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FROM THE EDITOR

DESIGN QUALITY AS 

STRATEGY

Q
uality is one of those words that is very hard to pin down. It’s like honor or fairness. To different

people, there may be different interpretations. But at some level there is a shared standard of

achievement that must be realized in order to achieve the idea of quality. Too often, designs are

recognized for their courage alone, their brave introduction of a new aesthetic or a new angle that provides a

“why didn’t anyone ever think of that before” impact. But simply being new is too little of an achievement.

Beneath the surface of “pin-up popular” solutions often lurk many other constraints that designers have simply

ignored. Most of which have to do with the necessities of mass production. Most of which are usually apologized

for by higher price points. That doesn’t cut it in the Industrial Design Excellence Awards. The IDEAs are about

using quality in design as a strategy for success in an increasingly competitive global marketplace. No apologies

are accepted.
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aspire to show off this as mine? Will it improve my life?
Keep my family safe?

Great design overcomes constraints. The more diffi-
cult the constraints, the more accomplished the solution.
Great design is easy to find in products that are new to
the world, that have a technical or newly invented advan-
tage. But many products that we use in our everyday
lives are common and, I like to say, highly evolved. With
commodities, the constraints tend to be more difficult to
overcome. The constraints of mass manufacturing, which
require capital investment to affect a new design, are
very difficult to innovate against. Even more difficult to
weigh are the unknown advantages that may result in the
introduction of a new design breaking through. 

Such are the challenges of the IDEA jury. Bringing
great design into the world requires assuming risk. The
good news is that along with risk comes the promise 
of reward. 

Design today is itself a hot commodity. So much so
that designers are beginning to complain about the
“commoditization” of what they do. Those who see it this
way are simply setting the bar too low. Better to ask:
How can we as designers persuade others about the
power of great design before the product hits the mar-
ket? A great design that never makes it out of the con-
ference room does no one any good. The front-page
stories help get the attention of management, but the
battle for great design is won by persuading others that
this solution, in the face of the constraints, is the right
one. No matter how beautiful the model, a great design
can face many internal challenges in getting to produc-
tion. The reward of winning the struggle to advocate
great design is high-quality products. 

Design quality also is achieved by the manner in

This issue of Innovation offers the annual review of
the IDEA winners. In this year’s collection, we celebrate
global excellence in the solutions. The IDEA is the high-
est-standard design competition in existence. Open to
the world and sponsored by BusinessWeek, a Gold
IDEA is the most sought-after award offered to design-
ers. Winning design executions represent the best of the
profession, as judged by an outstanding group of jurors.

So what does it mean to be judged the best? I
sometimes hear designers question the merits of IDEA
winners. How can something that looks that bad win an
award? Great execution, but where is the innovation? 

IDEA entries are judged on many criteria, not just
beauty or innovation. Jurors carefully weighed each entry
against the criteria for achievement to identify the very best
of the submissions in each of the 12 categories. What is
the advantage to the user? The creativity in the manufac-
turing? The benefit to society? These are just a few of the
elements of good designs. Let’s face it, design is subjec-
tive. And good design is a hard term to rationalize. 

The truth is, good design is everywhere today.
Design solutions that achieve a standard of excellence
are more the rule than the exception. Go back even ten
years and you’d be hard-pressed to find a design bou-
tique, much less a superstore full of many great design
solutions. What has happened is that the bar has been
raised. As Walter Herbst, founding principle of Herbst
Lazar Bell, likes to say, “Good design is not good
enough anymore.” Great design is the new goal, and the
new question we must ask is: What is great design?
Great design is an answer to a problem that touches the
emotional needs of the targeted user as well as the aes-
thetic and functional desires. Will this solution to a
design problem help me save precious time? Will I
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which design is conducted or practiced. Research
plays an important part in achieving successful user-
centered design solutions. Research can be invaluable
in decreeing the correct problem to solve and identify-
ing the unspoken needs of users and target customers.
This requires designers and design researchers to be
inventive in developing new observational techniques
and methodologies that get to the heart of the issues
that frustrate people. Even before research, innovation
in generating ideas is a new area of opportunity for
design. It’s a hard argument to make effectively
because innovation is so hard to quantify.

The language of business at its core depends on
metrics. It is often said that a truly great design cannot be
judged until it has proven its success in the market. This
is a two-sided argument: Little progress can be made to
advance design if risk is always mitigated and chances
that cannot be quantified in advance are not taken. Who
among us was not impressed with Apple’s bold reinven-
tion of the iMac or the gamble of the PT Cruiser?

Business has a blind spot: The dependence on
metrics to make decisions. Across the world, metrics
dominate the decisions in the boardrooms charged with
introducing new products. Designers must lead the dia-
logue and make arguments to justify risk-taking designs
that will not only succeed but also rewrite the rules. In
this way, designers are uniquely qualified to bridge the
gap between those who believe and those who require
proof to move forward. 

It’s not only design we are discussing here. Brand
growth is fueled by positive consumer experiences.
What’s the difference between a design and a brand?
There is none. In fact, if there is a difference between
them, that’s when the trouble begins.

Design creates and continues brands around the
interactions people have with solutions that support the
promise of the brand. It is folly to invest millions in creat-
ing a brand with proffers that are not supported by the
experience when used. This applies to all products, 
systems, environments and software applications.

When something looks or works just right, people
tend to be more emotional about their relationship to it.
They come to love it. The product itself becomes a tool of
persuasion. This inspires loyalty and encourages repur-
chase, reuse and passing along the secret to others.
Many people make a personal, emotional investment in
the company or group that brought it to them. Powerful
stuff. Powerful stuff that results in great designs and
great companies. 

So in this issue, we pay homage to the great design
winners of the 2004 IDEA. Designs that advance the
argument that when all things achieve equilibrium in their
function and cost, design becomes the reason for peo-
ple to buy. Many mature products are there already—
athletic shoes and watches, for example. New products
such as hot-selling MP3 players and Palm Pilots see
competitive pressure much more quickly today. 

Judging the IDEA winners is in some part subjec-
tive. Each jury each year perceives different merits. Yet
the baseline standard of overall quality remains the barri-
er for recognition in this competition. This understanding
about the value that design brings presents design as
more than a practice; it argues that high-quality design 
is a success strategy. The IDEAs profiled in this issue are
examples of these goals and of the reward that comes
with assuming some risk. Please enjoy this issue of
Innovation and don’t hesitate to write me with your
thoughts about the merits of the designs presented. 

—Mark Dziersk, FIDSA

“Designers must lead the dialogue to justify risk-taking designs that will not only succeed,

but also rewrite the rules.”


