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[Yvonne]
This is Detours by Design. I’m your host, Yvonne Hung. 

Let’s start off with a pop quiz. Guess where I recorded this clip. 

// Recording of street sounds with Ed Sheeran’s “Perfect” playing in background

That was actually recorded in Little India in Singapore, but it could have been anywhere 
in the world. You cannot hide from Ed Sheeran even if you wanted to. 

Globalization is certainly not a new topic. Since the 90’s, we already knew that the world 
economy was irreversibly connected. Need customer service? Speak to a rep from India 
or Bangladesh. The fake news in your Facebook feed — maybe from Russia. The clothes 
and shoes — Southeast Asia. The mobile phone you’re using right now to listen to this 
podcast — designed in California and made in China. 

Beyond business, globalization has infiltrated our culture, traditions and way of life, no 
matter who we are and where we’re from. Fashionistas in Marrakesh may be wearing the 
same outfits from Zara as New Yorkers, office workers in Beirut may order the same tall 
lattes as the ten of millions of Starbucks customers around the world. And for millions of 
high school kids, that same Ed Sheeran song will be a reminder of their first loves, whether 
they grew up in Boise or Seoul.

// Music: Ed Sheeran

The thought of the world merging into one homogenized culture terrifies me. In this pod-
cast, we will dig a little deeper into the globalization by investigating how it’s affecting 
design. Why design? 

[Ashley]
 I think my argument would be that design is one of the key factors that drives globalization. 
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// Music

It’s safe to say that most people know what global-
ization is, because by this point we’ve all lived in 
it for some time. Much research has gone into the 
history, process, and impact of globalization on 
regional economics, politics, and culture. It is so 
complex that if you ask different social scientists 
from different disciplines, different countries, they 
will likely tell you different views on what it means, 
when it started, and where it’s going.

// Sounds of ancient market 

[Voice]
If we take a long-term historical perspective, glo-
balization began around 5000 BC with trade, migra-
tion, conflicts and conquests amongst the earliest 
civilizations. (Pieterse, 16, 154). One of China’s 
earliest trade routes was the Jade Route to central 
Asia, which dates back to 3000 BC. Then the early 
Silk Route, circa 800 BC, extended from Chang’an 
to the Mediterranean, linking many cities along its 
way. This commercial revolution led to the stan-
dardization of commerce; the sharing of religions, 
cultures, and technologies; and the rise of many 
multicultural cities (Manning, 87). 

[Yvonne]
Now, if you ask western political economists, they 
might say globalization started around the 1500's 
when Europe discovered the new world. In his book 
The World Is Flat, renowned author and journalist 
Thomas L. Friedman divides modern globalization 
into three phases. 

[Friedman]
There have been three great era of globalization. 
The first I call globalization 1.0. It lasted from 1492...

[Yvonne]
...When Columbus sailed the ocean blue...

[Yvonne]
That is Ashley Hall, a British industrial designer 
who’s worked all over the world and is a professor 
of Innovation Design Engineering at the Royal Col-
lege of Art in London.

[Ashley]
“We design objects deliberately to appeal to mass 
markets. And we deliberately reduce certain sets 
of characteristics, and promote certain sets of 
characteristics about objects in order they can be 
sold worldwide. That means as designers we have 
huge agency over the way people live and work, 
what they believe in, how they share things. It’s 
very easy to say a hundred designers go through 
a course and realizing that in their careers they 
might be responsible for millions, hundreds of 
millions, even billions of products that are put 
on the face of the planet...And also if you look at 
apps and services, the number of things we make 
is absolutely huge.”   

[Yvonne]
Additionally, history and culture are anchored in 
things, things for ceremonies and for everyday 
life. These things are designed by designers (Gime-
no-Martinez, 1). 

A region’s material culture involves many constit-
uents — from designers, to manufacturers, con-
sumers, and marketers — and can reveal its history, 
rituals, values, as well as economies and manufac-
turing expertise. Within that, designers play the 
role of “cultural intermediaries’, proposing new 
products while constructing new lifestyles and 
values (Gay et al.).

[Yvonne]
In the upcoming episodes, we will explore global-
ization through the eyes of design practitioners and 
researchers to see how design is shaping modern 
culture and identity at the local and national levels.

But before we do that, let’s spend this episode 
understanding globalization as it stands today, and 
the theories revolving around it.
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[Friedman]
...Till the early 1800’s...

[Yvonne]
...The first wave of European colonization...

[Friedman]
...The beginning of real global trade and arbitrage. 
That is, the main agent of globalization was the 
nation-state — nation-states globalizing for empire, 
or for resources, or for power. It was Britain colo-
nizing India, France parts of Africa, Spain in the 
Americans.

Globalization 2.0 began in the early 1800’s and end-
ed really right around the year 2000. It shrunk the 
world from a size medium to a size small. And that 
era of globalization was spearheaded by companies 
globalizing companies, mobilizing for markets and 
for labor and for resources. In that era of global-
ization you went global through your company. The 
Dutch East India Company — the company was the 
agent of globalization. 

[Yvonne]
This era spanned the industrial revolution, WWI, 
WWII, and the Cold War. Japan became an eco-
nomic power, communism rose and fell, and Chi-
na began opening up to capitalist markets. It also 
includes the early days of the internet, think AOL. 
During this era, the concept of “Glocalization” 
became a popular way for multi-national corpora-
tions to attract local customers by creating local-
ized offerings. 

[Friedman]
Well while you were sleeping — or at least while I 
was sleeping — we entered globalization 3.0, from 
the year 2000 to the present, and it shrunk the 
world from a size small to a size tiny and leveling 
the global economic playing field at the same time. 
And what’s really cool, really exciting, and real-
ly terrifying about this era of globalization is that 

it’s not built around countries, although they’re 
still important, and it’s not built around companies, 
although they’re still important. Now what’s really 
new, really different, really exciting, and really ter-
rifying about this era of globalization is that it’s built 
around individuals. What is really new about this 
era is that we now have a world where individuals 
can compete, connect, and collaborate globally as 
individuals. 

[Yvonne]
What has enabled the individual in Globalization 
3.0 are of course, the internet, social media, and 
ubiquitous technologies, which has allowed ideas, 
trends, collaborations, and funding to flow freely 
across borders. Globalization 3.0 is globalization 
in overdrive. Today, the impact of the individual is 
ever clear, and often times it is beyond our antic-
ipation or control. Sometimes the impact is nega-
tive — for example, fake news from a small group 
of Macedonian school kids tipping the American 
presidential election — and sometimes it’s positive, 
such as activists using social media to organize the 
women’s march in cities across the world.

// Clip of “globalization” news

Now, bringing the conversation back to design: 
if the world is becoming more globalized, does it 
mean that design and culture are becoming increas-
ingly the homogenized? 

Here’s Ashley Hall again:

[Ashley]
I was judging the Lotus Design Prize, which is a 
big design prize sponsored in China. It has a global 
audience...And the first stage is to judge one jpeg 
from each participant...There were about 2,000 
entries in my category, and it took about four or 
five days to go through...After a couple of days I 
suddenly started to realize I couldn’t see where the 
designs came from. There are about twenty, thirty 
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countries represented from across the applicants. But if you looked at the designs it 
became very different to tell if the person is from the USA? Are they from New York? 
Are they from San Francisco? Paris? Stuttgart? Are they from Beijing? Korea? Cape 
Town? Mumbai? Of course even more complex, people might be from any of those 
areas studying in any of the others. What I realized is we have this we have this prom-
inent global design language. Quite minimal, non-invasive design language that is 
becoming very endemic.”   

