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The idea of managing as designing seems to be gaining its traction among scholars and practitioners alike. Beside our own work at the Weatherhead School, there are a growing number of scholars who are seeking to integrate design and management. Rottman School of Management at the University Toronto is retooling its MBA curriculum with a single focus of integrating design and management. Stanford University has started the “D” School that aims at integrating design, management and engineering fields. Large corporations like General Electric, Proctor & Gamble and Target embrace design as one of their core competencies. Magazines like Fast Company regularly feature success stories of companies who bought in the idea of design. Beginning this summer, Business Week started a new section exclusively dedicated to design and innovation. So, is design the next scientific management revolution that swept through the management education, research and practice the second half of the last century? Or is it just a hyperbole? After all, in one of its recent issue dedicated to the topic of design, Fast Company has an article titled, “How to act like a designer … or just look like one.” (June 2005). 

What will it take for the idea of managing as designing to have enduring consequences on management practice and theory, and not to wither away tomorrow as a fad of today?  Certainly not by changing the wardrobe of managers and the interior of the boardroom. In this paper, I argue that we need to serious about what we design. In an earlier work (Yoo et al. 2005), my colleagues and I argued that managers need to take the word design as a verb, not just a noun.  We argued that the design as noun can lead to a premature closure and is problematic in dealing with dynamic and uncertain world. Yet, I realize one cannot just continue designing. Just like Frank Gehry needs to build a building at one point, managers’ designing needs to produce designs at one point. The practical reality of management requires that managers have to confront design as a noun at one point in the process. The challenge then is how to keep design as a verb alive even as managers make inevitable choices of design as a noun – no matter how evil it might be. I believe the answer lies at the question of what we design. While certain things we design may lead us to stop designing, others may invite us back to design serving as a positive reinforcing power. It is this reciprocal relationship between design as a noun and design as verb that I would like to explore in this paper. 
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