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THE GLOBAL DESIGN
MODEL IS AMERICAN 

I
have heard from time to time that the design business is moving to Asia. This is

nonsense. The “design business,” or rather the understanding of the strategic 

value of design in creating products and services that customers want to buy, 

has spread to Asia. Nothing in my daily conversations with clients supports the exodus

idea. My experience is that design is growing everywhere. There are countless compa-

nies, countries and people eager to learn how to play American business and strategic

design games. The global design story is about the total pie getting bigger, not about

dividing the pie. It’s not about who is winning or losing. The more Asians design, the

more Americans and Europeans design.
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educated designers continues to grow because compa-
nies worldwide know that the design process provides
more information for product development than just
imagination and intuition. Most leading American
designers use a process that starts with observing con-
sumers or users of products, communications or envi-
ronments; moves on to brainstorming and doing rapid
prototyping of several ideas; and then focuses on refin-
ing the ideas that have the most promise. Designers
implement the one design direction that will provide a
better experience for the consumer and/or the user. 

Design and Culture
In my opinion, designers’ performance is very much
affected by culture. In the US, the business culture 
provides an environment that supports the success of
American designers. Compared to US businesses, busi-
ness organizations in Asian countries are hierarchical,
and opportunities, promotions and rewards are often 
tied to tenure rather than ability. If a company positions
design as an independent business function that reports
to the chief executive, design positions will be attractive
to the best American, European and Asian design lead-
ers. There are many other elements of business suc-
cess, but strategic design is the one that designers 
can sell and deliver.   

Other key factors that make American designers
attractive to Asian and European companies are atti-
tudes and abilities that are innate to those born in the
US and eagerly acquired by the many who have emi-
grated. The US is a country where you don’t have to ask
permission. Ours is a “just do it” culture. If you want to
start a business, just do it from your kitchen table or
garage warehouse. US consumers trust unproven com-
panies and see entrepreneurs as heroes. 

This attitude is seen in neither Europe nor Asia. In
Europe, it is difficult to attract seasoned executives to
run entrepreneurial companies. European countries
have inflexible labor laws and relatively little protection
for intellectual property. Work environments are more
insular and less collegial, and big venture capitalists are
hesitant to back untested ideas. In the US, the market 
is monolithic; in Europe and Asia, it’s fragmented. The
market in China is potentially huge, but just having mil-
lions of customers does not mean that all the other ele-

Asia is not a homogeneous place. The countries that
have been giving the American and European compa-
nies serious competition are Japan, Korea and China.
Japanese, Korean and now Chinese companies have
been recruiting American and European designers for
years. Some American and European companies are
also recruiting Asian designers. 

Yes, the Chinese government is developing what are
rumored to be hundreds more programs in industrial
design education than we have. In August 2004,
Lorraine Justice, FIDSA, former chair of the ID
Department at Georgia Tech, will move to head the
school of design at Hong Kong Polytechnic University.
Arnold Wasserman, IDSA, chair of the Idea Factory and
former dean of Pratt’s School of Art and Design, is work-
ing with the Singaporean government guiding its invest-
ment in design education. 

But simply creating an industrial design department
in an institute of higher learning does not mean suc-
cess. Most of the design schools in Japan are of poor
quality. Asian students are attracted to American and
European design schools because they are superior to
the local options. In my opinion, the UK used to have
some of the world’s best design schools, but many
British designers have left the UK because there is little
domestic demand for their services.  

To deliver leading-edge design education, industrial
design programs have to hire great teachers who know
the fundamentals underlying industrial design principles,
process and practice. Where will China find faculty for its
industrial design schools? We can’t attract enough good
teachers for US programs.

Design Process Travels
The strategic design process was created in the US in
the 1980s and perfected in the ‘90s. Some Asian com-
panies are adopting the US process and putting their
own spin on it. For the last 20 years, leading American
and European-based consultancies have been design-
ing for Asian clients who, by osmosis, have learned
about the process. Asian designers who study and work
in America and Europe take this knowledge with them
when they return home. 

