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About 10 years ago, I quit balancing my
checkbook. During a particularly chal-
lenging sequence of addition and sub-
traction, frustrated beyond recovery, I
gave up. Just stopped. It had simply
become too much. "Perhaps not the
best way to build wealth," you say.
"That's crazy!" you might be thinking.
But, you know what? It's worked out
okay for me.

Every month I take in so much, and
so much goes out. I sort of keep track in
my head. Kind of do things that I know
I can afford, and get a little aggressive
with the spending every now and then.
Imagine running a business that way.
Hard to picture, right? Now imagine the
freedom, the amazing number of
resources that would be diverted and
focused differently, like creativity and
innovation, if we eliminated accounting

altogether. Never happen?
Creativity is the key to innovation.

And if innovation is the Midas touch
of businesses' success today, well, let's
just say innovation doesn't happen by
adding columns of numbers. Most
businesses are run and led by finance-
focused business managers, armed
with... strategies. If creativity is the
fuel by which innovation comes to life,
then strategy is the mirror equivalent
for business and for those business
managers.

The truth is, very few designers
understand strategy, much less leverage
it in their work. But the design world is
trying, and is making inroads. Dealing
with and converting ambiguity to a
clearly focused strategy is key, and gives
design thinking the leverage for run-
ning competitive businesses in the
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post-dot.com, post-"distribution dictates direc-
tion" business world we live in. (Distribution—
think Wal-mart -has had a huge impact on why
and how things have been designed. That impact
is waning.) The real trick is not to get designers
to think and act like business people—it's exactly
the opposite. Let's face it: Design and strategy
start from completely different places. If busi-
ness management in general sees design and
strategy as two completely different concepts
and protocols, then design managers and
designers need to do a better job of communi-
cating design thinking and strategy.

Consider for a moment the two charts
below. The chart above (Figure 1) describes a
classic, controlled business model. Data input

and ideas are funneled in through a tight "con-
trolled environment," and products, services,
and all other revenue-generating results are
exhausted out the far end. Everything belongs to
the company, and little is shared outside its
boundaries. The second chart (Figure 2)
describes the companies that are succeeding
today by means of a model commonly referred
to as open innovation. Porous borders and
products, projects, technology, licensing
arrangements, are all part of the mix.

Let's consider the open innovation model in
Figure 2. Is it too grand to say the world of
product and brand creation has been turned on
its head? Consumers have changed. They are
hyper-informed, do their own research, and have



global access to information, products, and an
almost infinite number of choices. In contrast,
many agencies and marketers think and behave
as if it's still 1980. Figure 3 outlines this mindset.
The idea that products can be pushed at con-
sumers through clever advertising and tradition-
al selling techniques and fed down a funnel of
investment—only to be compromised at the exe-
cution phase when it is "thrown over the wall" to
the place where design and production meet—is
no longer valid. In the end, the company winds
up delivering a compromised result. Just consid-
er for a moment how many new product
launches fail today; some suggest the percentage

is as high as 80 percent.
Figure 4 outlines a new view. It suggests

uncompromised delivery of consumer experi-
ences—to borrow from Apple CEO Steve Jobs,
"insanely great products," which are based on a
core DNA from which strategies are developed.
Experiences that never disappoint and messag-
ing that's inspired by those experiences. Think
Dyson or Dove.

The new model suggests the use of cross-
functional teams, led by people with strategic
outlooks, as well as phenomenal interpersonal
and deep analytical skills. You know—designers.

Excuse me?



Strategy, leadership, and process classes are com-
mon in most MBA programs. They are not
commonly a part of design training. Let's define
strategy, in the context of this article, as the care-
ful planning of next steps and actions based on
the expected outcomes of previous actions.
Doesn't sound at all like design school, does it?
Designers are more likely to find insight and
meaning from, say, the Jackson Pollock painting
presented in Figure 5.

The meaning in an image like the Pollock
painting is implicit—defined by emotional
response. Understanding this kind of meaning
has become a very valuable tool in developing
products and brands that are must-haves. These
insights cannot be easily articulated; they defy
rational, logical examination. That's where
designers come in. Careful, methodical analysis
is simply not the way most creative people are
disposed to think and act. Yes, of course, there
are exceptions. But, whether through nature or
nurture, most creatives do not have the strategic
tools that are expected of MBA graduates. And
as many designers have noticed, we fall victim to
ourselves and to this lack of self-knowledge in
many business situations.

