


Praise for 
Predictable Magic

“Predictable Magic provides a much-needed set of insights, case studies, and
methodologies for product design and development. In particular, the products and
services being developed for customers in emerging markets must think about
design and experience in the way described by Predictable Magic if they are to
succeed and improve the lives of millions around the world.”

—Nishith Acharya, Executive Director, The Deshpande Foundation

“An indispensable resource for anyone concerned with creating value through
innovation. The EMPOWER framework uniquely combines concepts of creativity,
strategy, and psychology in a pragmatic and integrated approach. With concrete
cases, it offers many timely insights that can be readily adopted by any organization
striving to connect emotionally with its customers. Deepa and Ravi have
demystified the black box of creativity.”

—Dr. Arvind Bhambri, Faculty Director, 
Marshall School of Business–Executive Education

“As the competitive playing field shifts from segments to clusters, consumers to
cocreators, functionalities to user experiences, and product innovations to new
categories, companies are challenged to relate ever more directly with the market’s
new Big Kahuna—the whole person. How does a large, engineered business system
engage an individual’s heart and mind and deliver unanticipated benefit?
Predictable Magic offers a truly elegant answer. Prahalad and Sawhney’s
EMPOWER framework is practicable, tested, and intuitive. Rely on it: 
The hours spent with this book will empower your strategy.”

—Jeb Brugmann, Founding Partner, The Next Practice; 
author, Welcome to the Urban Revolution: How Cities Are Changing the World

“Prahalad and Sawhney are among the very few designers who understand that
meaning itself is a design—that humans are not built into the environment via
instinct. Predictable Magic demonstrates an appreciation of humans, in all their
authenticity, as beauty incarnate: full of asymmetry, paradox, and irony. Prahalad
and Sawhney are exceptional product designers, because they are creators of things
that allow people to emotionally connect with what is latent in them and deeply
personal. A bigger gift no one can offer.” 

—Dr. Bob Deutsch, Cognitive Anthropologist; 
President and Founder, Brain Sells

“Predictable Magic places the consumer experience at the center of product design
and marketing. Empathy and emotions, understood through the concept of persona,
bring a richer and fresher perspective on consumer-driven innovation than any
other book I have seen. This book is a ‘must-read’ for anyone concerned with
developing products and experiences consumers will love. It provides practical
advice, frameworks, and tools to foster successful innovation, without ever falling in
the recipe mode.”

—Yves Doz, The Timken Chaired Professor of Global Technology 
and Innovation, INSEAD; author (with Mikko Kosonen), Fast Strategy



“By putting the empowerment of people at the center of strategy creation,
Predictable Magic is as much a book about values and leadership as it is about
design. It can help executives find meaning and value in their work as they create
meaning and value for their consumers.”

—Dr. Marshall Goldsmith, world-renowned executive coach; 
author, The New York Times bestsellers, MOJO and

What Got You Here Won’t Get You There

“Prahalad and Sawhney shine a light on an important piece of the strategic puzzle:
how to convert consumer emotions into successful designs. They provide a rigorous
approach to guide innovation efforts from strategy creation through execution. This
is a must-read for anyone who is trying to create a new product or develop a new
business model.” 

—Dr. Vijay Govindarajan, Earl C. Daum 1924 Professor of International
Business, Tuck School of Business, Dartmouth College; 

Chief Innovation Consultant, GE; author (with Chris Trimble), 
Ten Rules for Strategic Innovators

“Truly great designs are magical—they surprise us with their unexpected
functionality, delight us with their thoughtful ergonomics and beguile us with their
seductive aesthetics. While every company strives to create products and services
that dazzle, few achieve this feat. Now, in Predictable Magic, Deepa Prahalad and
Ravi Sawhney lay out a simple but powerful methodology for turning deep
consumer insights into attention-grabbing, expectation-defying designs. If you’re
looking to increase the ‘magic quotient’ in the things your company makes and sells,
you’ll want to dig into Predictable Magic.”