[Yvonne]
Why are mass produced designs becoming more ubiquitous? Well, first, design edu-
cation, 3D software, digital printing, and global strategies of major mass manufac-
turers have become increasingly standardized. 

[Voice] 
Second, industrial manufacturing technologies have made it easier to mass produce 
items as compared with local crafts, while limiting what 
forms products can take. And finally, marketing strat-
egies tend to prefer new products that are competitive 
with those in the existing market rather than risking new 
directions (Hall). Is this ubiquity a good thing?

[Ashley]
I think you can have a few different points of view. One 
is that maybe it’s a good thing...Because in a sense one 
culture doesn’t dominate.

[Yvonne]
Another benefit is that it lowers the cost for consum-
ers and allows more people access to certain lifestyles, 
information, etc. It may also generate a healthy sense of 
competition amongst companies to constantly improve 
their products.

[Ashley]
On the other hand it could be highly negative in a sense 
that actually we have less things that influence our behav-
ior. We have less objects that create a difference in our 
world. And for me that’s actually a major concern. And 
if I think about the future of the world...We know that climate change is taking 
place. We know that we have major issues like migration, terrorism, so lots of big 
problems...And we’re going to need even more ingenious solutions in order to solve 
those issues. And if our world is full of ubiquitizing technologies, so we’re using the 
same software, the same apps, the same iPhones and Samsung Galaxies, is this going 
to be a big problem? 

“Culture simply 
does not transfer 
in [a] unilinear 
way. Rather, it is a 
multi-directional, 
chaotic, uneven, 
and complex 
process”

JAN NEDERVEEN PIETERSE
GLOBALIZATION & CULTURE: GLOBAL MELANGE
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And I started coming down on the side that this might be actually a big problem. That 
if the world becomes more ubiquitous there’s less varieties in the world — less vari-
eties in the way we think, in the way we act and react to the world around us. 

[Yvonne]
So, is design and culture becoming more homogenized in a globalized world? This is 
a widely debated topic, and theories can be grouped into three paradigms.

The first paradigm is the cultural homogenization theory...

// Ominous music

...Which suggests that the globalization process inevitably involves a form of cultur-
al imperialism: "the spread of Western culture — particularly American — to every 
part of the globe, and the consequent threat of a loss of distinct non-western cultur-
al traditions. What is feared is the total domination of global culture through the 
unopposed advance of formulaic Hollywood movies, rock music, consumer goods 
and fast food (Tomlinson, 8)."

Dark, I know. 

[Voice]
The second paradigm of cultural globalization, also as dark, can be summarized as 

“the “clash of civilizations" — the West versus the rest — with conflicts intensifying 
due to differences in cultures, and not ethnicities or national ideology. Named after 
his 1993 controversial paper, “The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World 
Order,” Sam Huntington created a dystopian hypothesis that Islam and Confucianism 
will join forces, Latin America will join the West, and the two sides will duke it out 
until one side wins (Pieterse, 45). 

[Yvonne]
Luckily for everybody, the first two paradigms have largely been refuted, presenting 
us with a third paradigm — cultural hybridization. 

// Glorious jingle

This theory argues that modern globalization is as much a process of easternization 
as of westernization, as well as of many interstitial influences. “Culture simply does 
not transfer in [a] unilinear way. Rather, it is a multi-directional, chaotic, uneven, and 
complex process (Pieterse, 45)."  Pieterse calls this hybridization “global melange” 
and Tyler Cowen calls it “creative destruction (Cowen, 18)." 
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TRAFFIC LIGHTS FROM DIFFERENT CITIES
From top to bottom: Berlin, Federica, Munich, New York



11

DETOURS BY DESIGN

A modern example is popular food culture. Just 
as McDonald’s can be found throughout the world, 
serving localized menu items, Chinese Americans 
have translated Chinese food to accommodate 
western tastes. Take-out in paper buckets, fortune 
cookies, chop-suey, and General Tsao chicken are 
more American than Chinese. 

Another example is traffic lights, a ubiquitous 
street furnishing used all over the world.

[Yunah]
When you’re crossing the road you see these kind 
of signals, stop and go sign.

[Yvonne]
That is Dr. Yunah Lee, a design historian and 
teacher from the University of Brighton, doing her 
research on Asian perspectives of design history 
and globalization. 

[Yunah] 
And if you look at different countries, they share 
certain elements which...symbolize a certain act 
and in general all of the world: on green and orange 
is the standard sign to go and stop. But then when 
you actually look at the details of those design...
there are subtle differences...about the cultural 
understanding of what that sign actually means 
in each country...So the idea of traffic lights and 
what they symbolize may be quite global, but the 
manifestations of those meanings in the places 
would be quite local.

[Yvonne]
For example, in New York, the signal for pedestri-
ans to “walk” and “wait” was originally spelled out 
in words, but then changed to a white man icon for 
walk and a red hand for stop, which caused huge 
controversy. In Prague, the narrowest pedestri-
an lane is equipped with traffic lights so people 
don’t bump into one another. Berlin has its famous 

Ampelmann. And there are many more examples 
of how cities use their traffic lights to honor its 
past heroes, pay tribute to various local traditions, 
and express their stand on certain political issues 
(The Telegraph).

// 50’s car commercial

Although hybridization is a constant and ubiqui-
tous force in globalization, not everything evolves 
at the same rate or stays on the same path.

[Ashley]
Look at cars in the 1970s...you can spot a Japanese 
car, and you can spot an American car quite easily. 
They really look really really different. Today, if 
you look at a Japanese car and an American car, it’s 
much harder to see the difference. And the same 
goes across lots of mass produced categories. But 
if you start looking at a local level, you still see a 
lot of difference, and you’ll see boutique brands, 
limited batch productions; you’ll see experimental 
objects and products. 

[Yvonne]
Why? Because “market growth causes heteroge-
nization and homogenizing mechanisms to oper-
ate in tandem. Some parts of the market become 
more alike, while other parts of the market become 
more different. Mass culture and niche culture are 
compliments...Growing diversity brings us more of 
many different things, which includes more mass 
culture as well (Cowen, 16)."

[Ashley]
So it’s a mistake to think that everything is going 
towards a ubiquitous mass level. And actually my 
view is probably more of a separation. We’ll see 
more things on one end, becoming mass and ubiq-
uitous, but at the same time we’re seeing a lot more 
localized design. So in some ways, the middle level 
is the area that tends to disappear. 
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1970’S2017-2018

Ford Fiesta

Volvo S90

Citroen Cactus

Toyota Corolla

Ford Capri

Volvo 244

Citroen DS

Toyota Corolla

CARS FROM DIFFERENT ERAS

Photos: Ford, Berthold Werner,s Volvo, Volvo Car Group, Citroen, Joe Mabel , Toyota.
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// Music

[Yvonne]
Now, I’d like to bring up an important side note. We are talking about globaliza-
tion, but notice that most of my sources are American or European. Shouldn’t 
other perspectives be included? Design researchers like Dr. Yunah Lee have 
actually started to address this imbalance under the theme of “decolonizing 
design (Hall)."

