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The biggesT misTakes you could make 

about modern design are, first, assuming it’s 

simply there to make things look good, and, 

second, that it’s not a fundamentally important busi-

ness tool. Those assumptions vastly underestimate 

what design-led approaches can help businesses 

achieve, even though just ten or twenty years ago 

the assumptions might have been correct. 

In the time since, there’s been a sea change in 

design. Some call it renaissance, others a revolu-

tion. However dramatic it ultimately proves to be, 

it has been ushered in by a process called design 

thinking, and it’s being realised in the vision of 

experience design. 

“Design thinking is the process of delving deeper 

into the customer experience and looking at it with 

a new perspective or a fresh idea,” says Sven Baker, 

group chief and director at Designworks. “Customer 

experience is the outcome.” 

That thinking feeling
Design thinking describes a process of collaborative 

problem-solving and innovation. It encompasses 

prototyping and rapid iterations to define and refine 

solutions quickly, an approach Fast Company boiled 

down to three simple, repeatable steps: see, shape, 

build. Tim Brown, president of global design firm 

IDEO, generally accepted to be at the forefront of 

modern design practice, defines it like this: “Design 

thinking is a human-centred approach to innovation 

that draws from the designer’s toolkit to integrate 

the needs of people, the possibilities of technology, 

and the requirements for business success.” 

“The word design has really changed in the last 

five years in New Zealand,” says Julian Smith, direc-

tor at BRR. “It stands for far more than an identity, it 

stands for creating and orchestrating change within 

an organisation or a company.” 

These design-led solutions weave together 

disciplines as varied as behavioural psychology, 

brand strategy, sociology, transmedia storytelling 

and technology (among others), and make use of 

ethnographic surveys and journey mapping to 

craft experiences rather than simply pushing out 

products and services. While the concept of user 

experience started out firmly as a techie niche, 

it’s fast becoming accepted as a core design and 

business principle. 

“User experience design was always an aspect 

of a digital project. Now, increasingly it’s a fun-

damental foundation of projects,” says Grenville 

Main, managing director of Wellington-based design 

agency DNA and recent recipient of a Black Pin at 

the Best Awards. “It’s saying we’ve got to grow, as a 

business, a better empathy for the needs and goals 

of our customers.” 

Dow Design’s creative director Donna McCort 

says design-led branding means committing to the 

key message, the “brand heart”, and allowing it to 

feed all the touchpoints of a brand. 

“It needs to come from the great idea first,” she 

says. “That’s design thinking, in our estimation. 

It’s about coming up with great creative thinking 

and applying it across all the actions of a business.” 

Dr. Maria Walls, programme leader for the 

Bachelor of Media Design at Media Design School—

which is incorporating experience design principles 

across its curriculum—says there’s an opportunity 

for design to bring happiness to people’s lives as a 

result of creativity. 

“Good experience design is not having to solve 

boring or irritating problems. It’s not having to 

crook your neck to see the screen, it’s an ambient 

intelligence that’s already been applied.”

Ultimately, Walls says, this new approach is 

going to change the economy and the “whole experi-

ence” of capitalism and consumerism. 

It is people
The enthusiasm is shared among other Kiwi design 

practitioners, who uniformly welcome a shift away 

from thought driven by what businesses need, to 

what people need. The outcomes are more posi-

tive and additive to our lives. Geoff Cranko, group 

managing partner of design-led ad agency Strategy, 

says a greater awareness of the common truths of 

human nature drives more meaningful design and 

interactions between businesses and customers. 

“The emotional part of our thinking determines 

a lot more about our reactions to it,” says Cranko. 

“And to create that emotional connection, the only 

way you can engage is to take a far more holistic, 

experiential presentation.” 

All this may sound wishy-washy, but advocates 

are adamant not only is it crucial to the success of our 

economy, but that there is a clear commercial impera-

tive to adopt a design and customer-centric view. 

Look no further than Apple for an example. 

It delivers a carefully cultivated customer experi-

ence in everything from the sleek minimalism of 

its retail stores to its website and product designs. 

In a clear prioritisation of customer experience, it 

gave up sizable chunks of floor-space in stores to 

non-earning Genius Bars and educational spaces. 

