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How to prevent misguided product development
Just the right relationship between design and behavioral economics

M=o ay 7RERRAR I ZBT3BEHRER, THI10T1LUI—ELTERED
702z 7MIEMU. BREBE. 791, BEBREEVSEBBEEFEVWEF—LEE
VTV, ZDRHNT, BHENT > ERBZEAVTELRT7—XTOOHUPT
BISZ 1 BWHCLTRZZOH, ZLTIRYEBIhOBER I BEDLS(CTNIEFIFS
DM NEET75F(CHVT, THRFFEET - TIL)-—REOWFEZBELTHHTS.

Toshihiko Sakai advocates workshop-style product development. As a design director,
he participates in projects for various corporations and leads teams that transcend de-
partments such as product planning, design, and systems engineering. Throughout his
endeavors, Sakai has always wondered why “obvious judgment errors occur in each
phase,” and how “misguided products” can be prevented. Here is an analysis through
his dialog with behavioral economist Dan Ariely.
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Why do obvious judgment errors occur?

| work with various corporations using a meth-
od called the workshop-style product develop-
ment. |'ve been doing this for about 15 years
now, and I've always wondered why obvious
judgment errors occur in each phase. For ex-
ample, even though the distribution route dif-
fers from usual, the sales department isn't par-
ticipating in the project, or the mechanism ends
up really complex due to prioritizing corporate
technological strengths over user-friendliness.
Such products born of an accumulation of judg-
ment errors inflict considerable losses on the
corporation. At the same time, it also spoils the
cultivation of "new projects that share some-
thing in common.” | plan programs so that such
judgment errors do not occur, and if any strange
decision should be made, | correct it on the spot
to avoid making “misguided products.” I've been
thinking, however, that this is a remedy for each
individual project and not a general prescription.

In a book | read recently, it is stated that such
judgment errors are basic human behavioral
patterns. If so, there must be a general counter-
measure to correct them. The book was Predict-
ably Irrational by social scientist Dan Ariely.

As | felt the number of “misguided products”
could be reduced by applying the research re-
sults of behavioral economics to the sites of
product development, | visited Dan at his home
in North Caralina.

Things to keep in mind in group work

From my experience so far, I've felt group work
conducted with members from all departments
facing each other produces better results than
passing a product development project from de-
partment to department. Considering the possi-
ble obstacles, | have to say it gives better perfor-
mance. | asked Dan about what to keep in mind
when conducting group work.

Dan: It's very important to figure out how all the
functions of product design and marketing could
talk to each other. People in marketing should
influence designers and people in labs should
impact the packaging. | suspect that some kind of
workshop where people work in cross-functional
teams is helpful not just for the particular ideas
that come from each function but also for creat-
ing completely new ideas on the spot. It's desir-
able that the members at the starting point stay
and work together until the end if possible.

It's also important to create an open environ-
ment in which people can feel they can say what
they think, even if the majority does not like it.
This is a question really of how to get people not
to feel judged by expressing their opinions.

There are a lot of so-called yes-men, people
who don't want to disagree with the boss, and
without this open environment, people who
think differently won't want to say anything as
they don't feel comfortable disagreeing. That
sometimes gives people a quick answer rather
than the correct answer.

The first thing, of course, is that the person
who is leading the group or the person in pow-
er should not speak first. Getting everybody to
write down what their view is, reading it out
loud and then discussing it is also an effective
method.

What might be called the "devil's advocate” is
another effective approach where you basically
ask some people to play devil's advocate when
everybody seems to agree on something, to de-
liberately challenge us and basically push us in a
way that we might not push ourselves and then
verify whether there are any problems there.

Sakai: | know a lot of leaders like that who'd
express their view first and then challenge oth-
er members whether they can dare to top it
(laughs). It would be safe to say that leaders are
endorsed not because they have better opin-
ions, but simply because no one wants to op-
pose their views because they are higher up.

Then, what approach is effective for deci-
sion-making in a group after the ideas have been
expressed?

Dan: The idea is for each person to make a de-
cision and then to vote in a group. Groups are
a good place to express opinions, to learn new
things and so on. They are not a good place to
make decisions.

Let's assume we spend half an hour in a
group and decide on one idea collectively. There
were perhaps 100 more ideas there and we se-
lected that particular idea. There is a risk, how-
ever, that we will pick an idea too early, because



one of the things the group does is create high
confidence, and we feel good about the group’s
strong bonds and sense of achievement, which
makes the members think they made the right
decision. But in a non-group process you might
say okay, that's the best idea | had on Monday.
Let me see what | have on Tuesday and Wednes-
day. Picking up the first idea is very, very impor-
tant not to rush.

You think if the first idea isn't working, you
just have to iterate, and in fact there is a belief in
Silicon Valley that you have to "start up early and
iterate.” The problem is that people start early
but they don't iterate. So they end up working on
half-baked ideas. They only iterate if they com-
pletely fail or have to restart again due to exter-
nal reasons. So whatever idea you start with is
very important.

