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Any company can take an ordinary experience that offers

functional, economic, or emotional values and increase the signifi

cance level to that of moaning. However, it usually requires revers

ing the order of its traditional development process to start with

understanding customers rather than an understanding of materi

als, functions or identity. In the next several chapters, we'll go into

the details of doing this successfully.



Four

Finding a Starting Point

//-_ | ^"*^ ompanies don't just wake uponemorning and decide to
start making meaningful experiences for their customers.

' like people, companies develop habits and patterns that
are difficult to change, and the commitment to meaningful experi

ences requires full company support. To be successful, a company

needs to integratemeaning throughout its development processand

in every area of innovation, starting from the identification of

opportunity and proceeding all the way through maintaining cus

tomer relationships. Making meaning is a company-wide initiative

For that reason, a good starting point for a company that

wants to build meaningful experiences for its customers is to assess

what type of innovation culture it currently has. While this may

seem like a "cart before the horse" activity, we've found that setting

the context and establishing a workable plan greatly facilitates and

improves a company's ability to both understand people's desires

for meaning and respond appropriately to them.

CV--/i

A, z Defining Your Company's Innovation Culture

Forsome readers, it might seem as ifyour company hasn't innovated

anythingfor the last20 years(except perhaps in its creative avoidance

of change). For others, your company might engage in relendess

change. Regardless, every company has an innovation culture that

drives its rate of change and controls its innovation process. While
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Which type of innovation culture does your company have?

Experience
Innovation Culture

• Innovation is the outcome

ol a formal process

• Leadership by middle
management. R&D, and
technology departments

• Cross-functional
collaboration is not

emphasized

• Analytic evaluations are
usually more important
than creativity

• Most innovations are

iterative and risk is

minimized

Creative

Innovation Culture

• "Big Ideas" inspire most
innovation initiatives

• Led by senior
management

• Execution is often ad hoc

and doesn't follow a set

process

• Curiosity and creativity
are more important than
analytics

• Risk taking is accepted

Dynamic
Innovation Culture

• Stratogic thinking guides
overall process

• Led by senior
management with cross-
functional teams

• Cross-functional

collaboration is important

• A creative environment is

important, but innovation
is not depondent on the
"big idea"

• Risk taking is accepted

Figure 4. i: What is your company's culture of innovation? See which descrip
tion best fits your company's current approach.

innovation cultures can be changed, it's usually much easier ,uu\

more productive to work within the system that's already in place.

Cheskin recently undertook a study to see how companies

across the U.S. approach innovation. We found that most compa

nies currently innovate in one of three distinct methods: structured,

creative, or dynamic. The structured approach to innovation, used

by roughly 18 percent of companies studied, is an outgrowth of the

industrial era and follows a strict and formalized process engi

neered to be efficient and replicable. This approach depends more

heavily on internal leadership, strategic planning, effective execu

tion, shareholder pressure, and financial resources than do other

approaches. Structured innovation places less weight on a creative

environment, the value of curiosity, or risk taking. Usually, a firm

with this type of approach in place has a policy governing how

innovation is practiced and a department devoted to that goal. This

might sound like an approach that could only live in an enormous
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corporation, but in fact it is as popular among medium-sized

organizations (100to 999 employees) asit isamong larger ones. In

these environments, management of the innovation process is typ

ically delegated to more junior executives and is often the sole

province of product management or R&D.

More common (26 percent) are companies that use an infor

mal and creative innovation process that depends heavily on the

"big idea." To these companies, predominantly small firms, inno

vation is less likely to be a structured process led by strategic think

ing and planning and more likely to be based on inspiration. The

owner may announce in a meeting that he has a "great idea" and

assign some people to begin developing it. Unlike those in the

structured-process camp, these companies tend not to worry much

about execution because responsibility for innovation generally

remains within a small group of executive managers or a creative

team. In these environments, supporting a creative culture, taking

risks, and exercising curiosity all outweigh risk analysis and finan

cial considerations.

