
Sustainable new market space by design

Abstract:
New and emerging technology capabilities continue to reduce the barriers of entry for market competitors,
while at the same time fueling increased expectations of quality and service on the part of consumers. In this
context, business and technology leaders need to continue to balance the need for agility, business growth,
competitive differentiation, cost optimization, and portfolio management without compromising the
products and services they provide.

To deliver sustainable differentiation, organizations are now orchestrating the multiple threads of
touchpoints and interactions with their customers and interweaving the customer experience in new, richer
patterns. Enterprises can no longer rely solely on historic precedent to project trends that disrupt the market.
They must differentiate themselves by merging technology projects, business projects, and brand
experiences within the organization to present coherent, compelling, and emotionally resonant propositions
to customers. This change requires new multi-disciplinary skills and capabilities to design products and
services quickly.

Building design-led organizations that leverage cloud technologies and mobile experiences will help achieve
impressive, tangible, and sustainable results. The impact on your business will be transformational not just
from returns, but in how your organization operates. This paper introduces the Microsoft approach for
rapidly uncovering, envisioning, and realizing new business value, competitive differentiation, and market
disruption through the effective use of multi-disciplinary teams. 
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Delivering design-led
business transformation
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Empathy, innovation and design

Customer empathy, organizational concert

At the same time technology continues to reduce barriers of entry for market competitors, it continues to
fuel higher expectations on the part of consumers. Consumers expect increasing levels of service and quality
of products, and expect companies that provide those services to understand why they care about the
experience they have when they interact with the company. They see the brands they use as an extension of
their own identity, values, and aspirations. In short, companies need to be more empathetic with their
customers, to understand deeper motivations, and to focus on developing relationships that are substantial
and sustainable over time.

On the part of the enterprise, being able to bring the resources, processes, and people touchpoints together
in coordinated and compelling experiences for customers is already challenging. How do you create
products and services that reflect and serve customer aspirations, and craft product and service delivery
experiences that sustain and enhance the quality of your brand and business? How do you ensure authentic
‘functional’ branding that delivers experiences true to your company’s brand values? How do you deliver an
emotionally resonant consumer experience? How do you do this in a digitally mediated world?

Although design is often seen as subjective to personal taste, great designers tend to share a common set of
values that inspire innovation and creativity and that result in people-centric solutions that often endure.
This tendency can be pinned to creativity, being bold and brave, thinking from different perspectives, having
a highly collaborative nature, and maintaining an intense focus on the human experience to understand and
empathize with it.

The need to transform and innovate

As the global economy looks toward new growth and prosperity, industries remain cautious through current
stagnation and are under great pressure to innovate and change. The “re-imagining of everything” (Meeker,
Mary 2015) continues at pace and the imperative need for digital transformation has never been more
important. Alongside the day-to-day challenges of doing business — which are still nontrivial in 2015 —
many new measures are being hurried in by regulators and policy makers as part of a broader campaign to
improve corporate governance and to guarantee future transparency across the market. 

Rising expectations of authentic functional branding from customers are leading to a need to differentiate
through service, efficient operation, effective outcome delivery, and end-to-end experience. Expectations
today are for anticipatory services and personalized resonant experiences. 

Figure 1 Differentiating through experiences 
© 2015 Microsoft Corporation 
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While Pine and Gilmore’s model still holds true, the change in expectations across physical and digital
interactions, coupled with a global audience, increase the spectrum of engagement required when
presenting services and experiences to consumers. Digital capabilities are critical for infusing new digital
superpowers to physical interactions and in helping digital-only interactions maintain the personalization
offered in physical interactions. 

