision certainly is - there needs to be top-down support of it. Otherwise, the
political maneuvering and protection of personal interests and fiefdoms all but dooms the
process. Ultimately the great design will likely come from somewhere other than the
boardroom. But without the alignment of key company leadership behind a strong design
vision, there will almost certainly not be great design coming out of the process.

Healthy culture. | think this point is pretty self-explanatory, and did not draw any real
dissent. If people are generally happy and productive, they are more apt to help something
new and different succeed. If the company is healthy, design is more likely to be successful.
Strong communication is a component - and often even a driver of - healthy companies.

Clearly articulated strategy. If the company doesn't know where it is going, design has
nowhere to go. There must be an understanding of objectives: markets, demographics,
psychographics, revenues, acquisition models, distribution channels, customer touchpoints,
contexts of product use and interaction - among many others. The better that the company
has these sorted out and strategically aligned in advance of the design conceptualization
process - for both products and marketing communications - the more successful the design
efforts will be
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Vision What about an organization makes it ready for design vision?

In contrast, the proactive establishment of long-term Design cultures and strategies is a very
different kind of undertaking. One can understand these two different types of Design
initiatives within an organization through the use of a medical analogy. Proactive adoption of
a healthy Design culture and strategy is like a healthy program of good diet and exercise.
The benefits are long term and measurable. Large-scale reactive Design efforts (a
skunkworks to rapidly design and develop a significantly new system or project line, after it
becomes apparent that the old offering is beginning to fail in the marketplace) is more like
surgical intervention. As we know, surgery's often successful when done properly, and can
lead in many cases to a long and high-quality life. The same can be said for organizations
that successfully adopt Design in urgent, reactive situations.

Also like the medical analogy, [Jim: there's something amiss here.] the costs and relative
risks associated drastic measures associated with doing intense, interventional Design
initiatives contrast markedly with the lower costs and overall lower stress of an organization
adopting a healthy and balanced Design lifestyle before there's a problem.

Both types of Design Vision efforts obviously have their place. Some organizations are
"ready" to adopt a strong Design culture as a proactive, "healthy and balanced lifestyle"
Jim Leftwich strategy, and some organizations find themselves in a situation where they need to "go
under the knife," or die. Both can make valuable use of broad and integrated Design Vision,
but of different types, team configuration, and time considerations. Long-term proactive

Design Vision is more accommodating to group consensus and iterative exploration and
reflective refinement. Short-term reactive or intervential Design Vision requires, out of
necessity of time and need for nimbleness, a much smaller group (or in some cases a
highly-placed or empowered individual) to provide the leadership and broadly integrated
strategy and plan.
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Vision What about an organization makes it ready for design vision?

Bob Baxley
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Vision Communicating a Vision

Dirk Knemeyer Luke Wroblewski
’ ' I’'m going to start off with a loose definition of leadership. Leaders establish a
vision, they bind their team and stakeholders to that vision, and then drive for
results to make the vision a reality.

This vision does no one any good if it cannot be communicated. The team doesn’t
understand what they are trying to build and why. Stakeholders don’t feel their needs are
being met and driving for results is next to impossible: people simply don’t know where they
are going. Luckily, when it comes to communicating a product vision, designers have a full
arsenal of tools at their disposal including: narrative, information design, visual design, and
prototypes.

Before books, movies, and Web pages stories were used to pass on values, lessons, and
ideas. Never underestimate the power of a well-structured narrative that provides the
appropriate context for a design vision. Though often rejected by designers, PowerPoint (or
any sequential presentation tool) can be your friend by framing the story behind a design. |
should also add that “stories” don’t have to be long to be effective. In Dirk’'s example earlier,
one powerful sentence was enough.

Through effective information design, designers can illuminate: the progression of a product
in the market; the impact of strategic decisions on a product design or ecology; or the
significance and design implications of data from research. In other words, information
design can be used to “illustrate” context.

Reactions to the visceral level of design are immediate and powerful. It only takes a second
to determine if a product appeals to you. When used appropriately this reaction can
effectively sell a design vision. If used inappropriately (without context), the effect can
backfire.

Prototypes enable stakeholders and team members to directly experience a design vision.
Quick prototypes can communicate the core concepts and value proposition of a product
only when they are not bogged down with minute details. Don’t confuse the working
prototype used for testing and getting kinks out of a mature product design with the one
used to sell a design vision.

