Why your
organization
needs
DesignOps
Learn from DesignOps leaders who
paved the way for design teams to scale

Introduction
Mounting research over the last decade shows that the most
innovative companies in the world recognize that Design is a
competitive advantage. So it’s no surprise that design organizations
have been scaling rapidly, closing the gap between the number
of designers and developers in most product orgs. With more
people, tools, processes, and working relationships to manage, the
DesignOps function emerged.
Depending on the size of your design team, DesignOps can be
a full-time job for one person or, in some cases, an entire team.
DesignOps leaders are powerful force multipliers that enable great
design work and minimize friction in the discovery, collaboration,
revision, and handoff stage.
In this book, you’ll gain lessons from DesignOps leaders who’ve
pioneered this work within their organizations.
We’ll cover:
• Key benefits of DesignOps as an organizational function
• The main pillars and components of DesignOps
• How to know when you’re ready to implement DesignOps
(if you haven’t already)
• How to successfully introduce DesignOps in your organization
• How to know when it’s time to grow your team
• What a successful DesignOps operation looks like at companies
like ClearScore and Comcast
We’ll offer concrete steps and examples to help you apply this
framework to your own organization, and tell you how tools like
Abstract can help support your DesignOps journey.
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When your company grows,
the demands placed on
your design organization
fundamentally demands
change — there are more
moving parts, and the systems
and processes that used to
work when the entire design
team could sit in the same
conference room start
to break down.

MARK ARGYLE
SENIOR CONTENT OPTIMIZATION MANAGER
ATLASSIAN
DESIGNOPS: UNLEASHING THE POTENTIAL OF OUR DESIGN STUDIO

Scaling
successfully

2018 was a pivotal year for ClearScore.
Since its launch just four years earlier, the
London-based fintech startup had added more
than 28 people to its design team — a growth
rate of nearly 600%.
This was no surprise, considering ClearScore is a design-driven
company, but the team was approaching a tipping point.
As the company scaled, the design team was distributed over
several different “delivery squads,” as ClearScore’s DesignOps lead
Bassel Deeb describes it.
“As we scaled, we started having issues with, one, managing these
people, and, two, managing the process across this multitude
of verticals,” he says. “We needed to rethink how we were going
to manage the design team. If we continued to grow without
making real changes, we risked losing control of the entire design
process. We needed to create some sort of standardization and
systemization to allow the design function to scale.”
In other words, for ClearScore, it was time to start
“operationalizing” design.
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What is
DesignOps?

In the film Jerry Maguire, Tom Cruise’s titular
character is a sports agent. His job is to take
care of all the behind-the-scenes work to help
make his clients’ careers run smoothly.
“I’m the guy you don’t usually see,” he says in the voiceover
monologue that opens the film. “I’m the guy behind the scenes.”
To illustrate his point, he shows viewers a newspaper photograph
of one of his clients signing a new contract. As we zoom in on the
photo, we see Maguire, barely visible and slightly cropped, at the
very edge. Sure, he had done all the planning, negotiating, and
cajoling to make sure the deal got done. But once the contract was
signed, the bright lights were on the client, and Maguire was in the
background. He proudly exclaims that he exists to make sure the
end product — for which someone else will likely receive credit —
gets done. He’s the nearly-invisible operations part of it all.
DesignOps does for organizations what Jerry Maguire did for his
clients. In a 2017 twitter thread, design leader Dave Malouf said
it’s at its best “when it feels invisible and just works.”
So how do we define it?
DesignOps is a dedicated person or team in an organization
that focuses solely on enabling the design team to work as well
as it possibly can. This is made possible by closely analyzing the
tools, processes, and working relationships the team has at its
disposal and making sure these things are set up in a way that a)
enables great design work and b) minimizes friction at any place
it may occur — be that the discovery, collaboration, revision, or
handoff stage.
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Here are the benefits you can look forward to when you set
up this function:
• It gives Design a seat at the table: DesignOps encourages
teams to think about how Design affects — and is affected by —
each area of the organization.
• It allows you to “automate the important to focus on the
critical”: In his article, “How to Get Your DesignOps Team Up
and Running”, Abstract Design Advocate Scott Welliver writes,
“Invest in toolsets and mindsets that help your automation
happen at scale ... By using drawing tools, version control, and
a common platform for design and development, you will start
seeing efficiencies for the important stuff.”
• It allows you to rebuild processes that scale: Young design
teams need to be scrappy and flexible. When that team grows,
however, so does the need for processes that are scalable and
repeatable.
• It builds trust by encouraging open design: For other teams in
an organization, what actually goes into the design process can
be a bit of a mystery. DesignOps builds trust between Design
and every team they interact with by focusing on improving the
way these teams work together.
• It allows you to communicate the value of good design:
Adding more reliable inputs to your design systems (processes,
guidelines, and tools) gives you outputs you can attach success
stories to. It allows you to start building a case for what
happens when it’s done well.
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The four pillars
of DesignOps

