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T
hirty years ago New Zealand was in the top five of world economies. We were relatively self

contained—our isolation having forced us to invent and produce much of what we needed.

Overall we were comfortable. England generously purchased almost all of our primary goods.

But in 1973 our “mother” joined the European Union; the apron strings were cut, our security removed. We

found ourselves on a slippery economic slope. We limped through the ’70s and by the end of the ’90s had

started to re-engineer ourselves into an independent export-focused economy.

It has been a formidable task. In order to thrive, small
first-world economies have to spawn and nurture smart,
dexterous companies to become global niche competitors.
These companies must choose different competitive ground
from the all-pervasive global corporations, the low-cost
powerhouses and the knowledge-rich organizations. Niche
competitors have no choice but to identify and occupy
spaces where they will avoid price warfare and build com-
petitiveness by being sui generis—unique, one of a kind.

In reality, of course, it’s not just the small economies
that must respond to the pressure currents of competition,
but also the large economies where small to medium enter-
prises, often deaf to the flood-gate siren warning of change,
face being swept away. There are few islands of respite for
companies that do not have a clear sense of purpose, inno-
vative competitive and organizational strategies, a seductive
brand, exceptional products and services and world-class

processes and people. In New Zealand the government
has identified design as a key competitive advantage to
build these islands.

Simple But Profound Insights
However, design is not a newcomer to New Zealand busi-
ness. Although industrial design began half a world away, its
value to business was recognized but a few years later in
New Zealand. By the mid-1960s design consultants had
begun working with smaller organizations and a number of
the larger companies were employing in-house industrial
designers. As of late, many New Zealand companies have
begun to understand new uses for design in developing and
enhancing their businesses both at home and abroad.

Originally a manufacturer of designs made under
license, Fisher & Paykel has become the leading kitchen
and laundry appliance company in New Zealand. When
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they began developing their own brand in the 1960s, their
volumes were small, and they became very adept at
streamlined manufacturing. In fact, they developed the in-
line, roll-fed sheet metal production machines that are in
use all over the world today. Their processes and specialty
equipment enabled them to undertake continuous small-
batch production of a wide variety of products and become
experts at just-in-time. Their ingenuity is not only limited to
engineering but is also clearly evident in their design focus.

F&P’s DishDrawer dishwasher is heavily in demand
worldwide. It’s a clear case of sui generis by design. The shift
from door access to an independent drawer-like configura-
tion was a fundamental human issue—easier use—with
global relevance. Mark Elmore, head of design at F&P,
explained, “The design grew from a simple, but profound
insight. We knew that if we could create a great value prod-
uct that performed its task more effectively, made life easier,

GLOBAL MARKETS 

Above: A breakthrough in ergonomic and environmental design, the
Formway Life Chair automatically adjusts itself so the focus remains on
work rather than the chair. www.formway.com/life  ■ A world’s first in
dishwashing, the F&P DishDrawer is comprised of two washing units,
which use minimal water, energy and detergent. Its drawer-like function-
ality offers improved ergonomics, greater visibility and easier access.
http://usa.fisherpaykel.com/kitchen/dishdrawers/dishdrawers.cfm
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and the design was handsome and user responsive, then
people everywhere would respond. New Zealand issues
were other people’s issues.” An unexpected outcome
occurred in the American Orthodox Jewish market where
they found that its two drawers kept food groups apart. 

The DishDrawer was not a one-time success. F&P has
successfully introduced a family of home appliances based
soundly on design and technology. They have found that
thinking like the user, the installer and the retailer enables
them to integrate genuine benefits, that competitors may
overlook—which in turn have relevance in world markets.

Formway made the transition from a tube bender to a
leading Australasian office furniture manufacturer after see-
ing how design made a difference to their bottom line. They
also saw that design gave a focus to and integrated all
activities of the company. Today they are design-led, com-
peting in niche markets internationally. Like F&P, they use
design thinking to ask, what is it that the user needs that
they don’t know they need? Identifying the core issues and
thinking simple has had some outstanding results, such as
the Life Chair, which they designed and produced and part-
nered with Knoll to bring to market worldwide. In the
process, they won three NeoCon Gold Awards.