Competitive differentiation

• In-depth identification of the intangible qualities of their own offerings and those of competitors, and how
those qualities create an experience that aligns to a brand proposition as part of an overall brand
architecture

• Decomposition of competitive threats from existing competition, new entrants, substitutes, or changes to
market conditions beyond accepted understanding, traditional market research, and financial comparison
will help refine the potential areas for differentiation

New market space

• Deeply understanding the latent needs and 
aspirations of consumers outside the focused set
of existing products or services

• Exploring the potential products or services that
can disrupt the market norms or create new
market space

For many organizations, the imperative to
transform is often a reaction to external forces
placing the organization under duress. The
compelling events seem clear and the
transformation essential. The use of digital by new
organizations to challenge status quo is clearly
documented in the media; however, what isn’t
clear is how the status quo failed to innovate,
transform, and ultimately avoid complacency. With
no visibly burning platform, how can you build and
articulate the imperative to transform? 

Design-led business transformation

Expectations are that companies understand their
customers more thoughtfully and richly, with the
loyalty relationship based on intangible brand
perceptions, as well as the products and services
that represent those values. Design-led approaches
can help enterprises co-create, craft, and provide
products and services that their customers expect
and that resonote on an emotional level, building
sustainable new market space.
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Rising cost of 
customer data
A time-critical shift is in the value
consumers place on their own data.
Going back to 2008 and the onset of
the economic downturn, consumers
would exchange valuable personal
information in exchange for modest
brand value such as marginal discounts
and ancillary gifts and benefits. As
people strived to maintain the
lifestyles they enjoyed prior to 2008,
the value exchange with brands
changed and an awareness of the
growing value of data altered the
exchange rate. Prominent cases of
privacy breaches like Edward Snowden’s
leaks increased the public’s awareness
of the value of their data, further
changing the exchange rate with
brands. As the value consumers place
on their data continues to rise, so does
the need to capture data more
effectively and design services and
experiences that demonstrate value
from this information. Acquiring it in a
fair value exchange and enriching it
today will create a significantly
valuable organizational asset.
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Why a design-led approach?

When Microsoft designs solutions, we consider business, technology, and experience perspectives and find
the breakthrough potential at the points of convergence. This approach helps to ensure the values and
structure are balanced, which will better support continuous and quality transformation. We use the term
‘design’ holistically for transformation because our approach takes the mindset, problem solving, ambition,
and creativity and applies them to individual disciplines.

In a study commissioned by the UK Design Council, design can radically transform the way your business
thinks and works, translating to significant results. Design has helped businesses open up new markets,
improve, differentiate and diversify, and communicate value with conviction. Three key results found in the
study prove this point. (UK Design Council, 2013)

Figure 2 Returns on investment of a design-led organization

Designing and executing services from a customer or employee perspective―from need to fulfillment—is
foundational in business and for successful transformation. Enabling employees to orchestrate services
quickly, intentionally, and efficiently is critical to the success of the organization.

Effective design has the potential to make a measureable impact in the following ways:

• Removing risk in product and service development and delivery

• Increasing product and service yield

• Improving customer and employee satisfaction

• Reducing customer churn and employee attrition



Microsoft has design and research resources that span the domains of cloud computing, social and online
media, gaming, mobility, and the business contexts of consumers, small and medium-sized organizations,
and enterprises in both the private and public sectors.

We have honed the breadth of our experience into structured methods around business, human-centric
design, and technological engineering streams to envision valuable innovation. 

Design-led engagements

The Microsoft design-led approach builds on the way we are able to create our own new products and
services, and delivers a method that radically improves upon the traditional sequential delivery models in
terms of quality, impact, and sustainability of the output. We are able to reduce the overall time that would
have previously been spent using other methods to achieve similar results. 

In addition, long, sequential design planning and delivery programs carry substantial inherent risk that is
weighted toward the end of the program. Adopting an iterative approach to the exploration of
opportunities, design and delivery, enables organizations to spread risk across the life cycle of a product or
service, from conception to creation, providing a greater likelihood of delivering breakthrough potential.

