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“If you want to build a ship, don’t drum up the men to gather wood, divide the work, and give orders. Instead, teach them to yearn for the vast and endless sea.”


—Antoine de Saint-Exupéry





Preface



SCALE AND AGILITY. In today’s volatile and rapidly changing world, these are the two essentials that every company needs to grow and remain relevant.


If you’re a big, established company, you’ve got scale, which enables you to expand almost effortlessly from Boston to Bangalore. Over time, you’ve built up powerful assets—expertise, brands, customers, distribution channels, relationships—that most startups could only dream about. Scale is not your problem. Your problem is agility—you must be smarter, faster, leaner than the startup that’s got your industry in its crosshairs—targeted for disruption.


How can you grow (gain market share, increase your brand’s relevance, and generate revenue growth) with the speed and flexibility of a startup? Every big, established company, organization, and even government is at risk of being disrupted, having a so-called Kodak Moment, watching its industry upended and its competitive advantages—the moats that have protected it for decades—disappear overnight.


If you’re in a startup, you’ve got a different problem. You’ve got agility, actually, nothing but agility. Trying new business models, repositioning your company, developing new features, or even whole new products, within days—things big companies can only dream about—are not your problem. For you, building the right team, deciding which metrics matter, acquiring customers, and securing funding are what keep you up at night. Scale is your problem—doing what it takes to expand your startup into new geographies, including the land of profitability, is your challenge. That’s why most startups fail—only a dispiriting one out of ten succeeds.


What if there were something that could help you grow, avoid disruption, and even take giant steps forward? What if there were something that could help you create both scale and/or agility?


There is—it’s called design.


And that’s what this book is about—how The Coca-Cola Company uses design to grow, and how the lessons it learned can help other companies, regardless of size, industry, or geography, do the same.


For over a century, Coca-Cola has used design to scale to over two hundred countries, build seventeen billion-dollar brands, partner with more than twenty million retail customers, and sell close to two billion products a day. But the company is still learning. Over the last decade, it has focused on mastering how also to use design to create agility—something most established companies, including Coca-Cola, struggle with.


We’ll deconstruct this journey by demystifying the often confusing language of design into a set of plain-spoken, easy-to-understand principles. Along the way, we’ll explore examples from around the world and across different parts of the company—mango growing in Kenya, packaging in Tokyo, retail shops in Bogotá, advertising in Cape Town, and social fountain machines in the United States—to make it easier to understand the role design can play in helping one of the largest companies on the planet become nimbler and more adaptable to a complex and changing world. The stories themselves may be unique to Coca-Cola, but the challenges they describe are universal.



How to use this book



A few words about how this book is organized. Part 1 explains how to design for scale, and shows how The Coca-Cola Company used design across its business to create a $170 billion, global brand.


In chapter 1 we grapple with the question, What is design? then show how design creates value and what it looks like to design on purpose.


In chapter 2, we investigate how The Coca-Cola Company used design strategically to scale Coca-Cola into one of the most, if not the most, ubiquitous brands on the planet.


In chapter 3, we look at three realities that create the new normal of today’s marketplace: wicked problems, the changes unleashed by the after-Internet world, and the need to create shared value. There are, of course, other factors, but these three have created a new level of external complexity, challenging every company’s ability to grow.


In part 2, we discuss what it takes to join the Billion-Dollar Brand Club, and explore why it’s getting harder than ever for established companies to maintain their status as part of this elite group. We’ll examine how startups design for agility and how big, established companies can too.


In chapter 4, we’ll explain how design can actually help any company learn to fail fast, and adapt to stay ahead of the competition. We’ll show how The Coca-Cola Company uses design to create adaptability from its 5-Note Melody to its manual distribution systems in Africa to the redesign of hundreds of bodegas in Latin America.


In chapter 5, we’ll see how designing modular systems is one way for a company to stay agile enough to survive and thrive. We’ll look at three examples from Coca-Cola: its global juice visual identity system, a high-density mango growing initiative, and the development of the Freestyle drink machine, to see how designing modular systems really works.


In chapter 6, we see why designing open systems, such as Wikipedia, allows for greater collaboration, both within a company and with a company’s stakeholders. That process, it turns out, can not only help in uncovering the best talent and ideas, but can result in cost savings along the way. We look at the development of the Coca-Cola Design Machine, its 5by20 global commitment to empower women entrepreneurs, and its initiatives around global water use as examples of open systems in action.


