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What’s 
the secret?

The secret to cracking 
complex problems is not 
born-in brilliance or an 
expensive degree.

It’s not even having a 
perfectly color-matched 
wardrobe, although that 
does seem to help some 
people.

The truth is that nobody 
ever solved  a big problem. 
They just smashed it into 
itty-bitty pieces.

“Design Thinking” is 
simply a highly refined 
version of this universal 
human activity. 
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Too often, however, 
explanations of the design 
process come wrapped in 
philosophy and technical 
jargon that make them less 
accessible.

This book is different. 

Inside you’ll find only 
a repeatable system of 
action that will help you 
tackle almost any complex 
challenge.

Oh and just enough, um, 
fluffy humor to keep you 
from bursting into tears of 
boredom for the next sixty 
minutes. Let’s get started, 
shall we?

The truth is that nobody 
ever solved a big problem. 
They just smashed it 
into itty-bitty pieces. 
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Unfluffy philosophy

But bold action 
always beats 
prolonged 
planning.

But nobody ever 
did anything great 
alone. Nobody. 
Ever.

But done is often 
good enough, and 
good enough is 
better than most.

Birds wing it. 
People plan.

You’re a lot more 
capable than you 

think you are.

If a job is worth 
doing, it’s worth 

doing right.
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Congratulations! 
You’ve successfully waded through 
the closest thing to a philosophical 
manifesto you will encounter here. 
You’re doing great.

On to the good stuff.
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The big picture

Presented here is a birdseye view of the process as it 
might look for a big corporation with a lot of funding, 
as well as how it often plays out for for an individual 
or small organization.

The details may be different, but the process doesn’t 
change - whether you’ve got a million dollars in the 
bank or a buck-fifty in your pocket.
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• Framing the challenge 

• Research 

• Ideation 

• Prototyping 

• Refinement 

• Iteration 

• Documentation 

• Execution 

• Celebration

Design Phases
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1. Framing the challenge
A problem, a challenge, or a desired outcome is 
presented to the team.  An initial problem statement is 
drafted which defines the scope of the project.

2. Research
Money and other resources are allocated to gather 
information that will help give a broad understanding 
of the challenge or problem area.

3. Ideation
Ideas are generated to address the challenges and 
desired outcomes specified in the problem statement.

4. Prototyping
The most promising ideas are selected, then 
prototypes are built to test functionality, feasibility 
and user reaction.

5. Refinement
The results of testing are used to rule out or improve 
the selected ideas. Questions or problems revealed by 
testing are addressed at this time.

Suit-and-Tie version

Process overview
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6. Iteration
Phases 1-5 are repeated until the core problem has 
been identified, targeted research has informed the 
generation of appropriate concepts, and testing has 
proved at least one solution viable.

7. Documentation
Process work is logged. Materials necessary to 
procure stakeholder buy-in are created. Technical 
and logistical information needed for production is 
finalized.

8. Execution
All assets necessary to produce and place the 
minimum viable product into the hands of the target 
user are acquired or created. The solution is launched. 

9. Celebration
“Here’s the brief for the next project. See you at the 
kickoff meeting tomorrow morning. Oh, and Jimbo? 
Great job. Big boss was real pleased. I’ve never had 
better champagne.”

Process overview

The traditional method 
for those of us backed by 

limitless corporate resources.
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1. Framing the challenge
You discover something you want to stop happening, 
or something you want to make better, then decide 
to do something about it and set a deadline. This is 
commonly referred to as setting a goal.

2. Research
Learn everything you can about the challenge as 
quickly as possible. Pay zero to zilch for insights you 
can just drum up yourself. 

3. Ideation
Spew gobs of outrageous ideas onto anything ink will 
stick to. Choose the least awful ones to test.

4. Prototyping
Slap together something resembling that shiny widget 
in your head, then put it in front of people - make the 
ideas real, and do it real quick.

5. Refinement
If it worked, make it better. If didn’t, tweak the model 
and test it again - or scrap it and try a different one.

Jeans-n-tshirts version

Process overview
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6. Iteration
Repeat steps 1-5 until you’ve got a solution you, that’s 
you personally, can make happen right now that 
really, actually helps people.