The Microsoft design-led process for making new markets

Taking on epic challenges is usually just a factor of time, investment, and quality. Taking a design-led
approach disrupts this norm. Delivering sustainable market disruption is reliant on quality exploration.
Opportunity Explorations focus on identifying latent human needs, bringing technological invention, and
finding key market pivots. Opportunity Explorations are evolutionary in nature with the fidelity of output
increasing from paper-based scenarios, to digital mock-ups, through to working prototypes. The way each
exploration is expressed and brought to life is determined by the nature of the exploration, the nature of the
opportunity, and the complexity of the unknown elements. The prerequisites to undertaking Opportunity
Explorations are that you:

• are proactive and empathetic in the team

• agree on the goals of the exploration

• define a time period for each exploration

• have a multi-disciplinary team, where the domains of business, technology, and human experience are
represented at a minimum

• agree to commit to the act of quality exploration, rather than driving to a pre-determined conclusion

• are unashamedly human-centric

• always listen and observe

• never ignore the unusual
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7

Our unique Microsoft approach moves through four stages in each cycle. 

Figure 3 Iterative Opportunity Explorations

Explore

It starts with proactively doing our homework. We want to understand what the organization has done so
far, where it has been to date, and what ideas and processes it’s currently investing in as well as what the
brand stands for and how it is expressed as a meaningful proposition rather than purely in its render and
communication. During this first step of living the brand, empathizing with the organization through total
immersion into every aspect of it is critical to the approach. It’s about understanding and observing the
organization from the inside out.

Using methods such as competitive analysis and market analysis, we will take a hard look at what the
competition is up to and what the marketplace looks like, working out the trends that are relevant to the
experience. Having an experienced, multi-disciplinary team will bring a number of methods and adaptability
to the exploration, ensuring we’re applying the right heuristics and getting to the impactful explorations. 

Next, we take time to understand the consumers and employees in detail using a number of different
quantitative and qualitative methods—everything from anonymous studies and surveys to scenario
planning sessions and environmental analysis. We will look at every situation from all angles; who the people
are, what they want to become, what stories they are telling today, and what they want to say in the future.
What is the value exchange with employees and customers alike? What is the emotional connection?
Methods like ethnographic studies, observations, interviews, mystery customer, and goal-oriented design
analysis come in to focus. What’s important is the quality of the questions we ask and capturing a range of
media that bring the study to life for the team.

Imagine

We connect the information, data and stories to uncover new opportunities for immediate, near-term, and
future value. This phase expands on what we’ve heard with new ideas and new questions—“Imagine if…”,
“Why couldn’t we…”, “The most incredible thing we could do for them would be…”, “The headline would be…
”—to conceptualize even more possibilities.
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Prototype

Only through experimentation can we determine
what works, what doesn’t work, prove the potential,
demonstrate the vision, and begin to plan for
change. Prototypes provide us with a starting point
for co-creation. They provide the opportunity to
quickly and efficiently evaluate and bring to life a
number of ideas in different ways so they can be
explored more fully as we start to create. 

Create

Creating sustainable new market space by design
requires an organization that can continuously
explore opportunities. A great starting point is
through co-creation. Co-creation is not only an
important part of bringing a new product, service,
or experience to life, but it is also an effective way to
start the business transformation and to develop a
culture of sustained creation. Using methods like
Participatory design and Service design at this stage
will start to bring the pieces together and add new
richness to the opportunity and depth of common
understanding, such that competitive advantage
can be gained in confident, sustainable, and elegant
iterations.

This four-stage approach allows us to deeply
understand an organization’s current challenges
and opportunities, the barriers to change within it,
and how we can realize the full potential locked up
in the business—not just today, but into the future,
too. It’s at the point of inflection between the
commercial pivot, technological invention, and
latent human needs where we will find
breakthrough potential that is significant, and more
importantly, sustainable.
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Virgin Atlantic 
Festive Flight
Working together, Microsoft and Virgin
Atlantic designed a complete end-to-
end experience across multiple physical
and digital touchpoints, blending them
together into one Christmas story,
during the flight and after. Bringing the
teams together for 8 weeks of focused
delivery with the responsibility to create
wonder for passengers was a
galvanizing experience. 