—Dr. Gary Hamel, Visiting Professor, London Business School; 
author, The Future of Management and Leading the Revolution

“Prahalad and Sawhney have developed the most comprehensive book I have found
on the emerging study of emotional connections between consumers and products.
The Psycho-Aesthetics® concept is something that every person who has a
leadership role in brand building, product development, or innovation must absorb
and understand. Predictable Magic is attainable and needs to be integrated into the
business architecture of every business.”

—Charles L. Jones, Vice President, 
Global Consumer Design, Whirlpool Corporation

“Predictable Magic convincingly argues that design is intrinsic to successful product
innovation in the consumer marketplace, requiring deep understanding of the
emotional and psychological needs and experiential responses of diverse individual
consumers, and early integration into the formulation of business strategy. Its
engaging verbal and visual exposition draws from many disciplines and distills
original insights from the compelling experience of well-chosen case studies into a
systematic framework of general applicability in the process of strategic innovation.”

—Dr. Linda Lim, Professor of Strategy, 
Ross School of Business, University of Michigan



“Deepa Prahalad and Ravi Sawhney have opened a window into the alchemy of
converting consumer insight into innovative and successful products. In Predictable
Magic, they provide a framework, a visual language, and a vocabulary that can be
shared among interdisciplinary product development teams, thereby fostering
collaboration and creativity, and speeding up the product development process.
This is a valuable contribution to the art and science of creating breakthrough
products and services.” 

—Sunil Mehrotra, Managing Partner, Medizen

“In Predictable Magic, Prahalad and Sawhney offer a design-based approach to 
new product development and product line resilience that bridges the gap between
inspiration and implementation. Sustainable success in global product markets
requires industry entrepreneurs—whether they serve as principals in start-ups or 
as corporate senior managers—to understand the crucial, increasing role of design.
How can managers make the leap from personal taste—which everyone can 
claim—to free themselves to collaborate with designers to reliably match market
opportunities to products that engage consumers as individuals? Predictable Magic
offers both a framework and a process to answer this question, supported by proven
results.”

—Thomas P. Murtha, Professor of Marketing and Management, 
Michigan State University, and Stefanie Ann Lenway,

Dean and Professor of Management, 
The Eli Broad College of Business Administration, Michigan State University;

coauthors, Managing New Industry Creation

“The natural fusion of psychology and creative disciplines enable a potent capability
that will be critically important as we seek to better understand the demands of a
diverse global population. Predictable Magic outlines an important framework for
all product development professionals to capture and define the emotional wants
and needs of a user. Conventional data capture and analysis often lack the ability to
gain true insight into the human user. This book provides principles and approaches
that address those limitations.”

—Ken Musgrave, IDSA, Director, Experience Design, Dell

“In Predictable Magic, Prahalad and Sawhney lay out a novel and powerful
approach for infusing a consumer perspective into innovation strategy. By providing
a cohesive framework for understanding how and why consumers connect with
products and services, including those of rivals, the book provides designers,
innovators, and managers alike a lens through which to see which innovations can
make your firm a hero in the marketplace.”

—Elie Ofek, T. J. Dermot Dunphy Professor of 
Business Administration, Harvard Business School

“Simple, profound, and radical. Prahalad and Sawhney have turned received
wisdom upside down by making customer emotion the starting point for innovation
and growth. This book will change the way you think about design, business, and
strategy.”

—Yann Risz, Venture Partner, Siderian Ventures



“Prahalad and Sawhney have powerfully articulated the conundrum of creating
innovation around products and services. The failure of companies (and maybe even
governments) to begin with the dynamic needs of human beings at all of their
physical and emotional touch points…and their social, economic and technology
challenges…is what leads such mediocre market performance.
“Corporations must take the time to understand global human trends and how they
impact industries. Bravo! The authors have crafted an understandable set of
principles, cases, and approaches to help us all navigate this more effectively.”