7. Document
Create the story you’ll need to convince people why 
they should care enough about your idea to help you 
make it a reality.

8. Execute
Just make the damn thing happen. Do what you have 
to do to get the first quick-and-dirty edition out the 
door. Preferably nothing illegal. Preferably.

9. Celebrate
Launching your great idea is a perfect excuse for less-
cheap-than-usual-beer and those mini weenie things 
they always have at parties. Man, I love those.

Process overview

For people who don’t have 
money but do have fun.
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Zoom in, 
zoom out.

Part of what makes 
complex problems 
complicated is that you 
will often be working 
on more than one, 
or even all, of the 
individual stages at 
once. The iterative 
process is not strictly 
linear.

That’s ok. If you ever 
get overwhelmed, take 
a breath. And another.

Now zoom out. Go 
back to the process 
overview and figure 
out exactly where you 
are in the big scheme of 
things. 

If you were a hawk, 
the process would be 
your wings. It allows 
you to fly high above a 
meadow with a million 
heads of grain and 
pretty wildflowers all 
competing for your 
attention, while you 
search for the trail of a 
tiny rabbit. 

From that lofty 
position, spot where 
you lost the trail. Then 
dive right back in and 
grab the rabbit. 

Unless you’re a 
vegetarian. Then you 
can snatch the carrot 
out of the rabbit’s 
mouth and call it 
a day. He probably 
stole the carrot from 
your garden anyway, 
dammit.
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If you ever get overwhelmed, 
go back to the process overview 
and figure out where you are in 
the big picture. 



Tactical
breakdown



Detailed strategies
for each phase in 

the design process
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1: Frame the challenge

The right problem to 
solve is the first one. 
Then the next one . . .

Are you solving the 
right problem?

Remember what you were always told about thinking 
outside the box? You’ll do that later. 

First, grab that surly problem and stuff it in a clearly 
defined box where you can get a good look at it. 

Rough treatment notwithstanding, convince it you’re 
going to take it seriously and that you want to hear 
about its struggles.

When it lets down its guard and opens up to you 
about its hopes and dreams, don’t just smile and nod. 
Ask questions! Let it know you’re listening!

Frame the challenge
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• What’s wrong? 

• What could be better? 

• Why are things the way they are? 

• Who cares? 

• Why do they care? 

• Why do I care? 

• What am I going to do about it? 

• Create a challenge statement 

• Be open to change 

• Hit the ground running

Key points

Frame the challenge
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What’s wrong?
What needs to improve about a given situation? The goal: 
reduce the impact of something bad.

What could be better?
What change would make people even happier about 
something? The goal: create something good.

Why are things the way they are?
Create a hypothesis. Try laddering: the process of asking 
“why” until you can’t answer anymore.

Who cares?
Know who the problem or potential benefit affects. These 
people are your stakeholders: defined as anyone who stands 
to gain something by the change you will affect.

Why do they care?
Consider what impact the solution will have over a day, a 
month, a year, or ten years.

Why do I care?
What is the deepest reason that will drive me to see this 
challenge through?

What am I going to do about it?
Create a goal you want to realize and set yourself a deadline.

Frame the challenge
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Create your challenge statement
Put it all together into a brief challenge statement. 1-3 
sentences is ideal. See the sidebar for the difference between 
a problem statement and a challenge statement.

Be open to change
Know that your understanding of the challenge will change 
as you learn. Be willing to let go of your initial assessment.

Hit the ground running
Don’t spend too much time thinking about it. Get out of 
your head and go make the magic happen!

Frame the challenge
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SIDEBAR

Are you up to the 
challenge?

Problem statement:

“Look at this awful thing 
that’s happening because of 
these things I’ve noticed.”

Well, that’s nice, 
and it makes you 
sound smart and 
all, but what are 
you going to do 

about it?

Challenge 
statements add a 
call to action that’s 
backed by your own 
reasons for beating 
the problem.
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Challenge statement:

“Look at this awful thing that’s 
happening because of these 
things I’ve noticed.

I can’t stand to see x 
happening to y, so here’s how 
I’m going to crush the shit 
out of this problem in three 
weeks, starting now.”
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2: Research

Don’t do that. Give it 
a week. Maybe.