These types of design artifacts can help bring a team or an entire organization together
around a shared vision. As | like to say: “design is communication. Use it as such.”
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Vision Communicating a Vision

Jim Leftwich Many times | have produced physical models (either simple foam form models, or highly
detailed stereolithography models) in order to get a better feel for the ergonomics and
rhythms involved with physical interaction.

In terms of communicating the architecture and higher-level interrelationships occurring in a
large-scale system (separate from the work designing and documenting a component
product or user interface and interaction flows within such a system), | also prefer illustrated
diagrams showing users, interface and device elements, sequential actions and
interrelationships, monetary flow, third-party participation or connection points, and other
significant components and interrelationships. Often these will consist of multiple graphics,
each covering one aspect of the overall system.

I've discovered that in many projects, and perhaps most importantly in large 200+ person
government projects, that these are among the only overview documents showing the big
picture in significant or meaningful detail.

How would | summarize the importance of design vision communication deliverables? He or
she who owns the drawings, owns the vision.
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Vision Communicating a Vision

Bob Baxley . gms1 | Jim Leftwich

| should quickly backtirack and acknowledge what Luke said about the
importance of telling a story as a means of communicating key aspects of a
vision in a context that people can readily grasp. And he’s absolutely right
that PowerPoint (which | disparaged earlier), can indeed do this wonderfully.
My comment about PowerPoint wasn’t really a comment about it as a
medium, as much as a reaction to the innumerable bullet-point presentations
I've suffered through over the years. So little within corporations is presented
in an effective interrelational manner, either visually or, as Luke suggests, in
narrative story form. Most of the time, meetings are plagued with these awful
bullet-pointed slideshows.

A laundry list of bullet points is to a whole and integrated vision what a list of types of
musical notations is to a symphonic score. It's important, of course, to discover and manage
needs and requirements, but this is unfortunately where too many design processes stop.
Too often, the focus remains centered around the checklist of features or items, and the
design process really becomes about “bolting them all together and putting a pretty skin
over the whole mess.”

To avoid confusion, | should again point out that a lot of my projects involve developing
platform-level OS Uls and frameworks for associated applications. This is a very different
endeavor than designing in other areas, so my methods and approach come from my
experiences. The challenge in rapidly developing these types of systems requires iteratively
designing at two scales simultaneously:

1 Developing an overarching theme, interactional language, and set of consistent patterns
from which all individual and specific types of interaction can be embodied And...

2 Developing each of the individual sub-parts (i.e.: modal divisions, functional sequences,
procedures, etc.) using the common language and pattern.

As you can see, this presents something of a chicken and egg problem. It's impossible to
develop the overall interactional language and patterns (the OS level language) without
knowing a great deal about the needs that arise within the required functions and activities
(applications level). And vice versa. It's necessary to have some sense of a consistent
pattern of interaction in order begin laying out and designing the interactional flows with
some sense of consistency and order. By working at both scales simultaneously back and
forth, it's possible to see commonalities and patterns emerging, and this provides
opportunities for establishing the overall interactional language and patterns. Then, as this
begins to take form, it can be applied back across all of the specific parts of the system.
Iteration by iteration this becomes refined and well-integrated.
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Vision Communicating a Vision

We might, however, have different perspectives on how best to illustrate that narrative and
thereby design vision. In my field (Web application design), I've had great success starting
with highly refined product designs (mockups if you must) that begin meaningful
conversations about the holistic design systems they imply. Other designers often opt for
architectural and flow diagramming first — a process I've used many times as well. You can
think of the difference between these methodologies as bottom-up and top-down design
vision. Which one works best depends on the domain of the product (Web, mobile, physical)
and your client’s perspective (product, business, engineering).

I've often found the top-down approach starts the process off with a bit too much abstraction
for most of my clients (predominantly business and product owners) to understand. It can be
quite a challenge to grasp product implications from an architectural diagram when you are
not directly building or designing the system. As a result, | prefer to quickly sketch out
architectural and flow diagrams for my own understanding, which | don’t initially share with
clients. Instead | begin a very direct conversation by bringing visual design, interaction
design, and information architecture decisions to the table all at once.

Once the conversation starts, | share high-level design artifacts such as information

Luke Wroblewski architecture diagrams to broaden the dialog to an entire holistic system, since the
implications of higher-level decisions have been made understandable through the initial set
of refined product designs.

Regardless of whether you communicate a design vision with top-down or bottom-up design
artifacts, the important thing is start the conversation off right. If your client is a product
manager, a refined mockup might work best. If you're working for the VP of engineering,
architectural diagrams may be better.