Let’s dig a little further into the considerations
that go into building this function. According to
Shopify, an early and influential trailblazer in this
space, there are four pillars to consider:

Design process
Careful attention must be paid to how things are done. That is,
the entire design process, from discovery to review to handoff, is
evaluated, optimized, and tweaked to remove as much friction as
possible.
If you’re unsure of what your current process looks like, ask
yourself: What are your metrics for success? Who’s involved in
reviewing work, and at what stage? Take a step back and look at
the meetings your team is involved in: what are the meeting topics?
How frequently are you having them? Who else is involved in these
meetings from other teams?
Asking these questions will give you valuable information that
can be used as a starting point to brainstorm what your processes
might look like in a perfect world.

Team coordination
This pillar involves the administrative work and logistical planning
that enables the design team to do their work well. This could
include budgeting, processing P0s, resourcing, and structuring the
team in a way that makes the most sense for the organization.
Lauren Schnatz, Senior Manager of Experience Design (XD)
Operations at Comcast, says this aspect of DesignOps helps keep
administrative distractions off the designers’ plates.
“From the very beginning, the purpose of the XD operations team,
before we were calling ourselves DesignOps, was to handle the
business functions of an organization so the designers didn’t have
to think about it,” she says. “We are going to try and control all
those things so that you can breathe in your free, creative space.”
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No design team is built the same, nor should it be. Especially in
large organizations, design touches many different functions,
products, and experiences. The makeup of your team, and the way
it’s coordinated, should reflect that.

Design tools
No designer can do their job without the right tools. And while
many have their own preferred tools that have worked well for them
in the past, it’s more important that every tool makes sense for the
organization as a whole.
When setting up DesignOps, it’s important to do a full audit of the
tools currently in use. While many may be fine on a case-by-case
basis, it’s important to consider how each tool will affect the team,
and its processes, as a whole.

Design culture
When people think of “operations,” they tend to think about
its objective, concrete traits: the rules, processes, workflows,
and failsafes that allow everything to run as planned. You can
implement every process, tool, and coordination effort meant to
encourage collaboration and communication, but if you don’t also
have a culture that supports these concepts, your team will fail to
thrive operationally.
DesignOps leads can look to a number of
markers to assess team culture: What does
the current onboarding process look like?
How are designers held accountable for their
work? How is inspiration encouraged within
the design team? What language is used within
the design team? How autonomous do your
designers feel?
Going up a level from that, DesignOps should
also zoom out to consider design culture
within the rest of the organization.
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People don’t
rebel against
authority, they
rebel against
a lack of
relationship.

How is design considered by other teams? Are designers given
a seat at the table, or are they thought of as a thorn in your
engineering and product teams’ sides?
With so many teams connecting remotely, it’s more important
than ever to ensure that designers feel part of a larger whole.
“People don’t rebel against authority, they rebel against a lack of
relationship,” Welliver writes. “When we broaden what a DesignOps
team could be, I’d posit that reaching to non-traditional design
partners, techniques, and tools can help not only with the process
but also with the relationship.”
Paying attention to culture can pay huge dividends in terms of how
design is perceived and integrated into the company as a whole,
which benefits everyone.
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Ops isn’t anything new to
anybody, managing software,
recruitment, onboarding etc.
It’s something that has to be
done, no matter the company.
The larger the company
the more it will cost, if it’s
not done well. Often these
tasks can be left to design
leaders, rather than
operations people.

DAVE CUNNINGHAM
DESIGNOPS MANAGER
CO-OP DIGITAL
MY FIRST 6 MONTHS AS A DESIGNOPS MANAGER
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When are
you ready for
DesignOps?

Most design teams start small — sometimes as
tiny as a team of one. In the early days of any
organization, design is born out of a need to
make things.
Requests from other departments are often given and completed
on the fly, with designers working on whatever is needed most. But
as an organization grows, so do its design needs. Soon the requests
increase in both scope and volume. Maybe the resident designer
gets the go-ahead to hire another designer. Believe it or not, this is
where many organizations run into their first potential operational
problem.
If you deliver design — any design — there needs to be a plan for
what that process will look like. That includes the tools that will be
used, how they will be used, which guidelines should be followed,
who should be involved in review, and how the design will be
handed off when it’s complete.
This may be easy enough to cobble together for a design team of
one. Add just one other member to that team and you’ve doubled
the size of the department. The first team member needs to ask
themselves: “Could I work with another person right now? Could I
easily hand off my work in a way that makes sense, has a system
attached to it, and follows a set of rules that are predictable and
repeatable?”