You could research 
one topic for the 

rest of your life and 
be no closer to 

exhausting it.

Research is critical. It’s also ongoing. When you first 
attack a project, learn only what you need to start 
ideating quickly. 

As you try out ideas, you’ll start asking more specific 
questions that will lead you deeper into the rabbit hole 
anyway - But the difference is that now you’ll know 
where you’re going.

Research
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• Work from general to specific 

• Take a multidirectional approach 

• Don’t force proof 

• Learn by experience 

• Facts are useless without insight 

• Revisit the challenge 

• Organize constantly 

• Apply

Key points

Research
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Work from general to specific
It’s usually easy to gain a broad understanding of a 
challenge on your own first. Doing so will help you 
learn the right questions to ask experts later on, when 
the information you need becomes more specific more 
and difficult to find on your own.

Take a multi-directional approach
Use everything at your disposal. Evaluate sources for 
credibility, and never rely on one source.

Don’t force proof
Whenever possible, use your noggin to draw 
conclusions from information you’ve gathered, 
without stopping to find statistics, surveys, or tests to 
back you up directly.

There may be times when you need third-party 
empirical proof, but most of the time it’s unnecessary 
and just slows you down.

Learn by experience 
Turn off the computer. Put down the book. Go forth 
into the world to discover its legions of wonders, 
sorrows, and just plain weird stuff for yourself.

Facts are useless without insights
Your ability to draw conclusions from disjointed 
pieces of information is invaluable. It’s what separates 
us people from machines. At least, for now. . .

Research
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Revisit the brief
Frequently revisit your brief and challenge statement 
to avoid getting off track. Revise as you gain new 
understanding.

Organize constantly
Information without structure is chaos. If 
organization isn’t your thing, you can find helpful 
(and free) guides for managing complex collections of 
information online at Unfluffydesign.com 

Apply
Take what you learned. Spew out ideas. Change the 
world. 

Research
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Research tactics

SIDEBAR

Leave no stone unturned.
Use these catagories as a baseline in 
your quest for knowledge.

• Be social 

• Surf the web 

• Read print media 

• Live a lot 

• Make things 

• Learn from competitors 

• Travel
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Be social
People are your greatest resource for insight. 
 

Seek out subject matter experts
•	 Users
•	 Sellers
•	 Specialists
•	 Sufferers
•	 Beneficiaries 

Watch
•	 Observe behavior while unnoticed by your 

subject
•	 Observe behavior while object is aware of 

observation 

Listen
•	 Ask “smart” (informed) questions.
•	 Ask “stupid” (uninformed) questions.
•	 Listen to what’s being said.
•	 Think about what’s NOT being said.
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Surf
Literally Googling your challenge statement is an 
excellent place to start. Also check:

Read print media
Librarians are like information wizards guarding 
untold fortunes of knowledge. Make friends.
•	 Consume local journals, newspapers, magazines
•	 Read subject speciality books, biographies, 

business strategy, fiction

Speciality blogs

Market research hubs 
•	 Mintel
•	 Trendhunter
•	 Nielson
•	 Consumer Reports
•	 Passport 

Big corporations’ published research 
databases

Industry or trade association websites

Crowdsourced knowledge:
•	 Reddit
•	 Youtube
•	 Vimeo
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Live a lot 
Learn by first hand experience.
•	 Literally spend a day in the life of your 

stakeholders
•	 Consume things and experiences
•	 When in doubt, do.

Make
Prototyping is research. See the prototyping section.

Learn from competitors
They’ve already done much of the work for you.
•	 Visit stores (store audits)
•	 Sample products
•	 Deconstruct objects and experiences
•	 Read customer reviews
•	 Talk to employees

Travel
•	 Time travel: what has your culture done in the 

past to address the challenge?
•	 Cross-cultural travel: what have other cultures 

done to address the challenge?

Live an interesting life. Our seemingly 
unrelated experiences are often 
what give us fresh perspective on 
notoriously tough problems.
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3: Ideation

There are no bad 
ideas - until you have 
to make one of them 
real.

Your first idea is 
never your best.

Ideation is a distinct phase dedicated to generating a 
large number of ideas very quickly, without stopping 
to gather new information or to test anything.