Too often, it seems that designers choose to make their full process visible right away
instead of starting things off in a language their clients already understand.
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Vision Communicating a Vision

Dirk Knemeyer | pmpemmm | Bob Baxley

Not to break up the kumbaya moment but | think you guys have ventured a
little far afield of the actual topic here. The original question was about
communicating a product vision not about communicating an actual design
solution. Those are two very different beasts and typically involve very
different audiences. Although | can't say I've had a ton of success selling or
communicating actual vision, in this context it's the more salient topic so I'll
focus there.

The single best tool I've found for communicating vision is the concept statement. The idea
is simply to describe the core essence of the product in a single sentence. Although it might
sound like a simple thing to do, the act of forcing the expression down to a single, concise
sentence imposes a level of discipline, committment and clarity that is all too often lacking
from software development projects.

The best example I've encountered is Walt Disney's description of Disneyland, "The
Happiest Place on Earth". In a single sentence he managed to express the entire
philosophy and experience of Disneyland, providing clear and unambiguous guidance for a
plethora of business, service, and design decisions. Fifty years after Disneyland opened,
you can still see the committment to this vision in everything from the placement of
trashcans to the length of the crew shifts. For more about concept statements, check out
this article by Gerd Waloszek at the SAP Design Guild site or my book, "Making the Web

Work".

For inspiration I'd return to Dirk's opening comment and encourage everyone to read
Kennedy's famous "Address at Rice University on the Nation's Space Effort" as well as the
"Special Message to Congress on Urgent National Needs" (skip down to the Section IX,
Space). Notice how he describes the goal as well as the timeline and difficulties as well as
how he inspires his fellow citizens without downplaying or ignoring the very real dangers
and sacrifices required.

Regardless of your political leaning, the speeches are worth reading because they remain
the only successful model we have for uniting a large group of people in a single cause
unrelated to survival or equality. That's not to say that creating a software experience is
quite on par with sending a nation to the moon, but clearly there's a lot to learn from them in
terms of inspiration and leadership and vision.

And finally, to wrap the two ideas together, we might look to this passage as the concept
statement for the Apollo mission: "...I believe that this nation should commit itself to
achieving the goal, before this decade is out, of landing a man on the moon and returning
him safely to the earth." Perhaps not as concise as "The Happiest Place on Earth" but
certainly clear, direct, and ultimately successful.
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Vision Getting It Done

Dirk Knemeyer | B Luke Wroblewski
§ ' | agree with Dirk that putting forward the right design vision requires focus
and thereby a different approach from our all too frequently applied “artificial
process tools”.

Broad generalist research of what is going on in the market and within your organization can
pave the way for a design vision that hits the mark. I've found that when you have the right
breadth of understanding, you don’t need a large amount of time or deterministic processes
to compile an effective product design. A natural path usually illuminates itself for you.
When your entire understanding of the problem space is measured in depth, however,
thinking broadly enough to assemble a design vision is challenging and time-consuming.

Personally, | try to go out of my way to form relationships outside of my immediate team and
discipline. This helps broadens my understanding of the solution space. To echo Bob’s
corollary in part 3 of this discussion — “he who can define the problem, declares the
solution.”

I've also found in my work, that the person (or people) driving a design vision can’t leave the
product before it is done. There’s a tendency within companies to rotate strategic teams in
and out of projects. Come in, provide some strategy, then its off to the next product. More
often than not, the vision a rotating design strategy team provides only makes it out the door

40-60% intact. A design vision needs to endure many obstacles on its way out the corporate
production cycle- its best for it to have its champion or champions alongside.
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Vision Getting It Done

Jim Leftwich More and more it's becoming apparent that the design world, and particular the field of
interaction design and information architecture, need real world examples to lead the way.
Our field is now beginning to mature and learn what the older and more mature fields of
architecture and industrial design have shown for a long time — that it's not about the talking,
but about showing what’s been done. Therein lie the real lessons for our field. Bottom line?
It's all about less pie-in-the-sky and more rubber-meeting-the-road.

Bob Baxley

| want to go back to something Dirk said at the outset, “Contrary to
currently-accepted dogma, great design is often driven by one key individual.”
| didn’t take issue with that in the first segment but given Luke and Jim’s
comments here is worth exploring a bit.

While | agree that great design *can* be driven by a single, key individual, such a situation
should be considered both risky and unhealthy. | manage a team of nearly 20 designers and
it is a critical part of my job to make sure everybody has a design buddy. Although we can’t
always dedicate the resources, it is clear that both the designers and the work product
benefit when people work in two-man teams. We are social animals by Nature and rare is

the individual who can continually and happily face the creative challenge entirely alone.
That's not to say that there aren’t some unusually talented polymath designers floating
around out there — Jim and Luke are obvious examples — but these people are as rare as
Hayao Miyazaki.

