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You have a great deal of experience as a strategic innovator 
and are doubtless familiar in a very practical sense with 
the theories behind Design Thinking. Do you agree with the 
principles of this way of organising enterprises that on the 
face of it have nothing to do with design per se?

Design is understood differently as both a noun and a 
verb. In Hong Kong, most people understand “Design” as a 
noun, as in Fashion Design, Eyewear Design, Watch Design, 
Graphic Design, Web Design, etc. Design refers to the object 
that is being designed.

Design Thinking uses “Design” as a verb, the action and 
process of a way of working that is user/human-centred and 
includes empathising with users, working inter-disciplinarily 
and collaboratively, and a way of working that involves 
experimentation and rapidly testing ideas. 

Some designers are designated “Star Designers”, which is 
what most people in Hong Kong think of when they refer 
to designers, and their main interest is in their style or their 
signature way of designing. There is nothing wrong with this 
type of design, however it has nothing to do with Design 
Thinking. In fact, I personally think that the phrase “Design 
Thinking” in Asia creates a lot of problems as we’re using the 
same word “Design” to refer to very different things. 

Rather than calling what we do Design Thinking, we should 
call it what it really is and the outcome or benefits that 
accrue. To avoid confusion, we should refer to what we 
do as User/Customer-Centric Innovation or Xperience 
Innovation. What we do is innovation and is not design as 
in styling. Aesthetics is probably only the last 10% of what 
we’re concerned about. We’re mostly preoccupied with 
whether the design solution is soothing the right pain points; 
are we asking the right strategic questions and directing 
the enterprise in the right direction? Is the client’s corporate 
culture becoming more innovative as a result? This has 
nothing to do with a designer’s personal style. 
 

Is the generation of design ideas essentially a matter 
of collaboration or one of confrontation? Can mutually 
beneficial concepts flow from amicable conflict?

Design Thinking — or let me call it Xperience Innovation or 
User/Customer-Centric Innovation — is a work process that 
involves multiple parties in an organisation, e.g. marketing/
business, engineers/programmers, designers, etc. It is an 
inter-disciplinary activity much more than one that simply 
involves two people. A good user experience is the end 
result and the collaborative effort of negotiation between all 
these different departments creating useful, usable, desirable 
products/services. Hence Design Thinking is really Change 
Management to enable innovative organisational cultures 
and not just “design” as in aesthetics.

In Asia, my personal experience is that Design Thinking does 
not work if it only involves middle management or the lower 
levels of the organisation since Asia’s culture is hierarchical. 
Design Thinking came from a very flat organisational culture 
in the US, where you could sit next to Steve Jobs even 
as a junior staffer and put out challenging ideas and be 
respected for your contribution based on meritocracy. 

In Asia, the challenges of becoming an innovative culture 
are: 1) cultural hierarchy, and 2) departmental silos. Asian 
CEOs or decision-makers need to understand that Design 
Thinking can only work when they allow for failure and have 
incentive systems in place to encourage collaboration 
between departments and allow for bottom-up ideas. Then 
Design Thinking can work well, with support from the top — 
whether financial or operational.
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Elaine Ann is the Founder and Director of Kaizor Innovation, 
a strategic innovation consultancy that helps companies 
strategise, research and define innovative products and 
services for the China market. Born and raised in Hong 
Kong and having lived in the US for 12 years, her bilingual, 
bi-cultural and international background helps companies 
understand and strategise initiatives for the China market.

She is a veteran of the early dot-com era in the mid ’90s, 
having worked for companies including Razorfish, Philips 
Design and Henry Dreyfuss. Ms. Ann also trains executives 
and students alike, being the UX Instructor at Google’s 
Empowering Young Entrepreneurs Programme of the 
Chinese University in Hong Kong. In 2014 alone, she trained 
some 400 entrepreneurs in user experience and design 
innovation.

Ann is currently the Honorary Project Director for the Centre 
of Entrepreneurship of the Chinese University and belongs 
to the Cyberport Expert Network mentoring tech start-ups in 
user/customer-centric innovation and user experience. 
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Upcoming Publication by Elaine Ann: 
Xperience Innovation: Designing and 
Strategising for the Next Trillion Dollar Market 
in China

“DESIGN THINKING IS REALLY 
CHANGE MANAGEMENT 
TO ENABLE INNOVATIVE 
ORGANISATIONAL CULTURES 
AND NOT JUST “DESIGN” AS 
IN AESTHETICS.”
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