But as a problem solver you will be in a constant state 
of ideation. Don’t be afraid to get up in the middle of 
the night to scribble down that brain blast.

But if it’s cold and dark and you just don’t wanna... Eh, 
whatever. You’ll think of fifty more in the morning.

Ideation
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• List it, Draw it, Write it, Make it, Say it 

• Keep the challenge in sight 

• Don’t edit yourself initially 

• Think for yourself first 

• Always involve other people 

• Learn to love critique 

• Evaluate ideas objectively 

• Perfectionists never get anything done

Key points

Ideation
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List it, Draw it, Write it, Make it, Say it
No matter how you record it, every idea starts in your 
head. Choose the method of recording your ideas 
which feels the most natural to you. The point is to 
get the thought out quickly, then move on to the next.

Keep the challenge in sight
Feel free to go far off the beaten path. But always 
return to the question, “how does this train of thought 
address the challenge?”

Don’t edit yourself initially
When you first start ideating, record everything that 
comes to mind- Especially if you think it’s a bad idea. 
Sometimes you need to clear the cobwebs to make 
room for the good stuff.

Think for yourself first
Our first round of ideas generally fall flat. You can 
avoid embarassment and get better critique if you 
work through your initial ideas alone first.

But always involve other people
Don’t spend too much time alone. Everyone - 
absolutely everyone - knows things you don’t. Don’t 
make the mistake of thinking you can’t use help.

Ideation
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Learn to love critique (see sidebar)
Don’t look at critical comments as a personal attack. 
Instead, be grateful for an opportunity to improve 
an idea so you can crush the challenge even more 
completely.

Evaluate ideas logically
Intuition and emotion both have a place in the 
evaluation process, and it’s two steps behind logic. 
Don’t cling to a logically poor idea just because you 
like it. We all have to learn to kill our darlings.

Perfectionists never get anything done
Perfection is impossible. Good enough is actually 
pretty easy. Practice the painful but productive art of 
embracing imperfection.

Ideation
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Examples of ideation tools include mind-mapping, 
role-playing games, and throwing paint against a wall 
until it passably resembles a celebrity who will buy 
your process work if you call it art.

It would be counterproductive to attempt to list all 
the specific tools in existence now. That’s a topic for a 
design-o-pedia, not a process guide.

Included here instead are approach tactics which will 
increase your range of thought with any tool you 
select.

Ideation tactics
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Keep yourself accountable
Set time and quantity goals like you would for any 
other activity. Example: commit to recording thirty 
distinct ideas in one hour.

Take yourself out of the equation
As much as possible, put yourself in the shoes of your 
stakeholders.
•	 Think about what they want, what they don’t, and 

why.
•	 Create personas and ask, what would x person 

think/do?

Don’t reinvent the wheel
•	 Start with something that exists already and make 

small changes.

Change your location and context
•	 Ideate where your solution is likely to be used
•	 Ideate in a bland, windowless, silent room
•	 Ideate where you feel un/comfortable
•	 Ideate in the morning, at mid-day, at 3 am
•	 Switch between activities If you’ve been listing 

ideas all day by yourself in your office, go make a 
mock-up outside on the lawn with a friend.
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Take exercise breaks
Go pump some iron. Do some yoga. Switch to the life 
of the body for ten minutes or an hour, then come 
back to the life of the mind.

Sleep on your ideas
 They will look very different after a break. Try 
stepping away for a night, a day, a week.

Charge it out.
Try NOT taking breaks for longer periods of time. 
Create intense focus. Caffeine and...other stimulants... 
can help with this. Use wisely.

Practice co-design
Involve your stakeholders directly in the ideation 
process.

If you’re stuck on one idea, 
stop thinking and make it!
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4: Prototyping

If it stays broke, 
move on.

Break it ‘til it works.

Everything looks different in the mid-day sun than it 
does in the flattering light of our thoughts.

Prototyping is about bringing ideas into the light, 
giving them every chance to prove themselves - and 
being willing to move on if they don’t perform.

Prototyping
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• Ask a question and answer it 

• Resist the urge to get attached 

• Resolve the obvious yourself first 

• Test out details with the public 

• Break it ‘til it works, sort of 

• Evaluate constantly 

• Write reports 

• Choose the right kind of prototype

Key points

Prototyping
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Ask a question and answer it
Each prototype starts by asking a question and 
attempting to answer it. Examples:

•	 What is the smallest shipping container I can fit 
thirty stuffed monkeys into?

