CHAPTER TWO

converting need into demand,
or putting people first

s everal years ago, during the research phase for a proj-
ect on office telephone systems, we interviewed a travel
agent who had developed a startlingly effective “workaround”
for making conference calls. Rather than contend with her
company’s impossibly complicated phone system, she simply
dialed each party on a separate telephone and arrayed the re-
ceivers around her desk—Judy” in Minneapolis was on her left;
“Marvin” in Tampa was on her right; and together the three of
them figured out a complicated travel itinerary. The software
engineers who labored over the interface would have probably
resorted to the standard lament: “RTFM”—“Read the (ahem)
Manual.” For design thinkers, however, behaviors are never
right or wrong, but they are always meaningful.

The job of the designer, to borrow a marvelous phrase from
Peter Drucker, is “converting need into demand.” On the face
of it, this sounds simple: just figure out what people want and
then give it to them. But if it’s so easy, why don’t we see more
success stories like the iPod? The Prius? MTV and eBay? The
answer, I'd suggest, is that we need to return human beings to
the center of the story. We need to learn to put people first.

Much has been written about “human-centered design” and
its importance to innovation. Since there are so few truly compel-
ling stories, however, it's time to ask why it is so difficult to spot
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a need and design a response. The basic problem is that people
are so ingenious at adapting to inconvenient situations that they
are often not even aware that they are doing so: they sit on their
seat belts, write their PINs on their hands, hang their jackets on
doorknobs, and chain their bicycles to park benches. Henry Ford
understood this when he remarked, “If I'd asked my customers
what they wanted, they'd have said ‘a faster horse.’” This is why
traditional techniques such as focus groups and surveys, which
in most cases simply ask people what they want, rarely yield
important insights. The tools of conventional market research
can be useful in pointing toward incremental improvements,
but they will never lead to those rule-breaking, game-changing,
paradigm-shifting breakthroughs that leave us scratching our
heads and wondering why nobody ever thought of them before.

Our real goal, then, is not so much fulfilling manifest needs
by creating a speedier printer or a more ergonomic keyboard;
that’s the job of designers. It is helping people to articulate the
latent needs they may not even know they have, and this is
the challenge of design thinkers. How should we approach it?
What tools do we have that can lead us from modest incremen-
tal changes to the leaps of insight that will redraw the map? In
this chapter I'd like to focus upon three mutually reinforcing
elements of any successful design program. I'll call them in-
sight, observation, and empathy.

insight: learning from the lives of others

Insight is one of the key sources of design thinking, and it does
not usually come from reams of quantitative data that measure
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exactly what we already have and tell us what we already know.
A better starting point is to go out into the world and observe
the actual experiences of commuters, skateboarders, and reg-
istered nurses as they improvise their way through their daily
lives. The psychologist Jane Fulton Suri, one of the pioneers of
human factors research, refers to the myriad “thoughtless acts”
people perform throughout the day: the shopkeeper who uses
a hammer as a doorstop; the office worker who sticks identify-
ing labels onto the jungle of computer cables under his desk.
Rarely will the everyday people who are the consumers of our
products, the customers for our services, the occupants of our
buildings, or the users of our digital interfaces be able to tell
us what to do. Their actual behaviors, however, can provide us
with invaluable clues about their range of unmet needs.
Design is a fundamentally creative endeavor, but I do not
mean this in an arcane or romantic sense. In an analytical para-
digm, we simply solve for the missing number (though anyone
who struggled, as I did, through high school algebra knows
how daunting this can be!). In a design paradigm, however,
the solution is not locked away somewhere waiting to be dis-
covered but lies in the creative work of the team. The creative
process generates ideas and concepts that have not existed be-
fore. These are more likely to be triggered by observing the odd
practices of an amateur carpenter or the incongruous detail in
a mechanic’s shop than by hiring expert consultants or asking
“statistically average” people to respond to a survey or fill out a
questionnaire. The insight phase that helps to launch a project
is therefore every bit as critical as the engineering that comes
later, and we must take it from wherever we can find it.
The evolution from design to design thinking is the story of
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the evolution from the creation of products to the analysis of the
relationship between people and products, and from there to
the relationship between people and people. Indeed, a striking
development of recent years has been the migration of design-
ers toward social and behavioral problems, such as adhering to
a drug regimen or shifting from junk food to healthy snack-
ing. When the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention ap-
proached IDEO with the challenge of addressing the epidemic
of obesity among children and teens, we seized the opportunity
to apply these qualitative research practices to a problem where
we might have real social impact. In search of insight, a team of
human factors experts called Jennifer Portnick at Feeling Good
Fitness in San Francisco.

