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Five of us at IDEO had been working side-by-side with a 
handful of clients in Sydney. We taught them our process 
and coached them to slowly evolve the approach and make 
it their own. This was the joy of our work. We got to effect a 
change on others and in turn help them make change in their 
own world. Big impact can come from seemingly small shifts. 

On the flight, I couldn’t sleep. Nothing new for me, but 
this felt different. Questions were popping up faster than 
I could begin to respond. Was our time in Sydney long 
enough? Did we help move change through their organiza-
tion far enough? How could we continue to support them in 
ways that felt like enough?  

Unlocking Creative Confidence

CASTING A WIDE NET 

Enough. Was what we were doing enough? 
A few weeks before, Tim Brown, IDSA, IDEO’s CEO, had 

asked us to consider what tools, services and platforms we 
could build to make disproportionate impact through design. 

Disproportionate (adjective): having or showing a difference 
that is not reasonable or expected.

IDEO had been making impact through design since the ’80s 
with such products as Apple’s first mouse and one of the first 
public portable defibrillators. But our focus on design—and 
the true meaning of the word for us—had evolved from work-
ing on sleek products to working on complex systems. We 
were tackling bigger, hairier and increasingly more intricate 
challenges. Designing school systems in emerging econo-
mies, changing the way government agencies reach the 
public, reinventing the ways hospitals care for their patients. 
These were just a few of the projects we had taken on. 

When Tim asked us to make unexpected impact 
through design, he invited us to imagine not only how to 
spread design to the world at scale but also how to enable 
others to make these changes themselves. The time was 
ripe. Social movements were being catapulted in record 
speed through social media. Content was more readily 
accessible. Education was becoming increasingly focused 
on competency-based models and online learning. What 
it meant to truly learn was being redefined. The pace of 
change in the world was speeding up. 

I had been at IDEO for 12 years. I had joined as a cul-
tural anthropologist in 2001, which came as a surprise to my 

A
t 37,000 feet above the earth, you could be anywhere. Close your eyes. You’re above the 

Pacific, flying back to San Francisco from Sydney. Back in 2013, I had been flying back and forth 

to Australia for months, working with some lovely clients in financial services. They wanted to be 

more human-centered in their approach to service design. At IDEO, we specialize in taking a design-based, 

human-centered approach to helping organizations innovate and grow. 

By Suzanne Gibbs Howard

Suzanne Gibbs Howard is a partner at IDEO as well as the founder and dean of IDEO U. Her work focuses on transforming individuals 
and organizations through teaching and sharing thought leadership. Obsessed with understanding culture and human motivation, she 

arrived at IDEO via a crooked path involving anthropology, teaching English, museum-exhibit design and working in tech startups.
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friends and family, who never imagined that an anthropolo-
gist could find work outside of academia. Over the years, 
I had been blessed with the opportunity to work on some 
amazing projects: reimagining the future of news, reinventing 
Judaism, redesigning early childhood education, to name 
a few. My work (and the people I worked alongside) had 
helped shape the person I had become.  

But I too felt caught in the swift wave of change. Maybe 
it’s time to do something different, I thought. I could be any-
where. Where might I land? 

Teaching Others to Fish 
I remember hearing a story when I first started working at 
IDEO. I heard it from Bill Moggridge, FIDSA, one of the found-
ers of IDEO and someone I was lucky to call a mentor. Back in 
the 1990s, IDEO was doing some design work for a Japanese 
company. At the end of the project, there was a ceremonial 
unveiling of the final deliverable: a product prototype. After a 
long pause, the CEO of the Japanese company stood up and 
said, “Thank you for the fish. Now I want the net.” 

Organizations wanted to be more like IDEO. They 
wanted to learn and follow IDEO’s human-centered design 
approach. At the time, IDEO believed that it might accom-
plish this through something called IDEO U. 

Fast forward years later. It’s 2002. Enter into IDEO U.
You leave the sunshine and sea of entrepreneurs and 

software professionals, swimming high on ideas from the 
post dot-com age and walk into a rustic dimly lit warehouse. 
There are people dressed in costumes, wigs and fedoras 
acting out things with props made out of materials more likely 
to be found in a kindergarten class than a global corporation. 

We replaced naptime with hip-hop dancing sessions 
and arts and crafts with prototyping workshops. This was our 
three-day crash course on our process. 

IDEO got to be the hero. Our clients wanted to be more 
like us, and we would help them get there by leading them 
through a process and giving them a peek inside the weird 
and wacky world of IDEO. It was a break from the drudgery 
of their regular jobs. A reprieve from hierarchy. They would 
leave hopped up on our potion, inspired by our culture. 

STORYTELLING
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Human-centered design (and later, design thinking) was 
still new and exciting. They would leave feeling more like us. 
It was change by osmosis.  

The Trials of the Real World  
In the late 2000s, the tides started to change. I remember 
teaching an IDEO U workshop about the future of beauty 
care products at a large consumer packaged goods com-
pany. By this time, people weren’t completely new to the 
human-centered design process. Some clients had become 
well-versed in our practice and were changing the methods to 
fit the needs of their own organization, culture and business.  

Weeks after the workshop, one of the most enthusiastic 
participants reached out to me. What she dropped on me 
felt like a bomb. 

“It isn’t working,” she said. 
“What specifically?” My heart sank a little.
“The process. I was so inspired when I left your work-

shop and felt like I could do things differently. But I’ve tried. 