Yet Apple maintains the highest sales per square 

foot (around US$6,000) of any US retailer. 

Locally, Air New Zealand crops up as the 

oft-mentioned corollary for its innovation in self-

service check-ins, seating and in-flight service. 

Baker points to the development of the skycouch—

which Designworks had a hand in—as an example 

of the results design can drive. Skycouch was a 

response to the actual experience of long-haul 

travel in economy class rather than well-worn 

research on the need for more legroom. Baker 

says its development has not only given Air New 

Zealand a competitive edge but potentially the 

opportunity to access to new revenue streams from 

licensing the intellectual property of the designs to 

non-competing airlines. 

“It’s not a choice anymore,” says Alan Gourdie, 

the former head of Telecom Retail credited with 

driving improvements in experience there. “You 

have to build a superior customer experience into the 

Design has long been tarred with the ‘colouring in’ brush.  
And while the aesthetic is still a crucial element of the discipline, 
Lynda Brendish says the rise of design thinking is putting the onus 
on customer experiences—and making designers an increasingly 
important cog in the wheel of business. 

Designing
Often a lot of work isn’t immediately visible. 
There can be a lot of work that goes into redesign-
ing elements inside an organisation, clarifying 
organisational strategy, direction, brand, culture, 
behaviour change. It can be quite a long develop-
ment period before customers see anything. 
Sven Baker 
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“Our designers end up spending a huge amount 

of time on the underpinning experience frame-

work that a touchpoint fits within,” says Tamahori. 

“When this kind of work is done well, the results 

feel natural—even obvious—to the user. But that 

simplicity masks a lot of underlying prototyping 

and evaluation.”  

Everywhere, everything  
In any case, what you do eventually see in the end 

product is “just the icing on the cake”, as David Boyd, 

head of customer experience design at New Zealand 

Post Channels puts it. 

The existence of Boyd’s role at New Zealand Post 

is itself one of the clearer signposts of the role design 

is set to play in the future. In recognition of the value 

of experience and a customer-centric organisation, 

more corporates are bringing experience design 

in-house. We’re seeing them create chief experience 

officer positions, or CXOs, to sit alongside other 

c-level managers.

“The value of being in-house, the engagement is, 

I believe, a much more meaningful one. It allows us 

to bring business owners alongside the customer in 

a much closer way than if there was an intermediary 

agency,” says Boyd. 

IDEO’s Brown notes in a recent blog post that 

it’s becoming more common to see designers at the 

helm of startups, listing founders and leaders from 

YouTube, AirBnb and LinkedIn as examples. 

“Enlightened chief executives and leaders recog-

nise the power of design to deliver a transformative 

experience for users, and a competitive advantage,” 

says Baker. “There’s a recognition that design isn’t an 

adjunct or byproduct, that it can be placed as a core 

organisational strategy to think about the experience 

they want to create and choreograph for customers.”  

So design’s contribution to branding is no longer 

limited to the visual elements of an identity. It might 

be more apt to say it should underpin the identity 

itself. That doesn’t alter the challenge of how to apply 

that identity across a rapidly changing and multiply-

ing stream of channels and platforms. Designers 

say the key is prioritisation. It’s not necessary to 

jump on every new channel when you can instead 

strategically and cohesively select a few. 

“With a multitude of touchpoints, we talk to our 

clients about where they strategically emphasise 

things in the marketing mix of their brand ecosys-

tem, and that’s very specific to every client,” says 

Smith. “It’s very powerful to approach it with the 

client through co-design and co-thinking.”

Keepin’ it tight
Collaboration is the key, whether it’s with other 

members of a design team, the client, industry or 

end users. And the collaborative aspects have given 

a boost to the way designers work on projects and 

with clients. Gone are the days of working on a brief 

in relative isolation. It’s a closer, more partnered 

approach, and from much earlier in the process. 

“It’s so seamless, you work together and eve-

rybody knows the journey,” McCort says. “They 

have a great respect for design but at the same time 

bring their own expertise... It’s a really fruitful way 

to work, using the collective knowledge to build 

something far more rigorous.” 

Cranko says it’s far more rewarding to work with 

a client when you understand the complete context. 