But following the American strategic design process
does not guarantee success. Demand for American-
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distinct advantage.
Learning to be a design leader on the world stage
also involves developing the ability to sell ideas in a

winning and positive manner. Being able to
explain to internal clients why a design

manager or design consultant is propos-
ing that things get done in a certain

way is the most important skill a
design leader can have. The ability
to form relationships of mutual trust,
respect and collaboration with
chief executives is also critical.

The automotive industry has
produced an impressive group of

design managers. Most of the senior
design leaders of automobile compa-

nies have worked in at least three coun-
tries and traveled to many more. They are

articulate, innovative and knowledgeable not
only about automobile design and how to manage

creative people, but also about a range of other subjects
that help to make a product successful—product plan-
ning, research, quality, materials, manufacturing and
technology, supply chains, anthropology, psychology,
and so on. With its myriad parts and required functions,
a car is perhaps the most complex consumer product
possible. It is the most expensive product most people
will own.  

Exporting Process and/or Values 
The American global design model is an evolving story.
The owner of a company that designs and manufactures
gaming machines in the US was quoted in The New
York Times Magazine, “I want my competitors to cry
when they see my new games. I want them to be unable
to get out of bed because they realize, ‘Damn, they’ve
done what we didn’t even think possible.’” This attitude
has legs. I see it in clients from many countries who
come to us for design leadership. 

Global design is not a winner-take-all model.
American business in the ’80s re-engineered their busi-
ness processes, thereby cutting product cost by half,
reducing time-to-market by two-thirds and improving
quality to Japanese levels. But the re-engineering
process was in reaction to a competitive emergency. 
In the 1980s, one of every three cars on American high-
ways and byways road was Japanese. And Japanese
companies had taken over other presumably secure
business sectors—electronics, home entertainment,
motorcycles, copiers and other office equipment. US
business and design infrastructures today are far more
lean and agile than they used to be, more cosmopolitan
and attune to what is happening globally. They won’t be
blindsided again. �

ments necessary for business success will fall into
place. In America, there is one language, one set of dis-
tributors, a frictionless legal framework for business,
one advertising network and one currency. 

As the American business environment
continues to evolve, there are more and
more opportunities for strategic
design. Many designers in other
countries are impeded from per-
forming at their best because
design is not considered a strate-
gic business function. Designers
are considered technical special-
ists who make products look good.
Company attitudes and aversion 
to risk interfere with innovation: We
don’t do things that way. No one has
ever tried that before; it’s too radical. We
can’t take the chance. Where this is the pre-
vailing attitude in American companies, the best
designers quit and move on to a place where design is
actively involved in leading a company and helping it to
beat the competition. For a variety of legal and cultural
reasons, it is not as easy for workers to switch jobs in
European and Asian countries. 

Advantages of Diversity
America has been a Mecca for entrepreneurial designers
who move here for what they correctly perceive is the
type of environment created for getting things done and
supporting new ideas. US in-house corporate groups and
consultancies are especially interested in designers who
have had foreign experience because they understand
on many levels the issues involved in balancing the need
for localization with the desire for standardization. 

The invaluable diversity of insights created when
designers from all over the world work together is anoth-
er exportable concept, but it can only work in countries
that have immigration policies to support it. Asian com-
panies like Nissan, Samsung and Sony take advantage
of diversity by opening design offices in Europe and
America. These design offices also gather critical intelli-
gence about local culture and trends. Whirlpool, Xerox
and Phillips are just a few of the non-Asian companies
that have design groups located around the world. 

Global Value
The best preparation for global assignments is to have
accompanied parents who have traveled extensively.
Those who are born outside the US and attend schools
both in the US and abroad are often well situated for a
global design position. Although English remains the
language of business, those who can speak the lan-
guage of the country in which they are working have a

“
Ours is a ‘just do it’ culture.

If you want to start a business,

just do it from your kitchen table 

or garage warehouse.

”


