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Design as a contact sport!

Tangible strategy"

Tangible research#

Tangible iteration$

Design as a contact sport!
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What does tangible mean?

“Capable of being precisely identified or 
realized by the mind”

“Possible to be treated as fact; real or concrete”

“Possible to understand or realize”
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Fuzzy

Design is a full-contact sport.
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Design is about making ideas tangible.

Design is a competency
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Design as an activity, not a role

Tangible Strategy"

What are we 
creating?

11

12



Product strategy

» online portal

» customized experience

» ratings and user content

» web 2.0 - compatible!

Got it Got it Got it

The swoop and poop
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Symptoms that you lack definition

% Varying interpretations and expectations 

% Endless feature creep

% Misalignment with organization

% Unclear boundaries and vision

What is “definition”?

% If the business case is the “why,” this is the “what”

% It's the start of “product requirements”

% It's the go-to-market solution — meeting business 
goals and customer needs

% Converting the business case and goals into 
something tangible
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Perhaps the biggest challenge to defining 
your project is getting everyone to agree on 

just what your project is!

Tim Brown, CEO of IDEO

“Strategy should bring clarity to an organization; 
it should be a signpost for showing people where 
you, as their leader, are taking them—and what 
they need to do to get there....

People need to have a visceral understanding—
an image in their minds—of why you've chosen a 
certain strategy and what you're attempting to 
create with it...

Because it's pictorial, design describes the world 
in a way that's not open to many interpretations.

— from “Strategy by Design” in Fast Company, June 2005

”

17

18



Effort

V
iv

id
ne

ss

Storyboard

Lo-Fi Prototype

“Artifact from 
the Future”

Box

Co-create concepts
(with your team, stakeholders, users...)

Tool for endoscopic surgery

» handheld

» wireless

» lightweight and compact

» cool, high-end feel

Ex.
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Ex.

Helping authors publish books

» online system

» proactively solicits books

» social media?

» “empowering”

Ex.
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Ex.

Hotel Ganache

o

f

23

24



Hotel Ganache
• Boutique hotel chain in California

• Every hotel has a unique character based on 
neighborhoods where it is located.

o

f

Improve family experience. 
The Ganache is hoping to differentiate itself from 
other boutique hotels by explicitly catering to 
families.  The hip, Gen X parent demographic is 
growing and relatively untapped.  Ganache needs 
to develop offerings that appeal to families while 
maintaining its current hip and urban feel.

o

f
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Hotel Ganache Strategy:

What are we creating?

Experience storyboard
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After making concepts...

% Assess those concepts — with stakeholders, or, even 
better, users

% Refine concepts — iteration makes it better; Agile 
anyone?

% Get buy-in — Achieve alignment based on concepts

% THEN begin real product requirements

With definition you have...

% Clear vision

% Obvious requirements

% An offering to test with others 

% Alignment in your team and in 
your organization
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Tangible Research#

How can I 
explain?

Symptoms you lack tangibility in research

% Research findings = a list of complaints 

% You know what people are doing but not why

% Varying interpretations and expectations of 
the same data

% Unclear implications for the research findings
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Some things about people that 
we tend to forget

Bad at predicting their own behaviors

Good at recalling their behaviors

Bad at exlplaining why they did 
something

Bad at focusing on thing they don’t 
care about.

!
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Participant’s interpretation
Assume that you are someone you are not, doing something you probably aren’t 
interested in doing. While doing that thing you’re not interested in, you see a page that 
looks like this.  Look at the page carefully, and then answer this question:

How likely are you to do the thing that you actually have no interest in doing?

Some examples

o

f

35

36



Draw me a map...
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Putting the pieces together...
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Paint me a picture...

Ruthlessly stolen from Laura Seargeant Richardson 
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Hotel Ganache Research:

How can I explain?

o

f

With tangibility in research you have...

% Concrete representations of people’s experiences

% A better sense of why people are doing what they do 

% Good tools for communicating your insights 

% Alignment in your team and in your organization
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Tangible Iteration$

How might this 
work?

Symptoms you may need rapid design iteration

% Lots of “what” (requirements) but not a lot of 
“how” (features)

% Trying something that has never been done before

% Working outside your area of expertise

% Bad ideas just won’t die
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Ideas are neither scarce nor fragile.

Ideas are cheap, cheap, cheap!
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“I can’t think of one time where the picture I had in my mind is 
what we ended up with on screen -- a lot of times it’s because 

you stumble across or evolve into something that’s better.

Fail forward.
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Hotel Ganache Design:

How might this work?

With rapid design iteration you have...

% A large set of designs to evaluate and evolve

% A safe context to fail forward when doing something 
truly innovative

% An opportunity to separate personal feelings from 
design ideas so that those ideas can stand or fall on 
their own. 
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Design is about making ideas tangible.

Design is a full-contact sport
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Thank You!

wilkens@adaptivepath.com
Todd Wilkens
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