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Take a walk through the cavernous Gothic cathedral 

of Notre-Dame de Paris, feel the elegant beveled 

edges of your smartphone, or just admire the label 

artwork on your favorite bottle of wine. There’s 

no denying it: good design is beautiful. And while 

beauty is a wonderful thing, businesses looking to 

spend their hard-earned money on design have to 

focus on other factors. In a time of shrinking budgets 

and ever-increasing pressure to deliver more and 

more value for the dollar, it can be hard to justify 

spending precious resources on just prettiness. 

But wait! There’s more to good design than 

meets the eye. Below the (pleasant and attractive) 

surface, you’ll find that good design has a major 

and measurable impact on growth and revenue. 

You know, the bottom-line figures that excite the 

executives at your company. Once you fully account 

for this hidden value, design suddenly stops being 

a cost and instead becomes an investment in your 

business, and a lucrative one at that. 

In order to truly understand the deeper value of 

design for businesses, we need to explore the ROI 

(Return On Investment) of design. That might sound 

complicated, but it’s actually pretty simple. So 

simple, in fact, that even some of our good friends 

in the animal kingdom have already figured it out and 

become hugely successful as a result. 
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WHAT IS ROI?
ROI stands for “Return On Investment”. It’s a way of 
measuring the value of investment by comparing the 
payoff of an investment to its cost, using this formula:

Source:  investopedia.com

 Source: Notre Dame de Paris Official Website, notredameparis.fr

Source: forbes.com

Source: Wolf, 2008

of people surveyed said that the 
attractiveness of a wine bottle’s 
label was an important factor in 
their purchasing decision.75 %

visitors flock to Paris every year to see the 
timeless design of the Notre-Dame de 
Paris cathedral.

Beautiful design pays off to the tune of 

 

500 MILLION 
IPHONES SOLD.

13 MILLION

mr

ROI = GAIN FROM INVESTMENT - COST OF INVESTMENT

COST OF INVESTMENT



THE BUSINESS STRATEGY OF A PEACOCK

Now here’s a guy who has fully bought into the concept of 

ROI of design. On the surface, it seems like the peacock’s 

tail is a tremendous waste of resources in pursuit of 

vanity. Biologists agree that the “costs” of the peacock’s 

tail are steep: it’s heavy, which makes flying a chore.1 

It’s conspicuous, and basically serves as a flashing neon 

sign for hungry predators looking for their next meal. And 

good luck trying to run away from your neighbourhood 

carnivores while dragging around all that plumage. It’s 

fair to say that a marketing executive making the sales 

pitch for a giant hypercolored tail to the peacock’s tailless 

ancestors would probably be laughed out of the room. Too 

expensive, too risky, and completely impractical.

But looking deeper, the peacock’s tail is about much more 

than just appearance. Underneath its attractive exterior, 

the tail has a hidden but profound impact on driving the 

peacock’s core business: making as many baby peafowl 

as possible. Here’s what researchers have found when 

they investigated the ROI of design in the peacock:
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THE NOBLE PEACOCK

Source: Petrie, Halliday, & Sanders, 2001

Peacocks with more elaborate 
tails attract more mates.“

“

Peacocks that have more 
success attracting mates 
end up having more babies.“

“

Success! The peacocks that 
create the most offspring have 
the biggest impact on the 
future gene pool.

“ “

If we stop weighing the cost of the peacock’s tail 

against how pretty it looks and instead compare it to the 

value that the tail delivers in growing and expanding his 

“business” (namely, making as many copies of himself 

as possible), suddenly the equation flips in favor of 

heavy investment in design. By fully accounting for the 

return on his investment in good design, the peacock is 

able to outsmart his competitors and win the battle for 

his genetic legacy.

A true survivor, the 
peacock has used his 
wits and design savvy 
to expand his habitat to

1.8M 
SQ. MILES.

 Source: National Geographic



So let’s take what we’ve learned from our friend the 

peacock and apply it to businesses looking to invest in 

design services. Unlike the peacock, the goal of your 

business is not to attract female peahens (we hope not, 

at least), but to make money. This actually makes it easier 

to calculate the true ROI for design, since money is much 

easier to quantify than the ability to fly or evade predators. 

To calculate ROI for businesses, it’s simply a matter of 

looking at the amount of money firms put into design 

services and comparing it to their growth in revenue.

Fortunately, a lot of researchers in a wide variety of different 

countries have taken on the challenge of measuring this. 

From sunny Palo Alto, California all the way to the frozen 

shores of Helsinki, Finland, researchers have pored over 

the data about investment in design in their country and all 

come to the same conclusion: design pays off.

As these studies show, there are a lot of different ways 

to measure a company’s performance in comparison to 

its investment in design. In England, researchers looked 

at stock prices of publicly traded companies, which 

allowed them to compile a large historical data set on 

growth compared to the rest of the market. The results 

were clear: firms that invested in design saw their stocks 

perform 200% higher than the rest of the market.2 

Comparing this data to the money spent on design, the 

researchers were able to calculate that each dollar (or 

pound, or any other currency) spent on design netted a 

return of 125%. At the same time, on the other side of 

the pond, researchers at Stanford University did the same 

test and got the same results: significantly better stock 

performance from companies that invest in design.3

APPLYING THE ROI ON DESIGN TO BUSINESSES

British firms that invested in design saw 
a 200% rise stock performance, when 
compared to those who did not. 
Each pound spent on design netted a return 
of 125%.