Finally, in the epilogue, we consider what the future will look like in a world where design is democratized. We’ll also explore what big companies can learn from startups to help them avoid significant disruption, and what startups can learn from big companies that would let them beat that dismal startup failure rate. Will the next wave of innovation—building scale-ups—be the answer for both ends of the business spectrum?


Throughout the book, we offer lessons that any company can use to grow and thrive, along with suggestions as to how you can use our road-tested ideas for getting everybody in your company on board.


In The Deep End, we provide references for anyone who wants to delve further into the ideas presented here, as well as the never-before-published “Designing on Purpose” manifesto that was my Jerry Maguire moment at the company, and the seed for this book.


In the course of this book, we’ll go behind the scenes of The Coca-Cola Company’s operations, ranging from how the carpet industry helped it make the decision on what shade of blue to use for the Dasani bottle to how it’s turning local biowaste—from sugar cane stalks in Brazil to tree bark in Russia—into PlantBottle Packaging.


Most of these problems are, of course, specific to Coca-Cola, but every business can learn from the way the company used design to solve them.





PART 1


Designing for Scale


The first week of November 2013 saw a flurry of unusually compelling stories in the business news. Tesla suffered another battery fire, prompting fears of a recall. The Feds nailed a hedge-fund titan with a fondness for insider trading. The stock market hit a new high. However, even amid such provocative headlines, two events stood out: the shuttering of a once-mighty retail empire, and the stratospheric stock market debut of a seven-year-old Internet darling.


Blockbuster, which made standing in line to rent a video the first stop in millions of movie lovers’ weekend plans, finally called it quits. A day later, Twitter, a favorite with celebrities, revolutionaries, and the occasional misguided politician, ended its first day with a market cap of $30B: more than Kellogg’s, Whole Foods, and half the firms in the S&P 500.


That was a rather extraordinary week, but it was also a great snapshot of today’s marketplace—both the risk and the opportunity that come with industry disruption. In today’s world of hyperconnectivity and exponential growth, every company is stepping back to evaluate where it’s vulnerable or how it can find an edge and revolutionize an industry.


It’s not enough to be big: At its peak, Blockbuster had about 9,000 retail stores across the United States. It had the scale but not the agility to remain relevant. And, while every founder dreams of creating the next Twitter or Instagram, 90 percent of companies won’t live to see year two. While they’re all designed to be agile, most of them struggle with scale.





Every company needs both scale and agility to win.





From a fledging startup in Nepal to a century-old multinational in New York, scale and agility are two things that are essential to every company’s success.


Scale and Agility


If you’re working for a startup, you get agility. Chances are, you’re iterating your product/market fit daily, and pivoting when necessary, just to stay alive. But the thing that keeps you up at night is scale—stabilizing your business model, so that you can move to the next stage and become a company. This requires more funding, more staff, more customers, more of everything.


If you’re working for an established company, you get scale: In fact, the reason you’re in the position you’re in is because you know how a company at scale operates. You’re successful because you know how to leverage scale with a high degree of effectiveness and efficiency. Perhaps you’d like to grow revenue or expand operations, but what you worry about is keeping up and staying competitive in a world of increasing uncertainty and change, complicated by the upstarts searching for ways to disrupt your industry.


If your company is public, you understand all of this in a different dimension. You live under the pressure of managing a global business every day, knowing that at the end of the quarter you and your peers will be ruthlessly judged by thousands of stakeholders. There are millions—and sometimes billions—of dollars at risk every quarter. Managing your scale is always a concern but what keeps you up at night is mainly agility—how to meet expectations this quarter but also create the speed and flexibility your company needs to drive innovation and create the culture you need to remain relevant to the next generation.


As vice president of Innovation and Entrepreneurship at The Coca-Cola Company, and former head of design, I’m often asked questions like, “How does Coca-Cola, a hundred-year-old brand, stay relevant?” And, “How does a giant company like Coca-Cola innovate? What’s your strategy?”


What if there were something that you—your startup, your team, your function, your division—could use to create the kind of scale and agility you need to win?





Design can create both scale and agility.