 “From a design communications point of 

view, it’s fun looking at how to take one core idea, 

the universal truth about an organisation or its 

objective, and communicate that through a whole 

range of channels and substrates, using emotions 

and senses.” 

It’s increasingly clear that looking at design as 

a purely visual medium is seeing only a sliver of its 

inherent capability. With corporates bringing experi-

ence design in-house, the government backing it, and 

the success of high profile design-driven companies, 

design thinking is about to go mainstream. 

“It’s not a black art anymore,” says Main. 

“People are recognising there’s commercial value 

and a clear imperative to get experience design right. 

If you don’t get this shit right, you’re not going to do 

very well.”    

product and a customer journey into the assessment 

and purchase of that product.” 

Gourdie, now on the Designworks board and 

in charge of his own consultancy, is unequivocal 

about design’s importance: “There is no such thing 

these days as anything but experience-led brand 

building ... We have to have a design-led approach 

to building products.” 

Building simplicity 
Clearly the New Zealand Government agrees. The 

Better by Design initiative from New Zealand Trade 

and Enterprise has been widely acknowledged for 

lifting the profile of design within the export sector 

and larger Kiwi business ecosystem. 

The outcomes of these approaches are often 

deceptively simple. But then it wouldn’t be good 

design if they weren’t. Dieter Rams’ dictum that 

good design should be invisible seems to hold true 

whether the end result is a product, computer code 

or an experience. 

For example, when Digital Arts Network de-

signed the Essential New Zealand tourism app, 

managing director Che Tamahori says his team was 

led by the finding that many visitors are still unwill-

ing to hazard data roaming charges overseas. That 

meant the app needed to cache much of the important 

tourist information and make it available offline. 

Democracy in action
➔➔ There’s a shift in the balance of power 

going on, one that puts the tools of design 
itself in the hands of the people. The maker 
movement, crowdsourcing, and the 3D printer 
are all elements of a coming era where product 
development capability is no longer limited to 
the few, or the rich.

Don Norman, co-founder of user experience 
consultancy Nielsen Norman Group, envisions 
a world where designers will share plans and 
thus enable “entire new industries of custom 
mass production.” 

Currently 3D printing seems not to have much 
application in commercial design past its ability 
for rapid prototyping. But if we know anything 
about technology, it’s that people will find ways 
to make it better and more cheaply. In a sign of 
things to come, the Kickstarter appeal for the 
CAD$100 Peachy 3D printer has made nearly 
ten times its $50,000 funding goal, with weeks 
to spare. 

The word design has really changed in the 
last five years in New Zealand. It stands for far 
more than an identity, it stands for creating and 
orchestrating change within an organisation or a 
company. 
Julian Smith

in your interface 
➔➔ The concept of user experience originated 

in the tech world, as a way of designing better 
interfaces and mapping out more thoughtful 
and useful journeys through a digital product. 
Che Tamahori, managing director at Digital 
Arts Network (formerly Shift), says the 
approach has altered the way digital properties 
are created. 

 “In the good old days there was a very 
consistent way of designing a website,” he says. 
It would have seen a focus on a “laundry list” 
of things the site needed to achieve, followed 
by set steps.  “Within IT that’s called a waterfall 
process. Each step cascades into the other and 
you can’t do it out of order.” 

Where the experience approach differs is that 
it’s a more fluid process iterating through 
various forms of prototypes. Those prototypes 
could be code based, a sketch, or a model, and 
acting through the experience. The important 
thing is that they illuminate the challenges and 
problems as iterations are processed through, 
and they provide a point of collaboration 
around which various partners can gather. 
“What it feels like for the client is rather than 
having to go through a series of dates with 
a different deliverable refined, instead you 
roll through a slightly messy looking process 
of much lower fidelity deliverables,” he says. 
“You get better feedback on something less 
refined than if it’s been worked up.” 

From top, left to right: Digital 
Arts Network in thinking mode; 
DNA’s work for BNZ, Powershop 
and BNZ Private Bank; Dow De-
sign’s Wild Bounty branding; and 
Strategy’s Kathmandu identity. 

A 3D printed cast developed by Kiwi Jake Evill and customisable 
3D printed shoes from New Balance. 