The typical design process begins with some
sort of survey of the situation and the problem
to be solved (often called an overview and objec-
tive statement), and the execution of a visual
tool known as a lifestyle board, mood board, or
emotional study (Figure 6). The purpose of
these boards, in most cases, is to help the design-
er inform and visually articulate the brand or
product character. Two designers in front of this
kind of board could talk for hours about the
emotions evoked by the imagery, the semiotic
cues, or the meaning conveyed by the intersec-
tion of seemingly disparate images that connect
them intuitively, albeit invisibly. (It helps if a
cappuccino or espresso is involved.)

To nondesigners in the business world, some-
thing like this makes about as much sense, and is
interpreted about as effectively, as your average
Jackson Pollock work. An MBA's depiction of a
strategy might look something like what we see
in Figure 6 and, really, is likely to present as
much of a mystery to a designer as a lifestyle
board would to a business manager.

The matrix format is a relatively simple

methodology and results in boards that are rich
in meaning but that also suggest some level of
analysis. This is a step in the right direction.

Now, it's clear that some kind of visual artic-
ulation is necessary in order to get to the distilla-
tion of a brand character: Words are easily mis-
interpreted. This is especially challenging when
the visual language must also work hard to tele-
graph product attributes and benefits to the
consumer. But visual articulation is also impor-
tant when solving a problem that involves strate-
gic goals and initiatives. At its core, design is a
problem-solving process, and if it is to truly help
bridge the problem or opportunity with the
solution, easier and better visualization methods
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are needed. However, where business managers
are concerned, design as a profession needs to be
more adept about visualizing thinking.

There is a good chance that in the near
future, especially in design-driven companies,
marketers will report into design. However, as a
profession, design is completely unprepared for
this to happen. Most designers, using design
speak, could not keep the CEO of a major com-
pany interested for more than 20 minutes.
Visualizing strategic design thinking is the key to
effectively communicating. Below is an example.
Let's say we want to make an argument about
investing money into a major design effort in
order to create an innovation pipeline.

Smart companies are more likely to look like this:

Smart companies divert resources from success-
ful launch teams to start new initiatives—to
compete with themselves. Truly visionary com-
panies look more like this:

Visionary companies invest in the DNA around
a brand or product, leveraging creativity to cre-
ate a continuous pipeline of innovation—with-
out reinventing the wheel each time out.

Can you see what I see?
The four charts above are an example of using
simple graphs to communicate big ideas and
strategy. In fact, the presentation above is most
effective if it's sketched in real time in an interac-
tive way. Graphs like these pin ideas down, give
them credibility, and demonstrate that these the-
ories can be measured.

There is a clear difference between a designer's
perspective and that of a marketing or brand
manager, or an R&D or supply chain professional,
for that matter. Business managers are charged
with being quantitatively predictive. No wonder so
many concept options are required, and there is
such a heavy dependence on validation research.
Business managers often view the conventional
creative process as soft and weakly speculative.
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The creative process can in fact be an
extremely powerful tool, especially when com-
bined with a strong and highly developed com-
pany DNA. This DNA directs the core of strate-
gic design thinking and the creation of all com-
pany, brand, product, and visual paths to cus-
tomers. It is best described as "implicit mean-
ings" captured in nonprescriptive, visual interac-
tions. It also helps if these visual interactions are
set to music. This tends to enhance the expres-
sion of the emotions that underpin the visual
storytelling. (I'm right back to the lifestyle
board's example, aren't I? Many people reading
this article are probably thinking, "What did he
just say...?")

A strategy based around a tool—let's call it
the DNA around which the consumer's experi-
ence and interaction with the device, package, or
service is centered—must be at the core of every
go-to-market effort. This DNA is an important
strategic tool, developed by synthesizing con-
sumer insights, brand insights, R&D, and manu-
facturing requirements in a meaningful, implicit
way. Methods for visualizing DNA are many and
varied. What is new here is the idea that design-
ers create the vision. In the past, this has been
the responsibility of an ad agency or an internal
marketing function.

The strength of the DNA is that it is a free-
standing storytelling device to guide all future
efforts toward the confluence of media points
and the development of pipeline ideas.
Alternatively, it becomes an effective tool that
allows designers to defend the relevance and res-
onance of their work. It tells a story.

At Pixar, the animation giant, no matter how
much technological expertise and innovation is
brought to bear in the field, the story is always
king. Stories are memorable; storytelling is effec-
tive. It creates links between disparate notions,
and requires emotion to run parallel to ideas.