Jennifer had nurtured the dream of becoming a Jazzer-
cise dance instructor but at a full-figured size 18 she ran up
against the company’s requirement that franchisees project
“a fit appearance.” She countered that “fit” and “large” are
not incompatible and persisted through a legal challenge
that won international attention and led Jazzercise to drop
its weight-discriminatory policy. Portnick’s story has been
inspiring to countless people——of all sizes and both sexes—
who have faced discrimination on account of acquired or
inherited characteristics. It was inspiring to design thinkers,
however, on different grounds. Because she flourished on
the margins of the bell curve, she was in a position to help
the design. team frame the problem in a new and insightful
way. To begin with the assumption that all fat people want
to be thin, that weight is inversely proportional to happi-
ness, or that large size implies lack of discipline is to pre-
judge the problem.
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The single example of Jennifer Portnick gave the proj-
ect team more insight into the problem of youth obesity than
reams of statistics. And the easiest thing about the search for
insight—in contrast to the search for hard data—is that it’s ev-
erywhere and it’s free.

observation: watching what people don’t do,
listening to what they don’t say

Walk into the offices of any of the world’s leading design
consultancies, and the first question is likely to be “Where
is everybody?” Of course, many hours are spent in the model
shop, in project rooms, and peering into computer monitors,
but many more hours are spent out in the field with the people
who will ultimately benefit from our work. Although grocery
store shoppers, office workers, and schoolchildren are not the
ones who will write us a check at the end of a project, they are
our ultimate clients. The only way we can get to know them
is to seek them out where they live, work, and play. Accord-
ingly, almost every project we undertake involves an intensive
period of observation. We watch what people do (and do not
do} and listen to what they say (and do not say). This takes
some practice.

There is nothing simple about determining whom to ob-
serve, what research techniques to employ, how to draw useful
inferences from the information gathered, or when to begin the
process of synthesis that begins to point us toward a solution.
As any anthropologist will attest, observation relies on quality,
not quantity. The decisions one makes can dramatically affect



44

CHANGE BY DESIGN

the results one gets. It makes sense for a company to familiarize
itself with the buying habits of people who inhabit the center
of its current market, for they are the ones who will verify that
an idea is valid on a large scale—a fall outfit for Barbie, for
instance, or next year’s feature on last year’s car. By concentrat-
ing solely on the bulge at the center of the bell curve, how-
ever, we are more likely to confirm what we already know than
learn something new and surprising. For insights at that level
we need to head for the edges, the places where we expect to
find “extreme” users who live differently, think differently, and
consume differently—a collector who owns 1,400 Barbies, for
instance, or a professional car thief.

Hanging out with obsessives, compulsives, and other devi-
ants can be unnerving, though it certainly makes life interest-
ing. Fortunately, it's not always necessary to go quite to these
extremes. A few years ago, when the Swiss company Zyliss en-
gaged IDEO to design a new line of kitchen tools, the team
started out by studying children and professional chefs—neither
of whom were the intended market for these mainstream
products. For that very reason, however, both groups yielded
valuable insights. A seven-year-old girl struggling with a can
opener highlighted issues of physical control that adults have
learned to disguise. The shortcuts used by a restaurant chef
yielded unexpected insights into cleaning because of the excep-
tional demands he placed on his kitchen tools. The exaggerated
concerns of people at the margins led the team to abandon the
orthodoxy of the “matched set” and to create a line of products
united by a common design language but with the right handle
for each tool. As a result, Zyliss whisks, spatulas, and pizza cut-
ters continue to fly off the shelves.

