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Discussion of “Design at scale” 
usually starts with design systems… 
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However, Design operates 
in a broader context.



Everything is, or is becoming, a service
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As the service grows, so do the chances of 
fissures in that end-to-end experience
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Consistent quality 
as you grow

Maintain velocity 
as you grow

Ensure coherence 
as you grow

So Design at Scale needs a third objective:





Mechanistic modes of product/service 
delivery have tapped out. It’s hard to 
realize greater efficiency.
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delivery have tapped out. It’s hard to 
realize greater efficiency.

Design is valuable because it reintroduces 
humanism into a corporate, business, 
and technological context that had 
forgotten people.





Design is the fundamental soul 
of a man-made creation that 
ends up expressing itself in 
successive outer layers of the 
product or service.  
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How do you scale soul?
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These may “raise the floor” for quality 
and speed, but on their own they have no 
soul, and risk becoming a focus in and of 
themselves, inhibiting innovation.
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Jeremy Keith, Web designer and developer:  

“[D]esign systems take their place in a long history of 
dehumanising approaches to manufacturing 
like Taylorism. The priorities of ‘scientific 
management’ are the same as those of design systems
—increasing efficiency and enforcing consistency.”
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To maintain its soul, Design at Scale must 
rest on a foundation of culture and people
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As the team grows, you cannot manage culture informally
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The Product Design Team champions 
all readers through crafting 
engaging, enriching, and enduring 
experiences.
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Shared sense of purpose 

Make culture explicit within Design

For a technical enterprise team: 
The Product Design Team champions 
human values throughout strategy 
and development, and empowers 
users by taming technical complexity 
in designing reliable, safe, and 
approachable experiences.

For a publication’s team: 
The Product Design Team champions 
all readers through crafting 
engaging, enriching, and enduring 
experiences.

Purpose statements I helped craft
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Make culture explicit within Design
Snagajob Design Team Values 
Humility 
Quality 
Evidence 
Context 
Fearlessness 
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Make culture explicit within DesignMake culture explicit within Design

Practice with empathy, kindness, 
even love…

but also candor, and get to 
resolution in the moment.

Be honest, direct, and respectful 
in critique…

and recognize it’s not about you, 
it’s about the work.

but be vocal about what you need 
to succeed. 

Subsume personal pride for 
what’s best for the team…

but don’t fear asking for help to 
get out of the weeds.

Follow through on your 
commitments… 

Keep people in the loop with 
frequent communication…

but respect one another’s time 
and attention.

How we pledge to work with one another
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Make it tangible 
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≦ Two levels from the CEO

Executive commitment and investment
HCD 101 / Design Thinking

https://www.flickr.com/photos/timmyo/
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TL

manage down

COACH

Create a context to get the most out 
of their team 

Provide a vision for success 

Treat the team as people,  
not resources 

Uphold standards of quality
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Diplomacy doesn’t mean being a pushover


Have principles and purpose

Stand strong for 
your ideals

We’re in this  
together

Avoid victim stances


Everybody is doing their best

Team Leads—Relationships
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Because of what pivots around 
them, the Team Lead is the most 
important role on the team. 

Team Leads are the in-the-trenches 
stewards of the design culture.

Team Leads—Relationships
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These People, not systems, are the 
soul of Design at Scale

Team Leads—Coherence
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A vision aligns distributed effort.  
(and is a subject for a different talk)
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…which helps ensure the systems 
are serving people, not themselves.
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