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Nearly 40 years ago, Nobel Laureate in
Economic Sciences Herbert Simon
argued that, “everyone designs who devises
courses of action aimed at changing exist-
ing situations into preferred ones. Design,
so construed, is the core of all professional
training: architecture, business, education,
law, and medicine are all centrally con-
cerned with the process of design.”

Given the widespread attention given
to design in the business press over the
past two years, it appears the time has
finally come when the business world is
taking this message seriously.Yet design is
hardly the core of any current manage-
ment training – or its practice. In fact, it’s
not clear that we even agree on what
design means. As two business academics
long interested in this topic, our purpose
here is to show the robustness of the
notion of design; to examine the various
forms ‘designing’ takes; and to explore its
potential for helping people manage
more effectively.

The Terminology of Design
Design is both a noun and a verb.As a noun,
it refers to an outcome, and some are supe-
rior to others. To appreciate the difference
between great and mediocre design, con-
sider a comparison of the Golden Gate and
San Francisco Bay bridges. Both offer reli-
able transport across the water separating
San Francisco and its neighbours – but the
similarity ends there. The Golden Gate
enthralls, sweeps, and symbolizes, inspir-
ing art, music, and myth. The San
Francisco Bay Bridge, meanwhile, merely
gets the job done. Does this difference
matter? We believe that it does – and that
business has much to learn from this ‘tale of
two bridges’.

Functionality is an insufficient pre-
condition for a great design. The personal
objects that people cherish do more than

just work, they share a number of other
characteristics: they seem simple but com-
plete to their users; they contain nothing
extraneous, yet lack nothing important;
they engage at an emotional level; beyond
their ability to serve function without fan-
fare, they hook their users in an almost
sensual way; and finally, great designs man-
age to be simultaneously enduring and
innovative. They connect to the past with a
reassuring familiarity, while surprising
users with their inventiveness.

The important lessons of ‘design as a
noun’ turn out to be reassuringly straight-
forward: if you want great designs, seek
simplicity, emotional engagement, and that
sweet spot between the familiar and the
new. And, of course, do the job well. And
yet, if it’s all that obvious, why are we sur-
rounded by so many mediocre designs?

That brings us to the tricky part:
design as a verb. Like most things that are
hard to do, this is where the competitive
advantage lies. Better designing – of prod-
ucts, organizations, strategies – holds the
key to unlocking the real potential of
design for business. The basic attributes of
successful designing are well-recognized:
the process is synthetic, future-focused,
hypothesis-driven, and opportunistic. It
involves observation, the use of frame-
works, and prototyping. But peel back from
these high-altitude accounts, and you will
find that the particulars of designing
involve varying approaches.

Consider the revolutionary architec-
tural and social experiment of Brasilia,
the most completely-planned city of the
modernist movement. Rising from the
largely uninhabited central plateau of Brazil
in the 1950s and designed in exacting detail
to be ‘the model city of the future’, it
anchors a position at one extreme of design
approaches, whereby the designer is evi-
dent, declaring his or her intentions,

resisting compromise, and imposing his or
her will on users.

At the other extreme are the lovely vil-
lages perchés (perched villages) of Provence.
Evolving over time and through the partici-
pation of many, the hand of any single
designer seems hardly visible.Yet these vil-
lages retain a sense of symmetry and
coherence that suggests intention and con-
scious forethought – no less so than Brasilia.

Exploring the design continuum from
the stark, fixed, and imposed, to the
adapted, fluid, and evolving allows us to
develop a deeper understanding of what con-
stitutes ‘design as a verb’, and sets up an
examination of the challenges of designing
for business. To explore their range, we
describe four disparate approaches to design.

The Formulaic Approach: Brasilia
First, we return to Brasilia, where the
design tensions were resolved by coming
down heavily in favour of the designer’s
global knowledge and expertise, a con-
trolled process, and a fixed design.
Architect Oskar Niemeyer used estab-
lished techniques and official principles to
reach what he considered to be an optimal
answer. We use the term ‘formulaic’ to
describe this approach.

For modernist architects, the crises of
the highly-industrialized cities of the world
were reflected in their traffic, congestion,
and poor standards of living. Only ‘total
planning’, they believed, could resolve
these problems. By creating a new kind of
city, Brasilia’s designers set out to create a
new kind of society, using architecture as an
instrument of change. The modernist prin-
ciples driving design included the
organization of the city into separate zones
for work, living, and recreation; the
replacement of traditional streets with
high-speed one-way avenues radiating out
from the center; and the creation of
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Cities, buildings, products, services, systems, and
strategies all face the same need to combine expertise,
insight, engagement, and adaptation. It’s time
to confront the tensions of design.