T
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the behavioral turn

Although most people can train themselves to become sensitive,
skilled observers, some firms have come to rely upon seasoned
professionals who guide every stage of this process; indeed, a
striking feature of design practice today is the number of highly
trained social scientists who have opted for careers outside aca-
demia. A few economists entered the government after World
War I and a trickle of sociologists ventured into the private
sector in the wake of World War II, but they were always re-
garded by their former academic colleagues with misgivings.
Today, however, some of the most imaginative research in the
behavioral sciences is being sponsored by companies that take
design thinking seriously.

At Intel’s campus in Beaverton, Oregon, a high-powered
team of researchers led by Maria Bezaitis uses observational
tools refined in academic social science to study a range of
issues that will affect the company’s business not at the end
of the current quarter but in ten years: the future of digi-
tal money; how teenage girls use technology to protect their
privacy; patterns of street life in the emerging multinational
metropolis; the burgeoning community of people who live
in “extreme homes” such as RVs. The psychologists, anthro-
pologists, and sociologists in Bezaitis’s People and Practices
Research Group have fanned out around the globe in search
of insights into cultural transformations that may or may not
remain local phenomena. Why is a Silicon Valley chip maker
interested in sponsoring a bunch of renegade social scientists
to study people and practices in eastern Europe or western
Africa? Because today only about 10 percent of the world’s
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population has access to networked communications technol-
ogy. Intel knows that it will have to be ready when “the next
10 percent” comes online.

Other industry leaders are no less committed to the princi-
ple of extracting insights from observations and using them to
inspire future product offerings. Nokia’s worldwide research is
supported by the innovative ethnographic techniques developed
by Jan Chipchase, an anthropologist who conducts “exploratory
human behavioral field research” from his home base in To-
kyo. Chipchase and his group believe that they have glimpsed
the future in phenomena ranging from the morning bicycle
commute across Ho Chi Minh City to the items people carry
in Helsinki, Seoul, and Rio de Janeiro to the sharing of cell
phones in Kampala, Uganda. The vast range of observations
Chipchase and his colleagues have collected, together with the
insights culled from them, will inform Nokia’s future product
offerings over the next three to fifteen years. Such work is fun-
damentally different from trendspotting, coolhunting, and sea-
sonal market research.

There are professional affinities between academic social
scientists and those who work in industry—they hold the same
degrees, read the same journals, and attend the same confer-
ences—but there are also differences. Academics are typically
motivated by a scientific objective, whereas researchers such

as Bezaitis and Chipchase are more attuned to the long-term
practical implications of their findings. The next stage along
this continuum is represented by a new breed of ethnographer
who works within the compressed time frame of a project. In
contrast to the isolated theorizing of individual academics or
the clustering of social scientists in the research units of Intel
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or Nokia, these people work best when they are integrated into
cross-disciplinary project teams that may include designers, en-
gineers, and marketers. Their shared experiences will become
essential sources of idea generation throughout the life of the
project.

I have had many opportunities to observe this model of
ethnographic practice among my colleagues at IDEO. In a
project for an NGO called The Community Builders, the
largest nonprofit developer of low- and mixed-income public
housing in the United States, we assembled a team consist-
ing of an anthropologist, an architect, and a human factors
specialist. ‘Together they interviewed builders, planners, and
municipal authorities, and local entrepreneurs and service
providers, but did not stop there. The real insights happened
when the team arranged to stay overnight with three families
at different income levels and with different life trajectories
who lived in Park Duvalle, a mixed-income community in
Kentucky.

This approach became even more salient on a subsequent
project in which the team was trying to develop a tool kit to
help NGOs implement human-centered design to meet the
needs of subsistence farmers in Africa and Asia. This time,
together with their partners from International Development
Flnterprises, they arranged overnight stays in farming villages
in Ethiopia and Vietnam. Over time they were able to build
a level of trust among people who might have been justifiably
wary of visiting anthropologists or aid officials arriving in shiny
SUVs, and this led in turn to a climate of honesty, empathy,
and mutual respect.