When it comes to design, most people want to know the basics: “How does Coca-Cola use design to stay competitive?” “How do you create the most value from design?” “How do you use design to innovate?” These are all good questions, since even the most analytical and execution-oriented business managers know that design can create value far beyond just making products look and feel better. For some companies, design can actually help them grow. But how?



Coca-Cola and Design



When you think of Coca-Cola and design, your mind probably goes immediately to the company’s most iconic brand—Coca-Cola—with its familiar color, distinctive logo, and iconic packaging. The combination of those elements, designed over a century ago, helped create one of the world’s most valuable brands, worth over $170 billion.


However, at Coca-Cola, design is about more than the traditional, and visible, elements. While logos and colors are important, it’s the stuff you can’t see, the stuff that’s invisible, that’s often doing the heavy lifting.


Coca-Cola designs things like products, advertising, packaging, and coolers, as well as the way those things connect to each other to drive growth. And that’s what makes the way Coca-Cola designs strategic.





When used strategically, design can help companies grow.





Most people don’t think about design this way, but things that are well designed are actually well connected and part of a system. For example, when Coca-Cola designs a new package, its goal is to actually solve business problems, not simply to pick colors, specify materials, or determine its shape and size.


All those things are important, but the new package must also connect to its supply-chain strategy, help the company meet its sustainability goals, work within the constraints of its bottling and distribution system, fit well with its retail customers’ business plans, and, of course, meet the needs of its consumers. When all these things connect, we’d say that the company is using design strategically to help it grow.



The Invisible Drives the Visible



I love systems and exploring the ways in which systems work. Most systems aren’t readily apparent: For example, you don’t think of your kid’s school bus, your local grocery store, or an app on your smart phone, as parts of big systems, but they are. Understanding how systems work can really change the way you see the world.


In 1995, my wife turned me on to a book by systems guru Peter Senge, The Fifth Discipline. I remember reading, “Systems thinking is a discipline for seeing wholes. It is a framework for seeing interrelationships rather than things, for seeing patterns of change rather than static snapshots.”


That book started me on a journey of learning everything I could about systems and their relationship to design. I became consumed with the interrelationship of things more than the design of individual pieces of the whole, as Senge would put it. I became fascinated with many different types of systems and their effects on the world—from systemic risk (economics) to chaos theory (science). I wanted to know everything about how systems work—especially big, complex systems.


In 2004, I joined The Coca-Cola Company. My mandate was to help the company focus on design: to develop a vision, strategy, and approach to ensure it was getting the most value out of design.


I was stoked; I saw the company itself as a giant system made up of hundreds of subsystems. I couldn’t wait to dig in.


It didn’t take long to see why the company wanted to concentrate on this area. The Coca-Cola Company owns some of the most valuable and well-known brands in the world, including Coca-Cola, Diet Coke, Sprite, and Fanta. However, at that time it didn’t have a consistent approach to the way it designed. This created many little disconnects across the way in which people experienced its brands, from packaging to communications to retail. It needed to get back to the level of quality, consistency, and leadership that the company’s brands were known for.


It also needed a way to adapt more quickly to a rapidly changing market. The nonalcoholic, ready-to-drink industry has consistently been one of the fastest growing consumer industries in the world. In order to keep pace with the market, Coca-Cola needed a way to use design to remain relevant, nimble, and adaptable to change. But it was clear that it didn’t yet have it.


All these little disconnects were starting to make the company’s brands feel old and outdated when compared with other fast-moving consumer brands like Apple and Nike. As a company, Coca-Cola was designing at massive scale, but a lot of the things weren’t connected to each other. That made it very difficult to drive the company’s growth strategy. The way Coca-Cola was designing was actually working against its own interests.


Sure, it needed to work on the things that were very visible—packaging, advertising, websites, trucks, and coolers. But it needed to focus on its approach—the way it designed as a company—first.





The way Coca-Cola had used design in the past wasn’t giving it the agility it needed to grow in a rapidly changing and connected world.





The company’s business had become very complex, yet its approach to design had been conceived for a much simpler organization. There’s nothing simple about a company with a network of more than 250 bottling companies, 80,000 suppliers, and 20 million retail customers. However, when you look at how the company evolved, it’s easy to see why it was hard to let go of an approach that had worked so well for so long.