—Robert T. Schwartz, FIDSA, General Manager, 
Global Design, GE Healthcare

“Predictable Magic starts with an unassailable and potentially discouraging premise:
the relationship between what catches our attention and what wins our hearts is
mysterious and complex. For companies hoping to use mountains of market
research and spreadsheets of demographic data to create heart-fluttering projects,
that’s a grim bit of news. 
“But not to fear! In this book, Prahalad and Sawhney divulge the alchemy behind
some recent monster marketplace success stories. What’s more, they promise that
by following a few clear, concrete guidelines, any company can do the same. And
then do it again. What they offer, in short, is a sort of Holy Grail: a handbook for
replicable innovation. 
“Predictable Magic is invaluable for anyone seeking to use design to create products
that are both highly successful—and greatly loved. And that’s magic, indeed.”

—Linda Tischler, Senior Writer, Fast Company

“Prahalad and Sawhney have written an unusually useful book. It is one of the rare
sources that goes beyond giving us another definition of innovation. With concrete
examples linked to practical principles, they show us how to do it.”

—Patrick Whitney, Steelcase / Robert C. Pew Professor and Dean, 
Institute of Design, Illinois Institute of Technology
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Preface

Why Psycho-Aesthetics?
Psycho-Aesthetics is the RKS process of creating emotional con-

nections between consumers and designs. It spans the spectrum from
research to strategy to implementation and finally to consumer expe-
rience. By revealing the triggers that attract buyers, generate the pur-
chase impulse, and create emotional connection, this process can
empower you to build the viral demand that leads to segment leader-
ship. Whether you’re a business leader, or engaged in strategy, inno-
vation, and design in any way, Psycho-Aesthetics can help achieve
your goals.

To understand the roots of this design thinking methodology, we
simply need look at the psychology of what it means to be human,
from the most basic elements we require for survival on through to
the need for positive self-image and affirmation. When survival needs
have been satisfied, we seek to satisfy our needs to grow and
evolve…to adorn ourselves and our surroundings and to augment our
being. The ongoing quest to satisfy these needs is the root of con-
sumerism.

The days of simply designing a better (or bigger or prettier)
mousetrap have passed. Consumers around the world have evolved
into design and experience critics. Today, designs, services, and expe-
riences must do much more than fill basic needs…they must connect
emotionally. By understanding the core of human psyche and how it
is an essential part of consumerism, we can all create that connection,
that “wow” factor that makes people want to spread the joy of their
discovery. When we get this connection right, it’s pure magic.

Psycho-Aesthetics is a highly visual way of approaching these
challenges. It’s a scalable set of tools that enables mapping of the con-
sumer audience, competitive products, and brands. When these mar-
ket “windows” are aligned, consumers with unmet needs can be
clearly recognized. We can then develop strategy, design, and story-
telling to reach them. The result is tangible, memorable experiences
and connections that build brand loyalty.
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This methodology can allow you to look into the hearts and minds
of markets. And after you have, you can clearly understand how and
why to attract, engage, trigger adoption, and cause the viral effects 
on the market that most companies only dream of. What’s more, you
can use this process to generate the desired results repeatedly and
predictably. 

So, whether you’re an Apple or you’re selling apples on the cor-
ner, Psycho-Aesthetics can and will show you how to create higher
levels of adoption, greater levels of perceived value, and, most impor-
tant, create consumers that feel so good about your business, the
experience, and themselves that they simply have to spread the word. 

With these tools, you too can create Predictable Magic.



Introduction

“Information’s pretty thin stuff unless mixed with experience.”

—Clarence Day

This book is the result of a collaboration that grew out of a chance
meeting. Although as individuals we have followed different profes-
sional paths, we quickly found common ground in two fervently
shared beliefs: in the power of innovation and in the importance of
the individual. The road to those convictions was different for each of
us, but debating how these ideals may shape both design and strategy
has been a source of tremendous learning and growth.

It’s the Individual That Matters

For almost 30 years, one of us, Ravi, has been leading RKS
Design, the firm he founded. As an industrial designer and entrepre-
neur, Ravi has been involved in the innovation process in many indus-
tries from concept to execution. As the scope and volume of projects
grew, so too did the need to efficiently and reliably understand the
needs of the clients, market, and end users. To make sense of design
success and failure, Ravi drew on experience in the heydays at Xerox
during the 1970s working on some of the first versions of the modern
touch screen to understand how human behavior relates to design
and design to experience. Reflecting on hours of consumer testing, he
realized that most of the lackluster performers (in technology and

1
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elsewhere) did not have functional flaws—they simply failed to
engage consumers. Some products made people feel inferior, as if
they didn’t understand great design. Others intimidated the audi-
ence, such as the early versions of the touch screen.