“It was really about us using insight from
the data that we gather to continue to
develop unique and new experiences for
our customers. We managed to get a lot
of data and understanding from the
behaviors on the flight that will help us to
continue to enhance the digital and
physical experiences we provide for
customers in the future.” – Debbie Hulme,
Head of Customer Experience Virgin
Atlantic

In December 2014, Virgin Atlantic and
Microsoft came together to bring the
passengers of flight VS11 a magical
surprise. Passengers on the flight  were
treated to the first 4D entertainment
experience above 35,000 ft. 

“It’s really understanding how a customer
wants to feel at every single stage of their
journey and make sure that we design
our experience around it.” – Reuben
Arnold, Senior Vice President Marketing
& Customer Experience, Virgin Atlantic



Evaluating your potential

Following a logical decomposition to explore a problem can be time consuming and lead to false positives.
Finding and exploring ambiguity requires a different approach. Using an abductive, rather than deductive,
approach is an incredibly useful way to explore complex problems and provide ways to solve truly grand
challenges.

The first part of design-led transformation should focus on initial secondary research―our homework—to
understand the potential challenges an organization faces or seeks to solve, the market context, the
understanding of past history, and current ambition. The usefulness of the propositions we design is directly
dependent on the quality of our research. 

Through understanding the organization from the output of the initial research, we can define meaningful
interventions and begin to form valuable heuristics. As the process moves forward, we can continue to apply
different lenses and propositions to explore the problem. This approach helps us define the exploration
methods we will utilize for a challenge. 

Parallelizing our exploration helps us uncover new potential. Using heuristics helps us consider the problem
and challenge our own preconceptions. “What if we did x?”, “Why couldn’t we do y?”, “Imagine if…”, “How would
people feel if we created this experience?” —these questions mark the start of the exploration and design.

Magic not mechanics; data-informed and human insightful

For a brand, personalization is about anticipating needs to make every consumer feel uniquely informed,
loved and welcomed.

Personalization in customer experience through digital platforms is a key focus across industry domains.
Today, the capabilities are often nothing more than a series of preferences or data-driven approximations
based on an existing service offering and an analysis of a segment. 

At times, digital services interfere with physical interactions by enforcing blanket policies, repeating single
actions, or automating the interactions. Businesses have an opportunity to skip this current mechanical
digitization wave and move directly to a wave of digital infusion.

Being data informed is providing employees with information that lets them make the right judgment given
the human context of the moment. Helping scale this character and brand expression should be
augmentations and inflections of digital interactions and coordination of information flows that provide
richer context. 

A lot of data is gathered today, but is yet to be converted into insight. While 72% of companies merge
external data sources with their customer management system, hinting at an awareness of the importance of
customer centricity, a mere 7% have developed a true single view of the customer, and just 3% are actively
exploiting the potential of big data and predictive analytics.  (Marketing In a digital World, Microsoft & Cap
Gemini, 2014).

The most difficult step can be knowing what questions to ask of your data. Our approach to market
disruption starts with human insight which is informed through data. This starts the virtuous cycle of
balancing qualitative and quantitative exploration and experimentation. 
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Research at Microsoft

Research is a fundamental activity at Microsoft,
and a critical element of our approach to every
aspect of our business. We are one of the largest
investors in research and development (R&D) in
the IT industry, allocating $11.4 billion to R&D in
fiscal 2014. Our involvement in research extends far
beyond our labs. Microsoft is also a very active and
influential member of the broader research
community with high-profile analyst firms
frequently consulting with us for their reports. Our
research organization has grown over the years,
and we have also built a large network of
collaborative relationships with other research
organizations and academic institutions.

Much of our research focuses on technical domains, but a significant portion of the research budget is also
spent on deep human marketplace insight and understanding. We seek to identify business and consumer
trends and behaviors that enable us to develop products and services that clients truly want and need. 

One cornerstone of our research strategy is primary applied research as opposed to primary pure research,
meaning we research with intent in mind, not just standalone exploration. Much of our research is design-led
and focused on abductive reasoning rather than purely deductive analysis. 

