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Design is linked to growth
‘Design thinking’ is a mindset that challenges traditional market
wisdom and looks at a company’s product or service solely
in terms of the customer’s viewpoint, reports MINT KANG

M

ENTION design to the average manager, and he or she will probably
think of aesthetic design: layout, artwork and other components of what
we are more used to calling the
“soft” creative arts. They are to a
business what the icing is to a cake
– pretty and expected, but not entirely necessary. But according to one of the world’s top management thinkers, design cannot be divorced from business growth. Or more properly, the concepts and mindsets involved in design are essential to the development of
a business.
“It often feels as though you’re boxed in by your customers and your competitors, and it’s hard to break out of
that box,” says Roger Martin, dean of the Rotman School
of Management at the University of Toronto and one of the
most influential design advisors in the world according to
a 2010 BusinessWeek list.
The issue, he explains, is that companies tend to adhere to conventional market wisdom – pre-conceived models of what customers want, what sells and what should
be done for the company to achieve success. But these
models may not actually be the best way of succeeding. Instead, he says, companies should take the way of thinking
used in aesthetic design and apply it to business. He dubs
this “design thinking”: a mindset that challenges traditional market wisdom and looks at a company’s product or
service solely in terms of the customer’s viewpoint – not
the viewpoint as the company may assume it to be, but the
viewpoint acquired through observing the customer’s actual daily life.
As an example, he cites the animal feed industry in his
home province of Ontario: traditional market wisdom lists
two key market criteria, namely the feed-to-meat conversion ratio and supply reliability. Manufacturers would
therefore concentrate on producing higher-quality feed
and making their delivery more efficient. One entrepreneurial company decided not to follow these traditional
standards. Instead, the owner went down to the ground to
find out what farmers looked for in their animal feed supply. “He heard that they don’t like having to keep checking
the bins to make sure they’re ordering the feed on time,”
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Set targets and
assess before
firing the guy
Q: A year ago, we made a
wrong hire for a senior position. While the guy has all
the necessary qualifications
and experience, his performance was not up to standard. Worse, several actions
made by him have actually
led to a decline in staff
morale and two old-timers
have left. If I fire the guy
now, I would be seen as making a wrong decision since I
was the one who hired him.
How can I plan for the guy
to exit on his own accord?
A: For brevity – I will refer
to the person as X.
First, do you know
which aspects of X’s performance are below par?
Could any of these be improved by training or counselling?
Try to have a talk with
X, in a constructive way
with a view to giving feedback and improving performance. You might want
to structure it by asking X
about what he thinks he
has done well so far and
what could have been done
better. It may be that as a
result of this conversation,
he becomes aware of his
shortfalls in performance.
If he does not see any
problems, it gives you a
chance to indicate where
improvement is needed
and jointly set some targets
for improvement. This establishes a record of your

having counselled or
coached X. After this session, give X a few months
to improve and then review
his performance again.
This will send a message
that his performance is being monitored, and he may
decide to leave if he knows
that he is not meeting the
targets.
Eventually, if you do decide to fire X, you will have
shown that you did try to
work with him to improve
performance. This is important because other employees will see that you have a
fair process.
Regarding the departures and fall in morale, are
you sure that the reason
lies with X? Is it really a result of X’s actions, or could
it even be disgruntlement
that you hired X instead of
promoting them? Their reasons for departure/fall in
morale would help you get
a clearer picture.
If all else fails, you might
get comic relief from what
one secretary did to get rid
of her boss. She reportedly
sent his CV to headhunters.
Eventually, he was headhunted away and left on a
high note.
– Associate Professor
Audrey Chia-Chan,
Department of
Management &
Organisation, NUS
Business School

Started out as a fortnightly column, ‘Ask NUS
Profs’ will now be a weekly collaboration with NUS
Business School. Every week, a panel of professors
from the school will address business-related
questions relevant to SMEs. If you manage a
business and have a question to ask the panel,
please e-mail it to btnews@sph.com.sg along with
your name, designation and company particulars
and mention ‘Ask NUS Profs’ in the subject line. If,
for some reason you do not want your name or
your company’s details to be published, please
indicate so in your e-mail.

says Mr Martin, who was in town this earlier this month
for a CEO Breakfast Talk organised by Spring Singapore
and Singapore Polytechnic. “So he went back and came
up with a new product.”
The “product” was actually an expanded delivery service whereby the company took over the responsibility of
keeping farmers’ feed bins stocked. Then, building on
that, the company collaborated with the local agricultural
university to develop a feeding structure that produced
the best feed-to-meat conversion ratio, and implemented
that for the farmers through its service. It had essentially
achieved the two market criteria, but in a way that offered
its customers real, increased convenience. Overnight, its
market share almost doubled.
“It’s all about going deeper into the customer’s life, understanding more holistically what the customer wants,
finding out what irritates the customer and coming up
with a way to make that irritating thing go away,” says
Mr Martin.

