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BRYCE RUTTER 

Think about the best-designed productyou own. It's probab&' a product that fits 

you like a glove and when used, becomes a seamless extension of yourself and 

makes you feel like a million bucks! In most cases you don 1t let others touch or 

use it, and you care for it like it was your lifeline. Everyone has one
1 

regardless 

of who you are, where you live, your culture, age, gender, socioeconomic status, 

or intel/ectual prowess. But what does it take to become one of these coveted 

favorites? Are there any patter h 
ns across t e board that would provide designers 

and manufacturers with the obi/it to . 
Y more cons1stent{y offer products that vie for 

this coveted position in your life, or is it luck? 
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Wher1 designers are asked f t . 
there is significant tall b or heir secret formula for successful design 

< a out everything but th d 
hea,~ing the stories behind the . . e en user. I am often amused 
on eloquent ly about beaut h design,;. Designers are renowned for waxing 
and green th d . Y, ow they drew from nature, how innovative 

e pro uct is, and the efficacy of material,; and manufacturing 
processes. You swear that if 1· t 
1• k . . you is ened long enough they would eventually 
in the1 r design to Stonehenge and the great pyramids! But Nhat r find 

total_ly stu~ning and utterly negligent is the complete lacV of discus'.;ion or 
considerat ion of the " human factor." The last time J checVed, humans use 

pr~ducts, so let's not on ly include the human factor, but also use it as the 

primary driver for new product development! After all, if a design does r0t 
work, then nothing else matters. Seems sensible to me! 

So what happened to our design industry? When did we stop paying 
attention to human factors that can shape design? When did the proverbial 
wheels fall off the apple cart? It is my opinion that they were never on the 
cart in the beginning! 

WHAT IS ERGONOMICS? 

After twenty-five years of evangelizing for ergonomic design, I can tel f you 

that as soon as I mention the word ''ergonomics, 11 people's eyes glaze over; 
they immediately think of lumbar supports in office task chairs, displays 
and controls in nuclear power plant control rooms, and generally see 
nothing but ugliness. In fact, designers overwhelmingly view ergonomics as 

the Trojan Horse to good design because the concept limits the creative 
process and places unreasonable constraints on design and the potential 
of the outcome. 

I know the design community at large wil I argue day and night that they 

do indeed integrate ergonomics into their design process. But even they ao 

not realize they are trapped in an archetype of what ergonomics was fifty 
years ago. As a result, it should be no surprise that they see ergonom·cs 

constraining their creative process. 

ERGONOMICS REDEFINED 

I nt to share a new view of what ergonomics is and its place and po\ver in wa . • 
1 new product development. The new ergonomics goes beyond all trad1t1ona 

and narrow interpretations of the word by providing a rich. source of 

knowledge about how we as humans think, feel, and behav:, and it create_s a 
. . k that al lows us to develop a deep and rich understanding 

sc1ent1fic framewor . f · ht 
I It addresses every nuance of a product's design rom we1g ' 

of peop e. t and materials through to the minutiae of 
balance co lor. form, tex ures, . 

' ' d • 1 sensitivity. 1 t al lows us to understand routine 
color, contrast,- an v1suah t eople say they do and to their real behavior✓ 
d' ancies between w a P . . 

iscrep . count factors of culture, age, gender, socIoeconom1c status, 
and tal<es ,n~o ac h t I lectively define the sandbox within which 
and global influences t a co . 

. h Id play to achieve successfu l design. designers s ou 

• 

r - ~,- - -~ 
• • • • • ~ ' ~, • • ••• • • II. , • 
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ii of the sciences from human perception, 

T
l e new ergonon1ics en1brace~ a , I biomechanics, physical therapy, 
1 . 1 y to k1nes10 ogy, h 

nition and socio og I a wide variety of researc 
cog . logy and en1p oys 
anaton1y, and phys10 . , t be rneasu1-ed. The confluence of these 

n1ethods that allow design. ad . p1-ovide designers with the ability 
rried with es1gn, 

disciplines, when n1a d , down to nanometer - because the 
texture on a es 1gn 

to fine tune a f . a dot as low as a few microns. It 
t·p is capable o sensing 

human finger 1 , l'ne and feminine or durable versus 
can define diffe1-ences between mascu I 

sophisticated product experiences. . . 
. confronts the intrinsic weaknesses of trad1t1onal 