Although the behavioral science researchers at places such
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as Intel, Nokia, and IDEQ are trained professionals, there are
times when it makes sense to “deputize” our clients and enlist
them in the hard work of conducting observations themselves.
We thought nothing of putting a pocket-size notebook into the
hands of Alan G. Lafley, the CEO of Procter & Gamble, and
sending him out shopping for records on Berkeley’s colorful
Telegraph Avenue. Lafley is famous for his impatience with
CEQs who are content to peer down upon the world from the
executive suite or from the smoked-glass windows of a corpo-
rate limousine and for his willingness to venture out into the
places where his customers live, work, and shop. This perspec-
tive is surely the basis of his widely reported pronouncement
that “mass marketing is dead.”

On other occasions, it is our clients themselves who take
the lead and provide cues as to where we might look for in-
sight. In the course of a project on emergency room care, un-
dertaken with the Institute for Healthcare Improvement and
the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, a member of the IHI
group reported on his experience at the Indianapolis 500. A
smoking racecar pulled into a pit stop where a precision team
of trained professionals, with state-of-the-art tools at the ready,
assessed the situation and performed all the necessary repairs
within seconds. Change a few words around, and you have an
accurate description of a hospital trauma center. Of course, we
also looked at real emergency room environments and observed
physicians and nurses at work, but observing “analogous” situ-
ations—a pit stop at the Indy 500, a neighborhood fire station,
an elementary school playground during recess—will often jolt
us out of the frame of reference that makes it so difficult to see

the larger picture.
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empathy: standing in the shoes (or lying on the
gurneys) of others

It's possible to spend days, weeks, or months conducting re-
search of this sort, but at the end of it all we will have little
more than stacks of field notes, videotapes, and photographs
unless we can connect with the people we are observing at a
fundamental level. We call this “empathy,” and it is perhaps the
most important distinction between academic thinking and
design thinking. We are not trying to generate new knowledge,
test a theory, or validate a scientific hypothesis—that’s the work
of our university colleagues and an indispensable part of our
shared intellectual landscape. The mission of design thinking
is to translate observations into insights and insights into prod-
ucts and services that will improve lives.

Empathy is the mental habit that moves us beyond thinking
of people as laboratory rats or standard deviations. If we are
to “borrow” the lives of other people to inspire new ideas, we
need to begin by recognizing that their seemingly inexplicable
behaviors represent different strategies for coping with the con-
fusing, complex, and contradictory world in which they live.
The computer mouse developed at Xerox PARC in the 1970s
was an intricate technical apparatus invented by engineers and
intended for engineers. To them it made perfect sense that it
should be taken apart and cleaned at the end of the day. But
when the fledgling Apple Computer asked us to help it create
a computer “for the rest of us,” we gained our first lesson in the
value of empathy.

A designer, no less than an engineer or marketing execu-
tive, who simply generalizes from his own standards and ex-
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pectations will limit the field of opportunity. A thirty-year-old
man does not have the same life experiences as a sixty-year-old
woman. An affluent Californian has little in common with a
tenant farmer living on the outskirts of Nairobi. A talented,
conscientious industrial designer, settling down at her desk af-
ter an invigorating ride on her mountain bike, may be ill pre-
pared to design a simple kitchen gadget for her grandmother
who is suffering from rheumatoid arthritis.

We build these bridges of insight through empathy, the ef-
fort to see the world through the eyes of others, understand the
world through their experiences, and feel the world through
their emotions. In 2000, Robert Porter, the president and CEO
of the SSM DePaul Health Center in Saint Louis, approached
IDEO with a vision. Porter had seen the episode of ABC’s
Nightline in which Ted Koppel had challenged us to redesign
the American shopping cart in one week and wanted to discuss
the implications of our process for a new wing of the hospital.
But we had a vision too, and we saw an opportunity for a new
and radical “codesign” process that would join designers and
health care professionals in a common effort. We challenged
ourselves by starting with what is perhaps the most demanding
of al! hospital environments: the emergency room.

