
For Herman Miller, a leading
manufacturer of office furniture,
“breaking out of the box” meant
reinventing the standard office cubicle.
Although attitudes toward it have been
shifting in recent years, the cubicle has
been an accepted standard in the
corporate world for decades (figure 1).
Its market success is evidence that it
satisfies a great many of the demands
of corporate customers, and that they
have become deeply invested in this
type of furniture system.

Yet Herman Miller began to hear
feedback from users who wanted an
alternative to cubicles. Some felt
constrained by the enclosure of
cubicles and wanted an environment
that would facilitate rapid exchange of
knowledge. New ways of work require
more collaboration, and users were
feeling a greater need to share informa-
tion in real time. Creating a solution to

these needs would require a revolution-
ary product—but more important, it
would require that Herman Miller take
a revolutionary approach to managing
the design development process.

Understanding the challenges

Reinventing the office cubicle was a
daunting task. After all, the cubicle is
not just a stand-alone piece of
furniture—it is a whole office system.
Because cubicles are essentially boxes,
workers can be lined up in rows, and
space planning is fairly direct.

Removing the box meant removing
the system—and that meant creating
a whole new system to support the
worker and the work. That new system
had to use space efficiently, deliver
electricity and data seamlessly, and
install and assemble easily. In short,
the entire concept of systems furniture
had to be reinvented, and this meant
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addressing practical issues, such as wire, cable,
and space utilization. It also meant addressing
human issues, such as privacy, team dynamics,
and community.

Another challenge has to do with the comfort
level of cubicle users. The Dilberts of the world
may complain about cubicles, but the manager
who is responsible for purchasing workspaces
is fairly satisfied with them. Because it is the
standard, everyone who purchases and
maintains office furniture is familiar with it
as a solution. Breaking out of the box would
require reeducating customers and influencers
about an overly familiar product category that
had become an afterthought.

The toughest challenge, though, had to
do with design itself—with the ever-present
challenge to reinvent the familiar. Until recently,
the design norms of cubicles were so widely
accepted that the need for a new design was
not acknowledged. From Herman Miller’s per-
spective, there was tremendous pressure from
customers to iterate rather than truly reinvent.

Taking on the challenge

Fortunately, the researchers at Herman Miller
had been monitoring change in the workplace
for years. Aware that there was room for a new
paradigm, they were now ready to take on
designing an office furniture system that brought
people together rather than set them apart.

To meet these challenges, Herman Miller
assembled a group of design innovators—a
crack team of engineers, designers, researchers,
and marketers. Much of this talent came from
in-house: Jim Long, Rich Duffy, Bob Beck, Clark
Malcolm, Don Goeman, Waltraud Beckmann,
and Bob Surman, among others. In addition,
to provide a fresh perspective, Herman Miller
brought in independent designer Ayse Birsel.
An extremely creative and intuitive designer,
Birsel had a good eye for the interplay between
human needs and physical context. Herman
Miller also invited our firm, Cheskin, to lead the
formal research initiatives that would support
the innovation team.

From the beginning, this team rallied around
the battle cry of “free Dilbert.” They intended
nothing less than to reinvigorate the whole
category of office systems—to give office space a
new, more human face, while also improving the
digital infrastructure and economy of the work-

station. To reach these ambitious goals —and to
move the team forward in its quest to define an
unknown future— would require 
cutting-edge research.

Using traditional research in revolutionary ways

For iterative products, traditional tools work well
in predicting design success. Research on past
trends and current behavior give fairly reliable
measures. Both the researchers and the partici-
pants know how to react to familiar paradigms.
But what if the design is for a breakthrough
product? What if the old paradigm is challenged
and a new set of sensibilities must be established?
Suddenly, the old benchmarks are obsolete.

Predicting the success of innovation means
having a reliable process that allows the product
development team to maximize its chances of
success while minimizing its risks. For this
project, the innovation
team embraced
research as a tool for
innovation, using four
types—trends research,
observation research,
user testing, and
qualitative interviews—
that were integrated,
iterative, and
overlapping (figure 2).