•	 How do I attach the legs of this chair to the seat 
without using any fasteners?

•	 Which version of this e-flyer will attract more 
people to our membership meetings?

Resist the urge to get attached
Building things is fun, and it’s easy to sink more 
time and love into a model you’re really enjoying. 
It’s tough, but when it comes time to break it - don’t 
hesitate.

Resolve the obvious yourself
You will get more out public tests if you remove as 
many obvious (or dangerous) flaws as possible first.

Test out details with the public
Take your prototype to other people to answer the 
questions you can’t answer yourself.

Break it ‘til it works, sort of 
Understand that you may need many rounds of 
improvement to get to a working idea. Know that 
some ideas will never work.

Prototyping
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Evaluate constantly
Think about why models fail or succeed, why people 
reacted a certain way, and how the next version could 
capitalize on strengths and eliminate flaws.

Write reports
Keep good records - you never know when you’ll need 
them. Plus, summarizing your experience helps you 
connect the dots and draw conclusions.

Choose the right kind of prototype
Your first models should be fast, rough and cheap to 
gain a general understanding. Increase model quality 
as necessary to flesh out specific details. Here are some 
different kinds of models:

•	 Quick-n-dirty - If you need to know how big 
something is in relation to a person, grab some 
cardboard and duct tape.  

•	 Works-like - If you need to know how to attach 
something mechanically, build an ugly model that 
works.  

•	 Looks-like - If you need to know how someone 
will react to a certain visual style, build a looks-
like model with no attention to function. 

•	 The real thing - When you’re ready to put it all 
together for final testing, build a one-off model to 
spec.

Prototyping
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Not-so-rapid prototyping

Is it necessary?
Can you make it faster, better or cheaper by hand? 

Function
What do you need the model to do? Make sure you 
choose a technology and material that will perform as 
you want it to.

Production speed
How long will it take to produce the part? How long 
will it take to get to you?

Learning curve
Will you need to create a 3D model in a CAD 
program in order to use the machine? Will you need 
to learn a control interface? Do you understand how 
to design with the materials the machine uses?

When it works as you expect, rapid prototyping is 
absolutely incredible. When it doesn’t, RP is notorious 
for aggressively burning through time, funding, and 
patience. Consider these factors carefully before you 
choose a prototyping method.
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Pricing and output quality
Costs range widely. You can 3D print for dirt cheap, 
but it might more closely resemble plastic dirt than a 
world-class gizmo. Then again, it might look fantastic. 
Ask to see samples before you commit to a job.

Ease of editing
When you discover something that needs to be 
tweaked, can you change this model, or will you have 
to run a whole new piece? How long does it take to set 
up a new production run?

Fringe time costs
Is there a queue to use the machine? Will the piece 
arrive finished, or will you have to sand and paint, 
or otherwise process it yourself? Have you built 
in a time cushion for operator error, failed runs, 
miscommuniations or other hiccups?

Make an informed choice.
Consider hidden costs before you 

choose a prototyping method.
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5: Refinement

Where the hell are 
we going?

How the heck did 
we get here?

You can view refinement as a built-in reset period; a 
chance to take a step back from the frenzy of activity 
in the previous four phases. 

Clear the crumpled papers and tiny models and coffee 
stains off your desk. Take a shower. Eat something, 
maybe.

Now, take a deep breath. It’s time to think about what 
you’ve done.

Refinement



49

• Reorganize 

• Revisit the challenge statement 

• Evaluate what you’ve produced 

• Seek out critique 

• Take stock of what you’ve learned 

• List what you still need to know 

• Revise the challenge statement 

• Iterate!

Key points

Refinement 
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Reorganize
Declutter your workspace. Clean out your digital file 
tree. Document and file everything. Do what you need 
to do to start fresh on the next iteration. 

Revisit the challenge statement 
Some time and much thought has probably passed 
since you first framed the challenge. It’s helpful to 
revisit the big picture. 