Drawing upon his highly specialized expertise in the eth-
nographic study of technology and complex systems, Kristian
Simsarian, one of the core team members, set out to capture the
patient experience. What better way to do so than to check into
the hospital and go through the emergency room experience,
from admission to examination, as if he were a patient? Feign-
ing a foot injury, Kristian placed himself into the shoes—and
in fact, onto the gurney—of the average emergency room pa-
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tient. He saw firsthand how disorienting the check-in process
could be. He experienced the frustration of being asked to wait,
without ever being told what he was waiting for or why. He
endured the anxiety of being wheeled by an unidentified staffer
down an anonymous corridor through a pair of intimidating
double doors and into the glare and the din of the emergency
room.

We have all had those kinds of first-person, first-time ex-
periences—buying our first car, stepping out of the airport in
a city we have never visited, evaluating assisted living facilities
for an aging parent. In these situations we look at everything
with a much higher level of acuity because nothing is familiar
and we have not fallen into the routines that make daily life
manageable. With a video camera tucked discreetly beneath
his hospital gown, Kristian captured a patient’s experience in a
way that no surgeon, nurse, or ambulance driver could possibly
have done.

When Kristian returned from his undercover mission, the
team reviewed the unedited video and spotted numerous op-
portunities for improving the patient experience. But there
was a larger discovery. As they sat through minute after te-
dious minute of acoustic ceiling tiles, look-alike hallways, and
featureless waiting areas, it became increasingly evident that
these details, not the efficiency of the staff or the quality of
the facilities, were key to the new story they wanted to tell.
The crushing tedium of the video thrust the design team into
Kristian’s—and, by extension, the patient’'s—experience of the
opacity of the hospital process. It triggered in each of them the
mix of boredom and anxiety that comes with being in a situa-

tion in which one feels lost, uninformed, and not in control.
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The team realized that two competing narratives were in
play: The hospital saw the “patient journey” in terms of in-
surance verification, medical prioritization, and bed allocation.
The patient experienced it as a stressful situation made worse.
From this set of observations the team concluded that the hos-
pital needed to balance its legitimate concerns with medical
and administrative tasks with an empathic concern for the hu-
man side of the equation. This insight became the basis of a
far-reaching program of “codesign” in which IDEQ’s designers
worked with DePaul’s hospital staff to explore hundreds of op-
portunities to improve the patient experience.

Kristian’s visit to the emergency room exposed a layered
picture of a patient’s experience. At the most obvious level, we
learned about his physical environment: we can see what he sees
and touch what he touches; we observe the emergency room as
an intense, crowded place that provides patients with few cues
as to what is going on; we feel the cramped spaces and the
narrow hallways and note both the structured and improvised
interactions that take place within them. We may infer that
the emergency room facilities—not unreasonably, perhaps—
are designed around the requirements of the professional staff
rather than the comfort of the patient. Insights lead to new
insights as seemingly insignificant physical details accumulate.

A second layer of understanding is less physical than cogni-
tive. By experiencing the patient journey firsthand, the team
gained important clues that might help it to translate insight
into opportunity. How does a patient make sense out of the
situation? How do new arrivals navigate the physical and social
space? What are they likely to find confusing? These questions
are essential to identifying what we call /atent needs, needs
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that may be acute but that people may not be able to articulate.
By achieving a state of empathy with anxious patients check-
ing into an emergency room (or weary travelers checking into
a Marriott hotel or frustrated passengers checking in at an
Amtrak ticket counter), we can better imagine how the experi-
ence might be improved. Sometimes we use these insights to
emphasize the new. At other times it makes sense to do just the
opposite, to reference the ordinary and the familiar.

Cognitive understanding of the ordinary and the familiar
was at work when Tim Mott and Larry Tesler, working on the
original graphical user interface at Xerox PARC in the 1970s,
proposed the metaphor of the desktop. This concept helped
move the computer from a forbidding new technology of value
only to scientists to a tool that could be applied to office and
even household tasks. It was still in evidence three decades
later, when the start-up Juniper Financial asked IDEO to help
it think about whether banks still needed buildings, vaults, and
tellers.