Sakai: The fact that "people don't iterate” that
Dan pointed out above is related to "sunk cost”
thinking caused by neglecting to see future risks
while paying too much attention to past invest-
ments. It is related to the “present bias” that
makes one unable to change due to prioritizing
the present over the future. Responses like these
relate to various irrational behavioral patterns
called “cognitive biases,” which have been veri-
fied through numerous experiments by cogni-
tive psychologists and behavioral economists.

The human being isn't really
a good data collection device

Even if a decision was made through these vari-
ous processes, it is often perceived differently
depending on the person. It is necessary to pre-
pare as much peripheral information as possible
and convey it carefully, as if one were explaining
things to a child. The switch for imagining things
is different depending the person and profes-
sion, but if you provide broad peripheral infor-
mation, a product image embraced by all mem-
bers will eventually take form. This is when the
advantage of group work comes alive for the first
time. | asked Dan about information and data
used to foster communication in that process.

Dan: Visual information including pictures is
very effective in giving breadth to the informa-
tion you want to communicate. We capture lots
of information from images.

We should keep in mind that information ac-
quired more recently has stronger impact, and
more visual or emaotional information is more
salient. Information that is emotional would get
even more weight. There is a type of bias called
the identifiable victim effect. The identifiable
victim effect shows that people care about the
tragedy of one person who is suffering a lot and
they would go and try to help that person and so
on, but big tragedies around the world in which
lots of people are suffering from don't evoke our
caring to the same degree. This suggests that
memories, sentiments, and emotions are very
important factors in making decisions.

Sakai: In other words, it is necessary to visualize
information you give as uniformly as possible,
and to train yourself to perceive visual and non-

visual information that you receive as equally
as possible. It might be a good idea to examine
the data you receive with the same criteria and
recompile it. Also, the true meaning of a ques-
tionnaire result becomes clearer by referencing
it with the questions.

To reduce judgment errors

| asked Dan about designers who probably aren't
understood well by people in other depart-
ments.

Dan: The scientific approach is basically a rigor-
ous and objective method of how to combine
data, and anybody looking at the same data will
come up with the same conclusion with some
small exceptions. So the cumulative psychology
or behavioral economics approach is saying we
don’t believe in human intuition, we don't be-
lieve that people are good data aggregators.

| think designers basically observe things
about life. They observe things about their own
preferences. They observe things about other
people and they become their own data and
inference mechanism themselves. So design
is a very internally looking process where the
designer himself is consolidating the data and
combining it with “something” that appeals to
their own aesthetics. So they are basically ex-
perts in the aggregation of the data source and
the interpretation of it.

Sakai: | think there are subjective designers and
theoretical designers. | haven't changed this
view, but after talking with you | realized that the
thinking of theoretical designers is relative and
that their design process itself is not scientific. If
so, it would be necessary to handle other parts as
scientifically as possible to reduce judgment er-
rors. What kind of methods are there to do this?

Dan: | think it's necessary to take into account
that users don't pay much attention to the prod-
ucts they are using. The products are very im-
portant for their developers, but not so much
for the users. They have other things to worry
about.

It's also important to know the volume of tar-
get users, whether the product is over designed or
not, what research was made, whether you have
enough research results, whether the research
was well-thought-out and accurate, and whether
it was verified from various angles or not.

| would add that we should also check what
is already known in the literature, not just our
primary data but secondary data including what
other people have found as well.

An effective method to check this is to first
make a flow chart that defines the process by
which people buy and interact with the product.

ELWTF—9EATHFEBEEEFEDEELSD.
Let's combine the right data with refined sensibilities

By understanding the path of the product from
the time of its purchase to the end, the precision
of the decision can be improved.

People have lots of biases in their under-
standing of the world. For example, we have
something called confirmation bias, which is
the idea that we see what we expect to see, We
should also look for information that disconfirms
our beliefs and not just information that con-
firms our beliefs. This should lead us to make
better decisions.

Another example which we talked about is
the availability bias, which tells us that not all
things come to our minds. Some things come to
our mind with great ease and those are things
that we think are more likely in the world. For
example, say you ask people whether there are
more words that start with the letter R or more
words that have R as the third letter. Words that
start with the letter R come to mind more eas-
ily and therefore people think there are more
of them even though there are actually more
words that have R as their third letter,

If you think about decision biases, don't
forget that we basically see the world through
these biases. So if we rely on ourselves to be an
accurate instrument for decision making, we're
going to get it wrong time after time.

Sakai: Checking which type has more words
isn't that difficult, but most people try to answer
without checking. What's troubling is that many
people make similar decisions without check-
ing even in product development. Even at major
corporations, handling data in product develop-
ment is still rather crude. Improving this aspect
alone should reduce judgment errors consider-
ably. | believe the probability of marketing “mis-
guided products” can be reduced drastically by
asking yourself whether the decision is really the
right one, whether any biases have affected your
decision, and whether your decision has a theo-
retical grounding. @

How to prevent misguided product development
Just the right relationship between design and behavioral economics
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