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Wielding Design

As a generalist, you need to understand enough about the key disciplines in your company to effectively
engage with your collaborators. This means facilitating alignment across disciplines relative to the company’s
objectives and coaching your talent to both do better work and grow in their disciplines. Additionally, as
companies work to understand where and how to employ Al it’s all the mote ctucial for managers t
understand the fundamentals of key disciplines in order to thoughtfully do such transformative work.

That doesn’trequire being an expert; it does, however, mean knowing enough to be curious, to ask relevant
questions, and, most importantly, to align the work of both specialists and Al with the business’s top-line
objectives. For example, when your company is experiencing a cash shortage, you don’t need to be a certified
public accountant to handle the situation, but you do need to know what financial information to look at and
where to find the right resources. You don’tneed to beat the market by speculating with currencies, but you
need to assess and manage risks across your markets.

So it is with design, which continues to be a core discipline at the world’s most valuable and dynamic
companies, particularly those making progress with Al. The business world has been periodically enthralled by
design as a lodestone for innovation and organic growth, which it is. But for the most part, actual practice is
still not generally well taught from a general management (e.g., MBA) perspective. As with accounting or
finance, there is no single easy, universal answer to the question of exactly how much a generalist should know.

That said, there’s not a lot of mystery, either: Plenty of companies are running productive design programs,
and plenty of talented designersare on the ground doing the work. For the purposes of this note, we’ll focus
on design for digital user experiences (UXs), including those that usefully include Al. While what you will learn
here is generally applicable, other areas like consumer durables or packaged goods do have additional
considerations that we won’t necessarily deal with in this note.

After reading this tech note, you will be able to:

1. analyze a user’s interaction (or non-interaction) with a productin terms of a design “stack” in order to
better identify and coach the design talent your product needs;

2. frame and guide work at each layer of the design stack, particularly the differences and the
interrelationship between product design, interaction design, and visual design; and

3. identify productive opportunities to leverage AL
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A Design Stack

In his seminal book, The Design of Everyday Things, Donald Norman offers a layered framework of how a
user interacts with anything you might design (Figure 1).! The basic idea is that each time we do something—
even something as simple as turning on a light to read a book—we start with a goal and then consider how
we'll reach it (the Reflective layer), how we’ll make it happen (the Behavioral layer), and whether it seems right
(the Visceral layer). Then we go back up the layers to see if we got what we wanted.

Figure 1. A layered model of design.

Plan Reflective Compare
Specify Behavjoral Interpret
Perform Visceeral Perceive

Caption: “Goal” is at the top of this model and “world” at the bottom. Three
vertical layers connect the two: “Visceral” at the base, “Behavioral” in the middle,
and “Reflective” at the top. On the . left side, arrows indicate downward

progression from “plan”to “specify” to “perform.” On the right side, arrows show
upward progression from “perceive” to “interpret” to “compare.”

Data source: Norman, The Design of Everyday Things.

The example Norman offers is that he’s reading a book in his armchair, it’s getting dark, and he wants to
keep reading—internally, that’s his goal. From there, he works forward through the following steps:

1. Plan: This isn’t planning in the sense in which we usually use the word, but rather considering
alternative paths to your goal. For example, in the book, Norman’s goalis simply to keep reading as
the natural light fades with the onset of evening. If he’s having trouble seeing, he can go somewhere
else, turn on a light, or switch to a digital reading device that has its own illumination, to name a few
possibilities. In this example, he elects to turn on a light.

2. Specify: This means thinking through the steps you’ll use to pursue the alternative you've chosen.
Generally, these are actions youd think of as subconscious or innate—how you switch on a light in
your house, for example. Raise your right arm. How did you do that? That’s how things work at this
Behavioral layer.

3. Perform: You switch on the light. If, however, the light had heated up because of a short circuit, you'd

yank your hand away.

Those three steps ate the feed-forward part of how we interact with objects to realize our goal. From there,
we get feedback from the object (“world,” in the terms of Norman’s book and Figure 1). The following steps
proceed from the Visceral layer back up to the Reflective layer:

4. Perceive: Did the bulb make a big flash and go out? Or did it turn on properly?

5. Interpret: If it didn’t turn on and didn’t flash, what happened? Is the switch loose? If it did turn on,
then we’re all set.

! Donald Norman, The Design of Everyday Things (Basic Books, 2013).
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6. Compare: How’s the light? Okay for reading? Did we realize our goal of continuing to read by
lamplight, or do we want to try something else?

The Jobs of Design

Who does all this design work? What kind of talent do you need to do it well? The design stack extends
fairly well into mapping outhow digital product companies charter and organize design work. Table 1 considers
job titles, descriptions of those titles” responsibilities, and design artifacts people who hold those titles use t©

describe their work, collaborate on it, and make it available.

Layer from
Design Stack

Table 1. The design stack and design disciplines.

Representative Job
Titles

Description

Representative
Design Artifacts

Reflective

Product designer

(and product manager

[PdM])

A person in this role does the
work of continually determining
the objectives, key results, and
user goals for a product or
feature and aligning those with a
business model design.

Testable value propositions
Target user behaviors and goals
Metrics and experiment designs
Facilitating and making choices
about ditection

Behavioral

UX or interaction
designer

A person in this role does the
work of mapping user goals and
intentions toa product’s user
interface (UI).

User stories and storyboards
UI designs (e.g., prototypes and
wireframes)

Overall evaluation criteria for
behaviors

Visceral

Visual designer

A person in this role does the
work of applying visual design to
UI elements to maximize

Design alternatives
Domain-specific extensions of
design program

communication and connection - Final designs

with the user

Source: All tables were created by authors.

Put in the right position to succeed, designers can outperform on alot of differentjobs,and notall of those
map neatly to existing job titles or even the design stack. That said, for the manager needing a generalized
operating model, the design stack does offer some useful focal points.

For work at the Reflective layer, your input is a set of customer jobs, habits, or other behaviors you want
to change in certain ways. Those behaviors will be aligned to a set of economic objectives that cascade upward
to the company’s profit-and-loss statement. While software is increasingly fungible and made to order with AL
work at this layer also involves choosing and managing the application of available platforms and technologies.
Generally, firms will charter a PAM position for this. Good candidates for such a job might have general
management, engineering, or design as their “mother discipline.” Candidates with training and experience in
product design will be particularly well prepared for a PdM role. PdMs almostalways have additional design
help from trained designers. Titular product designers are often paired with PdMs on Reflective layer work.
Additionally, design departments will often have researchers available for deeper exploration of Reflective layer
topics like inter-product or inter-feature interactions, deep analytics on user behavior, and new or evolving
customer segments and behaviors, to name just a few examples.

For work at the Behavioral layer, your input is a set of user goals for which you want to design natural and
rewarding UXs. That means both designing the applicable interfaces and deciding how to measure their
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