The trends research helped to shape the
concept principles. Observation research brought
the concept principles to life and enabled the
Herman Miller design team to see fundamental
shifts in terms of how the workspace is used.
User testing helped direct changes to product
prototypes, and the qualitative interviews helped
inform the marketing and messaging of the
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Over the decades, office furniture has changed. Trends research was
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final products. Used in concert, the multiple
techniques were used to guide and predict design
success. Taken individually, each research method
was not necessarily new or revolutionary. But
together, they served as checks and balances for
each other, helping to interpret what otherwise
may have been misleading feedback from any
one method. Just as important, through the use
of multiple methods, the designer’s creativity was
allowed to flourish. Research didn’t pit customer
opinions against the designer’s instinct. Instead,
it provided the designer with direction and
feedback to strengthen the evolving design.

From trends research and informal
observation to design principles

Herman Miller has studied workers, work teams,
and office collaboration for years. By continually
studying how people work, the company has
developed a rich heritage of knowledge about
office systems. Using that foundation, fresh
secondary sources were evaluated to understand
current trends. Magazine and journal articles,
interviews with experts, and discussions with
customers were all studied in a new light. These
trends inspired confidence that the time was ripe
for a paradigm shift. Yet, to design breakthrough
systems furniture, the team needed to move
beyond trends research. It was time for in-depth
observation of trends in real-world settings.

The research team conducted immersion
ethnographies of several companies. Members
explored how people were using their work-
spaces and how they were interacting with
others. Photographs were taken of any makeshift
solutions that companies had developed for
themselves, such as complete open seating with
no cubicles, use of plants as dividers between
spaces, and use of industrial wiring to deliver
electricity. Some critical insights were beginning
to form:

• Delivery and display: As technology becomes
the primary tool on the desktop and the
primary communications window to the
world, the essential function of office space
may be to provide delivery and display of
information.

• Horizontal vs. vertical: As display becomes
more important, workers may tend to
organize information in a vertical rather
than a horizontal manner. This is especially
true of those workers who operate
independently, on solo tasks.

• Critical thinking vs. assembly: Office
environments seem to be emphasizing
problem-solving and decision-making. As
the core skills required move from hand to
head, there is a greater tendency for work to
be done anywhere, leading to a more mobile,
flexible workforce.
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• Control and comfort: Being able to control
the flow of work improves performance, as
well as satisfaction. Comfort may also be a
key component in performance, since it
leads to more “at-desk” time.

Ayse Birsel also conducted several informal
ethnographies, taking special note of how people
interact with each other in the context of tech-
nology. She toured offices and saw how people
shared monitor screens, used telephones, and
accessed electrical power. She observed a variety
of work environments, from the standard office
to the rounded kiosks and vertical information
displays used in stock exchanges (see figure 3).
In fact, it was this “360-degree feeling” that
inspired the design team most in the creation
of the new office system, which Herman Miller
eventually dubbed Resolve.

The trends research and observation research
were distilled into a set of seven design principles:

Be open—create a feeling of freedom.
Be connected—reduce barriers and promote

communication.
Be simple—create a simple and accessible

design.
Be economical—create an affordable systems

product, with efficient space planning.
Be sustainable—create an environmentally

friendly product.
Be inspired—create visual stimulation and

promote creativity.
Be yourself—affirm end users by putting them

in control of their environment.

Using these design principles, Birsel developed
some clear product concepts. The new product
would be nonlinear, with open architecture. A
central pole, or hub, would anchor workstations.
Workstations would be angled at an open 120
degrees, instead of a closed and hard 90 degrees.
The structure included a combination of hard
and soft materials. Metallic troughs were run
overhead to deliver wire and cable. Soft screens
and blankets were used for shielding and to
provide tackable surfaces. Because the design was
built on a 120-degree concept, space planning
mirrored natural imagery like forests and honey-
combs. The work surfaces would be mobile and
adjustable, inviting users to customize their space
for comfort and self-expression.