For its first seventy years, The Coca-Cola Company had had one brand, one product, one package size, and, for the most part, one price. For more than seven decades, Coca-Cola sold for just five cents. The company’s growth strategy was to scale Coca-Cola to every country, city, town, and village—to put Coca-Cola “within arm’s reach of desire” of every person on the planet. Amazingly, that’s pretty much what happened.


Then, in 1982, the company took a risk and launched Diet Coke. That made its business more complicated. For the first time, there were two Cokes in its portfolio. Diet Coke quickly became a huge success, so any difficulties were more than made up for in sales.


In 2001, Coca-Cola upped the ante by making a big strategic decision, to become a total beverage company, meaning that it wanted to provide a much wider variety of options in line with changing attitudes and tastes. This changed everything, from its product portfolio to how the system (the term Coca-Cola uses to represent the company and its network of over 250 independent bottling companies) operates.


Coca-Cola’s CEO at the time told a British newspaper that the company’s goal was not only to develop the systems needed for success in a globalized economy, but to be equally sensitive as to how it operates locally. Internally, that strategy was distilled down to a pithy shorthand: “Think globally and act locally.” Each business unit ran its business independently, keeping the pedal to the metal on its global brands, but also leveraging the company’s international scale to create or acquire regional and local brands as well.





However, this shift in strategy begat something Coca-Cola hadn’t anticipated—enormous complexity.





The decision to go from being a one-brand company to a total-beverage company in a world of dramatic technological, social, and political change created a level of complexity that was unprecedented. This kind of monumental shift in business strategy also required a shift in the company’s approach to design.


Originally, its approach was to make everything as easy as possible to scale; Coca-Cola used design to simplify, standardize, and integrate its business, which made it much easier to drive its growth strategy. That’s essentially how The Coca-Cola Company grew from a little startup in 1886 to a company valued at over $120 billion in 2001.


However, it couldn’t use this same approach to design for a company that now had hundreds of brands, products, and packages; thousands of suppliers; and millions of distribution channels, ranging from big box superstores to guys with coolers standing underneath umbrellas in the street. The same design strategy would no longer work for a product portfolio that ranged from sparkling beverages to coffee drinks to dozens of juices.


Coca-Cola needed an approach that would help it to leverage its scale but also help create more flexibility and adaptability across its business.


By 2002, its business was really complicated. It was clear that there was a problem. In April of that same year, Time magazine released an article with a headline that summed up what most people were thinking: “Has Coke Lost Its Fizz?”


Coca-Cola had a business problem, but what most people couldn’t see was how it was related to design. The realization that the two were inextricably connected wasn’t some kind of grand epiphany or big aha in the boardroom. For decades, the company had used design to build a multinational, multibillion dollar business almost intuitively. However, at that moment, Coca-Cola hadn’t been able to harness that capability as effectively as it had in the past.



Jerry Maguire and Me



This is where things stood when I joined the company. Soon after I arrived, I knew that we needed a much bigger change than I had imagined—the company needed to redesign the way it designed. And I also knew that to do this—to shift the whole company’s approach to design—everyone would have to become designers. They would have to see themselves as designers and learn how the decisions they made every day were related and could actually help us use design to win—to help the company grow. To be honest, I knew what we had to do; I just didn’t know how to do it.


One day, as I was reading Rick Warren’s book, The Purpose-Driven Life, I began connecting a few dots in his philosophy to the transformation I could imagine for design at The Coca-Cola Company. The basic question Warren’s book asks is this: If, when you look at your life in full, from beginning to end, are you using your time on earth to live on purpose? Are you using your time to do something meaningful?


Before I read that book, I hadn’t really thought about the idea of linking purpose (the real meaning behind what we were doing) with design, but then it all fell into place. Suddenly, I felt like I needed to write something—a story, a white paper, a manifesto, to connect the dots. I was having a “Jerry Maguire” moment.


If you’ve seen the movie, you remember Maguire’s epiphany. I didn’t stay up all night or run to Kinko’s in the morning like Jerry, but my intensity could have come out of Maguire’s playbook. I sat at my desk and began to write. By the end of the day, I had written a three-page paper called “Building Brands, by Design.” It attempted to make the connection between what we were doing around the world—designing literally billions of things—from packaging to coolers to different kinds of marketing communications to websites to retail environments to licensed merchandise to trucks—with our business challenges and how we could use design as a powerful enabler of growth.


