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WORk FOR BCG DIGITAL VENTuRES, A NEW 
subsidiary within the Boston Consulting 
Group (BCG). If you don’t know about BCG, 
it’s a management consulting firm that 
teams with approximately two-thirds of the 
Fortune 500 to help ensure these companies 

are successful year-in and year-out. BCG Digital 
Ventures (BCGDV) is BCG’s new innovation and 
corporate venture capital arm. We collaborate with 
our corporate partners to invent, launch, and scale 
transformational businesses at start-up speed. 

As vice president of strategic design at BCGDV, 
I advocate for design to assert a bolder leadership 
voice and an entrepreneurial mindset to shape 
what digital connection will truly mean in the 
future. It’s the type of design that our friend John 
Maeda characterized at DMI’s 2015 Leadership 
Conference. Maeda gave the word design a capital 
D and a dollar sign (De$ign) to accentuate its 
increasing importance in the boardroom and the 
course it can set for future innovation. Thanks to 
the pioneering efforts of many design practitioners 
across the world, design has a seat at the table. 
However, to keep that seat, and even expand design’s 
influence, we should look for new ways to do more 
with our design talents. In this article, I share some 
approaches that are top-of-mind for our team 
at BCGDV, as well as some internal and external 
exemplars that bring these approaches to life.

Connect e
The digital trends of our time promise more changes for all of us, and more 
opportunities for startup companies. Large corporates have watched the audacity  
of startups, and they recognize they need to start deliberately reimagining themselves 
to play some offense. BCG Digital Ventures partners with the world’s most important 
corporations to invent, launch and scale game-changing businesses. Our strategic 
designers work on each new venture as a critical part of each multidisciplinary team.

By Kevin Bethune

I
In essence, BCGDV creates start-ups for 

large corporations. We invent, launch, and scale 
game-changing businesses with the world’s most 
important corporations and partners. The members 
of our strategic design cohort work on each new 
venture, and they make up a portion of each 
venture’s multidisciplinary team. For us, strategic 
design represents the study of human behavior in 
context, along with the design of holistic solutions 
that directly answer the latent, unmet needs we find 
in the marketplace. We’re T-shaped designers who 
bring breadth and depth of skill to catalyze  
the creative momentum of each venture team.

Let’s take a step back and look at the 
phenomenon of digital itself. The digital trends  
of our time continue to signal tons of opportunities 
over the horizon. We’re just beginning to 
comprehend the use cases for drivers like Big Data, 
additive manufacturing (3D printing), and cognitive 
computing (self-learning systems). The valuations 
of such “unicorns” as Snapchat, Facebook, and Uber 
point to the impressive capital engine that is Silicon 
Valley. Despite the momentum, we must deal with 
an important question: Do we feel more connected 
as human beings?

I think of my son Ezra, who just turned seven  
last October. Ezra loves the family iPad, but when  
I see how absorbed he gets—so much that he forgets 
to look up after an extended period of time, the 
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to the next level and evoke what I would call empathic 
design. This is where we can thoughtfully wrestle 
with desirability, feasibility, and business viability to 
deliver the most authentic and helpful solutions to 
the human experience. We can do this through five 
approaches, which I’ll enumerate below. You’ll see 
that they build upon one another.

Uncover the deep value criteria
The first order of business involves 
spending considerable energy digging up 
the deep-seated value criteria that drive 
each of us as human beings in our day-to-
day experiences. To begin that journey, we 

use conventional research approaches, existing 
client data, and BCG industry expertise to help 
us strategically frame where we should place 
our bets in the field. Once we have a sense of the 
space in which to play at a macro level, we can 
use ethnographic research, contextual inquiry, 
and many other open-source approaches to find 
sources of deeper meaning. We usually come back 
from these efforts with mountains of granular 
observations and quotes, and we take considerable 
time and energy to analyze this information 
abductively to allow the non-obvious stuff to 
bubble up to the surface. We do this with an open 
hand and invite other disciplines on the venture 
team to join in on the analysis. With the team 

disconnect from digital becomes very real. If we’re 
honest about it, digital can tend to isolate us… distract 
us… and even exacerbate the boundaries that have sat 
between us for far too long. Is XYZ digital platform 
that claims to change the world serving only the 
affluent? Does it serve only one cultural demographic? 
Does it serve only those sitting on one side of the 
tracks? As technology accelerates, will the gaps 
affecting the disenfranchised continue to widen? I 
think you can agree these are important questions 
that all of us should have in the back of our minds as 
we design new solutions. This is not to cast all digital 
work as contrived manipulation, but it’s worth a 
conversation to revisit our intentions. When we think 
about design’s role, we should recognize the higher 
calling we need to embrace as design professionals. 

