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Jeremy Myerson
On November 21st, 2008, the RSA and Landor co-sponsored a presentation by Jeremy Myerson on Innovation: The Challenge for Designers and Creative Thinkers.  The forum took place in Manhattan and drew a diverse mix of about 65 creative thinkers: graphic designers, architects, environmental designers, product and industrial designers, branding and new electronic media designers, publishers, artists, and more.

Jeremy is a long-time Fellow of the RSA, a writer, founding editor of Design Week, Professor of Design Studies and Co-Director of the Helen Hamlyn Research Centre at the Royal College of Art [http://www.hhc.rca.ac.uk/]
The presentation began with a brief, overarching history of design’s most illustrious milestones, beginning with Henry Dreyfuss, one of the most celebrated industrial designers of the 1930s, and closing with an in-depth strategic look at the opera/circus phenomenon, Cirque du Soleil.  This illustrated how the function of design and of the designer across disciplines has been radically altered within the past 80 years by globalization, the Internet, and a changing economy.
The enduring theme is that independent, genuine innovation, tailored for specific markets, will succeed.  True innovation, when thoughtfully executed, embodies what inventor and author Edward de Bono said was “the defeat of habit by originality.”

Lesson #1:  Innovation today is about much more than new products

Is a new design reality on the horizon? The chaotic economy, rapid employment outsourcing, and the global push for a sustainability transformation are placing an unprecedented premium on brilliant new ideas, further complicating the creative space while presenting a plethora of new challenges and opportunities. 

Design thinking has become even more essential to the innovation process. It’s more than just introducing new, chic products; it’s about rethinking current business models and focusing on building new markets that meet untapped customer needs. As the Internet and globalization further expand the landscape of existing and emerging markets, it is becoming more important to select and execute the right ideas and bring them to the marketplace in record time. 

Designers today are increasingly taking the lead in market research and appraisal to anticipate, discover and define customer needs.  Innovation is achieved by a three-part process:
	Understand
	Create
	Deliver

	Search
	Select
	Implement

	Appraise
	Articulate
	Act

	Define
	Develop
	Execute

	Discover
	Design
	Deploy

	Think
	Play
	Do


Need inspiration? Take a look at the Whitney Museum’s online gallery of this past summer’s exhibition of Buckminster Fuller: Starting with the Universe.  At a time of grim economic uncertainty, climate change, and tense geopolitics, Fuller’s design solutions seem cannier today than ever before. His integrated approach to the design and technology of housing and transportation endeavored to benefit the largest portion of humanity while consuming the minimum amount of the earth’s resources. 

http://www.whitney.org/www/buckminster_fuller/about.jsp
Lesson #2: Find Your Flow

Poet Mark Strand described the flow experience of writing poetry like this: “You’re right in the work, you lose your sense of time, you’re completely enraptured, you’re completely caught up in what you’re doing. There’s no future or past, it’s just an extended present in which you’re making meaning.” 

According to psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi flow comes into being when you’re lead by a feeling of energized focus. You’re so engrossed in the activity that your focus of awareness is narrowed down to the activity itself and in essence, the action is entirely effortless because it is so intrinsically rewarding. 
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This chart by Csikszentmihalyi, illustrates how the state of optimal flow is dependent upon the scale of the challenge, the skills possessed, and the surrounding environment.

So find your passion and make it happen.  But if you wish to solve some of today’s most hard-hitting issues, just keep in mind these words from Royal Designer for Industry Alan Fletcher: “Artists solve their own problems; designers solve other people’s…..” 
Lesson #3: Office environments need to flex and change to address workplace productivity. 

Trends in office design point to a general shift towards collaborative environments at the expense of space for high concentration work. ‘Solo’ knowledge work and tasks requiring uninterrupted thinking can be compromised by background noise and activity.  Meeting rooms and social spaces may offer little respite from the communal life of the office. As a result, many people seek alternative environments, such as taking work home, when they need to concentrate. 

Rethink the essential 3 C’s in your workspace*

· Spaces to collaborate

Provide dedicated spaces in which teams can communicate their ideas and work freely without worrying about making noise, a mess or pinning things up. It should be a space that can adopt a character for a period of time. It should provide moveable furniture and flexible work settings for personalized use by individuals as well as by project teams. Bigger desks to spread things out and bigger backdrops to pin things up will enhance collaborative modes of working. 

· Spaces to concentrate

Provide spaces for workers to complete tasks that require sustained focus, high levels of analysis and attention to detail or privacy. Such spaces can be separate rooms, booths or designated areas of the main office. They should be designed for solo working and should be separated from the noise and distraction of the general office and governed by strict protocols for working. Concentration spaces should be equipped with different types of furniture and adjustable settings to allow for a range of working positions. Window views should be available to connect people to the outside world. 

· Spaces to contemplate

Provide contemplation spaces that give people somewhere to recuperate from the stress and noise of the normal working environment, a place to go when workers are tired, or need to prepare for a an energetic task; somewhere they can relax, create new ideas or simply do nothing. It should be quiet and enclosed, with a degree of privacy. It carries elements of a comfortable, domestic environment. Just as modern working life has meant that the home has begun to accommodate work, so contemplation space readdresses the balance by becoming a ‘home’ within the office. 

Jeremy’s presentation was followed by a lively Q&A session and a cocktail hour where the conversation on the future of innovation continued. Robin Thompson, Landor Brand Strategist and Deputy Chairman of the RSA-United States Board of Trustees, moderated the event.
This event was made possible in part by the generous sponsorship of Landor Associates.  Our thanks also to Jeremy Myerson, for giving us his time and expertise.

*Source: Smith, John (2008), Welcoming Workplace: Designing office space for an aging workforce in the 21st century knowledge economy