The new ergonomics • • 
market research tools and techniques su~h as focus groups, conio1nt 

analysis, mall intercepts, etc., that cont inue to serve Fortune 5.00 
corporations as the de facto standard in defining user needs and te.st1ng 

new product concepts. The fundamental shortcoming of these techniques 

is that they do not capture reality because they are conducted out of 

context and they score consumers based on responses and reaction without 

drilling to a deeper level to identify the drivers of such reactions. 

For example, focus groups, the most used and relied upon development 

tool for measuring consumer interest and demand, are fundamentally 

flawed as you end up with eight to ten strangers in a room, who by 

human nature are not inclined to reveal their idiosyncratic behaviors, 

knowing they are being watched by people behind the one-way mirror 

(eating M&M's). Add to this typical sociological dynamics, where in a 

group of ten there are one to two alpha dogs who the moderator tries to 

keep under control, one to two people who you need to take a pulse on to 

see if they are alive and the rest who go with the flow. It's not that these 

subjects are consciously trying to deceive you, but rather a performance 

dynamic is in play. Ask yourself if you have ever met a normal person 

who likes to reveal their odd side? Furthermore, the entire interview is 

conducted out of context, so it should come as absolutely no surprise 

that you get questionable data! 

Traditional market research techniques over the last thirty years have 

been pushed far beyond their original intent and resolution to compensate 

for the design community's failure to provide alternative methodologies 

that yield measurable insight and a rich understanding on al I levels of 

consumers and design. 

ERGONOMIC DESIGN MAl(ES GOOD BUSINESS SENSE 

l know my opi • ·11 • . . n1ons w1 incense some designers. I hear cries of killing 
creat1v1ty, constrai ning lateral thinking and 1· ·t· • 
But nothing c b f ' 1m1 1ng potential outcomes. 

an e urther fro th 
ergonomics becomes . m e truth. When fully leveraged, 
clear and concise an Incredibly powerful innovation engine, providing 

parameters to mak t 
in designs that pla· d , e smar trade-offs and resulting 

' in an simple work Th 
where a truly human ce t d ' • ere are several examples 

• n ere design O • t , 
innovative design solutions that crea r1en at1on can result in highly 
cash drawer. te passion at POP nd profits at the 

~or example, we cou ld have never conce 
Drink'n Crunch packaging desl Id lved 

th
e award-winning Kellogg 's 

. gn, entlfied as one f th • 
innovation in food and be O e most significant 

verage packaging In 2004 I 
understanding of how people eat on the run , w thout a detailed 
and influences between mother and child , the conflu~nce of oplnlOI'\$ 
lip and mouth anatomy as well as eyes-a, _and dt~e physiology of ••\1Jl9' 

n roa actors for qfe dl'lvln9, 

• 
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The end result was a d . 
d I' es,gn that creat d 
e ivery for a society that has t e a~ entirely new category of food 
• urned to eating on the run W1tJ1out a detailed Und . · 

d erstand,ng of th 
exterous control While minim• . e surgeon's need for precise I d ,z,ng the onset of t 
ong an complex procedures s ress and fatigue during d • • 'we would have ne d' 
es1g11 attributes for a finge t· ver 1scovered the need or h • r tp control to rotat th 

t e instrument's main grip c fi . . e e operative v,indow or 
• on Qurat,on 1n the d · 

M 1crodebrider (see Figure 2) Th' .esign of Medtronic's M
4 resu lted In a 243 percent .' is and. other breakthroughs on this product 

increase in sales w·th· h of introduction. 1 in t e first sixty days 

For the weekend DIV Painter we 
th never wou Id have discovered what causes e cramp you get in yo f 
• • ur orearm without a detailed analysis 

of t~e b1omechan1c~ of painting and studying professional painters' grip 
architectures (see ~1?ure 3). Knowing that the thickness and grip topology 
of the brush are crit ical to solving this issue, we made the brush grip area 
fatter which in turned created a novel aesthetic. 