The largest percentage of companies we studied (39 percent)

exhibit a dynamic innovation process that combines flexibility and

creativity with some structure.This approach favors strategic think

ing and planning along with a respect for execution, but it also

depends on cross-functional collaboration and keeps senior execu

tives actively engaged. The process emphasizes a creative culture but

values the importance of having a pipeline of innovation, rather

than betting on singular ideas. The perception of risk within these

companies is based on a realistic acknowledgment of the many

conditions that can thwart their efforts, including funding, time-to-

market pressure, gaining internal buy-in, and consumer acceptance.

In these firms, which range from small to large, employees across

many departments help the company find opportunities, create

new ideas, and bring them to fruition. Ideally this process is coor

dinated, but it can easily become chaotic.
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While we believethe dynamic approach to innovation is most

efficient and effective, any of these three approaches can incorpo
rateand support the design of meaningful experiences—if the right
team is driving its adoption and execution.

Structuring Change

The team for aeating meaningful experiences should not consist

solely of any one profession but should integrate representation of

the company's designers, researchers, developers, marketers, and

senior executivesat a minimum. The right team represents each of

these functions and synchronizes their collaboration toward a

shared outcome. Rather than one department or function "owning"

innovation, the team owns the overall design vision and ensures that

its delivery is consistemly coordinated across the company. For

example, if a company is planning to introduce a new athletic shoe,

the innovation team creates not only the vision of the new shoe but

also the plan for how every department in the company will help

create, execute and support that vision. This ability to foster cross-

boundary collaboration and to recognize that every major depart

ment has a role to play is critical to designing meaningful

experiences because it heightens the likelihood that all customer

touch points of the experience will be cohesive and consistent. Pur

suing this type ofcollaboration also helps ensure more internal buy-

in of the process and its results, typically accelerating development

and increasing the intensity ofeveryone's participation.

Of course, this is more easily said than done. A common pit

fall is the omission of an important team member. For example, a

major consumer electronics company recently embarked on a

global redesign program to express meaning through its brands and

products. While the program was very successful at many levels, it

failed to achieve its real potential because the innovation team
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excluded the user interface group. The team developed attractive

hardware and a motivating brand experience, but customers' inter

actions with the product were inconsistent with its appearance and

identity. Fromthe customer's perspective, the actual experience of
using the device was incomplete and disjointed.This unsatisfying

experience with the interface overshadowed the positive attributes

of the device and the brand and decreased its appeal.

The ideal composition of your company's innovation team

will vary depending on whether your focus is on incremental or

breakthrough innovation. Incremental innovation tends to depend

more on the process focus of middle management, while break

through innovation usually requires the commitment and author

ity ofsenior management. Asa general rule of thumb, however, any

significant customer touch point should be represented on the

innovation team. For example, if the bulk ofa company's new sales

are expected to come through its website (often an important con

sumer touch point), it's critical to include on the innovation team a

representative from the department charged with designing the

website. Similarly, if phone support is a key feature of a company's

new service, a representative of the customer service department

should be on the innovation team.

In some cases, companies initially don't know which func

tions and departments will be important to include. The team

member descriptions that follow represent the core participants we

think are important to any innovation, working backward from the

customer's point ofview to company operations.

ui.i Brand Management

Typically responsible for some of the closest interactions with con

sumers, brand management should be an integral part of the inno

vation team, even at the earliest stages of developing a meaningful

customer experience.The brand team can ensure that customers per

ceive a company's meaning as it is intended. This is no small contri-
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bution, and in many cases makesthe difference between a product

being a category leader and a category loser—even when it is func

tionallysimilar to othersin the marketplace If no one charged with

building the brand is included until the product or service is almost

fully developed (this is a common practice among technology

firms), the positioning, advertising, product placement, pricing, pro

motional activity, and other aspects of brand communication will

likely seem artificial and inauthentic. If the company is a start-up

and doesn't yet have brand management, a brand consultant should

play this role.