Our focus on research has two important benefits for organizations. First, it gives us unique insight into
behavioral and technology trends. And second, it helps us understand the needs of consumers and
employees, our most important stakeholders, in real depth which thereby generates actionable insight.

Finding a north star

Organizations are often adept at recognizing historical precedent and considering potential horizons to
understand emerging capabilities that might help establish their own north stars. This ability is fundamental
in business today. Applying the organization’s core competencies and capabilities to that north star will start
to uncover the distinction between the value they can create in a market versus that of their competitors; an
essential starting point for any design-led transformation initiative. 

Identifying and assessing trends is a key way for us to keep track of what is happening in the world around
us. It helps us stay in touch with people, their lifestyles, the communities they live in, and the cultural shifts
they are experiencing. In a world that is constantly changing, monitoring trends not only provides a way to
understand change, but also helps us mitigate potential competitive, market, and operational risk;
something even more important as our industries operate as ecosystems, not just linear competitive
landscapes.

A systematic process to analyze trends, aligned to intentional scenario planning, will help us prioritize and
focus subsequent research. This will also speed up the process of uncovering new insights that do not form
part of a prevalent view of the future and will provide us with immediate competitive advantage; the
leapfrog potential. In and of itself, global and market research will not yield the insight required to deliver
real market disruption; it only supports competition within already defined parameters of market
competition. As you define the investments required to capitalize on opportunities, you’ll have a commercial
sizing in place as a by-product of acquiring these market perspectives. 
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“Ultimately, we are deluding ourselves if
we think that the products that we
design are the ‘things’ that we sell, rather
than the individual, social, and cultural
experience that they engender, and the
value and impact that they have. Design
that ignores this is not worthy of the
name.”  Bill Buxton

“I never knew you could build an
audience like that, just amazing.” - Chief
Innovation Officer, Global Fashion House



Understanding the potential pivots within an ecosystem and new technological invention will present
opportunities. However, an  opportunity’s full potential can only be uncovered by also understanding the
needs, motivations, and aspirations of your employees and consumers. To uncover real insight, the task is
“not so much to see what no one yet has seen, but to think what nobody yet has thought about that which
everybody sees,” (Schopenhauer). Visual designers and artists often describe this as looking for the negative
space; impresario and designer Malcolm McLaren referred to it as “teaching people to look left when
everyone looks right.”  This point of inflection is where the real and sustainable advantage exists.

A balanced framework

Figure 4 Understanding where people have come from is just as important as their aspiration

The foundational approach that behavioral and
cognitive psychologists, as well as cultural
anthropologists, have in mind when interviewing,
observing, and researching the needs of people,
tribes, or societies is to understand their history
and their past behaviors as a means to understand
the present. The historian Eric Hobsbawm
described the task as "not simply to discover the
past but to explain it, and in doing so to provide a
link with the present." 

Through similarly understanding their aspirations
and linking them to the present, we are able to
better understand their present motivations. This
framework applies to individuals as well as
community structures and the organizations we
work in; it helps us understand how to link and
anticipate a person’s response to new products,
services, and interactions. A meaningful design
intervention isn’t just about creating something
because it is possible to create and probable that
people will derive pleasure or use from it. Focusing
on maximizing the received value by an individual
must take into account a variety of aspects, many
of which we can learn from the past. Doing so
supports greater resonance and sustainability of
the investment we deliver. Once we’ve understood
the value we can deliver, then we can look to
satisfy the appetite for wonder. 
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Working with Nissan R&D, we
explored the future of the
automotive experience. To bring
new ideas and perspectives to life,
Microsoft and Nissan challenged
MSN readers to submit a ground-
breaking idea to help change the
way we connect with our cars. Our
judges were then tasked with
picking three lucky contestants to
take part in a workshop. The main
prize was a trip to Seattle and San
Diego, where the winner would visit
Nissan and Microsoft’s R&D
facilities. This trip offered a rare
glimpse inside two companies which
are both immensely passionate
about innovation and technology.
Over the course of a weekend we
worked with the contestants to
develop their ideas further from
their initial imaginative sparks. It
provided us with new perspectives,
new insight and new ideas, and a
focused time to bring our teams
together to co-create. 



