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By Verena Kloos
Verena.Kloos@bmw.de

From September 2004, Verena Kloos was president of BMW Group DesignworksUSA,
directing the global design consultancy’s strategy and operations. In December 2009,

Kloos began a new position as leader of the Department of Context Design and
Advanced Development at BMW Group Design in Munich, Germany.

Keeping the Spirit of Innovation Alive in a Challenging Economy

THE UPSIDE OF DOWN

I
n September 2004, when I moved from Europe to California as president of DesignworksUSA, among the

multitude of things I needed to buy for my new home was a flat-screen television. Given my profession, it

was not an easy decision; I wanted a great looking, slim and sleek television with state-of-the-art technol-

ogy. At a Circuit City, I ended up paying top dollar for a Sony WEGA, which I felt was true in its design expres-

sion. Five years later I’m planning my move back to Munich and I’m looking for a buyer for the TV. When I men-

tion the price I originally paid people laugh. 

I N N O VAT I O N  W I N T E R  2 0 0 9 15

The methodology for transforming creativity and driving innovation in a dynamic culture evolves over time; today, contextual reference derived from
immersing researchers and designers in a multitude of relevant consumer spaces, geographies and mindsets is critical to success.



W W W. I N N O VAT I O N J O U R N A L . O R G16

Between 2004 and today, flat-screen televisions have lost
their caché; they are no longer premium luxury items, but
rather commodities. Indeed, California is now banning the
sale of some larger flat-screen TVs due to their vast power
consumption. In a recent conversation with one of my col-
leagues, NPR’s Frances Anderton likened them to the SUVs
of consumer electronics. Circuit City has since gone out of
business, like so many other stores and brands. Many of
our clients at DesignworksUSA have decided not to contin-
ue developing televisions at all.

Change
This simple household example nicely illustrates what we
design professionals talk about everyday and preach to our
clients: prepare for a fast pace of change. But talking is not
the same as believing, and change—even for those of us
whose careers live at the forefront of innovation—sometimes
only becomes visible when you experience it first hand.

Change is all around us. The housing and stock mar-
kets, ecology and the environment, new dynamics in glob-
al politics, the list goes on and on. It seems there is an end-

less stream of “what do we do now?” scenarios. On my
drive to work this morning the H1N1 flu vaccine debate was
the crisis of the day. We are at a place and time when the
way forward is not too clear, and the overwhelming notion
of crisis has overshadowed the idea of innovation. This
mindset is constraining our capabilities to take a step back
and reframe our points of reference.

The pace of change is fundamental and fast, and
many individuals, industries and entire nations are being
overrun—often by surprise. Working at the front-end of
innovation, and in many instances being part of early con-
ceptual stages for products and experiences, enables
design firms to be close to many of these shake-ups, and
we noticed the early indicators of a slowdown in business
attitudes and behaviors. Companies had started to reduce
their R&D budgets because the return on investment
became harder to quantify and justify. Many of those same
companies took those dollars and invested in costly market-
ing efforts instead. They just continued to produce the same
for less instead of finding solutions from a different perspec-
tive. That’s a big problem because they are sacrificing inno-

ECONOMY

Triple bottom line accounting means expanding the tradi-
tional reporting framework to consider environmental and
social performance in addition to financial performance.  



vation and renewal for things that may
seem similar but are in fact the oppo-
site of progress: reinventing, repurpos-
ing and refining. The consequence is a
very limited view and understanding of
future needs and demands.

It’s interesting (even alarming)
how easily forgotten, perhaps buried
under quarterly profitability pressure
checkpoints, are the fundamental the-
ories from biology and natural sci-
ences. To stay successful, you must
adapt to future needs and demands,
you must change. The Darwinist Principle can be applied
not only to creatures both great and small, but also to com-
panies both great and small, as well as industries, market
segments and cultures. It might sound like a paradox, but
we all must change and evolve to stay true to ourselves. 

The business culture in America has become defensive
and intimidated. Too many are waiting for the government
stimulus to get the economy back into gear, which stands in
stark contrast to the great pioneering spirit that is the hallmark
of American culture. The major ingredient of the American
Dream—the entrepreneurial drive, intelligent risk taking paired
with a strong belief in the future—has lost its torque.

Window of Opportunity
As there is no reliable way to predict what will happen next,
for some this a time of indecisiveness and inaction. But
what may seem like the time to stop and wait is actually
the time to accelerate and go. In times of uncertainty, there
is always a window of opportunity as consumers and clients
look to the leading brands and companies to show them the
way. Premium brands, and premium thinkers alike—no mat-
ter what sector of the industry they may be working in—
have to take the lead. We are at the edge of exciting new
frontiers. The consumer is asking for solutions and improve-
ments—how they can buy better things. For true innova-
tors, this is the moment to shine.

In the words of Philippe Starck, “We should all be
grateful for the crisis, because now that we are in the midst
of it, we are forced to be more creative, to re-pose funda-
mental questions of innovation, invention and production.”
Indeed, times of turbulence are the best times to decon-
struct and reexamine your business practices. 

While strategies to achieving it may vary, successfully
driving innovation, research and development is critical to
the longevity of all companies. Innovation is where intelligent
research and critical decisions meet creativity and aesthet-

ics. For DesignworksUSA, design is
located at the intersection of technol-
ogy, science, society, economy and
environment; design is often the
missing link to truly successful inno-
vation. Design prioritizes functions
with emotional product aspects to
achieve meaningful consumer experi-
ences. Without good design, innova-
tion often does not reach end users,
and therefore its value to improve
lives is lost.

Design thinking inevitably leads to
future thinking. Visualization makes future context tangible
through inspirational renderings and prototypes, which are
powerful tools for decision making. Innovative design solu-
tions lead to permanent changes in behavior, yielding a posi-
tive impact on society and making the world a better place.
Innovation is most powerful when viewed as a method for
enhancing creativity; it is not simply about a new product
or process. It is about growing a collaborative and creative
culture in an environment where innovation can happen in a
sustainable way.

We innovate for our clients every day and demand of
ourselves to deliver compelling, cutting-edge thinking. To
accomplish this, there must be the acceptance and under-
standing that design is not an exact science. The creative
spark, combined with trial and error and the right timing,
can result in that next big idea, and to get there you cannot
be afraid of failure. That being said, we believe it’s critical to
build strategic frameworks to determine where a solution
space can—and cannot—go. Contextual reference derived
from immersing researchers and designers in a multitude of
relevant consumer spaces, geographies and mindsets go a
long way to achieving this. Long story short: Observations
lead to opportunities.

The driving force behind all our work is an understand-
ing of the client’s brand and company culture and a deep
understanding of future context; marrying these forces
inspires our creativity. Our moniker for this process is C3:
culture, context and creativity.

Constant change and adaptation through evolving
processes and new methodologies is a primary tenet of
DesignworksUSA, thereby delivering innovation to our
clients. Strategic internal foresight in your own profession as
innovators is the best formula for delivering strategic exter-
nal client work. 

Wisely identifying and seizing opportunities will pay off
each and every time. n
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The C3 process that drives insightful and success-
ful strategy: culture, context and creativity.




