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THIS FRICTION IS 
EXHAUSTING

We spend more time defending process than actually designing.

We dread meetings 

because arguments 

are constant.

We feel misunderstood 
and undervalued.

We see our partners 
as enemies
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Note to self

Okay

Design utopia  
doesn’t exist.

Reminder

Oh.

!



The big opportunity

Becoming designers 
that can make it 
work anywhere.
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Product Manager who 
wanted me to copy 
Amazon's checkout for 
our health app.

CEO who kept pushing 
for design changes 
looking for something 
'innovative'. 

Engineer interrupted 
research because we 
already had  300 survey 
responses.

Working 
with people 
from other 
disciplines  
is hard.These conflicts are about process.
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Double Diamond is THE 
process. 

User research comes first, 
always. 

We need at least three rounds 
of iteration before shipping. 

Wireframes must be approved 
before any visual design. 

No feature gets built without 
user testing. 

Design reviews are mandatory 
for all changes. 
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Shipping 
solutions that 

work in the 
real world. 

GOOD 
DESIGN =



Building 
unstoppable 
partnerships

Understand 
their partners 
perspectives
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Understand our 
partners and their 
perspectives 

01



Research your partners 
as rigorously as you 
research your users.
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“What is your best 
experience working  
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Reveals their collaboration style



“How can I be successful 
working with you?”

Reveals their collaboration style



“Let me share how  
I work best too…”

Make it mutual, not one-sided



Writing User manuals to align 
on expectations

Romi Fellows
Staff Product Designer



Four principles 
to follow to 
understand 
your partners

Make it mutual,  
not one-sided

Go beyond  
the official story



“What does success 
look like for us in the 

next 3 months?”

Uncovers business context 
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“What is your biggest 
fear about this project?”

Surfaces real anxieties
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Show empathy, build trust
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Four principles 
to follow to 
understand 
your partners

Make it mutual,  
not one-sided

Go beyond  
the official story

Show empathy,  
build trust

Make it interactive 
and fun



Mapping the ideation  
process together 

Madalina Nastase
Senior Product Designer



Facilitating workshops to 
aligning on team purpose 

Adrienn Zádori
Senior Product Designer



The best insights come 
from going deeper and 
creating safe spaces for 

honest chats. 



When  
we invest in 
understanding 
our partners

No surprises.

Anticipate their concerns 
and address them.

Frame your work to align 
what they care about.



Partner on the 
problem space

02





“We don’t have 
time. Amazon’s 

checkout is super 
intuitive.  

Just copy that.”



“Our patients  
are not trying to  

buy books,  
they’re trying to  

see a doctor!”



We are misaligned. 
I want to see what 

you are seeing.

Be curious



We didn’t align

Process
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Process

We alignedWe didn’t align

We both  

cared about 

customers
We both wanted to be efficient

We were 
committed to 

finding the 
right solution

“How can we align  
on what process to 

follow?

The big question

Go







Preaching ≠ Partnering



How can we partner on 
the problem in a way  

that will shift how they 
see design?

Tip: The best way to learn is by doing.
!



Let’s work 
through this 
together.

Invite, not present





“Oh... I see 
what you 

mean.”

“Aha” moment



We 
partnered. 
We learned 
together.

Curiosity over 
preaching.

Invite, don’t present.

Learning by doing.



Create shared  
wins instead of  
design wins 
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When we face 
pushback 
designers 
create…

Design Goals 

Design Roadmap 

Design Vision



Design Goals 

Design Roadmap 

Design Vision

Engineers build their Technical. 

Product builds the product 
strategy. 

Marketing has their acquisition 
targets. 

Data Science has their 
experimentation roadmap.

Meanwhile…When we face 
pushback 
designers 
create…



Stop thinking about 
design success and 
start thinking about 

team success.



Design 
success = Team 

success



How to make 
this shift

Frame 
challenges as 

ONE team

01



Create team opportunities 
for everyone to get behind

Engineering says my 
design is too complex 
to build.

How can we break this 
down into phases that 
work for both users 
and our technical 
constraints?

The PM keeps asking 
for more features on 
this screen.

What if we map out 
user priorities together 
to see what actually 
needs to be visible?



Create team opportunities 
for everyone to get behind

Engineering says my 
design is too complex 
to build.

How can we break this 
down into phases that 
work for both users 
and our technical 
constraints?

Legal is blocking all  
of our design 
improvements.

How can we design 
compliance in a way 
that actually helps 
users understand their 
choices?

The PM keeps asking 
for more features on 
this screen.

What if we map out 
user priorities together 
to see what actually 
needs to be visible?



You’re now solving team 
problems and aligning 
the whole team behind 

your work. 



How to make 
this shift

Frame 
challenges as 

ONE team

01
Write 

documentation 
as ONE team

02



Product  

“One pager”

Creative 
brief

User research 
brief

Technical 

requirements



When 
disciplines 
work on one 
brief together

Create strong alignment 
from the beginning.

Build shared ownership 
of both problems and 
solutions.

Leads to faster 
execution.
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Three challenges
Next time you join a 
new project with new 
partners…

What if you interview 
them as thoroughly as 
you interview users?

Next time someone 
pushes back on your 
design process…

What if you get curious 
and tell them: ‘Help me 
understand what’s 
driving that thinking’
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What if you interview 
them as thoroughly as 
you interview users?

Next time someone 
pushes back on your 
design process…

What if you get curious 
and tell them: ‘Help me 
understand what’s 
driving that thinking’

Next time you’re 
fighting for design 
priorities…

What if you reframe  
the challenge as a team 
opportunity?



Your PM brings 
you problems,  
not solutions, 
because they 

trust you to solve 
them together.

Your stakeholders 
understand why 

research matters 
because they 

experienced it 
with you

Your team builds 
a strategic vision 

together because 
you’re all solving 

for the same 
success
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Your stakeholders 
understand why 

research matters 
because they 
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with you

Your team builds 
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Not Design Utopia – that’s 
just good partnership.



 Thank you.
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