Henry MintzbergJeanne Liedtka 
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The Rotman School’s own ‘business design
studio’ is now officially open for learning
and innovation. This past summer, we
opened designworks™, the activity hub
of the School’s design initiative. Part of the
Desautels Centre for Integrative
Thinking™, the design initiative repre-
sents an important component in the
teaching and practice of integrative think-
ing, as inspired by the world of design. Our
mission: to design original business thinkers.

As a first step in a series of initiatives,
we piloted a Design Fellowship Program to
serve as the first comprehensive prototype
for applying design principles and practices
to real-world projects.The Program proved
to be invaluable across a number of fronts.
It not only helped to formulate and ‘test
drive’ the methods and tools for business
design, but also validated the uniqueness of
our approach to Business Design™ as a
means of generating breakthrough, yet
viable solutions. It also gave us the experi-
ence we needed to expand the program
into a year-long practicum.And, most impor-
tantly, it inspired a multitude of additional
opportunities to build more design-related
content into the Rotman School’s MBA and
Executive Education offerings.

Background & Overview
The program was driven out of the Rotman
designworks™ studio in collaboration
with the Ontario College of Art and
Design. Our ambition was to create a

unique internship program that would feed
curriculum development for Rotman pro-
grams and provide a valuable experience
for students interested in innovation
through design.

• The Idea: An intense, 12-week program
that provides students from leading aca-
demic institutions in the fields of design,
engineering, and business with an oppor-
tunity to apply their learning and skills to
important real-world innovation opportu-
nities in a multi-disciplinary collaboration
that leverages design principles and
methodologies.

• The Goal: To develop design solutions
that provide human and/or social value,
showcase breakthrough design thinking,
and are commercially unique and viable.

• The Projects: Two projects were
assigned: one for an established healthcare
corporation, Medtronic, and the other a
start-up charitable foundation, Firefly,
dedicated to fighting neurodegenerative
disease through research and education.

• The Student Cast: Program candidates
were selected from a large pool of tal-
ented applicants, based not only on their
credentials and passion for ‘design think-
ing’, but also their special interests and
unique backgrounds to ensure a diversity
of skills and perspectives. A total of five
Rotman students (three with engineer-
ing credentials, including one from the
Jeffrey Skoll BASc/MBA program) and

Rotman’s Design Studio Opens
Its Doors to New Learning

four OCAD students were assigned
among the two projects.

• The Faculty Cast: Under my leadership,
the faculty included Rotman Associate
Professor of Marketing Mengze Shi and
OCAD’s Industrial Design Chair Jules
Goss. Other experts, drawn from acade-
mia and industry, were engaged
throughout, offering guidance and inspira-
tion throughout the process.

• The Structure: The 12-week program
built off of designworks’ ‘Three gears
of design’ [user understanding, ideation
and prototyping, and business design],
expanded into a comprehensive project
framework. A combination of lectures,
workshops, and coaching sessions served
to provide guidance to the process.

• The Program: Beginning with a client
‘open brief’ that set a vision and an innova-
tion opportunity for the project, the groups
embarked on a series of steps revolving
around the ‘three gears of design’. A deep
understanding of the consumer target was
the most critical point of departure. Using
ethnographic tools and methods taught by
an expert in the field (Natasha Schleich
of Plunkett Communications), groups
engaged in a variety of exploratory
research that uncovered core (and unartic-
ulated) user needs. Using the identified
needs as our criteria for innovation, the
group then developed a wide range of con-
ceptual prototypes (products, services,
spaces, etc.) to openly address possibilities.

by Heather Fraser
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superquandra – large apartment complexes
containing standardized family units
intended to break down traditional socioe-
conomic barriers. The resulting design is
specified by a set of pre-existing principles,
rather than emerging from a more open-
ended process of experimentation.
Brasilia’s design consciously resists
attempts at adaptation, rather than encour-
aging them. It is meant to stay true to what
it is – a ‘model’ city.

The Visionary Approach: IKEA
Consider the pronounced similarities and
differences between the above process
and the story of Ingvar Kamprad and
his creation, IKEA. Kamprad’s personal
ethic of thrift and simplicity provided 
the underlying values behind IKEA’s
defining intention: “To create a better
everyday life for the many by offering a
wide range of well-designed, functional
home furnishing products at prices so low

that as many people as possible will be
able to afford them.”