Surely, our design processes orient our 
perspective and problem-solving toward the end 
user. “Who’s the customer?” is the first question 
we ask. Through design thinking, we take our 
volition further by extending an open hand to other 
disciplines (business folks, technologists, and the 
like) who can join us to conceive and rationalize 
human-centered solutions that can drive new growth 
opportunities. We often speak in the language of 
personas and journeys, and we generate countless 
Post-it notes to get to the best answer. That’s all 
good, but it should only be the beginning. There’s a 
clear opportunity to take our design thinking efforts 

Design by
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members’ ability to see the opportunities through 
multiple vantage points, creative sparks and 
connections are bound to occur. 

In a typical business-to-consumer project—say, 
consumer product offerings within a brick-and-
mortar retail environment—we think about the 
consumers at the center of our focus. They have an 
explicit and an implicit set of value criteria. They 
want to feel satisfied in their experience. They want 
a two-way relationship of trust, and they want to 
feel as if the brand is loyal to their patronage. But we 
need to consider more factors that are at play in this 
situation. The end consumer is just one member in 
a much larger system. There are other stakeholders, 
each with their unique value criteria (Figure 1). For 
example, a store associate in a retail context might 
demonstrate value criteria associated with feeling 
empowered, working toward performance incentives, 
and developing professional skills. An enterprise 
associate may be thinking about his or her strategic 
value to the organization and ensuring that the 
organization’s cultural norms are helping it function 
at its best. The outermost stakeholder may be one 
operating at a societal or policy-driven level in which 
concerns for sustainable practices are paramount.

As we look to the future, we can use our 
knowledge of trends and patterns to forecast 

how these value criteria might remain steady 
or potentially shift over time. Going back to 
the center (the end consumer), we can further 
unpack each theme into specific value criteria 
to reveal tactical and tangible opportunities 
for design to make an impact. BCGDV actually 
accomplished this for a specialty retailer with 
brick-and-mortar, as well as digital, channels. 
Our deep understanding of the value criteria led 
to the design of personalization principles that 
aimed to thoughtfully help stakeholders in the 
system in a way that went beyond simply matching 
them to conventional promotional channels. We 
created a machine learning company rooted in the 
thoughtful discovery of this human-centered value 
criteria. We called this company Takt. Playing 
on the name, we applied a “tactful” approach 
toward collecting data, analyzing, proposing 
relevant actions, and applying thoughtful filters 
to that experience based on the level of trust and 
progressive reveal warranted by the observed 
behavior of the end user. The platform learns how 
to optimize and adjust over time, providing new 
insights for all stakeholders. From this thoughtful 
approach, BCGDV was able to lead a Series A 
funding round of $30M USD that included an 
investment by Takt’s first customer, Starbucks.

Make speculative design
This second approach stretches our 
imagination with what-if questions 
and invites new perspectives to foster 
creativity. One favorite example is the 
work of Candy Chang, a Taiwanese-

American artist who creates art that examines 
the threshold between individual isolation and 
community engagement. Chang creates interactive 
experiments that provide alternative channels 
for dialogue. For example, in 2011, she chose 
the outside wall of an abandoned house in her 
New Orleans neighborhood as a canvas (Figure 
2), covering it with black chalkboard paint and 
stenciling this statement in white, repeatedly: 
“Before I die I want to _______.” The speculative 
open space became a magnet for members of 
Chang’s neighborhood, who filled in the blank with 
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FIGuRE 1
Mapping stakeholder value 
criteria. The “t” implies that 
certain value criteria will hold 
steady over time, while other 
criteria may shift or migrate in 
the face of influential trends.

VALuE MIGRATION
t

• Satisfaction
• Trust
• Loyalty

Retail Associate 
• Empowerment
• Incentives
• Learning

Enterprise Manager 
• Enterprise value
• Culture
• Enablement Regulator 

• Society
•  Environment
•  Policy

Surely, our design processes orient our perspective 
and problem-solving toward the end user. “Who’s the 
customer?” is the first question we ask. Through design 
thinking, we take our volition further by extending  
an open hand to other disciplines.
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statements ranging from “own a boat” to “abandon 
all insecurities.” More than 2,000 other “Before I 
die” walls have now been created in countries from 
Iraq to South Africa.