Sales Management

This funaion is almost always overlooked in the innovation

process, but that's a serious mistake if a company is truly commit

ted to connecting to its customers through meaningful experi

ences. In thousands of companies, salespeople represent a firm's

human face to the world, whether behind a counter at McDonald's

or on the phone selling mutual funds. In organizations that serve

primarily large business accounts like Cisco and Alcoa, direct sales

firms such as Avon or DiscoveryToys, and retailing companies like

Gap or Pizza Hut, sales personnel are the closest contact to the

consumer. As such, they are often the first to see opportunities for

or problems with new or improved experiences and threats to

existing ones. For companies that sell through retail channels,

sales management's intimacy with retailerscan help an innovation

team better understand how to enhance the customer's experience

at point of purchase by anticipating the conditions of that envi

ronment.

Unfortunately, because they are rewarded or given incentives

based on what they can sell today, salespeople tend to focus on the

short term. This often drives them to be tactical and conservative,

reluctant to endorse change unless something is clearly wrong.

Since much of the front-end labor of designing meaningful cus-
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tomer experiences demands an openness to discovering new

opportunities, exploring new ideas, and asking newquestions, the
process can be challenging for the person representing the sales

function. Nevertheless, getting his or her support and buy-in is

important. Sales management needs to understand and embrace

any new experience opportunities a firm pursues. If not, sales per

sonnel can greatly detract from a customer's experience, either

directly by not supporting the delivery of the experience as the

company intends, or inadvertentlybecausethey don't know how.

•'/•. 3.3 Marketing Management and Research
Some companies combine the brand and marketing functions. On

an innovation team, however, it may make more sense to have them

represented separately. A marketing manager (or in some compa

nies, a market planner) can identify where new opportunities lie. He

or she can recognize what types of experiences customers will value

and how best to deliver them. This contributor brings needed view

points about marketplace trends, current customer base,distribution

channels, and corporate capabilities.'

Marketing managers ensure there is a real, paying customer

waiting on the other end of the process.This team member helps

prevent development of products and services that are "cool" and

interesting to their developers but fill no real need in the market

place.

An important part of most marketing departments is the

research or customer-insight team. This group is generallycharged

with gathering, analyzing and centralizing all the company's intelli

gence around its customers and the broader market of potential

customers. In companies where the team gathering customer

insights is lead by a strong, strategicthinker who values exploratory

research, this person should certainly be included on the innova

tion team. In companies where the team gathering insights plays

more ofan administrative role, tracking or auditing past purchasing
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behavior, their leaderwill probably not be able to contribute until

later in the innovation process when evaluation and validation

measures are needed.

h-. 2. V- Design

The title "designer" means different things in different organiza

tions, and it can sometimes encompass far-reaching responsibilities.

Here we're referring to those people charged with conceiving the

overall product idea and the principal characteristics of the intended

customer experience. In some companies, this role is in marketing;

in other companies, it's in R&D, engineering, or the design depart

ment. In some cases, it's the job of the CEO or the entrepreneurial

inventor.

The people charged with conceiving the innovation are rarely

left off innovation teams. In fact, designers are frequently the only

people on them, and that can doom an innovation process before

it starts. But as members of a more cross-functional team, concept

designers often struggle to find their role. They are generally accus

tomed to exercising more direct control over the innovation

process, so it's awkward for them to share that responsibility with

others. Conceding to requests of marketing, brand, engineering, or

others may cause designers to worry about threats to the integrity

and viability of their ideas. However, designers who stay closely

connected to customers and who are inspired and guided by them

can continue to drive their company's innovation process despite

sharing this responsibility. In fact, by aligning with other depart

ments, they can gain both power and influence to ensure that the

experience they envision for customers has the best chance of

becoming real.