In approaching the uncharted territory of online banking,
we began by trying to get a better understanding of how people
thought about their money. This exercise proved to be challenging
in the extreme since we can’t watch the cognitive process of some-
one thinking about money in the way we can watch the dehavioral
process of someone paying a bill or withdrawing cash from an
ATM. The team settled on the technique of asking selected par-
ticipants to “draw their money™—not the credit cards in their wal-
lets or the checkbooks in their purses but the way in which money
played a part in their lives. One participant—we called her “The
Pathfinder™—drew little Monopoly-style houses representing her
family, her 401(k) retirement plan, and some rental properties,
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since her focus was on long-term security. Another participant—
designated “The Onlooker"—drew a picture with a pile of money
on one side and a pile of goods on the other. With disarming can-
dor, she explained to the team, “I get money and I buy stuff” The
Onlooker was completely focused on her day-to-day financial situ-
ation and did almost no planning for the future. Beginning from
cognitive experiments like these, the team of researchers, strate-
gists, and designers developed a subtle market analysis that helped
Juniper refine its target market and build an effective service in the
emerging world of online banking,

A third layer—beyond the functional and the cognitive—
comes into play when we begin working with ideas that mat-
ter to people at an emotional level. Emotional understanding
becomes essential here. What do the people in your target
population feel? What touches them? What motivates them?
Political parties and advertising agencies have been exploiting
people’s emotional vulnerabilities for ages, but “emotional un-
derstanding” can help companies turn their customers not into
adversaries but into advocates.

The Palm Pilot was an indisputably clever invention, and
it has, deservedly, won widespread acclaim. Jeff Hawkins, its
creator, began with the insight that the competition for a small,
mobile device was not the omnifunctional laptop computer but
the simple paper diary that many of us still slip into and out of
our shirt pockets or purses a hundred times a day. When he
began to work on the Palm in the mid-1990s, Jeff decided to
buck the conventional wisdom and create a product that did
less than was technically possible. That his software engineers
could have stuffed spreadsheet capabilities, colorful graphics,

and a garage-door opener into the Palm didn’t matter. Better
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to do a few things well, so long as they were the right things: a
contact list, a calendar, and a to-do list. Perjod.

The first version of the Palm PDA was a hit among tech-
savvy early adopters, but there was nothing about its chunky
gray plastic form that fired the imaginations of the larger pub-
lic. In search of this elusive quality, Jeff teamed up with Dennis
Boyle at IDEOQ, and together they began to work on a redesign
that would appeal not just at a Jfunctionalbut also at an emotional
level. The interface was left largely unchanged, but the physical
quality of the device—designers call it the “form factor’—was
reimagined. First, it was to be thin enough that it would slide
smoothly into a pocket or purse—if it didn’t disappear, Den-
nis sent his team back to the drawing boards. Second, it was to
have a feel that was sleek, elegant, and sophisticated. The team
sought out an aluminum-stamping technique used by Japanese
camera manufacturers and found a rechargeable power supply
that even the battery suppliers doubted would work. The added
development was worth the effort. The Palm V went on sale in
1999, and sales rocketed to more than 6 million. It opened up
the market for the handheld PDA not because of a lower price
point, added functionality, or technical innovation. The elegant
Palm V did everything it promised to do, but its sophisticated
look and professional feel appealed, at an emotional level, to a
whole new set of consumers.

beyond the individual

If we were interested only in understanding the individual con-
sumer as a psychological monad, we could probably stop here;
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we have learned to observe him in his natural habitat and gain
insight from his behaviors; we have learned that we must em-
pathize, not simply scrutinize with the cold detachment of stat-
isticians. But even empathy for the individual, as it turns out, is
not sufficient. To the extent that designers have one at all, their
prevailing concept of “markets” remains the aggregate of many
individuals. It rarely extends to how groups interact with one
another. Design thinkers have upped the ante, beginning with
the premise that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.

With the growth of the Internet, it has become clear that
we must extend our understanding to the social interactions
of people within groups and to the interactions among groups
themselves. Almost any Web-based service—from social net-
working sites to mobile phone offerings to the vast world of
online gaming—requires an understanding of the dynamic in-
teractions within and between larger groups. What are people
trying to achieve as individuals? What group effects, such as
“smart mobs” or “virtual economies,” are taking shape? And
how does membership in an online community affect the be-
havior of individuals once they return to the prosaic world of
atoms, proteins, and bricks? It is hard to imagine creating any-
thing today without trying to gain an understanding of group
effects. Even a chair.