From user testing to prototype refinement

Working in collaboration with the rest of the
design team, Birsel moved from paper and
cardboard models to a first-generation product.
These workstations were assembled from
existing materials to provide the effect of
Resolve. She and her associates essentially lived
in the model workstations to learn what it felt
like to be out of the box.

Now it was time to provide the team
engineers with their first real field test. The team
developed six interconnected workstations for
this “alpha testing.” Although they were scaled
back in terms of materials and number of units
in the system, these early workstations had to be
90-percent functional, because users would be
using them for their daily work routines.

Cheskin was selected as the primary alpha
site with the expectation that Cheskin employees
would be fairly articulate in describing their
needs and reaction to the new system. In
addition, because they were design-savvy, they
could act as “aware users.” That is, they would be
able to discuss how well the prototype delivered
against the design principles mentioned earlier.

Next, formal beta testing was performed to
provide independent user feedback. The beta
testing was done with companies that were
willing to use the product on an experimental
basis—companies that were not directly
connected with the design team. The focus of
this effort was to better understand a number of
issues. What were the unintended consequences
of the design? How did people adapt the space
to fit their needs? How did people adapt their
behaviors to fit the product? Independent
feedback on these questions was central to
prototype refinement.
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Like the stock exchange, the Resolve furniture system makes 
use of 360 stations (kiosks) and vertical displays of information. 

Figure 3



To speed up the product development cycle,
it was important that user testing feedback be
continuous, rich, and in real time. E-mail,
photography, telephone conversations, and
group discussions were used for this purpose.
Birsel worked closely with actual users while
simultaneously working with the engineers of
Herman Miller.

One key finding from the user testing
concerned the adoption process. Until users
actually sat in the office system, many of them
were prepared not to like Resolve. The open
nature of the workstations and the limited
storage was different from anything they had
experienced previously. Some worried about
excessive noise and loss of privacy. Years of
cubicle dwelling had conditioned most users
to believe that “open” in some way meant
“exposed.” Yet, once users experienced the
product, many of them embraced the concept.
Some experienced a new sense of freedom using
the workstations; others developed new connec-
tions with colleagues in their work area. People

naturally adjusted their
voices, and fears about
excessive noise were
never realized. Because
the users were test
subjects, the design
team was able to
provide them with
additional furniture
pieces if they required
more storage than was
provided. While there
was less enclosure,
people came to
understand that they
had more personal

control over how they positioned their work
environment, and users were able to choose
what they would share and what would remain
for their eyes only.

The adoption experience of initial push-back,
followed by acceptance after trial, would be
important to understanding consumer resistance
to the product, serving as a balance or counter-
point to later research findings that documented
consumers’ resistance to the paradigm-shifting
nature of the new product.

In lockstep with the user testing, important
business discussions took place, such as what

engineering components could be patented
and what design aesthetics could be owned
as trade dress.

From qualitative interviews to product launch

To be successful, innovation has to move beyond
engineering and product development. If an
alternative to cubicles were to be offered, that
alternative must eventually be marketed to a
potentially complacent world. But how would
Resolve be received? What did the Resolve
product communicate? What did its materials
communicate? To answer these questions,
Cheskin conducted several rounds of research.

First, interviews were conducted with
strategic decision makers: facility managers, IT
managers, architects, interior designers, CIOs,
and CEOs. Here, the goal was to understand
what separated favorable from unfavorable
reactions to Resolve. A video that explained the
product was created and shown to participants.
Participants gave qualitative and quantitative
feedback on the video, including purchase
interest ratings for Resolve. The quantitative data
explored how many people accepted or rejected
the product. It also tried to understand user
needs that might drive the results. Qualitative
feedback helped to understand the “why” behind
the purchase interest ratings.