At the time, Coca-Cola, our flagship brand, which represents over 50 percent of the company’s revenue, was languishing. Internally, it’s often said that Coca-Cola is the oxygen of the company; it creates a halo effect on our whole portfolio of brands. When it’s not doing well, everything else suffers. When it’s growing, there’s a trickle-down effect to other brands.





The company’s design revolution had to start with Coca-Cola.





I knew that to demonstrate a new way of thinking about design we couldn’t start with a smaller brand in our portfolio. We had to start with Coca-Cola. If we could make the link between growing Coca-Cola and design, we could do anything we wanted to after that; we’d have the confidence and proven results that we needed to create systemic change.


From the first page of the manifesto, I tried to help everyone understand how design could play a more significant role.


I mapped out my big idea and called it “designing on purpose.”





Designing on purpose refers to design that is strategic, with a clear connection to our growth strategy; design that creates scale and agility—across markets and media; and design that inspires people. Designing on purpose should ultimately be design that leads culture.





I went on to recognize other companies that used design strategically: McDonald’s, for the way it used its visual identity system to help integrate the organization; Apple, which used design as its competitive differentiator; Nike, which used design to build its reputation; and Volkwagen, which used design to create a cultlike corporate culture.


The third page focused on five strategies we could use to start designing on purpose. It went on to describe how different functions inside the organization could implement these strategies to begin to create a common approach to design across the company.


The point was clear: Design was not an esoteric discipline owned by an elite team at corporate headquarters, but an everyday responsibility that extended to every functional area of the company, in every region, on every brand. In order to get the maximum value from design, we each had a role to play.


I ended the manifesto with: “The opportunity is huge. The opportunity is now. Is using design as a strategic advantage an opportunity or our responsibility? We could and should be the company that other companies use as their standard for great design. We need to design on purpose.”


The passion in that document would have brought tears to Renée Zellweger’s eyes. I could envision her whispering: “You had me at ‘strategic.’ ”


I remember finishing the paper, and sending it in an email to basically everyone I had met at the company (and many more that I hadn’t) in the highest levels of management.


In retrospect, I’m still shocked at my own audacity. In a less tolerant organization, I could have been sacked like Jerry for sheer brass coupled with hopeless naïveté.


Fortunately, instead of being summoned to Human Resources to hand in my badge, something remarkable happened. The idea caught on. Before long, people began using that phrase—designing on purpose—for what we were doing. There wasn’t any magic in those particular words or that particular document but, somehow, it was the right thing at the right time to get things started.


Redesigning Design


That simple three-page document kick-started almost a decade of designing on purpose at The Coca-Cola Company. Over time, we introduced a systems-based approach to design. This would give us both the consistency we needed to design at scale and the agility we were lacking to quickly adapt to a rapidly changing world. Now, we didn’t do all of this overnight; it was a journey based on learning by doing.


We began with an area that most people could easily understand—branding and communications. We then moved to packaging and equipment. Then, we tackled retail experiences. Finally, we expanded the approach deeper into the operations of the business, into our distribution system and supply chain.


However, what really made the difference was opening up design to everyone, every function, and every geography. Our goal was to change how everyone designed—to make everyone a designer using a common approach—no matter what his or her title was.


During that period, the world also changed, with challenges we could have never envisioned a decade earlier, from the rise of social media, to ingredient scarcity, global economic chaos, geo-political instability, environmental sustainability issues, and the rise of China and the rest of the BRICs (Brazil, Russia, and India) into a new global middle class.


Still, the past decade has, by and large, been a good one for the company. It’s added ten billion-dollar brands to its portfolio and doubled its stock price. Coca-Cola is on a trajectory to double the size of its business by 2020, essentially replicating in the space of a decade what took the company one hundred years to build.


Of course, design isn’t the only factor that’s created this kind of growth, but it is an important one. What most people don’t realize is how Coca-Cola’s approach to design has evolved over the past century, and particularly over the past decade, to make this happen.





Design is powerful. Once you understand how design creates value, and decide to design on purpose, you can unlock the power of design to drive both scale and agility. It’s worked for Coca-Cola; it can for you, too.








CHAPTER 1


Design


The dumbest mistake is viewing design as something you do at the end of the process to “tidy up” the mess, as opposed to understanding it’s a “day one” issue and part of everything.