Everybody likes and remembers a good story.
Here's a visual story borrowed from a friend

and colleague, designer Richard Seymour/When
describing that difficult-to-picture innovation
process, Richard asks his listeners to imagine a
building being imploded, coming down through
controlled explosive charges (Figure 7). The
debris cloud that results is a metaphor for the
beginning of the design process, a time in which
interesting, unpredictable connections are made
and ambiguity is prevalent. Now, visualize run-
ning the film backward, and constructing the
building: controlled chaos leading to a clear and
finalized end point. It's a compelling analogy for
the process of design. Without the risk of letting
go in the debris cloud, original ideas and con-
nections will not be made. With the understand-
ing that the film can be run backward, and with
faith in the process, business minds can be con-
vinced to come along.

Here is another story that gives us a memo-
rable example of strategy and the use of 3D tools
for visualization. A 1934 article on design pub-
lished in Fortune magazine outlines an interac-
tion between iconic designer Norman Bel
Geddes and W. Frank Roberts, then president of
the Standard Gas Equipment Corp, a company
that produced cooking ranges. Bel Geddes want-
ed to sell Standard a modular platform strategy
for building all Standard products. Roberts
wasn't convinced that was the right approach. To
win the president over, Bel Geddes had his staff
build every single module and part used to make
the ranges as cardboard boxes that were true to
size. He then arranged the boxes from the door
of the elevator to the door of his office, requiring
the CEO on his next visit to, literally, crawl over
hundreds of the cardboard simulations to reach
Bel Geddes in his office. There, Bel Geddes dis-
played a much smaller handful of modular and
integrated components that represented



Standard Gas's world as it could be. The strategic
importance of the modular approach, as well as
the business implications, was inescapable.

Stories are important ways to communicate
all kinds of ideas and processes. Earlier, I men-
tioned that at its core, design is a problem-solv-
ing process, and that we need better ways to
describe these processes. Rather than follow the
typical observe—differentiate—refine—execute
model we often cite, designers must allow others
to participate in the design process, creating a
chart that looks something like Figure 8.

And that's on a good day. Because it suggests
the often messy and nonlinear activities that sur-
round the typical protocol.

You draw the box; I'll break out of it....
Innovation is usually associated with disparate
or unexpected associations, typically drawn
from the right brain, the creative side. This is
why innovation is often regarded as coming
from out-of-the-box thinking. It's certainly a
counter-intuitive notion that to innovate quick-
ly, one must think strategically. But the simple
truth is that continuous innovation requires one

to see and think long distances into the future.
In most industries, investment capital and distri-
bution channels need to be anticipated well in
advance of execution.

There are many effective ways to think and to
communicate in this way (see Figure 9 on next
page). Process charts, for instance, are a way to
depict strategies that are being executed.

The key here, however, is not which chart to
use, but to visualize in a way that allows your
thinking to be seen and understood. Design
strategy means thinking past the project into the
needs and longer-term goals of the brand, of
R&D, of bringing products or services to mar-
ket. It requires understanding the space that can
be addressed and the boundaries of that space.
Where does the reason to believe in that space
begin and end for the consumer? It also requires
understanding and participating in planning for
capital expenditures and manufacturing invest-
ments. This is new territory for design—demon-
strating business and brand leadership by creat-
ing and visualizing company strategies inspired
from a design point of view.

The reality is that the creative process, the



manifestation of design strategy, is often not lin-
ear, regimented, easily measured, or even
described successfully. This complicates design's
ability to communicate and draw others toward
it as a leadership model. It is also why design
strategy can often be seen as a contradiction in
terms, and a difficult parallel to other, more
readily described processes and strategy
roadmaps. It can be a leap of faith to invest
money and resources in a cloud of debris. It can
appear risky. But without risk and creativity as
ingredients, we wind up in the same place again
and again.

Design and strategy need to work together, but
they originate from very different kinds of experi-
ence. Business is hungry for design thinking, and
needs strategy to have a reason to believe.
Designers have to understand their role in the
business imperative. The opportunity is too big to
let slip by, or to let others lead. Designers revel in
ambiguity, the thrill of not knowing how much
money is in the account, the acceptance of risk,
nonlinear paths to results. However, to expect
business to share these traits is expecting too
much. To many business managers, the whole
idea of design strategy doesn't compute. Business
needs to increase its understanding of design—

but the truth is, the vehicles for that to happen are
few and slow to be developed.

Visualizing, storytelling, DNA, and adaptable
processes all help enormously. For designers
today, a good understanding of the comfort
zone others have with ideas and concepts is a
tool as powerful as any Alias rendering or beau-
tifully executed prototype. Creativity is the cur-
rency, but the strategic foundation is equally
important. It frames the work in a way that is
understood, and leads to other successes. Success
leads to growth, and growth to increased share.
So maybe it's crazy to think in extremes—crazy
like not counting your money. Unless, of course,
the more you count, the less creative the whole
thing becomes.
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