A demographic profile was constructed
using quantitative data. Interestingly, Cheskin
discovered that age and other demographics did
little to predict the acceptance or rejection of
Resolve. Rather, we found that product accept-
ance was driven more by people’s individual
attitudes about functionality and aesthetics.

To further understand the attitudes that were
driving prototype acceptance or rejection, a
qualitative panel was set up. Eighteen people
took part in a concept feedback session in which
the product concept was shown to participants
using the video and boards. The participants
were then asked to rate their likelihood of
purchasing the product. The group was divided
into two subgroups—acceptors versus
rejecters—and debriefing discussions were held
separately with each. Here, too, the results were
surprising. The reasons that led to prototype
rejection were the same reasons cited for proto-
type acceptance. Both acceptors and rejecters
agreed, for example, that Resolve was “open.”
However, the two groups differed on whether
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being open was good or bad. Acceptors liked
the ability to communicate visually across open
spaces, but rejecters feared that such openness
would invite too much socializing. Similarly,
both acceptors and rejecters agreed that Resolve
was lightweight and flexible. To acceptors, this
meant that Resolve had a light, positive feeling.
But to rejecters, this meant that Resolve was too
delicate or unstable. From a marketing stand-
point, these polarized reactions meant that the
initial introduction of Resolve would need to
be carefully controlled. Rather than release
the product in a general, mass marketing way,
Herman Miller would need to explain the
Resolve concept and match the product to
the appropriate users.

To address these marketing objectives,
Cheskin identified potential users who might
convey product value. These “evangelists” would
eventually be targeted to spread the word among
their communities, in effect supporting the sales
force in telling the Resolve story. Although
unpaid, these initial users willingly talked to
others about their positive experiences with
Resolve.

Keys to successful innovation

By all accounts, Resolve has become an office
systems success story (figure 4). The product has
won numerous awards, including the NeoCon
Gold Awards for Best of Competition and Most
Innovative. A year after Resolve was first

introduced, competitor products began to
mirror its design principles. Resolve is also a
commercial success, with sales far outpacing
projections. In retrospect, there were at least four
keys to using research to predict the successful
innovation of the final Resolve product.

Insist that all team members adopt an open mind

Product development teams are often multi-
disciplinary, including design, engineering,
research, and marketing. Too often, the members
of each discipline adopt a role persona, behaving
as representatives from their discipline. On a
true innovation team, however, it is important
for all team members to take on the additional
role of innovator and transcend their trained
narrow perspectives.

Each team member must be willing to
challenge even the most basic underlying
assumptions. At times, this means team
members will need to transcend their areas of
expertise. A designer cannot create innovation
in a vacuum; neither should the researcher or
the engineer critique a proposed innovation
from the perspective of the existing paradigm.
Rather, it is the role of all team members to
understand the goals and design principles of
the product under development. As they do so,
the team will develop new ways of thinking
about the product. In addition, the team
members will probably experience new roles
and new ways of interacting as a team.
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The Resolve furniture system viewed as a whole workstation, as a set of potential floor plans, and as a discrete set of office furniture. 

Figure 4  



Provide research from multiple sources,
samples, and contexts
Innovative products, like iterative products, need
to be grounded in many types of research. The
difference is that, in innovative research, it is
more important that a research method not
“overstep” its boundaries. For example, trends
research can help anticipate future needs, but it
cannot usurp the role of beta testing. Changes to
the design need to be based on user experience
and not on anticipated experience. Group
sessions need to be more dialogue-based and
have a counterpoint research component, such
as beta testing, to reality-test the feedback.
Conversely, beta testing is not the best forum for
understanding the type of resistance that could
hamper the sales and market adoption of a
product. Such testing deals with user experience,
not with the introductory messages that are
needed to instigate trial in the first place.