When Steelcase, the giant office furniture manufacturer,
sits down with its customers to help them plan the right work-
place environments, the designers use network analysis to un-
derstand who in their organization interacts with whom and
which departments, functions, or even individuals should be
colocated. Only then does it make sense to begin thinking
about desks, storage units, and ergonomic chairs. We may use
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similar approaches when we are designing systems to facilitate
knowledge sharing within and between offices. Simply asking
people to recount how they spend their time or with whom
they regularly communicate can result in skewed information.
Even with the best of intentions, people’s memories are faulty
and their answers are likely to reflect what they think should
be the unvarnished facts. Tools such as video ethnography (in
which cameras record group behavior over time) and computer
interaction analysis help gather more accurate data about the
dynamic interactions among people and groups.

A second set of considerations is forcing us to rethink our
notions of how to connect to consumers, and that is the pervasive
fact of cultural differences—a theme that has moved from bad
jokes about “political correctness” to the center of our concerns as
we confront the realities of a media-saturated, globally intercon-
nected society. Clearly, Kristian Simsarian’s first-person obser-
vations of an emergency room would have yielded an entirely
different set of insights if they had taken place in sub-Saharan
Africa rather than suburban America.

This reality puts yet another dent in the idealized image of
the designer as the source of professional expertise that can be
taught in school, honed in professional practice, and exported
universally to anyone in need of a better desk lamp or digital
camera. Spending time to understand a culture can open up
new innovation opportunities. This may help us to discover
universal solutions that have relevance beyond our own culture,
but they will always have their origins in empathy.

The movement from insight to observation to empathy leads
us, finally, to the most intriguing question of them all: if cul-
tures are so diverse and if the twentieth-century image of “the
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unruly mob” has given way to the twenty-first-century discov-
ery of “the wisdom of crowds,” how can we tap that collective
intelligence to unleash the full power of design thinking? The
designer must not be imagined as an intrepid anthropologist,
venturing into an alien culture to observe the natives with the
utmost objectivity. Instead we need to invent a new and radical
form of collaboration that blurs the boundaries between cre-
ators and consumers. It’s not about “us versus them” or even
“us on behalf of them.” For the design thinker, it has to be “us
with them.”

In the past, the consumer was viewed as the object of analy-
sis or, worse, as the hapless target of predatory marketing strat-
egies. Now we must migrate toward ever-deeper collaboration
not just among members of a design team but between the team
and the audience it is trying to reach. As Howard Rheingold
has shown in his studies of “smart mobs” and Jeff Howe has
demonstrated through “crowdsourcing” (more formally known
as “distributed participatory design”), new technologies are
suggesting promising ways of forging this link.

We are in the midst of a significant change in how we think
about the role of consumers in the process of design and de-
velopment. In the early years, companies would dream up new
products and enlist armies of marketing experts and advertising
professionals to sell them to people—often by exploiting their
fears and vanities. Slowly this began to yield to a more nuanced
approach that involved reaching out to people, observing their
lives and experiences, and using those insights to inspire new
ideas. Today, we are beginning to move beyond even this “eth-
nographic” model to approaches inspired and underpinned by
new concepts and technologies.
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My colleague Jane Fulton Suri has even begun to explore
the next stage in the evolution of design as it migrates from
designers creating for people to designers creating with people
to people creating by themselves through the application of user-
generated content and open-source innovation. The idea of
“Everyman the Designer” is a compelling one, but the ability
of consumers to generate breakthrough ideas on their own—
as opposed to replicating existing ideas more efficiently and
cheaply—is far from proven. Mozilla, with its Firefox Web
browser, is one of the few companies to have been able to build
a significant brand using an open-source approach.

These limitations do not mean that user-generated content
is not interesting or that it may not become the Next Big Thing
to roil out of the innovation cauldron. It has been argued that
user-generated content is leading to far greater engagement and
participation in the world of music than we ever saw during
the top-down reign of mass media. Perhaps, but even the most
zealous advocates of open-source design will admit that it has
not produced its Mozart, John Lennon, or Miles Davis. Not
yet, at any rate.