• / 'i.'Z Development
Bydevelopment, we mean any process that actually builds the con

cept or solution envisioned by design. In a technology company,
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this might be software engineering or industrial design. In a food

company, the developers might be chemists or food technologists,

while in a financial services company, the developers might be

economists or mathematicians. Regardless of their skill set, devel

opers typically work toward the same goal as designers and mar

keters, but they work on the back end of the experience—that is,

the system, product composition, or whatever delivers the func

tional part of the consumer's perception of the experience. While

developers' work may seem hidden or less prominent, their contri

bution dramatically impacts the user experience. If the production

specs aren't grounded in customer understanding, the product or

service can end up working against the desired experience and its

underlying meaning. For example, Microsoft's infamous introduc

tion of the "Bob" operating system and Coke's equally awkward

misstep with New Coke underscore the inability of marketing and

brand efforts to carry the full burden of meaning. If the product or

service doesn't really deliver on the promised experience, other

attributes can't make up for it. On the other hand, I.eapFrog, a

company that develops technology intended for use by young chil

dren, makes products that are so well designed and engineered that

they typically deliver more than their marketing promises and

exceed customers' expectations.

Design and development functions need to work hand in

hand throughout the innovation process. Neither side can claim

more importance and neither should be underrepresented within

the process. F.ngineers working on back-end implementations can

suggest some of the most important customer-centric interactions.

Likewise, it's not uncommon for astute front-end developers to sug

gest an improvement to the back-end system.

£3,4 Information Technology (IT)
A company's information technology department is not usuallycon

nected to the innovation process, but it has an important role to
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play in the development of meaningful customerexperiences. Ulti

mately, the more a company's information system mirrorsand sup

ports its innovation process, rather than only supporting production

or finances, the faster and more efficiently a company'sexperience

innovation process will run. Bymaking real-time information about

customer needs and desires available for the team to access, IT can

smooth the decision-making process. Likewise, ITsystems can facil

itate more effective collaboration by enabling communication

across time and distance, by providing searchable archives of past

work, and by facilitating creation of digital prototypes and rapidly

rendered concepts.

y., 3,7 Human Resources

It's unusual for a company to include human resources in its inno

vation process, but it's worth considering. In its responsibility for

recruiting and nurturing everyone within the organization, HR rep

resentatives often understand better than others how important the

company's delivery of meaning is. HR managers may not play a

direct role in the innovation process, but they are indispensable in

the deliveryand maintenance ofcustomer experiencesbecause these

experiencescome from a company's employees, as well as its prod

ucts and services.This is more obvious with service companies, such

as UPS, United Airlines, and Citibank, where part of the product is

the employees' interaction with customers, but it's just as true for

employees at product-oriented companies. Every employee ulti

mately representshis or her company and contributes to customers'

perceptions. Assuch, HR personnel should be watchful that corpo

rate messages are effectively communicated and clearlyunderstood.

They should constantly be asking for clarification of goals as they

relate to human resources needs—especially hiring. No matter how

talented an employee may be, if he doesn't fit the culture or embrace

the corporate processes, he will impede corporate goals for deliver

ing meaningful experiences to the customer.
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Operations

Chiefoperatingofficers and others in operations are usually thought

of as the people responsible for maintaining the status quo and

keeping it running smoothly. However, they are often the best

informed about time, energy, and expenditures, and the relation

ships of these to goals, strategies, and results.While people in oper

ations don't often have first-hand knowledgeof customer needs and

desires, they are in a unique position to highlight what the company

says it wants to do, what it really does, and how these actions impact

its overall performance.

On a cross-disciplinary innovation team, an operations man

ager can ensure that the drive to create meaningful experiences is

translated throughout the organization and becomes an ongoing

way of doing business.

^3& CEOs

The chiefexecutiveofficer may not be able to take part in everycom

pany conversation about customers, meaning, or experiences, but

his or her support for the overall goal needs to be highly evident.

The CEO needs to understand the goal, define what success looks

like,and hold the team accountable for achievingit.