Evaluate what you’ve produced 
Take a look at the work you’ve done so far. How has it 
advanced your understanding of the challenge? Create 
evaluation metrics to determine which ideas are 
promising and which should be discarded.

Seek out critique 
The best time to seek out advice on your project is 
a stopping point like this, where you have produced 
something worth talking about and are able to view it 
as part of the big picture.  
 
Constructive criticism usually improves an idea. See 
the sidebar on how to get great feedback for more tips 
on critique.

Refinement
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Take stock of what you’ve learned 
Create a document where you list the big insights 
you’ve gained so far. Some people refer to this as a 
synthesis document. I like to call it a knowledge dump.

List what you still need to know 
Your work to this point will invariably produce new 
questions you’ll need to answer in order to beat the 
challenge. Record these. They’ll guide your next round 
of research. 

Revise the challenge statement 
Now that you’re armed with a much better 
understanding, does your initial challenge statement 
still make sense? If it doesn’t, update it.

Iterate! 
Restart the process. It’s important to note that you’re 
not starting over. You’ve just roughed out a sketch 
of your masterpiece. None of that work is lost - now 
you’re going over the painting with a finer brush.

Refinement 
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6: Iteration

Design something.  
Design it again. 
And again . . .

It’s very simple, really.

Iteration is how the napkin sketch and the eureka 
moment become the revolutionary invention, the 
winning business model, and the triumphant social 
campaign.

Iteration
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• Work from broad to specific 

• Be willing to kill your darlings 

• Know when to start over 

• Know when it’s good enough

Key points

Iteration
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Work from broad to specific
At the end of your first iteration, your idea may look 
something like this: 

•	 Mass manufactured clothing: a cheap fabric device 
to keep people warm and preserve modesty.

 
1-100 iterations later, it may look more like this:

•	 T-shirt: cotton fabric technology that provides 
warmth by trapping 10% of excess body heat 
generated

•	 Modestly conceals majority of user’s torso while 
accentuating features of their dad-bod

•	 Can be produced for $0.25-$2.00 a piece
•	 Bonus value-add: red and white polka dot pattern 

increases the confidence with which the wearer 
delivers uncle jokes

Be willing to kill your darlings
Don’t cling to a logically poor idea just because you 
like it. Ideas are only means to an end. Be attached to 
your goal, not the way you thought you’d get there.  

Know when to start over 
An ideal process starts with one good idea that just 
keeps getting better and better with every iteration, 
straight through to execution. 

Iteration
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That hardly ever happens in reality. Most ideas that 
reach the stars do so because they’re standing on a 
mountain of other ideas that didn’t.

Know when you’ve hit ‘good enough’
There’s a fine line between high standards and 
crippling perfectionism. Perfect is impossible. Good 
enough can be surprisingly easy.

Iteration
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SIDEBAR

Show finished work
Only present ideas that are developed enough to 
discuss productively.

Present the necessary backstory 
Tell your audience whatever they need in order 
to properly understand the concept. But keep this 
extremely brief.

Side benefit: teaching people something often helps 
you understand it more clearly yourself. Take this 
book for example...

Don’t hype up your ideas
You are looking for an evaluation, not delivering a 
hard sell.

How to get (and use) 
great feedback
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Don’t bash your ideas, either 
Be confident. Don’t immediately present any idea’s 
perceived drawbacks. See if people notice them first.

Be receptive, but not a pushover
Don’t automatically accept a critical comment as law. 
Evaluate it for yourself. Sometimes well-meaning 
advice is just dead wrong.

Learn to love critique. View 
constructive criticism as an 
opportunity to improve an idea 
so you can beat the challenge 
even better. Seek it often.
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7: Documentation

The best idea in the world is useless if:
• You can’t find it
• You can’t explain what it is
• You can’t explain how to make it

Documentation refers to the process of recording 
your work so you can find it, change it, and show it to 
other people.

The more complex the project, the more critical 
documentation becomes.

You probably don’t need to take process photos when 
you crack the challenge of feeding yourself every 
morning. Unless you’re a really, really picky eater.

But if you’re going to tackle food insecurity in a failing 
urban neighborhood, you may want to take some 
notes.