Design thinking in building a brand
With its customer-centric focus, design thinking can be applied to any number of business issues, ranging from
building a brand, finding a market niche or even hiring
the right people. “Your brand is what you do, not what
you desire other people to think of you,” says Mr Martin.
“You have to go and observe what the customer needs. If
you want your customers to accept your product, don’t
make them do it themselves as that will slow down the
adoption cycle. Take responsibility for the adoption instead of pushing it to customers.”
There are a few common pitfalls in the process, however. One is overestimating customer preferences and
over-diversifying the business as a result. “Corporations
tend to think their customers like breadth more than
those customers actually do,” says Mr Martin, referring to
the pressure for companies to broaden their product offerings and introduce more and more new product lines.
“Companies tend to underestimate the cost and the effectiveness of complexity. Don’t believe that it will make your
customers any more happy or loyal to you unless there is
something about those new products which actually matters to them. Unless you can really show that the customer
loves and really wants the extra product line, don’t do it.”
Another potential pitfall is too much reliance on market research, because when asked for comment, consumers tend to either over-indicate price sensitivity or give inaccurate feedback. “They make something up because
they just don’t know, meaning that most market research
is just totally wrong,” he says. In his view, the only way to
get genuine customer feedback is for the company to observe the customer’s daily routines and what really affects
them. “Don’t make them process too much. Don’t make
them be logical and rational. Just let them emote and see
what makes them happy or sad. Don’t try to make them
design your product for you; that’s your job.”

Design in hiring talent
In today’s job market, it can be difficult to find the right
person for the job – and that, says Mr Martin, is because
the approach used by most companies is outdated. “Treat
them like customers, as if you’re offering a product rather
than a job: and this product is gainful employment,” he
suggests. “Try to understand, deeply and holistically, their
needs. What need do we fixate on in jobs? Salaries? Today’s young people care about meaningful work and corporate responsibility.”
The answer to human resource challenges, he says, is

Mr Martin:
Warns against
overestimating
customer
preferences
and overdiversifying
the business
as a result
to understand how a job can be changed – exactly like a
product offering – to be more attractive. Whether it is in
terms of remuneration, work environment or organisational culture, the key thing for companies to remember is
not to let their approach be defined by conventional market wisdom.
This, not too coincidentally, is an issue faced by companies seeking to hire and retain designers and designoriented people. Speaking at a talk held at Singapore Polytechnic, Mr Martin recounted how designers had told him
that they felt as if they were working in a hostile environment, one which wanted them to be creative yet penalised
them for it.
“Many corporations try so hard to create innovation
and are unsuccessful,” he says. “What this says is, there’s
a problem in the way organisations think and make decisions that stifles innovation inadvertently.”

Getting design thinking into your business
The main obstacle to innovation is that when organisations invest in it, they tend to do so in small and unimportant ways, observes Mr Martin; window dressing, so to
speak, rather than anything which actually impacts the
business in any way. Part of the reason is fear of change

and the risk that it will bring; another part is the misunderstanding that design and innovation are expensive.
“A common misconception is that design thinking is
for bigger companies and that it is a costly investment,”
says Choy Sauw Kook, assistant chief executive at Spring
Singapore. “On the contrary, design thinking drives innovation in SMEs and reduces their market risks by creating
more desired and user-centric solutions. SMEs that embrace design thinking tend to innovate more often and
more successfully.”
Quite a few SMEs have, in fact, adopted design thinking already, going by the statistics from Spring Singapore’s Design Engage programme. Since its launch in late
2008, more than 600 participants and 70 companies have
joined the programme, and feedback indicates that something is working for them. “They are now more confident,
equipped with a deeper understanding of their customers
and design tools to meet business challenges,” says
Ms Choy.
In any case, Mr Martin’s view is that design thinking is
not very far away from what entrepreneurs already do.
“You wouldn’t have a product if you hadn’t found something that customers need and come up with an answer,”
he points out.