Ideally, to evoke meaning for customers, the CEO needs to

embody that same meaning through his personality, his actions,

and in his public speaking—as Herb Kelleher did for Southwest Air

and as SteveJobs does for Apple Often this is the easiest and fastest

way for employees to understand what a meaningful experience

entails and how to deliver it to the company's customers.

^ y, Making Decisions

There's one role we didn't include in our list of innovation team

members: the lead decision maker.
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Assembling the right team is an important step, but the team

can't function without leadership and decision-making. In fact, some

of the worst innovation processes

n ,, r . we've seen are those using "virtual"
Regardless of who

cross-functional teams where no

assumes this task, the designated leader is in charge. In
leader needs to be these cases the innovation process

guided by a singular becomes chaotic. Some depart-
r ,| ments struggle to outdo the rest,
focus on the customer °°

others passively resist, and a lew

valiantly try to make the process

work. Even though all the functions of innovation are included, they

have no means to work together effectively and no one understands

why the process—which they have so consciously instigated—isn't

working. Worse yet, this discourages the company from doing it

again and it reverts back to old behaviors.

A leader can come from almost any of the collaborating func

tions. In addition to possessing the essential leadership qualities of

ambition, confidence, clarity of vision, and communication skills,

he or she will need to be an excellent collaboration facilitator and

should understand the roles and responsibilities of all the different

departments included in the process.

Leaving aside personality traits, certain members of an organ

ization make the best leaders for an initiative in innovation. Top

among them is the CLO, particularly if the company is relatively

small. The innovation process we're discussing will be central to the

future of the business and the CEO is the only person with the

near-guaranteed ability to get regular, consistent attention placed

on the process. A divisional president might play the same role in a

larger company.

The head of marketing may also make a good leader, particu

larly if she is seen as an innovator and someone focused on the cus

tomer. The head of design could also be a good choice, provided
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that he can transcend the limited definition of "design" as simply

meaning appearance. Similarly, the head of development can be an

effective leader if he isn't so enamored of his technology or science

that customers' needs and desires are ignored. We'd also like to put

in a good word for the chief financial officer. This might seem like a

surprising option, but CFOs are often the most effective people at

cutting through detail and getting to core issues.

Regardless of who assumes this task, the leader needs to be

guided by a singular focus on the customer. This perspective may

derive from research, experience, or inspiration, but a customer ori

entation must be the determining factor in all decisions related to

the delivery of meaningful experiences.



Five

Designing Meaningful

Experiences

£. i r | 1 he design of meaningful experiences can be integrated into
almost any innovation process, but to do so requires a new

way of thinking about development and its effect. Rather

than thinking ofdesign as a funaion limited to visual expression or

engineering, we need to recognize design conceptually as both the

intent and the process of integrating functional, economic, emo

tional, or social benefits within a meaningful context. It is through

design that a company can align with changing consumer values

and convey a coherent and correctly perceived experience through

the full range of marketing, interaction, and communication

media.

"Design" is a confusing word. To some it conjures up images

of clothing. To others, it is preceded by the word "interior" and

guides the selection of couches and window coverings.To still oth

ers, it might be a fancy or beautiful produa, car, or logo—the result

of a singular genius with a unique vision. As these descriptions sug

gest, design is most often associated with appearance, seldom with

performance

As we've done with the concepts of "meaning" and "experi

ence," we want to clarify our definition of "design." We have said

that design covers a range of disciplines and produces a myriad of

results. But in all its manifestations, design identifies and builds

value based on a deep understanding of customer needs. This defi-

57
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nition of design applies not only to decisions of appearance (such

as color, typeface, material, and form), though of course these are

critical. It also relates to levels of performance (such as process,

workflow, interaction, and experience). Furthermore, it applies at

the level of business itself, including corporate strategy, staicture,

process, and goals. So when we speak of design, we are talking

about a mechanism for consciously creating value based on truly

understanding customers as people and, ideally, caring about, hav

ing empathy for, and being compassionate toward them. Design

techniques offer businesses ways to identify customer needs and

desires specifically so they can address them through their prod

ucts, services, and events, yielding experiences that are valuable to

both customers and companies.