Taking an anthropological approach will help us understand people’s environments, the context they exist in,
and the flow of their lives. With this insight, we can design in ways that anticipate and add to their lives or
remove the barriers they currently face. Only through this understanding can we increase the emotional
engagement and resonance we deliver, which is the harmonic of creating new market space. 

Reframing through multiple lenses

Each of us has our own individual cognitive biases. As humans, we can often spend a lifetime without a clear
awareness of our own cognitive bias. Applying heuristics is an invaluable approach that helps us to break
down complex challenges and make faster progress. However, with this approach we have to be clear of our
own cognitive limitations, especially when applying heuristics to frame or reframe complex challenges
(Tversky & Kahneman, 1992).

A multi-disciplinary team taking on a challenge not only brings multiple lenses to enrich and improve the
quality of the potential design, but it will also bring new experiences and heuristics to the challenge. This will
help the team to embrace the ambiguity, reframe the challenge and address the complexity more quickly.
The formation of a multi-disciplinary team has the fundamental advantage of limiting the individual bias we
bring. 

It’s like bootstrapping for the team’s collective cognition which significantly improves the quality of the
team’s output. To achieve a balanced perspective on a challenge, representation from Business, Technology
and Human Experience disciplines is non-negotiable for both quantitative and qualitative input.
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“You have a better handle and insight
about the market than we do” – SVP
Content Development, Global Media &
Entertainment company



Conclusion

It’s easy to talk about creating new experiences and making your enterprise more profitable, but actually
doing these things is a lot harder. To succeed in delivering truly great client experiences—and, by extension,
do significantly more profitable business—enterprises need to work with an organization that understands
how to solve big, multi-faceted, real-world problems. 

Microsoft is that organization. For many years, we have been working with some of the world’s largest
institutions, retailers, manufacturers, and others to deliver groundbreaking client experiences in high-
performance, high-security environments. Our visions are sometimes daring, but always tangible, and our
designs and ideas are innovative, ensuring that clients are looking to the future as well as the present. Most
importantly, we deliver pragmatic, wholly achievable designs that help them accelerate progress and
significantly increase value. Recently, we have helped clients:

• change regulations in one of the world’s largest economies to benefit millions of migrant workers

• leapfrog the competition with technology, which helped move it from 60s to 20s in the Euromoney FX
rankings

• break down the barriers of banking for a global financial services organization, which helped it reach new
customers and redefine its marketplace in terms of banking services and client experience

• bring to life new digital products and services to disrupt an established ecosystem
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“We chose Microsoft because you
quickly honed in on the business
challenge while not forgetting the
technology and design implications. All
of the other companies focused purely
on either the business, technology or
design challenge.   

Some took months to understand the
situation.” - CIO, Global Investment Bank



The approach, the expertise, the skills and insight are foundational to success, but central to this success will
be a spirit of partnership, respect for individual disciplines and mutual trust. With this foundation, we’ve
been able to bring teams together quickly and confidently to co-create, and to be jointly accountable for
delivering new value and creating new engagement with consumers. Building a design-led organization will
deliver impressive, tangible, and sustainable results. The impact on your business will be transformational,
not just from returns, but in realizing sustainable new market space by design.

Engage the Microsoft Enterprise Strategy Program

Microsoft is expert at undertaking complex challenges and bringing clarity to define simple, elegant, and
valuable solutions through a proven, multi-disciplinary approach. We use unique insight and experience with
an unparalleled technology portfolio to help remove inefficiencies and avoid costly rework of sequential
research and analysis models. Learn more by visiting the Enterprise Strategy website or email
goesp@microsoft.com to speak to us directly.
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