Tom Peters


If you ever thought growing your business was tough, try selling water.


In first-world countries, clean, drinkable water is ubiquitous and, for the most part, feels free. Turn on the tap, and you’re good to go.


What’s more, most people think water basically tastes the same no matter where you live. Eau de Grand Rapids, in their minds, is not that much different from Stuttgart H2O. Hardly a potential business model there.


Put it in a bottle, however, and suddenly you’ve got something: It’s convenient. In developed countries, when people are on the go, many like to take their water with them: phone, keys, water, check. In developing countries, where most tap water is not safe to drink, bottled water is critical. It’s essential for everything from cooking to brushing teeth. Bottles give water economic potential.


In the past decade, bottled water has become big business all around the world.


For a beverage company, that makes it an attractive addition to a portfolio. Compared to, say, juice, being in the bottled water business seems simple. No weather catastrophes, no crop diseases, no worries about bee colony collapse. But it’s not. The margins are razor thin, and differentiating your brand is extremely difficult.


So, if you’re in the bottled water business, the way you design everything from your supply chain to your packaging is critical. Design can create a powerful competitive advantage.


You may be surprised that a company best known for billion-dollar sparkling brands like Coca-Cola, Sprite, and Fanta also has two billion-dollar water brands. But, then, few people know that Coca-Cola’s portfolio includes over 3,500 products, ranging from milk to juice to coffee, with over five hundred brands, such as Core Power, Qoo, and Love Body.


Around the globe, the company owns about one hundred water brands, including Dasani in the United States, Bonaqua in Hong Kong, Ciel in Mexico, and Kropla Beskido in Poland. Even though the main ingredient in all of Coca-Cola’s products is water, it was a relative late-comer to the bottled water business. However, with its bottling capacity and distribution network, it was a logical category for the company to move into.


Bottled water subsequently has become one of the company’s most significant businesses. Coca-Cola sold 5.8 billion liters of bottled water abroad and 253 million liters in the United States and Canada from 2007 to 2012.


Even for a company as big as Coca-Cola, creating competitive advantage for its water brands is an ongoing challenge.


Several years ago, in Japan, for example, its biggest brand of water, Minaqua, began showing signs of fatigue. It had never been a rock star in the company’s portfolio but had chugged along delivering reliable results for a long time. Yet, over the years, Minaqua’s market share had gradually dropped to the lowest in the category. In 2010, the company decided to do something about it. It wasn’t clear what was to blame: Price? Availability? Packaging? Advertising? Customer relationships? A survey of the business yielded the most dispiriting of answers: “Likely, all of the above.”





It’s at this point—when different elements of your business don’t connect to drive your growth strategy—that a business problem turns into a design problem.





That may be a surprising assertion, if you think of design only in terms of the color of the label or shape of the package. Those are all important, but design also has a much greater capacity to help your business if you think of it as the thread that connects all the dots. Once you get beneath the surface, and understand how design can help make all of the aspects of your business relate to each other, you can begin to really understand its power.


Before we talk about how Coca-Cola tackled the myriad, interconnected problems plaguing Minaqua, let’s drop back for a moment and get clear on one of the most frustrating issues bedeviling any discussion of design. Namely, what, exactly, is it?


What Is Design?


Put this book down for a minute and look around you. Maybe you’re reading this in a cozy armchair in your living room, or in the scrunched middle seat of an airplane. No matter. Survey your surroundings as if you were an archeologist who just unearthed all the things in your environment from the bottom of a pit.





Everything you see is designed by somebody.





That coffee mug you’re holding, or the plastic cup holding your airline O.J., the lamp beside the chair or the one above your seat, the chair itself, the tray table, the ottoman, the carton the orange juice came from, the pattern of the fabric on the seat, the uniforms of the flight crew, the plane’s engines, the gizmo that controls the entertainment center—all have been designed by somebody.


Most of us don’t design smart phones, electric cars, or skyscrapers, but each of us designs stuff every day. We design meetings, presentations, deals, our plans for the weekend, the configuration of stuff on our (literal and virtual) desktops, children’s birthday parties, the menu for dinner, and so on. In fact, we’re all designers—we all design, all the time. It’s just that each of us is better at designing some things than others.