How did this happen? Well, design history typically refers to post-industrial 
design, and that coincides with the rise of western hegemony and is therefore 
inevitable entangled with the history of colonialism, even if deliberately avoided 
in most design history discourses (Fallan & Lees-Maffei, 11).

Another reason is that design education and research isn’t as established in 
non-Western academia. 

[Voice]
If you look at the QS survey rankings, the top 10 universities for art and design 
are in Europe or North America, and only 3 of the top 25 are in Asia. “Many of 
the design methods, research approaches, tools and even our fundamental 
epistemologies are rooted in the western mass production ethic (Hall, 4).”

[Yvonne]
So, to decolonize this conversation on globalization, the upcoming episodes will 
be told from the perspective of under-represented cultures who have always 
played a supporting role but never the main. It’ll be their stories of how — yes, 
they take inspiration from the West — but through a mixing of traditional cul-
tures, new technologies, and bold ideas, they have become heroes of their own 
unique narratives.

// Music
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INTERVIEW WITH
CHARLES HAYES, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR AT 
IDEO ASIA
29 Jun 2018

// Music: Faye Wong’s 夢中人, a Chinese version of Cranberries “Dream”

[Yvonne]
This is Detours by Design. I’m your host, Yvonne Hung. 

For those of you around in the 90’s, you'll definitely recognize this song. But if you listen 
closely, you’ll realize there’s something different. 

Yes, that is a Chinese version of the 90’s hit “Dreams” by The Cranberries, performed by 
Chinese megastar, Faye Wong. It is an example of how the Chinese have earned themselves 
the reputation as a copycat.

For a long time, Chinese companies have been known for copying products, brands and 
business models from the West. It was so common that it had a term, “shanzhai (山寨)." For 
example, Baidu is known as the “Google of China”, Alibaba as the “eBay of China”, and Xiaomi 
as the “Apple of China”. What is usually neglected in these comparisons is the underlying 
context that gave birth to these companies and how they have evolved (Gervasi and Tse). 

This is a story about how the copying and translation of Western ideas, in a unique market 
and regulatory context has fueled innovation in a country once known as a copycat.

[Charles] 
...On the superficial level...when they hear Chinese design, or any kind of design...they go 
straight to aesthetics; they go straight to visual form factor for what it means for Chinese 
design to have these visual elements...I think that often can be quite misleading. I actually 
think design needs to be a bit redefined, or begs a different definition so that we can get 
deeper about what Chinese design is. And when we go deeper, what you see is all forms of 
design that are coming from China that are really interesting that the rest of the world can 
learn from. 

// Music

[Charles]
My name is Charles Hayes, and I’m the executive managing director of Asia for IDEO. I’ve 
been at IDEO for about 11 years. 



Source: AJ Building Library, Iwan Baan Source: The Canadian Press, Praul Chiasson. 
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[Yvonne]
For the few of you who don’t know, IDEO is one of 
the largest design consulting firms in the world, 
founded in the early 90’s in Palo Alto, California, 
and pioneered the concept of design thinking. 
Today, Charles is speaking to us from his Shang-
hai office.

[Charles]
 IDEO’s history in China is one that actually reflects 
the history and economic development of the coun-
try itself in many ways. IDEO (Shanghai) started in 
2003, and was very much set up as an engineering 
and prototyping outpost really for other offices. So 
an IDEO office somewhere else in the world would 
have a product they wanted to have built or made, 
and they needed some support on the ground to do 
the final engineering of it, to build relationships 
with manufacturers. 

[Yvonne]
IDEO was just one of many international compa-
nies who came to China for manufacturing. Since 
Deng Xiao Peng’s opening up of China to world 
markets in the early 80’s, the country quickly grew 
to become the “factory of the world.” According to 
The Economist:

[Voice]
 “In 1990 (China) produced less than 3% of global 
manufacturing output by value; its share now is 
nearly a quarter. China produces about 80% of the 
world’s air-conditioners, 70% of its mobile phones 
and 60% of its shoes. The white heat of China’s 
ascent has forged supply chains that reach deep 
into South-East Asia. This ‘Factory Asia’ now makes 
almost half the world’s goods. (Economist)”

[Yvonne]
But in the mid 2000’s a shift began to take place.

MAJOR EVENTS IN CHINA IN LATE 2000’S
Left: UK Pavilion at Shanghai World Expo, by Heatherwick Studio in 2010

Right: Beijing Olympics Ceremony in 2008
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[Charles]

In 2006, 2007, and when I moved in 2008, we really 
started to see a shift in the kinds of leaders that 
were approaching us, and the kinds of questions 
they were asking IDEO Shanghai...We were 
starting to meet some of those OEMS, some local 
brands, and certainly some multinationals who 
were really starting to ask questions about how 
to build their own brands in China, how to build 
more premium offerings, how, for multinationals, 
to seriously think about either entering or 
aggressively growing in the market. And I think 
it was really a reflection of this shift and very 
explicit focus from a manufacturing-led economy 
to a consumption-led economy. 

And with that came a really exciting new wave 
of opportunities for design — in creating those 
brands, those experiences, creating new value for 
the domestic market — as the middle class grows, 
and as people started to desire those experiences 
and services in their lives. Businesses needed 
to think about what version 2.0 of organizations 
would look like in order to deliver that value to 
market. 
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[Yvonne]
Particularly interesting are the founder-led 
businesses. 

[Charles]
I would say founder-led businesses across China 
in various parts of the country  are going through 
a really interesting moment in time. 

[Yvonne]
These leaders have spent the past 20 to 30 years 
building their businesses in a very entrepreneurial 
and pragmatic way. They are part of what Lorraine 
Justice, author of the book China’s Design Revolution, 
calls China’s “ third generation.” 

[Voice]
The first generation are the Chinese workers who 
helped Mao build the PRC, now in their 80’s and 
90’s, and endured years of upheaval. Their sons and 
daughters were the second generation, now in their 
60’s and 70’s, and experienced years of hardship 
during the Cultural Revolution with little chance of 
getting a higher education. Those in the third gen-
eration, now in their 40’s and 50’s, have had more 
freedoms than any previous generation since the 
start of the PRC in 1949...and they are now working 
to build the new capitalism in China (Justice, 1-2).

[Yvonne]
They provide the link between new and old values, 
capitalism and communism, and Confucian and 
Maoist philosophies. And they are the ones who 
are determining how China will grow economically 
now and in the upcoming decades (Justice, p.1-2).

[Charles] 
The clients that we have the deepest relationships 
with are the ones where we have a shared set of 
values of what we want to achieve. So we often refer 
to these as enlightened leaders. These are leaders 
who have bold visions of where they want to go. 
They’re very ambitious, but they’re also very pur-
pose driven, so they have a point of view why their 
businesses should exist beyond profit.

[Yvonne]

These enlightened 
leaders want to 
tackle some of the 
systemic challenges 
and unintended 
consequences that 
have risen from 
China’s 30 years of 
rapid growth. 

[Charles]
Whether that’s environmental concerns, wheth-
er that’s health concerns, whether that’s densi-
ty of population in cities that’s really strained 
infrastructure and urban environment, whether 
that’s safety in things like food. Right? So there’s a 
number of things that have come out of this rapid 
growth that now these leaders are really looking 
deeply at understanding that quick win, that fast 
growth at the expense of society or other means 
is not sustainable and actually not a way that the 
consumer will in the long term accept.