I’ve tried to introduce brainstorms, to advocate for visiting 
with customers when kicking off design projects and to build 
rough prototypes. I keep getting shut down,” she said with 
pain in her voice.  

In that moment, I didn’t feel like much of a hero. There 
I was, listening to someone who had been on fire weeks 
before. And now I could feel her frustration. It was simply 
not possible to work in these alternate ways back at her 
organization. 

“Do you have any tips or tricks?” her voice lifted a bit, 
with hope. 

I had a thousand.
Tip #19: Encourage your team to interview someone in 

their own life who is similar to the customer.
Tip #483: Invite the team to bring in inspiration from 

other industries.
Tip #782: Host a fabulous failure day where people 

share prototypes they’ve made and get feedback.
But none of these tips would help her organization 
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absorb these new ways of 
working. The IDEO U work-
shops weren’t enough. So we 
began to shift our offer and 
the story behind it. 

“See. Do. Teach. 
Transform.” It had a nice little 
ring to it. Instead of work-
shops, we sold transforma-
tion. Being more like IDEO 
meant individuals and organi-
zations needed to truly learn 
how to make our approach their own. 

The U from IDEO U dropped off. We choreographed 
multi-year engagements where we’d embed our people 
within other organizations and work alongside their teams. 

First, we would help frame the challenge—setting the 
process into motion—and the clients would see how we 
did things. Next, a small team from the client organization 
would plan for and do the work right there with our team. 
And finally, the non-IDEO team would design a way to teach 
others. They might organize a workshop, create a toolkit or 
host an event in order to spread transformation. 

We were truly teaching people to fish. They were 
becoming the heroes of their own stories. But our net could 
only stretch so far with this offering. Transformation wasn’t 
accessible to everyone. It only reached a few. 

Reframing the Question
“We are now preparing for our descent,” said the pilot over 
the crackling feedback from the intercom. “Thank you for 
flying with us, and we hope to see you again.” 

As we made our initial descent and the Pacific Ocean 
came into view, I reflected on Tim’s provocation from a few 
weeks before. 

His call to action was charged. We were in the midst of 
a technological revolution. How could we make dispropor-
tionate impact through design? How might we scale creative 
confidence (or the belief in one’s capacity to create change) 
across the globe? 

Certain truths were 
becoming increasingly evi-
dent: 

n  Our work was moving from 
projects to networks. As the 
challenges we worked on 
became more complex, we 
needed networks of organi-
zations working together col-
laboratively. It couldn’t be just 
IDEO + a single organization. 
Our approach—design think-

ing—needed to be the common foundation from which 
we approached diverse challenges. 

n Access to new ways of working was moving from 
workshops and lecture halls to online platforms for 
learning. We had new offerings, like OpenIDEO, a global 
community working together online to tackle problems, 
and OI Engine, a crowdsourcing software that engages 
networks in creative problem-solving. They were both 
showing great promise in how they spread our process 
and content to a global audience. We didn’t need to 
rely on lecture halls or workshops to spread design 
anymore. 

n The conversation was shifting from design thinking 
to creative confidence. What began as the practice 
of human-centered design shifted to the process 
of design thinking. But people needed more than a 
methodology. After we would leave organizations, like 
the one in Australia, our clients would often struggle to 
spread the process throughout their organization. They 
needed more support. That could come in many ways. 
One was through ways of being—mindsets rooted in a 
deep belief that they could create change themselves. 
That, at its core, is creative confidence.

I heard the wheels of the plane hit the ground. I was 
back in San Francisco in 16 hours. We needed to travel even 
faster. Much faster. And be in a thousand places at once. 

STORYTELLING
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Maybe more. How might we scale design thinking and make 
others heroes of their own story all around the world? 

Scaling Creative Confidence
A year later, we had a beta of what would become our 
learning experience for the new installation of IDEO U. This 
scrappy abridged version of our first course, Insights for 
Innovation, invited early feedback from hundreds of potential 
users and sparked conversations that would help shape the 
future of our courses. 

IDEO U was no longer a workshop. Nor was it a 
consulting-based, high-touch transformation. It was some-
thing decisively in between. It was now incredibly accessible 
and scalable. We had reached more than one thousand 
people—in every corner of the globe—in just two weeks.

After running our beta, I spoke with countless people. 
These people were doing incredible things: supporting 
patients with schizophrenia, designing services to help the 
poor save money and proposing more sustainable forms 
of farming. And they were doing it all over the world, from 
Sydney to São Paulo to Shenzhen. What they needed was 

creative confidence—an awareness of their own power to 
make a dent in the universe.

We learned a lot over the years. But one thing in partic-
ular rings loudest: learning requires getting your hands dirty 
and making a process your own. This takes effort, exercise 
and tools for action. 

We applied this insight to IDEO U’s current learn-by-
doing pedagogy: See, Try, Share, Reflect. Our learners get to 
see and experience engaging content from IDEO’s top prac-
titioners. They learn by doing and solve challenges relevant 
to their own work. And they get support along the way from 
a global community of like-minded doers. 

IDEO was never meant to be the hero of the story. We 
now provide a space for others to fuel up before going off 
to tackle the world’s greatest personal, social and business 
challenges. And they don’t need to wait for us to get on a 
plane to help them get started. 

We’ve added the U back to our name. But now it 
means something else. It represents the next generation of 
heroes, creatively confident to make unexpected impact out 
in the world. n

IDEO U is an online learning platform where individuals, 
teams and organizations can unlock their creative potential. 