Codify empathy
Codifying empathy involves taking a 
systematic approach toward putting 
ourselves in our key stakeholders’ 
shoes. Empathy is actually a teachable 
skill—one that begins with the ability 

to observe. We can train ourselves to pick up 
on subtle things like facial expression and body 
language. Active listening provides even more 
clues. In turn, a heightened sense of empathy 
motivates us to want to help others. That’s what 
we call compassion, and compassion is a huge 
intrinsic motivator that can take our creativity to 
new heights. A colleague of mine, Jenny Liang, was 
inspired by her volunteer work at a local suicide 
hotline to learn more about empathy frameworks 
that can translate back into the workplace and into 
our design work. 

Digital platforms can help us detect relevant 
emotive cases and use them to inform the ways 
we can potentially help—through human and 
computational means. This understanding, 

when used in the right way, will help us create 
and sustain the most important human bonds. 
Within BCGDV, we use empathy exercises to 
situationally role-play the circumstances in which 
stakeholders in a venture might find themselves. 
One person usually plays the role of the giver; 
a second is the receiver; and a third person 
serves as an objective critic of the interpersonal 
dynamics and interaction manifested by the 
simulated experience. The simulations are rated on 
dimensions including rapport, active listening, and 
responding to observational cues. These insights 
can then be channeled into a venture team’s 
problem-solving as they imagine codifying digital 
platforms and machine-learning algorithms. 
In fact, BCGDV is working on intellectual 
property around this very notion of detecting and 
responding to emotional cues. We’re not trying 
to say that computers will ever beat humans at 
demonstrating empathy. However, digital systems 
could certainly improve at assisting human beings 
trying to make an impact in this world.

We also encourage empathy training within our 
organization, because empathy can really lubricate 
the gears of collaboration. I think we all believe 
in the value of bringing together the skills of 
designers, technologists, and businesspeople, but 
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FIGuRE 2
An abandoned house in 
Candy Chang’s New Orleans 
neighborhood created a 
speculative open space for  
voices from the community.
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collaboration also creates friction that needs to be 
worked through before a team can realize its ideal 
chemistry—hence the value of empathy.

Enable flow.
A couple of years ago, Mihaly 
Csiksgentmihalyi visited our 
headquarters in Manhattan Beach, 
California. For those not familiar, 
Mihaly’s seminal work, Flow: The 

Psychology of Optimal Experience, outlines his 
theory that people are happier when they are in a 
state of flow—a state of concentration or complete 
absorption with the activity at hand. To maintain 
that zone (Figure 3), we need continual feedback—
some way to let us know what we’re doing right, 
to inspire motivation to keep going even without 
extrinsic rewards, to demonstrate skill at something 
that’s challenging, even over long periods of time.

How do our digital experiences help us either 
get to a state of flow, or impede it? For example, 
when I jog with a running app on my iPhone, I rob 
my state of flow when I look at the touchscreen, 
hopefully without tripping! How can we design 
with flow in mind?

We use the word loosely as it relates to user 
experience, from easy on-boarding to one-click 
shopping carts. But I would like to see us design 

experiences that move us into more productive, 
human-centric activities where we can really 
stretch ourselves, enjoy the intrinsic rewards, and 
truly unlock our greatest human potential. We can 
imagine those activities that are truly a stretch for 
us, and contribute something toward the greater 
good. It’s what we do in our work, our hobbies, 
our desire to improve our skills. It’s the stuff that 
requires at least 10,000 hours before we feel like 
we’ve achieved some decent level of mastery. I would 
argue these are the hardest experiences to design for, 
and we do not see too many affordances that nudge 
people along this direction in their journey. Based 
on Mihaly’s work, we can think about the essential 
ingredients that foster flow—a stretch goal, 
immediate/real-time feedback, maximum efficiency, 
and always finding new doorways of discovery. As 
designers, we can evaluate every interaction and 
touch-point for its ability to nudge, foster, and 
support someone’s journey toward flow.

A few examples come to mind in my own 
creative journey. The Apple Pencil and iPad Pro are 
tools that do enable my ability to achieve flow as a 
creator. Even within a busy schedule, I can pull out 
my iPad or my Apple Pencil and get right to work, 
almost as quickly as grabbing a piece of paper and 
a pencil. I can even build that initial sketch into a 
high-fidelity rendering. In fact, I can spend hours 
sketching on the iPad Pro. Another device I love is 
the Parrot Zik 3 headphone unit. For me, music is a 
catalyst that helps me stay in a state of flow. With 
the Zik, I can hone in on my work, and thanks to 
simple gesture controls, I don’t need to pull out 
my phone to change tracks, adjust volume, or take 
calls. When I take them off my head, the music 
automatically stops, to resume once I replace them 
on my ears. I love these things. They help my flow.

Embrace new interactions
With technology transforming the art 
of the possible, what new interactions 
can we strive to create? In a few years, 
even smartphones and tablets are 
likely to disappear. Ordinary objects 

will become increasingly smart, and interfaces 

With technology transforming the art of the possible, what 
new interactions can we strive to create? In a few years, even 
smartphones and tablets are likely to disappear. Ordinary 
objects will become increasingly smart, and interfaces will 
engage all of our senses.
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FIGuRE 3
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s 
famous state of flow cannot 
be achieved without a few 
essential ingredients—a 
stretch goal, immediate/real-
time feedback, maximum 
efficiency, and the possibility 
of making new discoveries. 
As designers, we can evaluate 
interactions and touch-points 
on the basis of their ability to 
support the journey toward 
flow. Diagram from Finding 
Flow: The Psychology 
of Engagement with 
Everyday Life, by Mihaly 
Csikszentmihalyi (Basic 
Books: 1998).
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will engage all of our senses. We could interpret 
that rising phenomenon as the Internet of Things 
(IOT), or pervasive computing, or tangible media. 
We can imagine many new interactions—physical, 
immersive, wearable—all while the platform players 
are building better and more integrated platforms 
that allow these things to talk to each other, the 
cloud, and us. I believe the latest stuff we’re using 
will look primitive in just a few years time.

How we humanize these things will be especially 
important. Design must take the leadership 
reins. If you’re familiar with the Gartner Hype 
Cycle, wearables and IOT have sat in the trough 
of disillusionment for the past couple of years. 
However, we’re climbing out of it slowly and surely. 
Next-generation devices will need to synthesize an 
actionable point of view in the right places and at 
the right moments in the user experience.

One IOT venture we are proud of is a recent 
partnership we established with Bosch—a wholly 
owned subsidiary called COUP. COUP is an 
e-scooter ride-sharing platform currently being 
piloted throughout the streets of Berlin. The scooter 
is extremely simple by design and extremely well-
synchronized to the digital platform that BCGDV 
built. A user can easily find a scooter with his or her 
phone, check it out, and automatically pair with it 
using a very simple and intuitive app. You don’t have 
to spend much time staring into the app, because the 
audio cues and seamless physical pairing affirm that 
it’s your scooter in a matter of seconds. Once you’re 
finished with your ride, you park the scooter, stow 
the helmet, check out, and walk away. COUP ensures 
that all checked-out scooters are quickly served 
with freshly charged swappable batteries, a clean 
helmet, and a sanitary liner that sits between the 
user’s head and the helmet interior. You can legally 
park the scooter on a sidewalk (avoiding parking fees 
altogether) and ride it legally with only a standard 
driver’s license. This venture team is currently 
located within BCGDV’s Berlin Innovation and 
Investment Center, whose members are a mixture of 
BCGDV and Bosch teammates. Pretty cool stuff.

Bringing it all together
So with these five approaches in mind, how do 
we bring it all together? Design thinking has 
been heavily romanticized over the past decade, 
and not without good reason. However, when we 
find ourselves in multidisciplinary settings, and 
especially under faster schedules thanks in part to 
digital, we can sometimes compromise our design 
volition without knowing it. We risk diluting the 
full value we can bring as designers when we’re 
forced to make too many tradeoffs. In doing so, 
we can over-rotate our compromise and miss the 
moments when we can assert a design-led point 
of view. So my message is: Be opportunistic when 
you encounter those moments. As designers, 
we’re sometimes surrounded by more articulate 
and assertive voices. But do not be shy about your 
expertise. It’s the necessary fuel for a successful 
product, service, or venture to reach the right 
destination versus just some destination. 

I hope this article inspires you to consider 
trying something new—to step through a new 
doorway. In this smart, fast, and connected world, 
let’s work to make connection mean that we’re 
working together to solidify and amplify our 
human bonds and to truly help each other and 
our stakeholders unlock our collective human 
potential. I want my son Ezra to thrive and reach 
his full potential in a world that is connected in the 
most human sense of the word.

Design has an opportunity to tighten its grip on 
the leadership reins when it comes to innovation 
and launching new ventures. In doing so, we can help 
ensure the world will be connected by design. 
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