All of the company’s capabilities are focused on better
addressing the needs of the office worker—and that goes
well beyond the posterior, involving mental and emotional
factors as much as the physical. Mark Pennington, the
design director of Formway explained, “Anyone can make a
better mechanism or a price-competitive chair. The issue is
to empathize with the user, to understand how they need to
work and should work. Our task is to get their mind off com-
fort and on being more effective and happier in their tasks.
Design is the key to that objective.”

LOMAK (light-operated mouse and keyboard) is a
plug-and-play keyboard designed for the physically dis-
abled. It is a revolutionary response to a desperate need to
facilitate ease and speed of computer communication by
people paralyzed by an accident, suffering from a birth dis-
order or disadvantaged by muscular degeneration. LOMAK
enables them to be employed and more effectively par-
ticipate in society, giving them greater self esteem. It’s
calculated that if Australia’s disabled were able to make a
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The revolutionary design of the light-operated LOMAK keyboard and
mouse brings computing to those without the physical dexterity to use a
standard keyboard. Through various accessories, this portable device
adapts to the needs of different users across a wide range of disabilities.
www.lomak.co.nz
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50-percent work contribution, they would add $46 billion to
the country’s economy. Multiply that worldwide. 

Following the product’s 2005 launch, Mark Bagshaw,
chair of the Ability Australia Foundation, chair of the Australian
Federal Government Employers Roundtable and manager for
the IBM Australia/New Zealand Accessibility Centre, made
this comment, “You probably don’t understand how signifi-
cant LOMAK is. You have designed a product that makes
disabled people feel normal. It has given them freedom [to
think and communicate via computer].” While it is still the
early days for LOMAK, the product’s potential is founded in a
design and technology that truly enables the disabled: meet-
ing a local need, addressing a world need.

These examples were founded on meeting the needs
that are common throughout the world with design as a fun-
damental success factor. Of course, depending on the busi-
ness, there are many other competitive strategies: materials
advantage, ground-breaking technology, cultural authentic-
ity, better service, creativity. Typically, a matrix of advantages
are employed. But the idea liberator, the universal lan-
guage, the augmenter, is design.

Better by Design 
Four years ago the New Zealand government launched an
initiative to capacitate small to medium enterprises through
design. The outcome of the taskforce and international
research was the Better by Design program, funded and
managed by the New Zealand Trade and Enterprise agency.
One of BBD’s components was the design audit program.
The ideal candidate for this process was termed a
questor—a company that has the potential of offering a
clear competitive advantage, is already exporting and is
very likely to be made more competitive through better
employment of design. 

Developed and prepared by the design integration
consultants Equip, the program has had some significant,
albeit early, results. Through an in-depth process of discov-
ery, interviews, research and analysis by small multidiscipli-
nary teams of experienced designers and business advis-
ers, the audit analyzes a company’s current design capabil-
ity and intellectual property, the opportunities where design
can act as a lever and the receptivity to design culture being

made fundamental to business culture. 
Companies that had only occasionally or never

employed design have wholeheartedly begun to focus on
becoming comprehensively design-enabled, some even
design-led. Such a radical change can only happen when
the culture changes. This is not about applied design, it’s
about integrated design. Business owners are seeing new
opportunities and being re-energized, design managers and
design staff are being employed, consultants and clients are
enjoying better relationships, and more
strategic brands and better products are
being generated. Ultimately, the objec-
tive of the audit is for these companies
to grow through substantially
increased sales and profitability and
for their successes to inspire
other companies to incorpo-
rate design as a core
competency.

Our national task
is also the task of all
first-world nations.
Finland and
Sweden are
global leaders in
design, but they
also know that a
new worldwide
focus on design
means there are a
lot of huskies
snapping at their
heels. New Zealand
must be one of them,
we have no option. The
products and services
we deliver and the
spaces we make and
occupy must be sui
generis—and they must
be sustainable through
design. ■

OBO, the world leader in field hockey goalie equipment, produces gear that enables free and natural body
movement while providing optimum protection. Its strength comes from a combination of human-factors-
based industrial design expertise and a highly sophisticated in-house eva foam molding production process.
www.obo.co.nz/products/