Puzzling over how to prevent this scenario led to a long process of
exploration and the development of Psycho-Aesthetics®, the RKS phi-
losophy of emotionally connecting with consumers through design.
The focus of this approach is squarely on the individuals, specifically
their emotions, aspirations, and connections as the starting point for
strategy and design. Tracking the individual experience and emotional
response is the goal of the process, rather than creating new functions
and features alone. The test of success lies in whether the design
empowers individuals and creates a meaningful experience.

For one of us, Deepa, business strategy and innovation are more
than a matter of business school and professional experience; they are
somewhat of an inheritance. Her father, C.K. Prahalad, was a profes-
sor at the University of Michigan Business School, and she had the
benefit of watching, and often participating, in robust debates at the
dinner table with MBA students, CEOs, and academics. Many of
these sketches and diagrams created during these gatherings eventu-
ally entered the market and became hugely successful products and
services. The idea that business should have a tangible impact on
improving the lives of individuals—providing both opportunity and
value—was cemented early on. Here, too, the role of aspirations—of
managers, consumers, and corporations—was seen as the driving
force in successful strategy and innovation.

These lessons resonated, though Deepa chose to study political
science and economics. The Berlin Wall fell and Tiananmen Square
unfolded while she was in high school, and the Soviet Union
imploded a few days before a final exam in Cold War politics during
her sophomore year in college. During her first “real” job (based in
Singapore), her company and most others were working on strategies
to enter the newly liberalizing markets of India and China. Many
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offerings that had been successful in the West were promptly
rejected, even when prices were competitive. Although people were
hungry for change, they also wanted to retain a connection to their
own cultures and beliefs. Here, too, the voices of individuals and
their emotions made themselves known, loud and clear.

The Model

Businesses today must respond to rising consumer aspirations.
We wrote this book in the hope that understanding how to make
these the starting point for strategy can help both the business and
design communities transform their good intentions and need for
self-sustenance into the enduring businesses that create opportunity
for themselves and others. Executives, too, are empowered when
their work has a positive impact on the world around them. We hope
that this cycle can serve to counter the cynicism that abounds and
help steer the path to solutions.

This book narrates some of the cases from the evolving practice
of Psycho-Aesthetics. We firmly believe that innovation is as possible
for a two-person start-up as for a large diversified corporation. We
chose cases that represent a range of industries and challenges. They
are largely based on our own experience. However, that choice is not
meant to negate the truly outstanding achievements of other design
firms and many innovative companies. The cases included herein
were chosen merely because these were the ones that we could nar-
rate with authenticity and a level of detail that may help you and your
teams as they undertake similar challenges.

Highlighting the role of emotional insight should not take away
from the importance of data and research. We simply believe that the
legitimate need for structure and process should also explicitly cap-
ture the emotion and experience of the consumer. These are the 
ultimate measures of market success and need to be considered along
with financial analyses. Better yet, the tools are accessible to those
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who are in charge of actually implementing design and innovation—
the designers and executives themselves. In acknowledgment of the
time and resource constraints in most firms, the process is clear, effi-
cient, and replicable.

Roger Martin, Dean of the Rottman School and a vocal advocate
of design, once commented, “Strategists don’t have to learn how to
understand designers better. In the future, they will have to become
designers.”1 We show how the energy directed into creating quantita-
tive metrics of emotions and cognitive experience can be understood
in the early stages, reducing risks of error and creating sustainable
company business models in the process. Today, Psycho-Aesthetics
goes way beyond product design, enabling businesses to look beyond
the horizon. That’s another reason the book is called Predictable
Magic—not only does Psycho-Aesthetics empower businesses to cre-
ate magic predictably, but it also enables us to predict what designs
and brand strategies will be successful in the future.