Recognize when “constructive rejection”
is an indication to move forward

When developing an innovative product that
breaks the rules of the status quo, rejection can
be an excellent barometer for success. Jim Long,
research director for Herman Miller, continually
reminded the team, “If too many people like it,
it will mean we haven’t brought the design far
enough. We are designing for an emerging
market. If the majority already embraced our
prototypes, we would be too close to simply
iterating. Going beyond the comfort zone
means we are achieving innovation.”

The constructive rejection of the Resolve

concept in the group setting was checked by
the acceptance of the product during the beta
testing. The multi-pronged research approach
provided the team with reassurance that the
product was on the right track. Interestingly,
“constructive rejection” often shows up as
polarized perceptions of a prototype. In the
case of Resolve, this meant that acceptor groups
loved Resolve for the very same reasons that
rejecter groups disliked Resolve. When analyzing
such data, it is important to recognize this polar-
ity, which appears as a U-shaped trend, for what
it is—a positive sign of innovation (figure 5a-b)

Fortunately, the feedback coming from the
beta testing was more straightforward and
positive. Workers using Resolve liked the benefits
of openness and real-time communication. They
also liked their newfound ability to control their
workspaces and their improved use of vertical
surfaces for display. Just as important, even those
users who were ambivalent about the Resolve
prototypes agreed that the prototypes were clear
articulations of the team’s design principles. (As
yet, these respondents simply were not ready to
accept the radical design principles.) In sum,
when testing breakthrough designs, rejection can
be a positive sign, provided that consumers
agree the design principles have been executed.

Treat commercialization as part of, not separate
from, the design process

Whether positive or negative, research findings
play a crucial role in defining potential market
resistance to innovative products. Using
research, design, and marketing teams can
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Consumer reactions to innovation are often polarized. Polarized data can be mistakenly viewed as uninteresting (Figure 5a). Seen through an
innovative lens, such polarization can be viewed instead as a positive sign of constructive rejection (Figure 5b). 
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develop a comprehensive plan for reaching those
consumers who are most likely to embrace the
benefits of a paradigm-shifting product. Here,
the “art” isn’t only in the design itself; it’s also
in the commercialization of that design.

If resistance is high, then rollout of the
product may need to be controlled and managed
as initial installations become more important
for demonstrating the difference between
perceptions and reality. A gradual introduc-
tion—into targeted initial installation compa-
nies—can be a seminal part of a marketing plan,
as well as a useful way for the product develop-
ment team to elicit feedback. All the while, a
consistent and compelling message can be fine-
tuned, paving the way for a successful launch.

Conclusion

As design becomes more central to the way
companies compete in the marketplace, the
demand for significant innovation will only
increase. The challenge for design managers
will be to lead innovation teams that are both
design-savvy and research-savvy, and to create
development processes that foster revolutionary
solutions. We believe our experience with
Resolve demonstrates that using multiple
research methods can help researchers and
designer to advance out-of-the-box thinking. �
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The Innovation Quiz 

1. True or False: Rejection by early users means the design should be scrapped.
False: Resistance can be a sign that the design is truly innovative, provided that the design principles are clearly executed in the product.

2. True or False: Consumer ambiguity can be desirable when trying to predict success.
True: Because innovation questions the status quo, ambiguity can be a sign that the design principles are appropriate but the user
comfort level is still being challenged.

3. True or False: Research and creativity can work together to generate truly innovative designs.
True: Although many people assume that research and creativity are opposites, there are many ways in which creative design and
formal research need each other. 

4. True or False: The designer alone is charged with innovation. Other team members act as a “reality check” from within their disciplines.
False: Innovation requires all team members to rethink their assumptions and examine their biases. An innovation mindset needs to be
applied across disciplines.

5. True or False: Traditional research tools can be used to help predict and direct innovative product development.
True: Traditional methods, such as secondary research, observation, ethnography, user testing, and group discussion, may all be used.
However, an integrated approach is necessary to provide a complete picture. The interpretation of the findings may need different criteria.