Most people understand that there’s a difference between good and bad design. And the same goes for companies—most people understand that companies are also better at designing some things better than others. So the challenge is not whether or not we should design.





The challenge, for all of us, is to design better—to get the most value out of the way we design.





However, is that possible? Can regular people—people without the word design in their title—really understand the difference between good and bad design so they, or their team or company, can actually be better designers? The answer is an unqualified Yes!




LESSON LEARNED #1







Start by Losing the D word


The word design can mean a lot of things to a lot of people. But design is just a means to an end, not the end.


After my first few months at the company, I tried to stop using the word design as much as possible. It just got in the way of the conversation.


Instead, I tried engaging people on things that drive our business and talked about the impact that design could make, stuff that everybody was interested in and could understand. We found we had lots to discuss.


Here’s the point: The precise language you use to talk about design is not important. The critical thing is to communicate the value that design can create by connecting things to solve a problem. If using more familiar language is part of that, don’t sweat it. There’s nothing magical about words like user-centered, hierarchy, or interaction. (If you don’t have design in your title, chances are these words don’t mean anything to you anyway. Don’t worry about it.)


When I’m talking to a group of people internally—marketers, finance people, sales guys, accountants, or even some of our scientists, I focus on how design creates value. I try to stay focused on how things connect, in their world, to better understand design.


I often ask people to think about their favorite restaurant. Sure, the food is probably good. But is that enough to make you keep going back? What about the look and feel of the place? What’s the atmosphere like? The comfort of the seats? How about the view? The friendliness of the staff? Do they remember your name? Is the menu easy to read, even by candlelight? How about the plates, or the utensils, or the tables? Can you easily book online, or find the latest specials on the Web site? Is it easy to park? Are the acoustics such that you can actually hold a conversation without shouting? Any one of these things is necessary, but not sufficient. Connect them all and you likely have a very successful restaurant.


You can use your own examples from your favorite vacation, your favorite car, or the house you most enjoyed living in. Design played an important role because lots of things seemed to fit together seamlessly—maybe even intuitively—to the point at which you didn’t even really have to think about it. And that’s how design creates value.


By losing so-called designy language, you are forced to come up with other metaphors for what you’re describing, tailored to the audience you’re addressing. And that, in and of itself, is by design.


Key Takeaway: The language of design can be confusing and alienating to a lot of people. There’s no magic in design lingo and no reason to be wedded to it. Substitute language that works for the group you’re addressing if it helps everybody understand.








It’s easy to know the difference between good and bad design.





Let’s go back to our discussion of the designed elements you see every time you get on an airplane. If airline travel is part of your job, you likely know which airlines have better seats than others. If you’re like me, you’ve thought about the way your seat was designed. I often ask myself questions like, “Why did they put the button here?” “Do I really have to go through all these steps just to be able to turn on the light?” Or, “Doesn’t anybody ever try sitting in these before they install them?” (Okay, if I’m honest, I’ve used stronger language—especially when it took me more than five minutes to find the electrical outlet.)


If you’ve ever done this, you’ve evaluated the design of the seat without even thinking about it—you’ve determined if the seat was good or bad design. Maybe at first glance the seat looked good; it may have even felt good—nice leather, a cool shade of blue. But when you actually sat in it or tried to sleep in it on your way to Buenos Aires, it turned out to be very uncomfortable. And it’s obvious at that point that you don’t have to have the word design in your title or wear cool shoes to make an astute value judgment about design.


Art vs. Design


So, if everyone is a designer, and everything is designed, how do you know when something is really good? It’s simple enough to agree that if a seat on an airplane is uncomfortable it isn’t good design, but how can you begin to use design to create real business value?


In so many cases, what seems good is in the eye of the beholder: Is one font really going to move product more than another? Is one shade of Google blue really going to be superior to others?


People often say things like, “You really have an eye for design.” I never really know what that means. But it’s what we’ve come to expect when the word design is used interchangeably with words like art or creativity. So, let’s see if we can distinguish between these terms.


Every child is born knowing how to pick up a crayon and draw. Or, if given macaroni, glue, and glitter, they can make something you might even call art. Okay, if not art, you’d say your kid was certainly creative. Especially on parents’ night at school, when you see your kid’s macaroni masterpiece hanging next to the others you may have thought, Yep, that’s my kid’s art—it’s much better than that kid’s art.
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