Design Intent

This broader definition of design should not be confused with

invention, which does not require the production of value to cus

tomers or solutions that are driven by customer needs and desires.

In fact, inventions are often demonstrations ofcapability—scientists

and engineers often invent something new because they can, not

necessarily to fill a need in the market place. Invention is possible in

almost any field, including art, science, entertainment, and educa

tion; but only design, as we define it, is expressly committed to the

creation of customer value and meaning.

As such, design, when practiced well, employs a set of

research techniques and processes for understanding people and

problems, generating solutions, and testing concepts against cus

tomer value—all before the implementation and delivery of an

actual product. The design process offers businesses ways of dis

cussing and delivering value in the widest possible contexts—

approaches to improve the conversations within an organization,
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and as a result, the decisions organizations make. Managers can

rely on the design process to give them new, powerful, and impor

tant insights—not only into their markets and customers, but also

into their own organizations and their industry. Through the col

laborative, deliberative process that it demands and reinforces,

design can become a business leader's ally in transforming an

organization, its offerings, and its markets, as well as differentiating

its products, services, and customer experiences. As such, any firm

not employing and integrating design techniques into its regimen is

crippling its ability to succeed.

To successfully develop meaningful experiences, this appreci

ation of design's role and power—which we've articulated into

seven principles—needs to take root in the company and guide the

innovation process.

1. Design creates corporate value. One of the most powerful

properties of the design process is the way it helps a team articulate,

and hence, realize intent—to make meaning real for customers and

for the company. Organizations determine their future by first

defining a vision of what is possible and desirable, then using

design as the muscle to move that vision beyond a diagram or a set

of bullet points to a reality.

Byfocusing the organization on the power of design, we drive

better products, services, and experiences, but we also impact the

corporate culture. Employees become more aware of the company's

meaning and better able to support it, regardless of their job title. It's

this awareness that prompts delivery people to praise their com

pany's products to complete strangers or telephone support person

nel to address each caller with care. Similarly, an awareness of their

company's meaning can help employees better understand its com

pany's actions, defend its occasional missteps, and generally feel

more engaged and part of a team. On a recent trip, Cheskin's (TO

arrived at the Alaska Airlines departure gate late for his flight

because his printed itinerary showed an incorrect time. The desk
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agent on duty could have tried to blame the travel agent, but instead

she sympathized with his problem, immediately gave him a voucher

for food, helped him find another flight, and explained that he

could relax in Alaska Airline's Board Room for a small daily fee. She

didn't need to get authorization or check her rule book. She knew

instinctively how the company wanted her to react.

2. Design is pervasive. One of the worst things a company

can do is to keep the design function relegated to an individual, a

small group, or even worse, a list of rules. Think of the design

process as a beneficial virus that is most useful when it spreads

throughout your organization. By this reasoning, anyone who

builds value based on customer understandings is, in effect, a

designer. Think of design as the best conversation you and your

organization can have, one that involves all aspects of your busi

ness, with an emphasis on your customers' needs.

Instead of appointing a design czar or narrowly defined

design department, a better approach is for all departments to be

design oriented, with an experienced person or council of experi

enced people who are made responsible for developing and com

municating best practices and experience guidelines. This approach

allows design to function properly as a shared language of collabo

ration, rather than something applied by a special person or group.

For example, at Cheskin, we have three experience guidelines that

govern everyone's work: Learn, Collaborate, Inspire. These guide

lines are elaborated in posters that hang on the wall and explained

in depth on our internal website. Small committees create work ses

sions and exercises that help employees understand how to bring

each guideline into their daily activities. F.veryone's annual review

includes a section that evaluates their support of these guidelines.

Throughout the company, this shared language helps shape goals

and direct decisions.

3. Design is collaborative. The image of a designer working

alone or commanding a team of subordinates is a myth. In reality,