In the IKEA story, we observe a more
organic design process at work. Kamprad
was more the visionary than the expert,
more attuned to learning and adapting
than to knowing and controlling. In a
sense, he had no choice – he started with-
out the power of bulldozers or a body of
principles. He had, at best, the equivalent
of a small number of people with shovels
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Employing a variety of prototyping tools –
ranging from storytelling to scenario plan-
ning – helped them express ideas in more
tangible forms, giving students the means
to more productive dialogue with clients
and user-solicited input. The final, refined
concepts were translated into a viable inte-
grated business model. At the end of the
program, students delivered a complete
and actionable ‘design solution’ for each
project, including a full ethnographic
report on target insights and needs, a wide
range of concepts and prototypes, and a
comprehensive and breakthrough strategic
plan and business model.

The Results
The students involved grew from an ‘inte-
grative learning experience’ that applied a
combination of strong principles, practical
tools and methods along with a style of
working that was highly collaborative, non-
linear (despite the prescribed process) and
continuously iterative – all of which pushed
them outside of their comfort zones, to lev-
els of stellar performance and output.

For the Firefly project, students 
created a distinctive and scalable strategic
blueprint for a foundation with high ambi-
tions for making a meaningful impact on
neurodegenerative disease on a long-term and
global basis. Response from the scientific,
business and social community has been very
positive, and the foundation went ‘live’ on
November 27th with fireflyresearch.org.

On the Medtronic project, the client
had this to say: “The Rotman/OCAD team
combined customer insights with penetrat-
ing business-model analysis and design
processes, to provide us with several objec-
tive, actionable recommendations which
we are determined to implement.”

The initiative’s most important stake-
holders – the pilot ‘graduates’ themselves –
learned a lot. Said one, “Learning the design
methodology opened up my eyes to a new
form of analysis.The user-driven framework
we created began with a motivating ques-
tion, created answers to those questions
which were backed up by insights, then took
those insights to form strategies, and finally
formed our tactics and plan of attack from all
of this.” Said another, “I learned the value of
a deep user understanding and cross-func-
tional teams, as well as the value of models
and creating visual aids that you need to con-
stantly rethink and rework.”

Where from here?
In September of 2006, the Rotman School
added its first design-based course to the
MBA Program: “Design Practicum: The

New Product and Services Lab” is now
available as a Marketing elective to second-
year MBA students. This full-year course
revolves around the three pillars of design
thinking: deep consumer understanding,
rapid prototyping of concepts that address a
consumer need, and business design that
makes the concept viable in a strategically-
sustainable way. Students, paired with
OCAD Industrial Design graduate stu-
dents, are partnered with clients in order
to develop solutions to large-scale, actual
innovation challenges they are facing.

We have also begun a number of Exec-
utive Education and workshop initiatives,
and are exploring research and develop-
mental programs both within Rotman and
in collaboration with other leading educa-
tional institutions. These initiatives have all
been enthusiastically received by both stu-
dents and industry, indicating a need – and
appetite – for a new way of thinking about
the links between design and business.

Heather Fraser is director of design initiatives at the Rot-
man School of Management and an adjunct professor in the
School’s Desautels Centre for Integrative Thinking. She can
be reached at heather.fraser@rotman.utoronto.ca

and only a general notion of what they
were setting out to build. And so he
adapted to the constraints he could not
eliminate. Nearly every element of IKEA’s
now legendary business model – show-
rooms and catalogs in tandem, knockdown
furniture in flat parcels, massive stores
readily accessibly by automobile, and cus-
tomer pick-up and assembly – emerged
over time as responses to urgent problems
that the struggling furniture company

faced. “Regard every problem as a possibil-
ity,” was Kamprad’s mantra.

Interestingly, the IKEA story also shares
some characteristics of Brasilia. Both are
intensely possibility-driven, with the
designer’s hand evident and dramatic. Yet
Kamprad’s visionary design process parts
company with formulaic design by relying
upon personal creativity, rather than formu-
laic technique, affording less control but
more responsiveness to opportunity. The

resulting design is never really fixed; it is
meant to be flexible and adaptive. The falli-
ble person – the visionary – takes over from
the ostensibly infallible technique, enhanc-
ing the potential to experiment and learn.