Documentation
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• Record as you go 

• Fit documentation to the tool 

• Keep things in one place 

• Make stuff editable 

• Know your audience 

Key points

Documentation
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Record as you go
Make a habit of snapping photos of mock-ups, filing 
testing reports, and scanning sketches and loose notes 
immediately or in frequent batches.

Fit documentation to the tool
Don’t shy away from sketching on legal size paper 
because it doesn’t fit in your file folder. Get a new 
folder.

Keep things in one place
Make your life easier by choosing a filing system and 
sticking to it. Keep a master notebook for analog 
notes. Use the same digital filetree for every project.

Make stuff editable from the start
Once you get into the later refinement phases, much 
of your time will be spent changing things you’ve 
already done. Work in a way that’s easy to edit.

Know your audience
Most of the process work you produce will never see 
the light of day. But some of it will. Keep in mind who 
else will need to see something and plan accordingly.

Read: if your handwritten test report is landing on 
your boss’s desk, write legibly and avoid cuss words. 

Documentation
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Types of documentation 

•	 In-house documents (development)
Are for your eyes only. They allow you to work 
quickly in the moment, but also to follow your 
thought process later if you need to backtrack for 
any reason. 

•	 Public-facing (buy-in) 
Refers to materials which communicate any part 
of the process to someone you need to understand 
it. They must be presentable. 
 
This includes everything from your vision for the 
future of the project to technical data and final 
marketing images. 

•	 Technical (realization) 
Anything you need to give the people who will be 
affecting your solution so they can do their job. 
 
Examples include CAD files for manufacturers, 
process guides for service providers, and cost 
sheets for accountants.

Documentation
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8: Execution

This is where it all comes together. You’ve done your 
homework. You know you’ve got what it takes. Now 
it’s time to make it real.

For some people, bringing an idea we’ve nurtured for 
so long into the light of objective reality is the most 
exciting part of the whole process. For others, it’s 
absolutely terrifying.

Enjoy this opportunity. There is no courage without 
fear.

“Experience is 
something you don’t 
get until just after you 
need it.”
-Stephen Wright

“Ideas are cheap. 
Execution is 
everything.” 
-Chris Sacca

Execution
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• Review your challenge statement 

• Set big goals and tiny goals 

• Deadlines make the world go ‘round 

• Gather resources 

• Tell the people who need to know 

• Don’t wait ‘til you’re ready - just launch 

• Expect to succeed imperfectly 

• Iterate!

Key points

Execution
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Review your challenge statement
Launching an idea into the real world is tough. It 
helps to remember why you’re doing it.

Set big goals and little goals
Determine your ultimate endpoint, then outline the 
little steps you’ll take to get there.

Deadlines make the world go ‘round
Set hard dates to create the pressure to act.

Gather resources
What do you need in order to achieve the goal you’ve 
set by your deadline? Take stock of what you already 
have and acquire what you don’t.

Tell the people who need to know 
Who is going to invest in your idea? Who’s going to 
buy it or distribute it? Who’s going to wag their finger 
and say “I’m very disappointed in you” if you miss a 
deadline? Let them know you’ve arrived.

Don’t wait ‘til you’re ready - just launch.
If you run out of time, just launch an imperfect idea 
and improve it on the go.

Expect to succeed imperfectly
Be just as prepared to grab the steering wheel and 
swerve as you are to pop the champagne (but not at 
the same time, please).

Execution
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Iterate!
The entire design process is built on the premise of 
failing over and over again until you succeed. The 
difference between design and insanity is that by 
design, you never fail the same way twice.

Execution
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SIDEBAR

A good problem solver knows what he or she doesn’t 
know. Your purpose in this process is not to provide 
all the brains, brawn, and skills. Your purpose is to 
connect the dots. 
 
Imagine yourself as the coordinator of a massive 
groupthink. You don’t have all the resources necessary 
to beat the challenge on your own, but you are in the 
position to see the big picture. 

So call in the engineer to put out that structural fire, 
scout out the lay of the land from a long-time user, 
and let your tactical propaganda expert tell you how to 
win people to your cause.

Final word: You don’t 
need to do everything.
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Work together with other people. It’s 
a hell of a lot easier than having to know 
everything yourself. And if you’re into 
people, it’s more fun anyway.
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Celebrate!



Step 9: Go have some fun.
You’ve earned it. 
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