For the moment, the greatest opportunity lies in the mid-
dle space between the twentieth-century idea that companies
created new products and customers passively consumed them
and the futuristic vision in which consumers will design every-
thing they need for themselves. What lies in the middle is an
enhanced level of collaboration between creators and consum-
ers, a blurring of the boundaries at the level of both companies
and individuals. Individuals, rather than allowing themselves
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to be stereotyped as “consumers,” “customers,” or “users,” can

now think of themselves as active participants in the process of



CHANGE BY DESIGN

creation; organizations, by the same token, must become more
comfortable with the erosion of the boundary between the pro-
prietary and the public, between themselves and the people
whose happiness, comfort, and welfare allow them to succeed.

We see evidence of innovative strategies meant to enhance
the collaboration between creators and consumers everywhere.
In an initiative funded by the European Union to look at ways
in which digital technology might strengthen the fabric of soci-
ety, Tony Dunne and Bill Gaver of the Royal College of Art in
London developed a set of “cultural probes™—journal exercises,
inexpensive video cameras—that enabled elderly villagers to
document the patterns of their everyday lives. In industries more
geared to the youth culture—video games, sports apparel—it
is now quite common for developers to work with tech-savvy
youths at every stage of the development process from concept
development to testing. Sweat Equity Enterprises in New York
(the term refers to contributing time and effort to a project as
opposed to “financial equity,” or money)} works with companies
as diverse as Nike, Nissan, and Radio Shack to codevelop new
products with inner-city high school kids. The sponsoring com-
panies capture cutting-edge insights “from the street” (a some-
what more reliable source of creativity than the executive suite)
while at the same time making a lasting investment in education
and opportunity for underserved urban youth.

One of the techniques we have developed at IDEO to keep
the consumer-designer involved in the creation, evaluation, and
development of ideas is the “unfocus group,” where we bring an
array of consumers and experts together in a workshop format
to explore new concepts around a particular topic. Whereas
traditional focus groups assemble a random group of “average”
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people who are observed, literally or figuratively, from behind a
one-way mirror, the unfocus group identifies unique individu-
als and invites them to participate in an active, collaborative
design exercise.

On one memorable occasion—we were looking at new con-
cepts for women’s shoes—we invited in a color consultant, a
spiritual guide who led barefoot initiates across hot coals, a
young mother who was curiously passionate about her thigh-
high leather boots, and a female limo driver whose full liv-
ery was accented by a pair of outrageously sexy stiletto heels.
Needless to say, this group proved to be extremely articulate
about the emotional connections among shoes, feet, and the
human condition. By the time we released them back into the
San Francisco demimonde they had inspired an exciting port-
folio of ideas. Though drawers in the heels to hide secret items
and raised patterns that targeted key acupressure points did not
survive, the insights on which they were based prodded us to
think about what people really desire from shoes.

One autumn day in 1940 the industrial designer Raymond
Loewy was visited in his office by George Washington Hill,
the president of the American Tobacco Company and one of
the more colorful personalities in American business history.
Hill offered Loewy $50,000 if he could improve upon the
Lucky Strike package—a wager Loewy readily accepted—and,
as he was leaving, turned to Loewy and asked when it would be
ready. “Oh, I don’t know, some nice spring morning I will feel
like designing the Lucky package and you'll have it in a matter
of hours. T'll call you then.”
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Today we no longer feel that we must sit patiently and wait
for some outrageous insight to strike us. Inspiration always in-
volves an element of chance, but, as Louis Pasteur observed
in a famous lecture of 1854, “Chance only favors the prepared
mind.” Certain themes and variations—techniques of observa-
tion, principles of empathy, and efforts to move beyond the
individual-—can all be thought of as ways of preparing the
mind of the design thinker to find insight: from the seemingly
commonplace as well as the bizarre, from the rituals of every-
day life but also the exceptional interruptions to those rituals,
and from the average to the extreme. That insight cannot yet
be codified, quantified, or even defined—not yet, at any rate—
makes it the most difficult but also the most exciting part of the
design process. There is no algorithm that can tell us where it
will come from and when it will hit.