Quick as a
flash sale
By KELLY TAY
IT may be a new player in
Singapore’s flash sale
e-commerce scene, but
JigoCity is already making
its presence felt.
Last month, the social
buying company swooped
in to acquire The Sweet
Spot (TSS) – itself a
deal-a-day website, but
with a focus on luxury
goods and services.
Launched in Singapore
earlier this year in April,
JigoCity boasts a large regional presence. It is active
in five countries or 15 cities
across the Asia-Pacific, including Hong Kong, Kuala
Lumpur, and Melbourne.
Its global team is based
in Shanghai, which shares
headquarter status with
JigoCity’s office in Los Angeles.
The group buying model
of e-commerce websites is
simple: companies offer a
limited number of products
or services for a fixed period of time, often at discounted rates. When a deal is
bought through flash sale
sites such as JigoCity, vendors are charged a commission, thus making the
e-commerce business a
profit.
With low barriers to en-

try, the social buying space
here has seen multiple new
entrants in recent months,
and the fact that consolidation is happening is unsurprising.
What is noteworthy,
however, is the fact that
TSS – which offered
high-end deals to affluent
customers – had only been
around for a mere eight
months before being
snapped up by JigoCity.
Harris Vertlieb, managing director of JigoCity Singapore, said that his interest in TSS was piqued by an
article that BT ran on the
company in March.
“I thought that its tilt towards up-market vendors
was a great complement to
us, so I met with Alexis
(Horowitz-Burdick, founder of TSS) to see if we could
work something out,” he
said.
The move will see
Ms Horowitz-Burdick remain on JigoCity’s board
for the next nine months to
ensure a smooth transition.
Meanwhile, TSS members
will continue to receive
high-value luxury deals, in
addition to being eligible
for JigoCity’s daily offerings.
But the exact amount for
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Mr Vertlieb: He disagreed that the flash sale space is oversaturated – likening the
variety in cyberspace to the endless choice on Orchard Road
which the deal was sealed
remains undisclosed, since
it has not yet been finalised.
Said Mr Vertlieb: “The
group buying space is new
not just in Singapore, but
all over the world. This
makes it extremely difficult
to value a flash sale website
– how does one calculate
the value of an e-mail database?”
One way is to peg each
name obtained to a dollar
value. “We acquired about
10,000 names from TSS’s
database, and with a CPA
(cost per acquisition of each
name) of $4 or $5, you can
do the math pretty easily,”
said Mr Vertlieb.
As there is a multiplier
effect to the “lifetime value”
of each potential customer

acquired, Mr Vertlieb said
that the final amount will
be revisited and recalculated after nine months to a
year.
Because the nascent industry is still in its infancy,
JigoCity said that it is unable to accurately pin-point
its market share at present.
“Figures furnished by
companies who claim to
have such-and-such a market share should be taken
with a pinch of salt . . . The
flash sale space is so new
and unregulated, it’s hard
to know how much of the
market you’re capturing at
the moment. There isn’t
even a watchdog for the
space,” said Mr Vertlieb.
Nevertheless, he was
able to share that JigoCity’s
number of successful trans-

actions and number of new
purchasing members had
doubled from May to June.
While Mr Vertlieb conceded that the flash sale
space is highly competitive,
he disagreed that it is oversaturated – likening the variety in cyberspace to the
endless choice on Orchard
road.
“From a vendor’s
point-of-view, there are so
many companies that
haven’t yet tapped into the
online group buying
sphere. The question for
them will simply be, which
website will I choose?”
To differentiate itself
from its competitors, JigoCity says that it has a targeted
plan to grow its business
further. While other social
buying sites may focus on

anticipating customer desire, JigoCity prides itself
on cultivating what it calls
vendor love.
Mr Vertlieb believes that
this is especially timely given the current climate of
vendor fatigue – where vendors are constantly hassled, even harassed, by the
multitude of flash sale sites
looking to do business with
them.
“I don’t want to give all
of our secrets away, but I
can tell you that at JigoCity,
we listen carefully in order
to understand our vendors’
business needs,” said Mr
Vertlieb.
“We never push them to
do business with us, and
we definitely don’t tell them
that they need to work with
us exclusively. For us, it’s
about working out a
win-win situation that gets
them not only new customers, but loyal and repeat
ones as well,” he added.
JigoCity also remains
committed to its customers’
needs. For example, it guarantees a complete refund to
customers when things go
awry – as they sometimes
do.
When asked whether
JigoCity may have entered
a fiercely competitive market a little too late, Mr Vertlieb begged to differ.
“We may be late into Singapore, but we’re early in
the game,” he said.
Indeed, in such a new
space, it seems entirely possible for a company to go
from market follower to
market leader – and in a
flash, at that.

