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Design at Scale

Hello. Thank you for the introduction, and for the invitation to be here with you this evening (small cities). One note about my presentation: if you follow 
my Twitter feed, I will post a link to the slide deck and to all of the links that I reference on Twitter later tonight.  
 I happen to think we sit here today at a particularly profound moment in the history of design, which makes it a perfect time to take a collective 
pause and consider what lies over the horizon for the study and the practice of design. I’m excited to add my ideas to this conversation and to connect 
this theme to what is happening at IBM where I work. I’m joined today by my colleague Joni Saylor and Joni and I will be tag teaming on the topic of IBM 
Design with me covering the high-level overview, and Joni diving deep on one of our key programs: IBM Designcamp for University Hires. 



I like to open my presentations by talking briefly about a design hero of mine. I happen to have many design heroes—people who have had a profound 
impact on my design life—and this is one of them. Does anyone recognize this guy?



Bill Drenttel 

Yes, Bill Drenttel who was a designer and thinker and activist and leader who pushed the edges of design. Bill would have loved this event because he 
loved being around designers and students and educators, and he loved talking about the big ideas of design and culture.



Bill was always thinking about new ways for designers to work and learn and connect. And always asking this important question: what more can designers 
do? Sadly Bill died a year and a half ago of a brain tumor at the age of 60. I truly miss Bill’s voice and vision. But this question really fuels me and my work 
in design.



I want to break my presentation into three sections. First I want to share some of my observations about what is happening in the design field at this 
moment. Second I want to talk about IBM Design where I am working. And finally I want to try to connect both of those themes to design for social 
impact, an area of design that I have a particular passion for.



Three signs

As I said a moment ago, I believe this is a pivotal moment for design and a profound time to think about the future. But why? What indicators are we 
seeing to suggest this? There are many, and I want to set the context for the evening by examining 3 signs that I’m seeing that resonate for me in a 
particularly strong way.



John Maeda 

Let’s start with the person: John Maeda who is one of the most fascinating characters in design right now. A former president of RISD—and now the first-
ever design partner at Kleiner Perkins, the influential venture capital firm in silicon valley.  



Now if you are looking for signals that we are at a pivotal moment for design, the fact that Kleiner Perkins has recently named a design partner is a pretty 
powerful one. Last spring Maeda published his Design In Tech report (if you haven’t yet seen this, you now have your homework assignment for tonight). 
This report reveals a powerful surge of design activity in the tech sector. Now, I’m aware that not all of us are working in the tech industry but I really think 
that there are some strong indicators in this report that apply across industries.



27 startups co-founded by designers 
13 creative agencies acquired by tech 
5 design startups raised <$2.75 billion 
6 venture capitals hired design partners

#designintech 

here are some of the highlights…



27 startups co-founded by designers 
13 creative agencies acquired by tech 
5 design startups raised <$2.75 billion 
6 venture capitals hired design partners 
A new belief that the experience a person  
has with a product matters…a lot.  

#designintech 

The punctuation point to Maeda’s report is this: today’s business leaders now believe that the EXPERIENCE a person has with a product or service is 
essential and it matters more than ever before.



China 

Let’s look at a second sign of change: design in China. There are lots of numbers flying around this story and it’s probably not important that we know 
exactly what they are. The basic facts are: design education in China is just starting. When the Chinese do something, they do it big.



“China is already building the world’s  
products. And investments in bettering  
design education could mean the country  
will be designing those products, too.” 

Fast Company 

I found this line from Fast Company that seems to sum this up



“China’s already building the world’s  
products. And investments in bettering  
design education could mean the country  
is designing those products, too.” 
The first significant wave of designers from 
China will arrive in the next decade. 

Fast Company 

We are just seeing the the first trickle of designers making their way through this academic system. In the next decade that trickle will become a flood.



