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FROM THE EDITOR

PERSUASION, A PRIORITY

I
was a second-semester junior at the University of Michigan in the design school.

It was the industrial design studio class, I was working on a team with two others

and we had what we thought was a truly great idea. We had reinvented the way

EMTs (emergency medical technicians) would treat a victim of an accident. You see, at

that time, and currently for that matter, EMTs would carry a large tackle box full of equip-

ment, tying up their hands and their ability to administer treatment.

into the shop, the first thing he saw was the second mem-
ber of our team lying on the ground covered with what
appeared to be a great deal of blood. As Alfredo recoiled
in shock, I pulled out a script and proceeded to read
aloud about the new life-saving features of our design as
the third member of our team came bursting through the
rear door wearing the vest.

While Alfredo worked on getting his heart beating
again, it became clear that not only was he glued to our
presentation, the drama in the moment was the presenta-
tion tool we needed for him to appreciate the idea and
look past the minor shortcomings of the model. We
received the A and a very important lesson in persuasion
techniques. 

Persuading others about the power of design may be
the most important talent needed in the newly burgeoning
economy of opportunity that design is experiencing right
now. A great design that never makes it out of the confer-
ence room does no one any good. The front-page stories
help get management to pay attention, but the battle for
great design is won by persuading others that this solu-

We conceived a system that resulted in a vest with
many pockets for the soft things (bandages, etc.) and a
hard utility belt that would house the various instruments
that required protection. This solution freed the EMT’s
hands and facilitated speed and agility when seconds
mattered. A great solution in a life or death situation.

The problem was the model. The execution of our
idea was not up to the quality of the thought. We had to
learn to sew, the utility belt modules hadn’t all come out
the same, the finishing needed work—you get the idea.
Our professor for that class, Alfredo Montalvo, was notori-
ously tough on “execution.” We weren’t going to get the
A and we wanted it. Wanted it bad.

Sooooo….an hour before our presentation, against
his better judgement, I convinced Alfedro to come to the
upper shop where the woodworking equipment was locat-
ed to help on a final, crucial detail of our project. 

“But I’m reviewing a group in ten minutes,” he kept
saying, obviously irritated.

Unknown to Alfredo, we had switched with the group
scheduled to present an hour before us. When he walked
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tion, 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 production. 

Designers need to use drama, multimedia, simulated
use, virtual models, graphic support, lifestyle boards, com-
petitive set illustrations, position maps, scripted dialogue,
histrionics, a Chihuahua doing a handstand... basically
whatever it takes to get the point made. The result will be
better products and systems making it into the market.

The cliché I hear most often is that designers need to
learn the language of business in order to communicate in
a way that will allow them to be heard. As with all clichés,
there is more than just a little truth in this hypothesis, but
the language of business, even if you are in business
school, can take years to assimilate. Quicker gains can be
made by using a designer’s unique skills in more sophisti-
cated modes of “persuasion.” After all, if a picture is worth
a thousand words, a model is worth a thousand pictures
and an originally conceived argument that is persuasive
beyond contradiction is worth a thousand models.

The better designers are at communicating and per-
suading, the more we will see important innovations and
products and services populating our world. In turn, this
will create “design-driven brands” whose growth is fueled
by positive consumer experiences. The difference
between a design and a brand? There is none. In fact
when there is, that is where the trouble begins.

Companies that invent and groom a brand around
products that are not great design are doing it exactly
backwards. Better to create brands around terrific interac-
tions people have with truly well-considered solutions than
to invest millions in creating a brand with promises that
are not supported by the experience when used. This
applies to all products, systems, environments and soft-
ware applications.

When something looks or works just right, people
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tend to be more emotional about their relationship to it.
They come to love it. The products themselves become
tools of persuasion. This inspires loyalty and creates
repurchase, reuse and the passing along of the secret to
others. Many people make a personal emotional invest-
ment in the company or group that brought it to them.
Powerful stuff. 

But it does no one any good for potentially powerful
design-driven brands to be killed or watered down in the
creation stage by metrics or strong personalities or poorly
made arguments. Designers need to become as persua-
sive a profession as brand managers and advertisers
have been for the past two decades. New tools and cre-
ative techniques need to be developed and proven tech-
niques refined. 

Many years ago, Norman Bel Geddes, one of the
people credited with founding our profession, was work-
ing on an assignment for the Standard Gas Equipment
Corp. The company made a great many products, all
from multiple tools and assembled individually. Bel
Geddes had a terrific idea for cutting cost and building
products from a shared platform using modules. The
problem was that it meant scrapping many, many tools
already in use and making new ones. He anticipated
great resistance to this new thinking.

To illustrate the merits of his idea and win the day, he
used a simple but effective design technique. He had his
shop create cardboard boxes representing all the tools
required to make the current product line, literally hun-
dreds of them. He then filled the lobby and entry to his
office with all those models. In his office he created only
16 boxes representing how all of those products could be
made from a platform strategy requiring many fewer tools.
The client, after crawling over the mess in the lobby was
instantly persuaded by the simple, strategic answer to the
problem. The point was made, the work proceeded.
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