A Simpler Way to Innovate and Design

In this book, we share the Psycho-Aesthetics philosophy and
methodology through case studies from various industries. We start
with helping to answer some of the basic questions about design:
How should you approach the design process? How do you know
when you’ve arrived at the right solution? And how can you make
sure that your design and business strategies work together—consis-
tently? We then show you how to translate these insights into actual
products and services. You can

• Learn how to map existing products, consumers, and channels
using the Psycho-Aesthetics methodology to reveal new oppor-
tunities for innovation

• Understand how to identify design features that can enable you
to emotionally connect with your consumers
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• Mitigate risk by understanding your consumers and setting
appropriate design priorities

• Learn, with fresh cases, how companies from Fortune 500 to
start-ups have used design to create sustained organic growth

• Align all stakeholders around the design process

It is now widely understood that consumers engage for emotional
reasons and adopt based on rich and fulfilling experience. Yet few
companies look at emotion and experience explicitly as a starting point
for strategy and design. We have found that those willing to do so often
see higher profits, brand value, and levels of consumer satisfaction.

About This Book

This book is organized in two parts. Part I, “Creation of a
Design Strategy,” focuses on aligning creative and executive teams
and creating an actionable manifest that is the basis of successful
design. Teams are guided to answer three major questions in creating
a design strategy and use Psycho-Aesthetics mapping techniques and
tools to guide the collaboration.

Part II, “Implementation and Consumer Experience,” cov-
ers the topics of implementation and consumer experience. Here, the
process of translating insights and strategy into physical design are
discussed along with some litmus tests for design success. We discuss
how to position these designs in real-life retail and Web settings so
that the value of the offering is easily understood and communicated
to the consumer.

We ask and answer some familiar strategic questions about mar-
kets, consumers and opportunities, but we answer them from the
perspective of the consumer—not the firm. Understanding that all
insight would not be “provable analysis,” we sought to make the 
decision-making logic transparent by mapping consumer interactions
in a collaborative setting. This represents the culmination of lessons
learned from across industries, which have shown us time and time
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again that there are basic emotional responses that apply to all con-
sumer behaviors, and these responses can be analyzed objectively.
We have broken down the steps into a framework we call
“EMPOWER.” Empowerment is after all, what the best companies
must do for their teams inside, and what they must do for their con-
sumers as well.

We invite you to continue the conversation with us at 
www.predictablemagic.com.

www.predictablemagic.com
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Set the Stage for Success

Designing the Intangible

Bubble gum. Teddy bears. Legos. Roller skates. Red lipstick.
Sports cars. All of these transcend the boundaries between object and
experience. At each stage of life, designs become part of our lives and
the stories we tell ourselves and those around us. They resonate with
us emotionally.

Observing this phenomenon is much easier than creating it.
There is no shortage of corporate attention and resources directed
toward understanding the needs and desires of consumers. Despite
these efforts, most new offerings fail to connect with consumers, and
hordes of supposedly “satisfied” consumers defect. Without a consis-
tent emotional connection, there is no brand connection—no barrier
to defection. Worse still, the cost and visibility of these failures is
increasing. However, the market performance of the success stories
(such as the iPod) and the excitement generated by compelling new
concepts provide a convincing case for the power of design to capture
our imagination—and produce impressive returns in the process. For
this reason, many companies today are integrating design thinking
into their cultures at higher levels. This is an important shift in mind-
set, but the success of these efforts depends on the degree to which
insights can be translated into strategy and action.

1

9
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New Rules of Competition

Today, firms in all industries find themselves competing on
design. The concept of design has broadened beyond the purely
aesthetic and now includes every aspect of the consumer’s interac-
tion and experience with the brand.

Companies invest vast resources into innovation and strategy.
They hire market researchers, consultants, and armies of internal
staff to identify new opportunities and develop new concepts. Yet the
results are less than encouraging: Some studies suggest that 70 per-
cent of strategies never get executed and more than 80 percent of
new product introductions fail or underperform. Of course, there are
visible exceptions in the most crowded and competitive industries
such as Apple (computing) and Target (discount retail). The compa-
nies that manage to innovate successfully enjoy financial rewards and
the respect and affection of consumers. These successes depend on
carefully integrating corporate strategy with design to forge deep,
emotional connections.