And this is what designers in China look like. I had the chance to visit Shanghai last spring and to spend a week working with these designers. They are 
massively creative and passionate and talented and really a joy to work with. If these folks are any indication, the field of design is about to change pretty 
dramatically.



My third sign of change comes from the company that I work for, IBM. IBM, of course, is one of the oldest and most successful technology companies in 
the world. With nearly 400,000 people based in 170 countries, IBM makes and markets more than 9,000 technology products that make businesses and 
enterprises run better. 



IBM, of course, has an extraordinary history of design that goes back to the middle of the 20th century when 
Thomas J Watson Jr, the son of the founder of IBM, was president and CEO. He was one of the first leaders of a 
global corporation to recognize the value of design to business. In the late 50s Watson hired Elliot Noyes to be 
the first director of design at IBM and Noyes, in turn assembled a constellation of design talent around the 
company that included the luminaries of design in that era. Rand, the Eames’, Eero Saarinen to name but a few.
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…one of my favorite artifacts from the IBM archives comes from nearly 50 years ago…



The woman on the right is Ginni Rommetty, CEO of IBM and when she took that job nearly 4 years ago she made 
a realization that the world of enterprise technology was changing dramatically. For decades, the assumption was 
that the users of our products were deeply technical experts and that a “user experience” was not needed. What 
Ginni realized is that our users, customers and employees have different expectations than they have in the past.



What Ginni realized is that our users, customers and employees have different expectations than they have in the 
past. That these users look more like this picture…



…than this one.



The technology we use at work should be  
as delightful, intuitive, and efficient as the 
technology we use in the rest of our life. 

In fact, the millennial generation now makes up 50% of the workforce. These are digital natives who have zero 
patience for a crappy user experience, and who don’t distinguish between the technology they use at work vs. the 
technology they use in the rest of their lives.



The technology we use at work should be  
as delightful, intuitive, and efficient as the 
technology we use in the rest of our life. 
Design and designers will drive the next 
reinvention of IBM. 

Fast Company 

Ginni Rommetty sees design and designers as a major part of the way IBM will reinvent itself, so much so that she has invested in a new business unit, IBM 
Design, which I’ll tell you more about shortly.



John Maeda; the design revolution in China; and IBM under Ginni Rommetty’s leadership provide three 
unmistakable signs that we sit here today at a pivotal moment in the history of design.



Things are changing. 
And they are changing fast.

For me the thread that links these three stories is CHANGE. It’s my belief that we are at the opening of a decade 
of massive change in the design industry…



Massive opportunities for designers

If we can seize this moment, rather than being overwhelmed by it, this can lead to massive opportunities for the 
next generation of designers. 



Let me get back to Ginni Rommetty and IBM and spend some time unpacking that story, because—as you can 
imagine… 



…because of course there is quite a bit more behind this headline and it starts with the formation of a new 
business unit at IBM called IBM Design, with a new executive leader my boss GM Phil Gilbert, and a flagship studio 
in Austin, TX where I work



Create a sustainable  
global culture of design at IBM.

…and a mission to create a sustainable global culture of design at IBM. We are achieving this by focusing on three 
key things.



People. Places. And practices. And we believe that if we get these three things right, it will lead to awesome and delightful user experiences, and in turn 
great business outcomes for IBM in the marketplace.



Starting with people, when Phil Gilbert took on the GM role at IBM Design nearly 3 years ago, there were less than 
300 designers at IBM (ratio), and Phil determined that we needed more than 1,000 net new designers in order 
correct this imbalance and find a healthy ratio of designers to engineers and other stakeholders.



More than 550 new designers 
Hiring hundreds more 

Roughly 2/3 are direct from university

In the last 2 and a half years we have hired more than 550 new designers at IBM. Roughly 2/3 of these designers 
are directly from university programs. Design disciplines When we reach our hiring goals, IBM will have the largest 
product design organization in the world.



We also recognize that designers require a very specific kind of work place that did not previously exist at IBM, so the second key aspect to our strategic 
mission involves building a global network of design studios.



