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A Tumultuous, Treacherous Time of Growth

DESIGN ON THE OFFENSE

T
h ree years ago, at the height of the boom, I suggested that you start sucking

up to your old customers because the economy was going to tank. To d a y, 

I’d like to suggest that you get ready for

another turn of the business cycle: The economy is

about to grow—and grow faster than you expect.

We are at the start of another chapter in the evolu-

tion of the global economy, and design will have

to reinvent itself. To those of you who surv i v e d

the boom and the bust: Congratulations, you’re

still here. But I warn you that as we appro a c h

the next wave of growth, it will be vastly dif-

f e rent from the last. 

By Bruce Nussbaum, H/IDSA
Bruce Nussbaum is BusinessWeek’s editorial page editor.In addition to his numerous cover sto-
ries for the magazine, Nussbaum is the author of two books: The World After Oil:The Shifting

Axis of Power and Wealth and Good Intentions . He holds a BA in political science from Brooklyn
College and an MA in political science and political economy from the University of Michigan.



The Effect of Foreign Policy
As this new business cycle begins, the world is also
very different. We can no longer assume that exporting
American culture and the physical and symbolic icons
that represent it will work anymore. In the ‘90s, the US
was at the forefront of integrating the global economy
and the global culture. Today, the US is pursuing a uni-
lateral foreign policy that is at odds with a multilateral
global economy. US policy is in many ways a force for
disintegration. The world’s immediate reaction to 9/11
was to get closer to the US. But the foreign policy
response of Washington was to go it alone, to move
away from much of the world—including old friends in
Europe, Canada, Mexico and much of Asia and Latin
America. I have never seen the anti-Americanism now
prevalent in once-friendly countries. It does not bode
well for the business of generating and exporting
American cultural artifacts, be they products or ser-
vices, brands or celebrities, movies or music, comput-
ers or software. 

A disaggregating world culture means that design-
ers must learn to understand many other cultures in
many markets. They must learn to manage people from
different cultures, respect what they have to offer and
learn from them. Many of the best design firms already
do this very well. Others must learn quickly.

The past three years have been so bad that per-
haps we have forgotten the joys of optimism and the
possibilities of growth. It is time to shake off defensive
posturing and reshape a design model for success. It is
time to be cool and to have fun again. 
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I suggest that design managers seek out the
youngest designers and gather them close. For in the
tumultuous and treacherous months of fast growth
ahead, these designers may well have the freshest eyes
and the newest ideas for how to prosper in the future.
They will also be the most fearless. 

A Brave New World
And courage will indeed be needed. The design indus-
try of today is vastly different from the days we remem-
ber so fondly. More than 200 industrial design schools
are graduating 8,000 designers a year. As manufactur-
ing shifts to Asia, the design of form will increasingly
cross the Pacific as well. At this very moment, Su Yungo,
a farm boy from China’s Jilin province who graduated
from the Shenyang Institute of Aeronautic Technology, is
working on a design for a new Buick for the China mar-
ket. Korea is already producing world-class designers.
The commoditization of design is but a part of the larger
trend of the commoditization of the entire knowledge
economy. It will not stop, despite our angst. In a fast-
changing economy, the low end is always going off-
shore. In the ‘80s, it was the blue-collar manufacturing
low-end. This time it is the design low-end. 

So, what should you do? The winners of this year’s
IDEA are already showing the way. They are designing
experiences. They are capturing the essence of things
and extending the core brand to new products and mar-
kets. They are using sophisticated design research tools
to provide strategic advice to corporate clients. And
they are looking at old products and making them new.
The new Dutch Boy paint can that doesn’t drip and has
a handle is one of my favorite Gold winners this year.
Design must live through innovation and bring higher
levels of value to its clients, or it will surely fail.
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