[Yvonne]
Around the late 2000’s, these 3rd generation lead-
ers started to reach out to IDEO, looking for ways 
to be more successful and impactful in the future. 

[Yvonne]
What was happening in China then and why was 
that an important time?

Well, there was the coninuous economic boom 
until the global recession in 2008, where China 
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responded with a $4 trillion yuan stiumlus package 
— that's $586 billion USD — to save its economy.  And 
then there were the many events that followed suit.  

[Charles] 
Well, I think there are a couple of interesting things 
that happened in 2008. I literally arrived at the 
time of the Olympics in Beijing. 

// Clip of Beijing Olympics opening ceremony

This was an incredible moment and I’ll never forget 
the opening ceremony. I didn’t attend it personal-
ly, but I saw it, and it wasn’t just about the scale. 
Although the scale at which those performanc-
es happened were incredible. It was a significant 
global statement to the rest of the world around 
China’s ability to harness the power of scale, and 
also creatively express its history, its culture, and 
its arrival on the world stage in a very public way...
And I think it created a real sense of pride in a lot of 
people in the country as well, and to some degree 
even confidence. 

[Yvonne]
The Olympics was just one of many events that 
conjured a perfect storm for China’s transition. 

[Charles]
World expo happened in 2010. You noticed a lot 
more people. More taxi drivers speaking English, 
more foreigners in the city for long periods of time. 
And you got this wonderful dynamic of cross cul-
tural exchange that happened on many levels. And 
then again, at the same time what you have is a shift, 
and a focus in the government putting state-owned 
enterprises to be more profitable, to be more effi-
cient, to actually create real value.  

[Yvonne]
Charles is talking about China’s new domestic 
policies.

// TV announcement of Chinese policies

In January 2006, China initiated a 15-year Plan for 
the Development of Science and Technology, which 
calls for China to become an “innovation orient-
ed society” by the year 2020, and a world leader 
in science and technology by 2050 (Cao et al). In 
2015, the Chinese government allocated $10 trillion 
yuan ($1.5 billion USD) for a strategic plan called 
Made in China 2025, whose principles are to trans-
form manufacturing to be innovative, high-quality, 
sustainable, optimized, and “nurturing to human 
talent (Scott)." 

[Voice]
The surge of Chinese activity and government 
investment today is similar to that of the US in the 
1950's that made it the world’s superpower. Unlike 
the US, however, China is focusing on design and 
innovation, and supporting culture and creativity 
on a massive scale (Justice, 2).

[Charles]
When the government announced that the new 
twin engines for the economy will be entrepre-
neurship and innovation, that for me was a very 
significant moment...because the government was 
being very explicit that it wanted the economy to 
develop using those ideas. And in our experience in 
working with clients, that is literally coming down 
into the private sector now, and there is pressure 
to digitally transform.  There is pressure to define 
what innovation means for your company. 

[Yvonne]
The side effects are quite substantial.

[Charles]
What I think it’s also done, is it’s had a huge cultural 
implication, which I think has created legitimacy 
for the entrepreneur. So the 21 year old engineer...
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[Yvonne]
...Or who Lorraine Justice calls the “fourth 
generation”...

[Charles]
...Who wants to create a new digital service, and 
take the risk. You know, even 10, 15 years ago, the 
pressure and that one-child policy environment of 
getting married, having a child, buying a car and 
a house, getting a stable job, taking care of two 
sets of parents, that whole dynamic felt to some 
degree unbreakable, it’s just a mainstream soci-
etal norm….

[Yvonne]
In fact, the societal pressure be stable and suc-
cessful is represented by the Chinese concept of 

“The four great things (Zhang & Parker),” which 
are things that all successful people must own.  In 
the 1950’s, that meant a sewing machine, a bicycle, 
a wristwatch, and a radio. In the 2000’s the four 
great things were a laptop, a car, a mobile phone, 
and an apartment.  

[Charles]
With celebrity entrepreneurs, Jack Ma (Alibaba), 
Pony Ma (Tencent), and Lei Jun (Xiaomi), and this 
idea that the government saying, "We want every-
one to be an entrepreneur." That is a huge vote of 
confidence for a lot young people to explore things 
they might not have traditionally been willing to do

And also it has a magnifying effect on something 
like design, because design also has not histori-
cally been a highly aspirational role that has been 
accepted in mainstream society as something you 
should have as a profession.

[Yvonne]
The ability for the central government to have 
such a sweeping influence over the economy and 
people’s mentality, is quite unique to the context 
of China. 

Now, government policies and aspirations might be 
one thing, but has Chinese design and innovation 
really taken off? Similar to the other Asian Tigers 
like Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan who once were 
manufacturing hubs for the West — and through a 
process of hybridization, learned to become inno-
vators themselves (Kikuchi and Lee) — it seems 
like China’s shanzhai’s too have evolved, creating 
products that surpass far beyond their original 
influencers. Take for example, Xiaomi.

[Charles]
You’ve got the internet companies, and the com-
panies like Xiaomi, who are into  hardware prod-
ucts, but started with the internet ecosystem and 
data driven mindset.  So, I would have to say the 
industrial design and styling of a Xiaomi prod-
uct is not the most mindblowingly unique in the 
world. It looks like and follows a lot of great prod-
ucts anywhere. 

[Yvonne]
I agree. I recently got a Xiaomi phone in Singapore 
after losing mine, and it looks almost exactly like 
an iPhone, but for just $90 USD.
 

[Charles]
But, the way they developed the OS for the phones, 
and crowdsourcing Mi fans to help them iterate 
new versions of the OS, the way they thought about 
how the phone connects to the air conditioner, it 
connects to the digital platforms, it connects to 
e-commerce; the way they built up demand for 
their products, and released limited editions, and 
their distribution strategy — all of that is what  
makes them unique I think. And that’s what makes 
it not a me-too strategy. I think a lot of times in the 
West you’ll get media that says, "Look at Xiaomi, 
they’re copiers," right.? They’re looking at the form 
factor of an object. They’re not looking at the busi-
ness platform on which it’s built. And that’s why 
they’ve been one of the fastest growing companies 
to make a billion dollars in history. It’s not because 
their phones looks like other people’s phones, but 

WECHAT USERS COMPARED WITH COMPETITORS



COMPANY
2018 MONTHLY 
ACTIVE USERS

Facebook¹ 2.13 billion

Facebook Messenger² 1.3 billion

WhatsApp³ 1.5 billion

Instagram⁴ 1 billion

WeChat 1 billion

Twitter⁵ 336 million
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because they’ve got a whole business value prop-
osition underneath it that is very different from 
how some of the tradition manufactures in other 
parts of the world have built their businesses.

[Yvonne]
WeChat is another example. Launched in 2011 by 
Tencent, WeChat started as a simple instant mes-
senger app that gradually evolved into a global 

‘super app’ with features like WhatsApp, Face-
book, Instagram, Skype, Uber, Tinder and others 
rolled into one (Tse & Gervasi). As of March 2018, 
WeChat hit 1 billion monthly active users world-
wide (Hollander). Yes, that still pales in compar-
ison to Facebook’s 2.2 billion1, Facebook Messen-
ger’s 1.3 billion2 and WhatsApp’s 1.5 billion3, but 
it’s still as many users as Instagram4, and three 
times as many as Twitter5.

[Charles]
The reality is that WhatsApp is not WeChat. It 
could have easily copied some chat platform from 
the West as its first interface, but man is it a differ-
ent product now than at that stage. If that’s copy-
ing, then I don’t know understand the meaning 
of the word. Because that platform is incredibly 
different from anything else on the market. And 
I think now a lot of the other communications 
and social platforms are quickly trying to follow 
the innovation that WeChat has develop on that. 

[Yvonne]
So, what exactly does “Chinese innovation” or 

“Chinese design” mean today? 

[Charles]

For me,  in China, 
one of the things 
that excites me, is 
the idea of using 
design to tackle 
things at a systems 
level.
[Yvonne]

Charles is referring to China’s tech companies 
including the BATS — or Baidu, Alibaba, and Ten-
cent — and the newer unicorns like Xiaomi.

[Charles]
They all take on a really interesting approach to 
strategy and design of their organizations in a 
sense that they’re very ecosystem driven, they’re 
very platform minded. So if you asked what busi-
ness Alibaba was in, you could say they’re in 
the business of data, or you could say they’re in 
e-commerce, or you could say they’re in the cloud 
(business). And they’re in all those things and 
far beyond. These companies have really built 
ecosystems from very early on. They’re not a 
traditional conglomerate in a way like a GE is. 
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They actually have built a conglomerate of businesses that have mutual benefits and 
reciprocity built into them. So there’s a purpose why Alipay, and Taobao, and Sesame 
Credit and a number of the other things, exist in their ecosystem. 

[Yvonne]
But how is that Chinese innovation? Isn’t that just smart strategy?

[Charles]
It’s not necessarily completely uniquely Chinese, but there’s a significant amount of 
business value that’s been created by these entrepreneurs using this approach. And 
there are a lot less examples of it being successful in other markets. There are com-
panies like Amazon who are doing it incredibly well, but I think China has been able 
to do that and use that thinking from day one, at least in that sector. 

[Yvonne]
I guess it has to do with the fact that they’re very much about scale, from the very 
beginning, with their manufacturing and shear labor force and size of the country.

[Charles]
Yeah, I think it’s that. It’s scale but you could choose to do one thing and make it really 
big. But there’s also the fact that you want to be able to take advantage of more parts 
of the supply chain or value chain, and there’s a huge advantage to having more of that. 
Not from a monopolistic perspective, but more from the angle of being able to better 
understand who you’re serving by serving them in many ways. It gives them more 
insights and dimensions into their (customers’) lives than by serving them in just one 
way...And part of that is, you could argue, the unique context of China. Maybe it’s not 
about being Chinese, but about the fact that the market conditions exist for that kind 
of business to be grown and built quickly.

[Yvonne]
Is IDEO taking these lessons from China and sharing them with different clients around 
the world?

[Charles]
Yes definitely. So a very direct example, and it’s kind of a small example, but I think 
really symbolic of exactly what we’ve just talked about of scale, is that we developed this 
tool and activity set that is basically an ecosystem tool set. It has these tiles, magnetic 
tiles, that represent various elements of a value chain, an ecosystem of any sort. And 
you can — by using a certain set of methodologies we’ve developed — and scenarios 
and design charrettes, and workshops, you can use these tiles to build very complex 
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ecosystems, that actually involve more than one business even, and look at all the 
opportunities from a design perspective of creating synergies between designing for 
flow of information, value, money, and really making that a design exercise.

So that process and that tool set that we’ve designed here in Shanghai for our clients, 
is now something that every IDEO office uses to have conversations about venturing, 
and new ways to think about their businesses, particular in traditional industries as 
they get disrupted by new players who aren’t other automotive manufacturers, who 
aren’t other hotel chains, but are — as you can imagine in those two cases — who’s 
disrupting them. 

// Music

[Yvonne]
There you have it. IDEO Shanghai might be the experts helping Chinese companies 
unlock their potential, but it also learns from those clients. And through IDEO’s glob-
al reach, companies in the West are now also taking note from China, who was once 
seen as their copycat. Is it ironic, or is it just history repeating itself? 

Because if you look at the 
long history of globalization, 
hybridization has always been a 
driving force for players to copy 
and surpass each other.

To put things in perspective, the US and Europe took over 200 years to develop indus-
trialization, capitalism and consumerism (Justice, 3). China took roughly 30 years 
(Fang), or one generation. 

// Xiaomi iconic ring-tone plays in background until end of episode

So, for all of China’s setbacks and leapfrogging, mistakes and achievements, copying 
and innovations, let’s ganbei to the third and fourth generation leaders. I hope you 
can create a more sustainable, vibrant, healthy, and authentic modern China that’s 
worthy of its own copycats. 
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INTERVIEW WITH
MUGENDI M’RITHAA, PRESIDENT OF 
THE WORLD DESIGN ORGANIZATION 
& PROFESSOR AT CAPE PENINSULA 
UNIVERSITY OF TECHNOLOGY
19 Jun 2018

[Yvonne]
Part 2: Africa

// Black Panther soundtrack

Cape Town was named the World Design Capital of the year in 2014, and the first UNESCO 
City of Design in Africa in 2017. Nairobi is home to the first non-US office for IDEO.org. And 
Uganda was rated the most entrepreneurial country in the world in 2015. Cameroon, Angola 
and Botswana were ranked in the top eight. 

This is a story of Africa’s rising through a merger of its colonial past, rich native cultures, 
modern technologies, and new innovations.

[Mugendi]
I’m Professor Mugendi M’Rithaa. Originally from Nairobi, Kenya. Currently at the Cape 
Peninsula University of Technology (CPUT). I’ve been with the World Design Organization 
for close to ten years. Design Indaba I’ve been a curator for industrial design. 

[Yvonne]
Mugendi has been designing, researching, teaching, and promoting design in Africa for 
most of his life.

[Mugendi]
Africa is complex...It’s 55 countries, with 1.2 billion people, over 2200 languages, and very 
unique cultures that are interwoven with our own colonial heritage. You will find there’s a 
Francophone part of Africa which is mainly central, western and northern parts of Africa. 
You will find a very Anglophone Africa — which is mainly where I am from — from East 
Africa mainly, a bit of central African and Southern Africa. As well as the Arabic, which is 
quite unique beyond the Sahara and north of Sahara. Then many African traditions and 
inspirations come from the rest of the continent. So it’s very hard to say "African design." It 
would actually be unfair...We have many design traditions.

//Music

Photo: Universal Design 
Africa
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[Yvonne]
Although African designers have always be inspired by local arts and traditions, the design 
industry started out catering to others, whether it’s its colonial inhabitants or Western 
visitors.

[Mugendi]
And I think that manifests itself traditionally in curios. Because the tourist market was 
designed specifically to attract a visitor and to give them a piece of Africa as they returned 
to their countries.

Let me give you an example Have you seen the carvings out of Congo? The ones that show 
Tintin? 

[Yvonne]
Mugendi is referring to the Belgian comic book character. The author, Hergé, first wrote 
Tintin in the Congo in 1930 about an intrepid reporter and his dog Snowy tackling wild 
animals, hunters, diamond smugglers and local warlike chieftains. The book is full of 
racist depictions of Congo, a former Belgian colony, and was actually recently banned in 
Belgium (BBC).

[Mugendi]
But because the Belgian and French and other visitors liked them, then the African crafts 
people would prepare them. That’s what I mean making something, but the audience they 
had in mind was not necessarily on the continent.

[Yvonne]
Because of its colonial history, a common theme throughout African design is the hybrid-
ization of regional native influences with Western ones. 

[Mugendi]
There’s a sense in which the artistic and creative traditions of the continent have retained 
their links with the former colonies. So I just mentioned France and the United Kingdom 
are hugely influential in that bit particularly (since) the Second World War. So a lot of the 
artists also exhibit and showcase their works in those countries that they formerly had 
such relationships with...To a great extent a lot of the links, the networks, the platforms 
have to do with the linguistic and colonial heritage. 

[Yvonne]
But things are changing.

[Mugendi]
The design of curios...were targeted at visiting tourists, and then that became the cata-
lyst for high end quality design, which then started to influence other aspects of design. 

SCULPTURES MAKING TINTIN IN CONGO
Photo: BBC
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[Yvonne]
As design industries, such as prod-
uct, furniture, fashion, graphic, and 
app design, begin to grow, designers 
and businesses are starting to focus 
internally.

[Mugendi]
It is shifting towards designing for Afri-
cans. Because as most economic focus have shown, African is indeed rising from a 
geopolitical and economic point of view. The socioeconomic side is even more exciting. 
The politics is finally starting to catch up in many parts of the continent. 

[Yvonne]
However, unlike the Asian Tigers who first imitated western products before finding 
their own confidence and innovations...

[Mugendi]
Africa is not necessarily looking at manufacturing. And maybe this is the difference...
The natural progression, particular for old money in the capitalist model, is to look 
for places you can invest lower and get high returns. Where there’s high populations 
it helps, and Asia for the last 20th century was indeed that. 

[Yvonne]
The numbers would agree. Between the year 2000 and 2014, Africa’s manufacturing 
value added as a proportion of the world’s grew a mere 1%, from 1% to 2%. That con-
trasts with Asia’s growth from 11% to 39% (Chisanga). 

[Mugendi]
Now that we have the concept of additive manufacturing — 3D printing — I think that 
might be the reason why Africa may not follow the route of Asia in terms of manufac-
turing. Otherwise we’ve got the youngest demographic in terms of youthfulness in the 
world...What I think where Africa might be different is the possibility of leapfrogging 
with the internet of things. Looking at the 4th industrial revolution of physical systems 
and asking what of those will work. 

[Yvonne]
So what are the catalysts for leapfrogging?

[Mugendi]
I think the internet was a catalyst for Africa’s leapfrogging. I’m saying this because 
I think the shear size of this continent, even for us who started the Network of Afri-
kan Designers as far back as 1999, our biggest challenge was traversing this massive 



Photos: Quartz Africa, Foster and Partners.
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KIGALI DRONE PORT
Drone landing and renderings by Foster & Partners
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continent. And I think what the internet has done, 
and mobile telephone more specifically the smart 
phone, I can say has been more responsible for 
Africa’s awakening than any other means. 

[Yvonne]
In 2017, there were 293.8 million smartphone users 
in Africa, and that rate is expected to grow 53% 
year-on-year. In 2018, Africa has the world’s fast-
est growth rates in internet penetration, with the 
number increasing by over 20% compared to last 
year (Mumbere). 

My favorite example of using technology to leap-
frog is the drone ports in Kigali, Rwanda. 

[Mugendi]
It was developed by Norman Foster from the UK — 
the architect — and local architects from Rwanda, 
and they looked at the cost of moving emergency 
medicine or blood for transfusions in the country. 

[Yvonne]
What they found was that the cost of building infra-
structure, including roads, would be incredibly 
expensive and time consuming.

[Mugendi]
So last year in March the President of the World 
Bank actually commissioned the world’s first 
drone port...from Kigali...it can deliver payloads 
of medicine or blood for transfusion anywhere in 
the country within 17 minutes. And so that’s defi-
nitely leapfrogging.

[Voice]
“Scarcity is a hard taskmaster, but it is also the 
mother of invention, and if there’s one thing that 
captures the essence of product design in Africa 
today, it would be the ability to turn scarcity into 
opportunity. (De Klee, 10)”

[Yvonne]
The scarcity of industrialization and infrastructure 

shapes the African design industry, which “is still 
informal in nature and relies on craft skills” for 
the most part. Industrial processes, as well as 
being relatively unavailable, are subject to power 
outages (or lack of power supply altogether), and 
the transportation infrastructure is inconsistent. 
This means that African products need to have low 
production costs and requirements, even when 
they aim for great impact. Innovation within these 
parameters is producing sensational work (De Klee, 
10)."

// Music

Over the course of Mugendi’s research on Afri-
can design, he’s identified five themes shaping the 
design industry today.

First...

[Mugendi]
The theme of hybridity in the way there’s kind of 
an appropriateness. It’s not necessarily high end 
every time, but it’s mix of something high tech 
and low tech. 

[Yvonne]
Second…

[Mugendi]
Hackability is another theme that I’ve identified. 
Because Africans typically will take will things 
apart and not necessarily turn them into the orig-
inal order. 

[Yvonne]
“Resourceful African designers are salvaging, recy-
cling, and upcycling the commodity waste from 

‘throwaway’ economies of the more developed 
world(De Klee, 10).” Take for example Ousmane 
M’Baye’s unique furniture created out of recycled 
scrap metal salvaged from Dakar’s landfills.

Third is sustainability.
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[Mugendi]
And by sustainability I mean choice of materials that are typically more biodegradable, 
and when it’s not, it’s recycling plastics or metals.  

[Yvonne]
One example is Nairobi-based Studio Propolis, who uses locally sourced materials, 
giving their pieces a distinctive character. Another is Plastex, a material invented by 
Egyptian Practice, Reform Studio, made from reused plastic bags (De Klee, 11).
 

[Yvonne]
The fourth theme is authenticity. African designers are extremely proud of their rich 
traditional crafts, from textiles, to sculptures, weaving, and graphics. 

[Voice]
“In comparison to Western design, which is greatly influenced by minimalism, African 
design has its own sense of style, humor, and cultural history, which local designers 
are bringing into the modern design arena...it is the designers born on the continent 
who are best able to represent and capture its culture, quirks, myths, and metaphors, 
not established practitioners looking in from afar (DeKlee, 11)." 

[Yvonne]
And finally…

[Mugendi]
An unashamed sense of optimism. I think there’s a sense in which Africa is coming 
into its own. I reference a little bit of previous history because Africa was traditionally 
a place where richness was extracted from…the mining industries, the agriculture, 
planting and selling cash crops. That was for a very long time the way we looked at 
production. Now there’s a sense through the maker movement where there’s quite a bit 
of response from people looking at how they could produce for their own consumption. 
Middle and upper middle class is driving a lot of that because it’s showing there’s a 
domestic market for this good stuff, and that’s really encouraging to see. 

[Yvonne]
Perhaps the most exciting design field is the digital space. Many young people are 
becoming savvy with technology and understanding consumer needs.

[Mugendi]
We’ve seen some very exciting hubs popping up all over the place. Like in Cape Town 
we have the Silicon Savanna Initiative. We’ve got the Bandwidth Barn where people get 
together to hack away to make the next killer app. In Kenya we have the iHub, which 
is an incredibly dynamic space...Acra even hosts the Africa Robotics network. 

03 FROM AFRICA TO AFRIKA
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EMERGING AFRICAN DESIGNERS

TOP
Ousmane M’Baye
Photo: Ousmane M’Baye 

MIDDLE
Laduma
Photos: sdr.co.za

BOTTOM
Studio Propolis
Plastex by Reform Studio
Photos: Studio Propolis, Reform 

Studio
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[Voice]
There is also a massive, street-level maker culture in most nations which means prac-
tical and imaginative handmade manufacturing is flourishing (De Klee, 12).

[Yvonne]
Complementary to this optimism is the growing confidence amongst designers and 
entrepreneurs. Sure, there are still many designers who are risk averse — like the 
creators of Tintin sculptures, but...

[Mugendi]
So I think it starts that way. We first want to be respected as equals, so we need to look 
like you and talk like you and walk like you. And then once we have that confidence 
that I’m validated and that I’m good, now I bring in my own convictions which I’ve 
always had, but I needed the confidence that now allows me to. 

[Yvonne]
Just like China and the Asian Tigers who first copied and then innovated.

[Mugendi]
I think it’s a process, but I want to say in Africa we shouldn’t linger too long in that 
because we have potential for leapfrogging, and we can get through that process much 
quicker than everyone else and not have to go through the wastefulness and drama 
that others have had to go through to find their voice and uniqueness.

[Yvonne]
For Africa, perhaps that confidence can be earned within. Recently, many Afri-
can-born designers who have been educated in the West are returning home, bringing 
their skills, confidence, and professionalism with them.

Africa can also leverage the confidence that already exists in other creative industries.

[Mugendi]
The creative confidence that I’m referring to was initially found in music. 

// Music

[Mugendi]
So African music is unashamedly (boldly) done and represents different regions. So if 
you listen to music from Mali, or Senegal, or Nigeria, or South Africa, or Kenya, they 
are very proud to say this is Kenyan, this is Ugandan, South African.  

[Yvonne]
Another existing confidence is in food — Ethiopian or Tunisian cuisine, for example.
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[Mugendi]
And then now more recently is fashion. Capetown happens to be Africa’s fashion 
capital. So we host an annual event every year. And we’ve just been overwhelmed 
by the shear beauty and explosion of talent that we’re witnessing on the continent. 

[Yvonne]
One of them is South African fashion designer, Laduma, best known for his men’s 
knitwear collections inspired by traditional Xhosa beadwork.

[Mugendi]
The challenge is to create many Laduma’s who have the confidence to think, who is 
inspired by his own culture and came up with a world class product. 
 

[Yvonne]
To build that confidence, Mugendi helped found the Network of Afrikan Designers 
(NAD) in 1999, a platform that connects designers across the continent.

[Mugendi]
I just wanted to state upfront that the spelling of the word Afrika in that Network is 
with a “k." The philosophical idea is about the epistemology of...the continent speak-
ing about itself. We refer to the “k” as African from the inside out, so Africa speaking 
to the world. Then there’s Africa with the “c” which would contrast with how the rest 
of the world sees us, from the outside in. So it’s just epistemological tool we use to 
advance the co-creative narrative of the continent as oppose to the popular narrative 
that may not necessarily come from the continent.

[Yvonne]
I too, cannot wait to see Africa carve its own path, forging a new hybrid culture and 
identity that is uniquely Afrikan, that is with a ‘k.’

[Mugendi]
I’d like to reference Ben Okri, a Nigerian poet, who says there are three Africas: The 
one we see everyday, the one they write about, and the real magical Africa we don’t 
see unfolding through all the difficulties of our time, like a quiet miracle. I believe 
in that 3rd Africa, that quiet miracle that is unfolding through all the difficulties of 
our time. So that’s my commitment with every breath I have, I want support that 
dream and that vision.
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INTERVIEW WITH
BOSCO,  FOUNDER OF 
SLUG AGENCY

[Yvonne]
Part 3.

// Song by Bosco

We’ve been talking about how globalization has created design, culture, and innovation 
through a mix of outside influences, existing traditions, and new ideas. But hybridization 
also occurs of course...within societies (Pieterse, 57). 

For our third story, we come back to my country, America. One of my favorite things 
about America is that it is a melting pot of different cultures, classes, and political views. 
Whether or not people from different groups get a long — and they often do not — this 
diversity inevitably creates a wide range of cultures that constantly influence each other. 
Some might be more mainstream, some may be more niche, but that fluctuates with time. 
Take for example, jazz and hip hop, both originate from African Americans, but are now 
very much part of mainstream America, and even other parts of the world.

Today, we’re talking to Brittany Bosco, who goes by Bosco, from her Los Angeles office. 
Some of you might know her from her EP BOY and mixtape Girls In The Yard.

// Music

Last year, she founded SLUG, a creative agency.

[Bosco]
Slug is a platform that produces content...We bring ideas to life, so whether it’s our own 
merch or our own content interviews...We also work with other brands to bring their 
ideas to life. So those things look like set design, graphic design, animation, videography, 
websites, just anything visual, we try to cover those bases.

[Yvonne]
What makes Slug extremely unique is the fact that it started out as a platform for minority 
designers. 

[Bosco]
Personally, in my journey I experienced a thing where people would love my work.

Photo: W WD, Lexie 
Moreland
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[Yvonne]
Bosco is talking about her experience applying for 
jobs at creative agencies. 

[Bosco]
But when I got to these interviews, I’m this black 
girl with blond hair…and I would be the only per-
son that looked like me...when I get there there’d 
be a different energy, if you know what I’m saying. 

[Yvonne]
And when she did work in a creative role...

[Bosco]
So it’s hard, you know, for powerful white collar, 
white men to take constructive criticism from 
someone like me. Cause it has nothing to do with 
my skill level or my ability, it’s what I look like 
versus like what I'm producing. 

We’ve been conditioned to see design in a very 
skewed and narrow viewpoint, very narrow 
perspective

So I was like, you know what? Enough of this. 

[Yvonne]
So, Bosco founded SLUG. 

[Bosco]
We all come from a very similar background, mid-
dle America, border middle America, Black kids. 
We have a Nigerian worker. 

I hired my first two white people.

[Yvonne]
Let’s hear that again.

[Bosco]
I hired my first two white people. 

[Yvonne]
That might be the first time in American history 
anyone has said that.

[Bosco]
And that was interesting. But they’re tight. And I 
really like their work. I feel like I related to their 
stories, and I’m kinda like, opening the narrative 
a bit with SLUG, but the focus is still that. These 
kids had some kind of magic. They’re into the same 
Nickelodeon, Nick Toons, shit I’m into. I just really 
gravitated to their art. 

[Yvonne]
Unlike traditional creative agencies…
 

[Bosco]
Whereas...SLUG, I encourage people to be their 
true authentic self because I didn’t have those 
opportunities. And that’s the basis of what I wanted 
to focus on those people because I want to encour-
age that there is a safe space for you to be complete-
ly who you are and produce the work that has the 
visual voice of anybody. It has nothing to do what 
you look like, it has nothing to do with the color 
of your skin, it has nothing to do with where you 
grew up. I don’t really care. Because at the end of 
the day, it’s about the message.

[Yvonne]
I would have to disagree. Their minority back-
grounds have everything to do with their mes-
sages and creative output, and that’s a good thing. 
SLUG’s work mirrors the people who work there. 
Stylistically they are bold, colorful, stylish, and 
enviably cool. Politically they are left leaning, and 
very vocal about it. 

For example...

[Bosco]
We did a zine that was showcasing the first black 
punk band, which is a called A Band called Death, 
which was also about the Black Panther Movement.

SLUG’S TEAM IS A MINORITY DRIVEN CREATIVE AGENCY
Photo: SLUG Agency
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[Yvonne]
There was also the Women’s Empowerment Event 
at WeWork.

[Bosco]
We did a panel of about I think 5-6 women entre-
preneurs of all races and ethnicities, and we had 
an open dialogue between their members, about 
opening and starting your own brand, how that 
looks like, how that feels like as woman. Classism, 
ageism, which is a huge thing in the women market, 
and how they always make you feel like when you 
get to a certain age you’re too old to do this, or they 
push you out of the way...So we cover the middle 
ground between yourself the consumer, you being 
a woman, holding your ground, asking for the same 
pay as these other men who you’re in constant com-
petition with. Standing up for yourself. 

[Yvonne]
My favorite SLUG projects is the Toyota’s Women’s 
Brunch with Sweet Chick. 

[Bosco]
So we just did the creative branding for Toyota 
Sweet Chick Brunch for the A3C Festival. 

[Yvonne]
A3C is an annual hip hop conference held in Atlan-
ta. So who better than to hire as the creative than 
Bosco, an Atlanta native and musician herself? 
The client: Toyota.

[Bosco]
Toyota was coming out with a new car, and wanted 
to integrate their cars with the festival. 

[Yvonne]
So SLUG created an entirely unique and fun experi-
ence that included an exhibition, brunch, tutorials 
and workshops paying homage to the women of the 
90’s hip hop industry, all the while incorporating 
a Toyota test drive.

[Bosco]
There were about 150 women, so we did an 
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exhibition where they learned about the hair and how hair and music of that era is 
so influential...And how you can mark a decade by the style...We did a tutorial on hair 
styles. This type of gel, this type of comb, this type of spray...And this hair dye to this 
Salt-N-Pepa look. Or this TLC look. Or this Aaliyah look. Aaliyah used this brush with 
brown gel to create baby hairs. So it was a way to pay homage to that era. And we also 
did the merch for that, we did a zine for that, we curated the space. The guests could 
get their nails done at a hair braiding station and we also had a bedazzled bandana. 
And then you had brunch. And after the brunch Toyota will pick you up and take you 
to the festival so you can test out the car.

[Yvonne]
I would argue, that this unique cultural experience could have only been conjured 
up by the team of minority creatives behind SLUG, who grew up with the music and 
hair culture of hip hop. I mean, I can’t really imagine a group of white hipsters from 
a traditional design agency coming up with something like this.

What makes SLUG so successful so quickly is their extreme authenticity. Both their 
clients and target audience buy into it. 

[Bosco]
We’re creating fearlessly. Like yeah, we have pushback from clients and things like 
that, but when people come to us, they want to tap into whatever energy that is. 

[Yvonne]
What’s really impressive to me is that unlike traditional agencies who come up with 
new marketing that cater to existing brands, SLUG is able to keep its own brand, its 
own aesthetics, its own voice. 

Their clients include Toyota, Jameson, Snapchat, Instagram, Heineken, PBR, and 
WeWork — huge international brands that have the option to work with any agency 
they’d like. But yet they chose to work with SLUG. 

[Bosco]
We’re a very small team, but I would take our little team and we could go against a 
Spartan, because we are all aligned and we all have the same narrative. 

[Yvonne]
That authenticity gives them a lot of power to get their messages across to the public. 
And to SLUG, those messages are not just a job, they represent their values. In her 
opinion, Bosco thinks mainstream marketing is trying to play it safe by appeasing 
corporate clients and the median consumer despite the current state of world affairs.

PEPSI’S COMMERCIAL
A PR flop because of its references to the #BLackLivesMatter protests

Photo: BBC
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[Bosco]
It’s such a sensitive time as far as what’s 
going on globally. And if anything right 
now, we need propaganda like nothing 
before. 

Like Pepsi. Pepsi just dropped the ball. 

[Yvonne]
Bosco is talking about the Pepsi com-
mercial that features Kendall Jenner 
joining what appears to be a #BlackLivesMatter protest and handing a police officer 
a Pepsi. The crowd cheers as if Kendall and Pepsi unified the two opposing sides.

// Pepsi commercial clip

[Bosco]
It’s one of the biggest corporation of all times. And the best we can come up with 
is Kendall Jenner? You’re telling me that’s the best representation of the American 
voice that you can give us? One of the richest families in America? I have no ill will 
against them at all. But it’s something to be said to have somebody who looks or can 
identify as them. I just wished that the voicing of corporate design would be a little 
more violent in a good way. A little more rugged. To kinda shake things up a bit. 

[Yvonne]
And that’s what SLUG aims to do — to get their messages out in the mainstream.

Let me explain. Despite the fact that SLUG is a minority-driven creative agency, there 
is something universally relatable about it, no matter what race or class or political 
party you associate with. I think it has to do with the fact that their aesthetics are 
inspired by 90’s mainstream media that all American millennials grew up with. 

[Bosco]
See, I was so in love with commercials. Like 90’s commercials.  Back then, people 
were able to get a clear idea out in 15 to 30 seconds. Like a song when you’re writing 
a song. I was so obsessed with perfume commercials. They’re so good! 

[Yvonne]
The 90’s were amazing.

[Bosco]
I want to be viewed as the adult Nickelodeon. 
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// Nickelodeon theme song

[Yvonne]
Yes, the Nickelodeon that every American kid watched if he grew up in the 90’s. For 
those of you who don’t know, this was a basic television channel for kids. For me, it 
meant SpongeBob SquarePants, Rug Rats, Doug, Rocko’s Modern Life, Ren and Stimpy, 
Clarissa Explains it All...

[Voice]
SLUG’s approach is an example of what Tyler Cowen calls “creative destruction.” By 
using a design language reminiscent of 90’s mainstream media and merging it with 
contemporary millennial culture, SLUG is able to tap into a common nostalgia and 
connect with its audience on a personal level, spreading their provocative messages 
to way more than just the minority millennial cohort. 

[Yvonne]
It is through their authenticity, ambition, and “creative destruction” that SLUG, despite 
being a new and small team of minority designers, is able to innovate in the field of 
marketing, an established industry that is highly competitive. 

Speaking of traditional marketers and their corporate clients:

[Bosco]
These are the people who have so much power, but they’re like, “let me see the 15-sec-
ond ad before the Super Bowl.”

[Yvonne]
That’s not the type of work SLUG aspires to do.

[Bosco]
I’m so sick of 500 px messages...We need to start thinking about messages the size of 
continents and how many different ways to express that, whether it’s print, digital 
media, advertising. Dropping off 3000 sweatshirts … in front of the Met and telling all 
the homeless people to come. That’s marketing. One of the most prestigious places...
That’s the content that people need to see. That’s the messaging people need to see. 

[Yvonne]
Now that’s marketing I’d actually love to see.

//Music by Bosco 
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SOME OF SLUG’S WORK

Photos: SLUG Agency
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