As I said, our flagship studio is in Austin, TX and we have opened additional product design studios in New York, London, Dublin, Stuttgart, and Shanghai 
with more studios coming in the year ahead.



These studios are built to be agile, open, collaborative spaces that enable multi-disciplinary teams to work together in a deeply collaborative way.







Prototype

Evaluate

Understand

ExploreIBM Design Thinking

Finally, we needed a way for our designers to practice design in a common way at a global scale, and IBM Design Thinking is our methodological 
approach…



Prototype

Evaluate

Understand

ExploreIBM Design Thinking 

A framework  
for practicing  
human-centered design  
at a global scale. 

Built on the basic framework of human-centered design, IBM Design Thinking adds some key pieces that enable globally dispersed teams working on 
deeply complex technology to effectively apply a design-driven approach.



Using IBM Design Thinking our teams generate a series of artifacts that help them understand the people who use their products in a holistic way…



…sometimes discovering how much they DON’T know about these people. 



We’re getting them to visualize their thinking and ultimately to create lo-fidelity prototypes to expand their ideas and advance their business goals.



Whether our teams are dispersed across multiple continents and timezones and collaborating remotely using a virtual tool like Murally…



…or they are together in our studio in Austin for a design workshop



Radical collaboration

The key to IBM Design Thinking is what we call “radical collaboration.” Multi-disciplinary teams coming together to co-create products and services with a 
focus on the real people who will use them. 



IBM Design Education + Activation

The program that I direct, our internal design education program, has a mission to drive the understanding and adoption of IBM Design Thinking throughout our 
organization. In fact, design education has emerged as a core element of the transformation of IBM.



IBM Design  
Education + Activation Team

Erin 
Hauber

Brittanni 
Hadnot

Devin 
O’Bryan

Gerhard  
Pfau

David 
Avila

Seth 
Johnson

Kathryn  
Millington

Steve  
Kim

Oen 
Hammonds

Joni 
Saylor

Doug 
Powell

I have small but amazing team of designers, educators and planners who help me deliver this mission.



What happens when 380,000 people  
want to become design thinkers?

The question we ask ourselves everyday: What happens when 380,000 people 

want to become design thinkers? The answer to that is to engage as many of them as possible in the DOING of design. We have discovered that talking about design is 
only a little bit effective. We have an array of active learning experiences that address different audiences in the IBM ecosystem.



More than 100 multidisciplinary  
IBM Product Teams

In the last two years we’ve touched thousands of IBMers all over the world with our design education programs.



More than 800 IBM Executives



More than 1,200 IBM Product Managers



More than 60 college interns

One of the coolest of our programs is our Maelstrom college internship program which we run 3 times per year with 15 students each session in our Austin studio. This 
has become one of the most sought-after internship programs in the 



More than 300 recent college graduates

…and of course those 300+ recently graduated designers who have joined our organization in the last 2 years in 
cohorts of 30 to 80 designers at a time. And many more are on the way.



The hard fact here is that, as talented as these designers are, and as awesome an experience they’ve had at design school, not one of them is ready to be 
a contributing member of an IBM product team on their first day with the company. Not one of them has an adequate understanding of IBM technology, 
our business space, and our intense global culture. As a result, we’ve made a huge investment in bridging the gap between their academic and 
professional experiences with our 3-month IBM Designcamp for University Hires program which is a totally unique program in the design and tech 
industry, and a strong demonstration of the commitment we have to deliver on our mission of a sustainable culture of design.



At IBM we don’t see this as a failure of academic design. In today’s environment of rapid change there is no way 
to anticipate all of the needs we require in a newly hired designer and build an educational experience around it.



At IBM design education  
does not end at graduation.

Instead we see our role as extending the academic experience beyond graduation, and blurring the line that has 
been drawn between the two essential experineces of studying design and practicing it.
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IBM’s 700TB security threat 
database enters the cloud. 
Look to the heavens, hackers 

“Think of it as Pinterest for security”



ibm.com/design

I hope I’ve been illuminate some of the questions and ideas that we are wrestling with every day at IBM Design. I’d like to extend an open invitation to 
you all to come and visit us in our Austin studio and see first-hand what we are up to. 



Social Impact Design

Ok, let’s talk briefly about Social Impact Design.



A movement to ignite, 
accelerate and amplify 
design-driven social change.

When I was AIGA national president I helped to launch the AIGA Design for Good initiative which aims to ignite, 
accelerate and amplify design-driven social change.



This program was really an extension of what we were seeing throughout the AIGA chapter network—that designers were passionate about doing work 
that   
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The adoption of AIGA Design for Good is evidence of a larger trend in social impact design. Designers are clearly 
driven to put their talents toward work that makes the world around them better. But I think we are at a pivotal 
inflection point as this movement matures…
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…where we run the risk of hitting a plateau. The fact is that most of the work that is done in social impact design 
today fits into a similar category: it is usually at a fairly small and local scale; usually is done with little or no 
money which means the designers need to donate their time. While there is most certainly some really awesome 
work being done in this space, all of these factors mean that the work is not sustainable and the impact we are 
able to have on these important issues is not as meaningful as it could be.



…where we run the risk of hitting a plateau. The fact is that most of the work that is done in social impact design 
today fits into a similar category: it is usually at a fairly small and local scale; usually is done with little or no 
money which means the designers need to donate their time. While there is most certainly some really awesome 
work being done in this space, all of these factors mean that the work is not sustainable and the impact we are 
able to have on these important issues is not as meaningful as it could be.



I recently published an article for DMI (which I’ve re-posted on my blog) that examines this issue and in particular discusses the need to rethink how we are 
building our design practices to be drivers of social impact design.



Funding 
Partners 

Business Models 
Education 

I believe that if we can address these core areas…



Funding 
Partners 

Business Models 
Education 

Scale

…we will be able to reach the scale and impact that can make meaningful change for complex social issues.



And we will maximize the huge potential of social impact design. 
So you might be wondering how I have reconciled my passion for social impact design with the fact that I 

now work for a global tech company. This is an excellent question and one that I’ve wrestled with. It’s actually 
required that I reframe how I look at how designers can make a positive difference in the world…
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One of the ways I think we can achieve this much needed scale and sustainability is to find ways to ignite social 
impact design within large organizations. Last summer as part of our IBM Summer Designcamp for University 
Hires, we ran a 1-week Hackathon for Accessibility.



Millions of people struggle with disabilities that affect their ability to use technology. By designing user 
experiences that are accessible to ALL users, IBM can increase the value and usability of our products. The 
problem is that designing for accessibility is really hard and there aren’t any great resources for designers to 
learn about it. So the prompt for this Hackathon was to…  



Here you can see some of our designers generating empathy for their users by trying to operate software using 
low vision goggles.  



As a result, our design teams created a series of tools for designers that extended the empathy they found, like 
this one that shows what a computer screen looks like to someone with low vision.



…or this one for someone with dyslexia.



These tools are now being built into the IBM Design Language which is the resource that hundreds of designers 
use to build great user experiences for the millions of people—of all abilities—who use IBM technology. This is 
social impact design at a global scale and I think it provides some important clues for where this movement could 
go next.



These tools are now being built into the IBM Design Language which is the resource that hundreds of designers 
use to build great user experiences for the millions of people—of all abilities—who use IBM technology. This is 
social impact design at a global scale and I think it provides some important clues for where this movement could 
go next.



Ok, I’ve been talking for a long time. I need to catch my breathe… 



“Great design does not, in fact, come 
from compromise; it comes from 

strength of character, persistence of 
vision, and expertise.” 

—BILL DRENTTEL

…so I’ll leave you with these words from my design hero. Thank you for your time. 