The Conversational Approach: Seaside
This approach opens up the design process
– making it a conversation among many
people, all of whom should be recognized
as designers. Two of today’s leading 
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Heather Fraser, top row centre, in white, with the first group of Rotman designworks students.
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proponents of involvement in the design
process are Andrea Duaney and Eliza-
beth Plater-Zyberk, founders of New
Urbanism. Their first and best-recog-
nized project, designed more than 20
years ago, was Seaside, Florida, an 80-
acre beachfront town on the Gulf of
Mexico. Architecture Week called it “one of
the most influential design paradigms of
its era”; and Newsweek, “the most influen-
tial resort community since Versailles.”

What distinguishes New Urbanism
from other architectural approaches is
not only a different set of principles, but
also its insistence on wide participation in
designing, through the use of a process
called a charrette. In the words of Duaney
and Plater-Zyberk, “The charrette brings
together all interested parties who are
invited to offer direction and feedback
while the plan is being created. It pro-
vides a forum for ideas and offers the

unique advantage of giving immediate
feedback to the designers while giving
mutual authorship to the plan by all those
who participate.” By convening a conver-
sation that puts the entire system in the
room, the architects control the bound-
aries, but not the conversation itself.
Those involved are not merely consulted;
they are engaged, and they become
members of the design team. Put differ-
ently, all kinds of ‘quiet designers’ enter
the process – bringing with them their
local knowledge.

With the Seaside charrette, the archi-
tects created a context in which experts and
users learned together, and out of which
the design appeared. This process can be
admittedly chaotic, which must be toler-
ated if creativity and consensus are to
emerge. Like Brasilia, however, the design
itself is eventually fixed. The charrette
ends, and our quiet designers go home.
Designing stops and construction starts.

The Evolving Approach: Linux 
In this approach, designing in the tradi-
tional sense – as practiced by identified
designers at specific points in time and
resulting in fixed designs – disappears. We
now enter the world of evolving, or never-
ending design, not by experts, but by
communities in the course of living their
collective lives.

This evolutionary design is found in the
Linux operating system and the open
source software process it pioneered. Linux
is being designed with almost continuous
adaptation in mind. In recounting the story
of its origins, software designer Eric Ray-
mond opens with a question: “Who would
have thought that a world-class operating
system could coalesce as if by magic out of
part-time hacking by several thousand
developers scattered all over the planet,
connected only by the tenuous strands of
the Internet?”

Linux’s success challenged many of the
basic premises of traditional software
design – foremost among them, that large
projects need to be built like Gothic cathe-
drals, carefully controlled by a small band
of experts who specify every detail and
release their design to users only upon
completion. Linus Torvald, the originator
of Linux, created this revolution by starting
with a basic scaffolding offered by another
programmer, sharing the source code, and
inviting anyone interested to participate.
He released revisions early and often, and
above all, treated users as co-developers,
building a “self-correcting system of selfish
agents” whose pace of ongoing improve-
ment was unprecedented. “The closed-
source world cannot win an evolutionary
arms race with open-source communities
that can put orders of magnitude more
skill time into a problem,” Raymond
observed, because “given enough eyeballs,
all bugs are shallow.”

Like Duaney and Plater-Zyberg, Tor-
vald leads the conversation rather than
writes the code.The ‘community’ does the
designing, and designers and users become
almost indistinguishable.

Lessons for Business 
The four approaches outlined above reveal
some of the core tensions of design and the
various trade-offs that each approach
makes. Following are four core tensions
that hold valuable lessons for organizations.

1. Who drives the design?
Who should drive the design? The expert
who knows better, who has the global,
explicit knowledge, or the user who under-
stands better, who has the local, tacit
understanding? 

The paradox around deciding who
designs involves the apparent trade-off
between a reliance on experts and visionar-
ies capable of radically innovative – but
potentially difficult to implement – solu-
tions versus a reliance on users with a
tendency to produce ‘me-too’ designs that
they enthusiastically execute.

Designer-dominated processes can
have a clear advantage when it comes to
producing designs characterized by radical
change. The creation of Brasilia, for
instance, was an audacious feat – it is
unlikely that engaging a community of
potential users would have produced such a
futuristic model city. As users, most of us
crave familiarity, not novelty; radical
designs alienate us.

But at what cost do we exclude user
involvement? The extent to which Brasilia
actually achieved its designers’ ambitions is
mixed. The standardization intended to
produce equality produced, for many, a
feeling of anonymity instead. In place of
gaining an enriched community, many resi-
dents felt a loss of privacy. Instead of
appreciating the orderliness of the space,
they missed the messiness of street life.
Despite the homogeneity of the superquan-
dra, the old class distinctions remain. The
risks of a design process that relies too
heavily on experts are evident here.