These emotional connections are the little-understood magic
that can transform a product from an object that simply serves a pur-
pose into a rewarding and empowering experience. By creating
these connections, design transforms business strategy into business
success.

In Predictable Magic, we seek to demystify the design process to
make strategy and design more understandable and pragmatic.
Something you can use and profit from. In this way, we can transform
what for many is a black art into a repeatable process. Psycho-
Aesthetics® is the RKS philosophy of creating emotional connections
between consumers and designs. It spans the spectrum from research
to strategy to implementation and finally to consumer experience.
This process harnesses your knowledge and creativity and cultivates
them into results. To put it simply, Psycho-Aesthetics takes the magic
out of the process and puts it into the consumer experience.
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Those on the front lines leading innovation know the importance of
balancing inspiration with execution. Design is an increasingly impor-
tant ingredient in carrying out strategy and can also be a powerful tool
for mitigating the risk inherent in bringing innovations to market.

A New Perspective on Design

Psycho-Aesthetics arose as a formal practice out of the study of
designs that were lauded for their beauty but failed in the market.
Careful analyses reveal a simple and profound truth:

“It’s not how you feel about the design, it’s how it makes you
feel about yourself.”

This counterintuitive idea has major implications for how compa-
nies approach their study of consumers and the innovation process.
Few consumers buy purely on the basis of need. In the developed
world, a majority of purchases are driven by a need for entertainment
and self-actualization. But even for the four billion people in the
world who remain poor, aspirations play a pivotal role in their con-
sumption decisions—note the size and growth of the cell phone
industry in emerging markets.

When we look at design success across industries, it’s clear that
the relationship between what catches our attention and what even-
tually wins our hearts can be mysterious and complex. Consider some
of the brands in different categories that are consistently given top
ratings from consumers—from airlines (Jet Blue, Southwest), cars
(BMW, Honda, Toyota), and food (Costco, Trader Joe’s, and Weg-
man’s), to Internet businesses (Amazon, eBay, and Google).1 There
isn’t a pattern to the functionality, aesthetics, or price points in their
offerings. But there is a consistency to their quality and the unique
and consistent experience they provide—in short, in the way that
they tend to the well being of their consumers.

Of course, there is no shortage of alternatives for the specific
products and services that the top brands provide. It is the way they
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respond to the emotional needs of consumers that sets them apart.
The ultimate goal of design is not merely making things that people
enjoy or creating awareness of the company. When design creates
feelings of empowerment, people are eager to share their experience
with others. This cycle is essential to generating demand virally and
building brand loyalty.

Overcoming the Hurdles

The importance of creating emotional connections comes as no
surprise for business leaders engaged in the strategy, innovation, and
design process. Regardless of organizational function, those involved
with creating new concepts or taking ideas to market are likely to find
themselves frustrated in confronting two major hurdles:

• Information overload—There is no efficient way to process
and prioritize the volumes of data and research that exist in
most corporations today. The market research industry is esti-
mated at a staggering $19 billion2 as consumer behavior and
demographics can be studied in exhaustive detail. However,
the vast majority of consumer purchase decisions are made on
an emotional basis and experts estimate that up to 95 percent
of buying behavior originates at a subconscious level.3

Although information is abundant, insight can be in short sup-
ply. Traditional market research reveals very little about the
consumer’s emotional triggers in the decision process in a way
that can inform design and strategy.

• Inadequate models for collaboration—Even in the most
enlightened organizations, fostering collaboration between
executive and creative teams brings special challenges. The dif-
ferences in tools, education, and perspective frequently lead to
delays, battles, unsatisfying compromises, and uninspired
results. However, companies that find ways to resolve these
issues can create an important source of competitive advantage.

As a design firm, we have had a unique vantage point in this
debate. We have collaborated with companies in many industries for
almost 30 years. At its best, design is an excellent method for creating
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organic growth, brand awareness, and meaningful consumer experi-
ences. It also remains one of the most underleveraged tools in many
organizations. We knew that we wanted to do more than help firms
create one-time product success. Helping clients build brands for the
long term requires understanding how to build and operationalize
consumer insights and demands by developing an efficient collabora-
tive process to enable repeatable success.