+ 200%GOOD DESIGN = 
BETTER STOCK PERFORMANCE

Source: British Design Council, 2007
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PROVEN RESULTS AROUND THE WORLD

LONDON, ENGLAND, 2007

STOCKHOLM, SWEDEN, 2008

AMSTERDAM, NETHERLANDS, 2010

COPENHAGEN, DENMARK 2003

HELSINKI, FINLAND, 2005

MILAN, ITALY, 2006 ESSEN, GERMANY, 2010

125% RETURN FOR EVERY 
DOLLAR INVESTED IN DESIGN. 

COMPANIES THAT INVESTED IN DESIGN 
WERE OVER 50% MORE PRODUCTIVE THAN 
THOSE THAT DID NOT.

INVESTMENT IN DESIGN 
LEADS TO BETTER PRODUCT 
PERFORMANCE.

COMPANIES THAT INVESTED 
IN DESIGN HAD 22%-40% 
HIGHER GROWTH.

COMPANIES THAT INVESTED MOST HEAVILY 
IN DESIGN DID BETTER IN SALES GROWTH, 
EXPORT SHARES, AND MARKET VALUE.

DESIGN-FOCUSED COMPANIES GREW 75% 
OVER A 10-YEAR PERIOD. 
This was 3 times higher growth than the 
average Italian firm and nearly 7 times more 
than the EU average.

USING THEIR DESIGN ROI 
CALCULATOR, RESEARCHERS FOUND 
DESIGN TO BE A “CRUCIAL DRIVER OF 
VALUE” FOR MANY COMPANIES.

Stock performance for companies 
invested in design was 200%  
higher than the rest of the market.

Source: Design ROI Project Report, 2012



But the stock market doesn’t always tell the whole story. 

Sometimes you want to get the information directly from 

the horse’s mouth. That’s what researchers in Denmark 

did, picking up the phone and calling 1,000 companies 

throughout the country and conducting a lengthy survey 

with business owners on design investment, revenues, 

and growth. A different set of data obtained through a 

different method, but with the same results: the firms that 

invested in design reported up to 40% higher growth than 

those that didn’t.4 

And if giant nationwide surveys don’t convince you, 

there have been a number of company-level experiments 

that show these same effects at the smallest level. 

Take a study that Crayola did back in 2001, where they 

performed a randomized controlled experiment (I assume 

there were white lab coats and goggles involved) on 

their promotional emails to see if the well-designed ones 

performed better. Sure enough, they did. One-third of 

the people who received the emails with good design 

responded, while over 90% of people who got a poorly 

designed email trashed it.5 And it’s not just crayons: you 

get the same results whether you’re looking at online 

bookstores,6 office buildings,7 or German cars.8 Good 

design wins every time.

While each of these studies took a different approach to 

measuring the payoff on investment in design, they all 

came to the same conclusion: strong design and strong 

growth go hand in hand. 

APPLYING THE ROI ON DESIGN TO BUSINESSES CONT’D.

Industries ranging from digital design 
to architecture, showed a significant 
increase in business growth with a good 
investment in design.

GOOD DESIGN = GROWTH (NO MATTER THE INDUSTRY) 

YOUR FANCY CUSTOM WEBSITE
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Technology is changing faster and faster, which means that the window for 
adaptation is getting smaller. Good design will keep your business ahead of the 
pack as new trends develop. 

Source: economist.com

FIRST COMMERCIALLY AVAILABLE YEAR 
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THE TRUE ROI OF DESIGN

While he may look ridiculous to you, the peacock is actually 

a shrewd and savvy investor. He’s able to look past the 

price tag of his elaborate tail and instead see its value as a 

tool that helps him achieve his most important goals. Smart 

businesspeople think the same way. They’re able to see 

design not as an unwanted expense, but as an investment 

in their company that has been repeatedly proven to pay off. 

So take pride in your brand, think about the big picture, and 

invest in your future. Or ignore this advice, just like our good 

friend the dodo did.

ADAPT TO WIN
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INTRODUCING 
CUBICLE NINJAS

Every office has a few ninjas – the go-to warriors that save the 

day, reverse time, and exceed client expectations. We’ve secretly 

collected them to form an unstoppable design & development army.

Cubicle Ninjas are a dedicated team of creative warriors and we’d 

like to be your one-stop marketing resource. Give us a call. We take 

your projects on like they’re our own, so you can focus on doing 

what you love.

HERE’S A FEW OF OUR CLIENTS... WHAT WE DO...

HELLO@CUBICLENINJAS.COM or 1-888-77-NINJA (64652)SAY HIYA!

APPS
App Redesign

Games / Interactive

Internal / Company Apps

iOS / Android

Marketing Games / Apps

...and more!

BRANDING
Brand Collateral

Brand Extension

Brand Standards Manual

Color Scheme Creation

Copywriting

...and more!

MOTION
Advertising

Enhanced Presentations

Informative Looping Reels

Instructional Graphics

Motion Infographics

...and more!

PRESENTATION
Content Refinement

Custom Animation

Custom Template Design

Executive / Business Reviews

Existing Template Enhancement

...and more!

PRINT
Advertising Campaigns

Banner Design

Book Design

Exhibit Theme Design

Flyer Design

...and more!

WEB
Blog Design & Marketing

Content Management Systems

Email Design & Tracking

Front-end Web Design

Interactive Development

...and more!