Warning signs to
look out for
Organizations of all sizes can benefit from DesignOps, and the
earlier it’s implemented, the better. It’s much easier to create
scalable solutions before you’ve actually scaled, as opposed to
trying to retrofit solutions to a team that’s already grown. But that
doesn’t mean an organization has missed the boat if it’s already
at a good size, with a large team, and no operational plan to speak
of. It does mean that introducing these measures will be more of a
reactive approach than a preventative one, however. Keeping that
in mind, here are some signs that you shouldn’t wait any longer to
implement DesignOps.
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Staying the same feels painful
Abstract Design Advocate Scott Welliver says
teams face a crippling dilemma when they
realize that changing and staying the same
can both be painful. And for organizations
without DesignOps, the prospect of
implementing the systems, protocols, and
guidelines it requires can feel very painful,
even while they deal with the kinds of issues
that would make it useful. All that work, and
for what? It may feel like putting the cart
before the horse.

It’s much
easier to
create scalable
solutions
before you’ve
actually scaled.

But at a certain point, that changes. Suddenly, staying the same is
what feels difficult. Without systems, uniformly enforced design
tools, and some degree of automation, things can quickly spin out
of control. If you’ve reached that tipping point, it’s time to change.

Design is built around platforms rather
than problems
For many hiring managers, there is a temptation to grow their team
once there are more “things to be designed.” Some work on website
design while others work on the iOS app, and others still on the
Android app. Each of these entities requires its own designated
designer, right? Well, not exactly.
This kind of structuring occurs when companies add new
platforms (like apps, online shops, or customer service portals).
This piecemeal approach erects silos around certain functions,
causing different elements of the same customer journey to feel
“Frankensteined” together because they were not considered or
designed as a whole.
DesignOps creates a model where work centers around the
problem a customer is trying to solve rather than the platforms on
which they are interacting with your organization.
For example, a designer focused on the problem of “accessing
exceptional customer service” might work across several customer
touchpoints, with the objective of creating designs that put clear
instructions and easy customer service access front and center.
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Time to delivery is bloated
Maybe this sounds familiar: something you planned to deliver
in two weeks is now six weeks overdue, has been sent back for
revisions three times, and now comprises so many disparate
thoughts and opinions that it barely does what it was originally
intended to do. This kind of scope and timeline creep is common
in organizations that have not instituted the kinds of formalized
workflows, review processes, or design guidelines that are inherent
in a good DesignOps function.

Information exists in silos
Maybe your design team is already adept at capturing and
communicating guidelines and processes within the team. But
many organizations find that communication breaks down when
they try to work with other teams. It’s not uncommon for marketing
and product design to have their own separate sets of brand
guidelines that vary from one another. Similarly, running into
hiccups with engineering at the handoff stage could often be
avoided by communicating better and earlier in the design process.
This tendency to keep information locked within teams is common,
but it can also be easily avoided. Introducing tools that increase
visibility among teams and allow for collaboration can break down
those barriers.

“How things get done” means something
different to everyone
While some degree of variation in process between projects is
to be expected, if your stock answer for how something should
get done is usually some form of “it depends,” that’s a red flag.
Design always benefits from some degree of fluidity, but not
having well-defined and communicated processes will cause
miscommunication, scope creep, low morale, and confusion.
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You have high turnover
Without a deliberate focus on improving the culture within your
team, it’s more likely that employees will lose interest and,
ultimately, look elsewhere for a more fulfilling role.
While focusing on team-building and morale-boosting activities
is important, to truly improve your design culture, you have to go
deeper. Taking a more operational view of how your team is set
up and who is responsible for what allows you to focus on career
paths, which opens up an opportunity to really invest in your team
members. When your designers see the gaps in their own skill
sets and have a plan for how they can grow in the future, they
will be much more excited about exploring that growth within the
organization.

Your team is growing
Former DesignOps lead at Target Andrea Burton says DesignOps
becomes important “the second you have more than one designer
working on the team.” This is true in a perfect world, but the reality
is that many teams will have already grown quite a bit by the time it
feels necessary to add this function.
As your team grows, so does the need to operationalize it. Doing
this earlier rather than later can save you the pain of having to
retroactively amend process holes and stitch guidelines together.
This is especially important for teams that are spread out either
geographically or by product, where guidelines can grow within one
location or product silo but are not carried through to other parts
of the business, further perpetuating silos and hindering crosscollaboration. The sooner you’re able to introduce systems using a
top-down approach, the smoother your organization’s growth will
be overall.
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Our mission is to provide
agility to the whole product
organization through centralized
tools, systems, and services that
enhance speed and quality of
execution.

ADRIAN CLEAVE
DIRECTOR OF DESIGN, GROWTH & TRAFFIC
AIRBNB
DESIGNOPS AT AIRBNB

So you’ve decided
to implement
DesignOps ...
now what?