But that does not mean that companies looking to understand and
incorporate design need to upend everything that they know. Sweep-
ing corporate reorganization is not always a realistic (or effective)
option, especially when a company is engaged with maintaining its
competitive position. Moreover, changing the course of strategy and
the inner workings of companies are not areas that design firms were
traditionally consulted on. Therefore, the tools that we developed to
lead innovation do not rely on a given corporate culture or executive
champion. They are also not dependent on complex financial model-
ing. Psycho-Aesthetics guides the design process by creating dialogue
and collaboration among stakeholders and empathy for the consumer.

Predictable Magic shows those interested in driving change how
to move beyond brainstorming and create the consumer insight and
collaboration needed to achieve breakthrough success—no matter
your industry or company size.

Psycho-Aesthetics: An Integrated
Approach to Innovation and Design

Confronting two of the major challenges in the design process—
creating rich, actionable consumer insight and fostering more effec-
tive collaboration—led to the development of Psycho-Aesthetics. This
framework makes it possible to systematically understand the emo-
tional reactions of consumers to products, services, and experiences.

Just like the consumer marketplace, new tools and concepts have
to connect with the stakeholders they are designed for…Capturing
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data and intuition in one place is a goal that remains elusive in most
firms. Spreadsheets get updated far more often than assumptions
about consumer behavior. Through our work with large corporations
and entrepreneurial firms, we saw how business decisions about
branding, channels, and pricing could weaken the impact of new con-
cepts. The need for aligning strategy and design became obvious.
Strategy without design is just good research. Design without strategy
is just a good idea.

The case studies we share here span the range from start-ups to
long-established, well-known firms. They are meant as an illustration
of how to use emotional insight to guide the design process and to
show the framework in practice across a wide range of industries.
However, a single great design will not create lasting business suc-
cess. Nor are we making the case that design can save a dying cate-
gory or overcome inadequate funding, lack of corporate support, or
flawed business models. Many good designs are quickly dismissed,
and the best ones are quickly copied. Companies therefore need to
innovate constantly to stay on top, and a predictable process for doing
so can dramatically increase the odds of success. We know that the
design process can be made more collaborative (for all stakeholders),
efficient, and consistent with the right tools. And when design and
strategy work well together, it can create new categories, transform
industries, and drive financial results.

Psycho-Aesthetics is compelling because it creates efficiency in a
complex undertaking—understanding the consumer. Technology has
enabled the collection of large amounts of trend data. The problem
is, all this data and measurement can create analysis paralysis in
which companies cannot turn information into actionable insights.
Measuring everything doesn’t create insight any more than eating
everything creates health. This methodology enables executives and
designers to zero in on the data that matters because it gives them a
means to create a compelling consumer experiences.
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The Importance of Emotion—and Action

Our experience shows that anticipating and responding to con-
sumer emotions, rather than parsing demographics and focusing on
market research, has proven to be the most reliable indicator of
design success. Developing a simple, intuitive process for incorporat-
ing this emotional insight into the design process has involved vigor-
ous experimentation. Over time, we discovered that factoring in
emotion has not made design more complex but introduced clarity to
the decisions and trade-offs that come with implementation. That
clarity has enabled us to breathe new life into stale categories, help
companies climb back from decline, and enter the market and seize
share, faster, with more lasting results than we dared to hope for.

What does this mean in practical terms? How can a firm begin to
practice this philosophy? What are the resources and skills involved
in implementation? Based on our work with diverse clients, we have
distilled the process into distinct phases that can be easily remem-
bered with the acronym EMPOWER. The Psycho-Aesthetics
process is a powerful catalyst in empowering clients and design pro-
fessionals to innovate. Not coincidentally, EMPOWER also describes
the experience that we aim to create for consumers. Empowering
experiences create connections between consumers and brands.
These bonds are the basis of market leadership and sustained finan-
cial performance.