In the design of Bayer 's new Ascencia blood glucose system, by using 
traditional means we would have done what every other designer would 

have done and made the blood glucose meter smaller than anyone else in 
market, fol lowing traditional designer intuition that high tech and small size 
are t he right paths to success. In reality, however, diabetics have measurable 
decrements in dexterity, vision, and kinesthetic feedback that clearly showed 
that the industry trend toward miniaturization was creating designs that 
were increasingly difficult to use (see Figure 4). The results speak loudly 
to this finding with Bayer reporting a 258 per cent increases in its finger 
lancing device sales and a more than 50 percent monthly increase in sales 
volume of meter disposables. 

These successes are a direct result of studying how we as consu11ers think, 
feel, and behave, understanding the limits and capabilities we possess and 
using these to form the design strategy for new product development. 

SO WHAT IS GOOD DESIGN? 

• • ·s more than skin deep. Good designs possess a 
Good design, l Ike beauty, ' I the way our brains work and as 

perience They wor < 
unique and sensory ex • Th feel perfect on all levels and create 

• t ·t· and easy to use. ey t d 
a resu It are in u 

I 
ive . . h · They become our c e e 

• and passion in owners ip. 
a memorable experience h b t designed product you O\vn! 

h. They become t e es 
items of owners ip. d tolling the necess1t of 

k n out for deca es ex th 
Our design industry has spo e h t when compromises are made e 

h great extent t a h' • not just m 
aesthetics to sue a h t' s over everything else. T is is h ir 

• I place aest e ic fi d Walk. throug 
overwhelm ing y be easi ly con rme . fit or is 

I fact that can d not wo. or ' opinion but a so a I looking stuff that oe 
house and inventory al I the coo 

• • h t not only loo 
not intu1t1ve. . ? Good design is a product I ~e:el . It is' design 

So what is good design. fectly and seamlessly or~' I d never makes you 
b t lso works per ou use tt an 

fabulous, u a. our face every time Y t It ofters in return. 
that puts a sm1 le on Y t too n1uch for wha 

Y have spen thinl< that you ma 

GOOD DESIGN IS ERGON 
OMIC DESIGN! 

3 
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. nagement research and experience, I have had 
t years of design ma With more than twen Y . h 

11 
es and responsibilities of successfully managing 

. • t consider the c a eng many 
0
pportun1t1es O . ·s design management, I believe it is better thought 

. h t·tle of the profession I design. While t e 1 . . rtant factors include the context in which design 
. for design Other impo of as managing . • . f fashion to industrial to architectural design; the 

t ·s exercised ranging rom managemen 1 ' h" h reaches from smal I design groups to the focus of a 
role of design management, w ic . • • . tention which provides crucial guidance. 
nation; and the strategy or in , 

. f th 
O 

· n Management Institute, I have frequently been asked to 
As the president o e esig • • , . t In the late l 980s there was a meeting of the Institutes board 
define design managemen • ' 
of directors and advisory council in which the attendees attempted to come up with a 

definition of design management, which I believe still holds today. This is what we settled 

on: Design management is the development, organization, planning, and control of resources 

for the user-centered aspects of effective products, communications, and environments. 

The profession of design management strives to understand, develop, support, manage, and 

shape the context in which design can be most effective. For this to happen, two things 

must be in place: first, the organization must be aware of design's power for competitive 

advantage; and second, the design manager must be a leader with ''a core set of knowledge, 

skills, and attitudes." 

This set of knowledge, skills, and attitudes includes six elements-of which three (purpose, 

people, and presence) are intangible, qualitative, and ''softer''; and three (process, project, and 
practice l are more pragmatic, 

tangible, and measurable. 

developing a frameworl< for DESIGN MANAGEMENT PURPOSE: THE DESIGN 
MANAGER MUST "SHAPE THE 

PURPOSE OF THE GROUP HE OR SHE IS MANAGING AND ENSURE THAT THIS 

PURPOSE MESHES WITH THAT OF THE ORGANIZATION." THIS "P" IS REALLY 

ABOUT LEADERSHIP. THE DESIGN MANAGER NEEDS TO CREATE A CONTEXT 

IN WHICH PURPOSE IS DEDICATED TO KEEPING DEVELOPMENT PROCESSES 

FOCUSED, EFF[CfENT, AND EFFECTIVE. 