At this point, we’ve seen many examples of how
your organization could benefit from DesignOps.
But how do you actually get started with setting
it up?
It can seem pretty daunting to consider the pillars you need to
build without a digestible plan for how you can go about building
them.
The good news is, DesignOps is something you can start building
gradually, and it’s also something you can tailor based on the
needs of your team and larger organization.

STEP 1

Start with a team canvas
Dave Gray of XPLANE created the DesignOps Canvas, which is an
excellent tool that helps you understand your current design team,
where gaps exist, and how you can grow. Think of completing this
exercise as laying a solid foundation on which to build DesignOps
at your organization.
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Taking a look at the topics covered within this exercise helps bring
the pillars of DesignOps into focus. Ask questions that will help
you understand your current design processes, as well as your
team coordination limitations and needs:
• What methods and tools do we use?
• What are our inputs and outputs?
• How do we work together?
• What constrains us?
• How are we structured?

While doing a concrete audit of your team’s existing tech stack is
a large part of building your design tools pillar, you can also ask
questions that will help you understand what your needs are in
terms of tools:
• How do we communicate?
• How do we give — and get — feedback?

Finally, you can answer a number of questions to help define your
current design culture — and start to envision your ideal one:
• What are we looking for?
• How do we develop our people?
• How do we retain people?

To complete the DesignOps Canvas exercise, you’ll want to include
everyone in your design team, but also a few key stakeholders
from other functions that regularly interact with your team (think
marketing, engineering, and product leads).
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STEP 2

Build your pillars
Plan your processes based on
guiding principles
Completing your team canvas exercise will teach you where the
gaps in your design process lie. Once you’ve gathered and recorded
your answers, you can identify answers that point specifically to
process problems and start thinking about how you can solve them.
We suggest identifying the most common friction points in your
current design process (you might remember that for ClearScore,
there was friction in the communication of processes). For
instance, if collaboration is a problem, if timelines are constantly
being blown because of multiple revisions, or if there are glaring
gaps at the point of handoff — each of these should be flagged as
possible areas to introduce a clear and repeatable process.
How you build your processes will depend on the friction points
you want to reduce. For example, if collaboration has proven to
be the biggest hurdle your team is currently facing, then maybe
one of your new guiding principles should be to create frictionless
design communication. Having that principle at the forefront of
your mind will help you build your processes. With each proposed
process improvement, you can always bring it back to your guiding
principles: “Does this help to enable frictionless collaboration?”

Find the right tools
Next, it’s time to determine which tools will help your processes
come to life. Completing the team canvas exercise should have
made clear what your current design toolkit may be lacking.
Similarly, starting to plan your processes will help you decide which
tools will help you make those processes a reality.
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When evaluating tools, consider these four key anchors and
whether your tool is able to address them: visibility, accountability,
measurability, and predictability. Let’s look at each element a little
more closely.
Visibility
A design tool that’s implemented as a DesignOps
effort should make it possible to be transparent
about the work your design team is doing. In
other words, a tool should help elevate the work
you’re doing as a design team so that it can be
seen by the rest of the organization.
The meaning of design visibility might change
from organization to organization, but again, you
can revisit the answers that came out of your
team canvas exercise to help guide you here.
Answering the following questions will help you
determine which teams are most important to
consider when increasing visibility:
• Who are our most valuable stakeholders?
• How do we communicate?

A tool should
help elevate
the work
you’re doing
as a design
team so that it
can be seen by
the rest of the
organization.

From there, you can evaluate tools based on how
easily they can be used, both by the design team
and by your key stakeholders.

Accountability
Great design tools also increase accountability, both for your team
as a whole and for individual designers. A good tool will help your
team set goals, stay within deadlines, and stay on-brief for each
project. Your team canvas answers will help you understand how
you currently promote accountability, and it will also show you
where you can grow.
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Measurability
Design tools allow teams to properly measure the value of their
work. You may notice when conducting your team canvas exercise
that value is determined on a case-by-case or anecdotal level.
Introducing tools that can help you set metrics and determine
outcomes can be immensely helpful. Also, introducing a tool can
help you see, in a more concrete sense, the kind of feedback your
team is receiving.
Let’s look at the design critique process as an example. Many
teams using Abstract will leverage a branch status, such as “work
in progress” or “ready for review” so that design managers and
other key stakeholders viewing the branch review dashboard can
build an agenda of design review items from branches in the “ready
for review” state. In this way, the tool is enhancing or replacing
something that might have previously been done with a lot of
heavy manual intervention. It also provides a system of record to
itemize and catalogue feedback that comes up frequently and build
processes and guidelines that address that feedback.

Predictability
Finally, a good design tool will introduce predictability to your
design team and open up more time for creativity. Remember
the quote we mentioned earlier, that DesignOps allows you to
“automate the important to focus on the critical”? Implementing
tools that allow for that automation help to enable predictability for
those things that can and should be automated.

Coordinate your team
The team coordination tool is one of the more “operational”
anchors of DesignOps. