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The change curve
Simplifying something means change, and change always involves pain. 

most people put off pain at all costs. We all like to hope that things 

will get better tomorrow, rather than making painful changes today. So 

a vision of simplicity always meets with resistance. often, skeptical 

stakeholders will try to block change.

it’s tempting to deal with this by talking about the gain and avoiding 

talking about…the pain. But the pain is real, looms larger in people’s 

imaginations, and comes before any gain. you must let people talk 

about it so they can come to terms with it. Do so, and they’ll often talk 

themselves out of their fears.

Nevertheless, that conversation is complex. if you’re talking to many 

stakeholders, the conversation often goes around in circles, so it helps 

to sketch out the three stages of change.

the first stage is the current, all-too-comfortable, situation. the ques-

tion to ask is, Do you think the solution we have today will still be in 

use in a hundred years’ time? of course not. change is inevitable. We 

simply need to know when it’s advantageous to change. it helps to 

gather evidence to support the need for change (maybe you know your 

competitor is about to release an update).

the second stage is the pain. When you change something, some of 

your existing customers will complain, your colleagues will have to 

adjust, and performance will dip. the question is, How deep and how 

long will that dip be? that’s hard to estimate, even with experience 

or user research on prototypes. the point is, you know the pain must 

come, so you can discuss how much you’re prepared to bear.

if the change is long and complex, then you may want to run two prod-

ucts in parallel (many websites test changes with a subset of users 

before gradually releasing them to everyone).

the final stage is the gain. if your new designs are good, you’ll see an 

uplift, which will eventually make up for the pain. your user research 

can give you an indication of how big that uplift might be. Sometimes, 

it’s enough to demonstrate that there will be an uplift. other times, 

people will want more data, and you’ll need large-scale research.

People usually convince themselves of the need for change. make it their 

problem: ask “What will you do about the inevitable change?” let them 

talk through their fears, and encourage them to move through the timeline.
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Vision and strategy
as i talk to designers, at every level, in every country i visit, in every 

type of organization, the same question comes up: How can i get my 

stakeholders to listen to me? the answer is that you must understand 

what’s in it for them.

your vision should tell you about your customers, their needs, and how 

you intend to solve those needs. But to complete the picture, you also 

need to link that vision back to the organization for which you’re work-

ing. you need to understand your organization’s strategy.

Strategy is a word i hear thrown around a lot by people who want to sound 

impressive but who don’t always have a clear idea of what a strategy is.

the best definition i’ve come across is disarmingly straightforward. a 

strategy is a diagnosis of the current situation, leading to an insight into 

a superior solution and a long-term plan for winning.

according to michael Porter, the author of Competitive Strategy: Tech-

niques for Analyzing Industries and Competitors, there are three generic 

strategies for how a company might pursue competitive advantage in 

its chosen market. companies can choose to be different from their 

competitors (and therefore command a higher price), to operate at a 

lower cost (and therefore derive greater margins, or more likely charge 

less), or to specialize by focusing on a particular market or need.

Simplicity looks different depending on which of those strategies your 

organization is pursuing. if you’re differentiating, then you’re simplifying 

to make something uniquely easy (like Stripe’s online checkout process). 

if you’re cutting costs, then you’re simplifying to drive down costs (like 

Southwest airlines). if you’re focusing, then you’re simplifying to opti-

mize for a specific audience (like goPro cameras for sports enthusiasts).

Porter felt that organizations should focus on one strategy, but increas-

ingly companies are pursuing hybrid strategies (for instance, by dif-

ferentiating themselves among other budget airlines). there’s always a 

primary strategy (“be a budget airline”) and a secondary one (“be the 

most enjoyable airline”). in other words, there’s always a priority to the 

design choices you can make.

Whatever the strategy, the goal is to build a secure audience of custom-

ers to ensure survival (by generating revenue or ensuring relevance).

Understanding your organization’s strategy helps you link your vision 

to the company’s goals and tells you what kinds of simplicity to pursue.
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Stripe differentiates 

its service from 

competitors by 

offering a uniquely 

simple online checkout.
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