PEOPLE: THE DESIGN MANAGER MUST BE ABLE TO MOTIVATE ENABLE, 

AND FOCUS CREATIVITY [N ' PERFORMAN • DEED, WHEN EMPLOYEES MOVE FROM ROUT[NE 
CE TO STELLAR WORI< THAT THEY HAVE MOV GOES BEYOND THEIR ASSIGNMENTS, 

DEPARTMENT !NE~ FROM BEING MANAGED TO BEING LED. BEYONDTHE DESIGI~ 

BY HE~PING ~ON DAE~T, DESIGNERS CAN BENEFIT THE WHOLE ORGANIZATION 

WITHIN THEIR O~N G~~~;S~NAGERS LEARN HOW TO FACILITATE CREATIVITY 

PRESENCE: I DESCRIBE THIS A " 
EARL N. POWELL ORGANIZATlON THAT O S THE UNWRITTEN DIMENSIONS OF AN 

PERATE INFORM 
WHO UNOERSTAN INFLUENCE ON DECISIONS AN ALLY, YET HAVE A POWERFUL 

WELL AS THE BAi:IECORPORATE PRESENCE UNDERSTANDS WAD HUMAN INTERACTIONS." A DESIGN MANAGER 
RS THAT MUST B YS IN WHICH CH 

AN ORGANIZATION AND T E SURMOUNTED THE INFOR ANGE CAN BE FACILITATED, AS 
' HEREFORE ARE AN IMPORTA~T AVEN MAL PROCESSES ARE THE PRIMARY DRIVER OF 

UE FOR INFUSING IT WITH A RESPECT FOR DESIGN. 
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PROCESS: This "P involves the wa_y ,n 

vthich products move from concept to 

market. Design is the on(y discipline that 

nas the process of idea development at 

: .· · · · the core of its education program and ,ts • • • • • • • •► 
[ practice. Thus. taking a concept rhrough 
\ a development process and examining ,t 

: o/J along the way from multiple vte~ipotnts 
• : is ar the core of the design manager's 

: conrribution to organizational succes . 5. 

: /t 1s a unique gt~. PROJECT: Here is where 
• ! we learn about the norms and values of 
: project management, where professional 
~ development occurs and where most of the 
! political battles are fought. Regardless 
: of whether the design manager considers 
• : himself or herself to be uin charge of" or 
~ "a member of" a project team, "people" 

) skills are as crucial as the talents expected 
\ of a designer (skills of viewing problems 
; from multiple viewpoints and solving 
\ them through the development process). 

~ Good design managers seek to encourage 
( these talents in all the members of the 

\ group. PRACTICE: Practice supports the 
: design resource group through the day-to-

\ day operations of finance, performance 

•... ........ . Planning, and human resource development. 
Design managers need to be able to attend ••• •••••••••• 

budgeting meetings and fight for the 

funds necessary, for instance, to help their 
designers continue to develop professional/y. 

They need to learn the concepts and language 

of finance, budget~ and business in 

general. This will go a long way toward being 
accepted as part of a management team 
when larger issues of corporate strategy are 
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being discussed. 
As our world becomes more complex and continues to change and evolve, the variety of our 

encounters with products and services also increases and becomes more complicated. All of 

th
ese encounters begin with perception, whether they involve pouring a fresh cup of coffee or 

filling out a bank I oan form. The primary goal of design is to shape these perceptions and thus 

the experiences they represent. Consequently, the goal of design management and the design 

manager should be to ensure that the organization uses its design resource as effectively as 

possible to achieve these ends. A truly great design manager will be able to manage all the 

11 P's/ ' and do so with understanding, enthusiasm, and humility. 
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