But more specifically to the question of getting it done, the single most important factor is
establishing and maintaining a rhythm. There is nothing like daily stand-up meetings or
weekly review meetings to keep things moving forward. Without such a rhythm is all to easy
to slip into a pattern of procrastination and fear, further compressing schedules that were
unrealistic to start with and robbing the designer of the necessary time for exploration,
failure, and recovery.

It goes back to what | said when we started this thing, Design is a rigorous and disciplined
form of problem solving and like any discipline it requires repetition, rhythm, and resolve.
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Vision Getting It Done

Dirk Knemeyer | pmpemmm | Bob Baxley

I’'m going to take a bit of a circuitous route to answer Dirk’s question so
please stick with me for a minute — I'll get there, | promise. When you look at
organizations that are continually and repeatedly producing world-class
products they are invariably driven by a CEO who has a passion for quality, a
vision for the company, and an obsession with perfection. In short, you have
a leader not only with a perspective but with a particular kind of perspective.
Steve Jobs is the all too often mentioned example but others include Yvon
Chouinard at Patagonia, Walt Disney in the golden age of Disney, and John
Lasseter at Pixar.

In practice, while the designers in these companies certainly have control over the physical
form of their creations, they rarely originate, own, or control the larger product vision as
you’ve described it here. With every interactive product I've worked on, there were
substantial engineering, time-to-market, and sales constraints affecting the product;
constraints that required trade-offs and balances that designer professionals are not
particularly well equipped to make.

I'll go back to something | said in an earlier post: Design is a form of problem solving
optimized for innovation — not necessarily invention and certainly not for profit.

So finally to Dirk’s question: in terms of responsibility and control, the thing that EVERY
designer controls is what gets created. As the person responsible for making ideas visible,
all designers control which ideas are eventually expressed as well as how they are
expressed. Is that control over the entire product vision? Not really. It is however, a critical
and significant part of the process.

| want to wrap up with a thought about this lone designer concept. | think what we’re all
trying to achieve is a product, experience, or artifact that feels like it is the product of a
single mind. Obviously that's most easily achieved when it actually is the product of a single
mind. However, with proper management, leadership, and commitment, a team of
collaborative multi-disciplined individuals is not only just as capable of achieving this but is
also more capable of achieving it at a large scale.
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Throughout this Design Conversations series, one difference between us has
become clear, and | believe it's formed the context from which our individual
comments, judgments, ideas, and pronouncements have come. This
difference is in where our design careers have taken us, the nature of our
projects, and the ways and approaches we’ve developed for solving very
different kinds of problems. For this reason, | don’t think we can talk about
“Design” as though it's some kind of monolithic thing. The issues inside large
internal, permanent design groups are extremely different from consultancies
and skunkworks. It’s as different as regular Army infantry and Special Forces.

My career experiences have taught me a lot about “getting it done,” as this is more
important in consulting and skunkworks projects than anything else. You’re not there for an
indefinite period of time. You're there to make it happen successfully in a short period of
time, and in a way that will insure continued success afterward.

| don’t buy the notion that design by individuals or two or three broad-based individuals
covering design, engineering, and marketing/business angles is inherently “risky” let alone
“unhealthy.” It would be unwise to give the steering wheel to designers that hadn’t
previously and successfully undertaken projects of similar scale and scope to what’s being
considered. But if the designer or small team has been building experience and success on
aggressive and large-scale projects, then giving them a similar or slightly larger
responsibility is not inherently or significantly risky whatsoever. And furthermore, | believe a
lot more designers are capable of pushing themselves far further than conventional wisdom
generally admits. There’s so much self-limiting talk in the design and development fields.
Broad declarations such as, “Designers aren’t much good at this or that,” or “While some
braniacs from the planet Krell are capable of doing large-scale breakthrough design, most
designers aren’t.”

Such beliefs and statements strike me as dismissive and unnecessarily limiting. Fear-based
risk aversion is poisonous to Capital D Design, in my view.

One thing I've noticed in the design community is that at first you hear designers or
individuals can’t do some particular thing. Then if alternative evidence is presented, the
claim then gets changed to, “Well, okay, but that's just these special individuals, and they’re
an exception.” Why would such a sentiment be expressed, if not to try to warn other
designers that they shouldn’t be getting any wild ideas that they might be able to do
something like that. (insert scowling emoticon here) Grrrrr.
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