Enable Your Stakeholders
Map the Future
Personify Your Consumer
Own the Opportunity
Work the Design Process
Engage Emotionally
Reward Your Consumer

The idea that emotional connections are the real drivers of
growth and prosperity seemed radical when we began to use this
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approach. If the results from objective data can be misleading, it was
hardly surprising that business people were once hesitant to base
major strategic decisions on emotional considerations. But emotional
insight translated into design creates real business results. Consider
some of the following examples of this philosophy in practice:

• In the mid-1990s, the Minimed insulin pump was a break-
through technology that unintentionally reinforced the stigma
of being a patient. By redesigning it to look like a pager (which
were then perceived as “cool” and “hip”), sales went from $45
million to $171 million in 3 years and the firm was acquired by
Medtronic for more than $3 billion.

• An appliance engagement with Amana revealed that its prod-
ucts’ high quality was not reflected in its styling. Enhancing
badging, knobs, and graphics to reflect its brand raised costs by
$0.30 but commanded a $100/unit premium at retail. The
result was more than $20 million in profits and an acquisition
by Maytag.

• Collaboration with Discus Dental to create the Zoom! Tooth
Whitening system began more than 2 years after Brite Smile
entered the category and began taking market share. Psycho-
Aesthetics was used to design all components of the profes-
sional tooth whitening experience (from the syringe to the
whitening lamp). Today, Zoom! sells more than 100,000 of the
patented syringes per week and ultimately acquired Brite
Smile Professional to secure its market position.

Looking at design as a means to deliver empowerment was cen-
tral to all these efforts. The credibility of many companies today rests
on whether they actually deliver value to consumers as they produce
profits. In an increasingly global marketplace, few opportunities can
be understood with financial metrics alone (although these will
always be an important measure). Many of these markets and new
consumers can be better understood—and designed for—through a
deep understanding of their needs, desires, and aspirations. In this
way, Psycho-Aesthetics can help translate the good intentions of most
businesspeople into tangible business results.
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The Value of Consumer Emotions (and the High Cost of
Ignoring Them)

Though no one denies that consumer emotions and experience are
important, many hesitate to leverage them because they seem sub-
jective and difficult to quantify. But take a look at your balance
sheet. Consumer emotions are all over the place—implicitly and
explicitly. Neglecting to consider emotions and experience for all
stakeholders at every stage will always show up on the bottom line.

Intangible value of brands—Brand value is a major component
of intangible assets determined by factors such as company reputa-
tion and goodwill. These are alternate names for consumer’s feel-
ings about a firm. According to some estimates, intangible value
now accounts for 62 percent of enterprise value on a global basis.4

In addition, long-recognized marketing tools such as the lifetime
value of a consumer and the value of word-of-mouth marketing
can now be quantified in many industries. The link between con-
sumer emotions to the bottom line has become more visible as a
result.

Vulnerability of financial modeling—Assume the classic sce-
nario of Company A and Company B. Would you bet on a decision
process that is based on observed human behavior and emerging
trends or assumptions and historic data? If you voted for the for-
mer, you intuitively understand the value of ethnography and
“human factors” to supplement the traditional methods of financial
modeling.

Increased chances of survival—Few companies have histories
that do not include periods of difficulty and decline. It is often dur-
ing the hard times that the feelings of consumers can make a dif-
ference in terms of which companies survive. Call it karma. When
Starbucks announced the closing of 600 of its stores due to a poor
economy, there were community efforts to “Save Our Starbucks”
in many locations. At the same time, some investment banks and
retailers with long histories folded with scarcely a protest—and
sometimes to cheers. Although the love of consumers can’t com-
pensate for poor management or business models, it may afford
the flexibility to try out new strategies in good and bad times.
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Impact of social networking—What are your consumers saying
when they get on YouTube? Twitter? Have they listed themselves
as fans of your products on Facebook? Consumers are not only
making purchase decisions based on emotion, they are providing
feedback the same way. Today, those opinions reach far outside
their immediate social network. Most of what people feel and say
needs to be positive for your company to thrive.

The poet Maya Angelou once observed, “People forget what you
said, they forget what you did, but they never forget how you made
them feel.” The emotional impact companies have on consumers is
perhaps their most lasting legacy...and the largest element of their
brand equity. It certainly deserves to be at the forefront of everything
the company does.
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