If this is reminiscent of strategic plan-
ning in business, that is because formulaic
design has been the corporate world’s pre-
ferred approach. This approach, with its

Successful leaders in both management
and the physical fields of design seem to
have an innate sense of when to allow
flexibility into the conversation.
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emphasis on the designer’s worldview and its
disconnection from local knowledge, repre-
sents the yang of designing. It is ambitious,
aggressive, and intrusive. It relies on tech-
niques and information that, if inaccurate,
can be fatal. Its detachment from users – the
people who must live with the design – is a
potentially fatal flaw.Yet it is capable of great
change if the bulldozers are powerful enough
and the terrain is reasonably predictable.

To succeed at significant change, either
the formulaic or visionary designer must
persuade users to accept a radical design, or
conversational and evolving designing must
engage users in ways that generate more-inno-
vative designs. Designers who persuade others
offer novelty and familiarity in tandem because
they understand how users see the world.

2. How does the designing happen?
This involves the tension between control-
ling a design process to achieve coherence
and order versus opening up the conversa-

tion and risking some ‘messiness’ to achieve
creativity and broader involvement. The
inclusion of non-experts brings valuable
ownership and local knowledge, but may
also bring chaos and mediocre solutions.
Getting more innovative thinking from users
themselves is how this tension is resolved.

Successful leaders in both manage-
ment and the physical fields of design seem
to have an innate sense of when to allow
flexibility into the conversation, when to
tap the group’s potential for creating bet-
ter solutions, as well as when to abandon 
the search for consensus to interject 
order from above. They have no formulas
– just an acute sense of the particular,
the potential, and the possible.These lead-
ers/designers seem able to give up enough
control to find creativity without losing
coherence. Kamprad’s vision seems exem-
plary in its capacity to hold tight and let
loose at the same time, in order to engage
the collective creativity of the company’s
employees and customers.There are enor-
mous opportunities to bring this kind of
conversational design into business.

Business leaders seeking better design
thinking should pay careful attention to
the challenges of preventing premature
consensus emerging in the face of fear of
chaos, and of maintaining the fluidity that
is a prerequisite for breakthrough designs.
Architect Frank Gehry notes that clients
are rarely comfortable with the indeter-
minacy of an iterative process; they almost
always push hard to fix the design and ‘end
the uncertainty’. Conversational design
challenges leaders in ways that formulaic
and visionary design do not. Business 
cultures that center on hierarchy, expedi-
ency, and authoritarian leadership get in
the way of good conversations. We all
know about opportunities that exist in the
white spaces between divisions, regions,
and functions of every company; what 
we do not know is how to tap these
opportunities. Recognizing the role of
conversations in exploring new possibili-
ties can produce dramatic innovation.

3. When is the designing ‘finished’?
The world does not stand still, but designs
must – at least for a time: buildings have to
be built, products brought to market,
strategies implemented, and structures
established. The dilemma in each case is
how designs can be built to adapt, yet pre-
serve their integrity. In other words, how
can designing deal with change and conti-
nuity concurrently? 

Former Intel chief Andy Grove has
said that his firm’s strategy process evolved
in alternating cycles of chaos and single-
minded focus – sometimes adapting,
sometimes closing. Companies that do
nothing but change – constantly reorganiz-
ing, always envisioning some new strategy
or other, bringing in yet another team of
change consultants – never reach closure,
and so are no better off than companies that
never change. Even the most evolving
designs have to be fixed for a time.

The key, we believe, is to get the
basics right so that the specifics can easily
be changed. As Raymond observed about
software design, “You often don’t really

The key is to get the basics right so that
the specifics can be easily changed.

understand the problem until after the
first time you implement a solution. If you
want to get it right, be ready to start over
at least once.”

In closing
Design is not just a metaphor for management,
but, as Simon said, the very essence of it.

Cities, products, services, systems,
structures, and strategies all face the same
need to combine expertise, insight, engage-
ment, and adaptation. To design, and to
manage in general, is not to resolve the ten-
sions among different needs so much as to
function within them. To appreciate this
will be to get more of those great designs
that so enhance our daily lives.

Jeanne Liedtka is executive director of The Batten Insti-
tute and the Johnson and Higgins Professor of Business
Administration at the University of Virginia’s Darden
School of Business. Henry Mintzberg is the Cleghorn Pro-
fessor of Management Studies at McGill University.This is
an excerpt of an article that appeared recently in the
Design Management Review, a publication of the Design 
Management Institute.
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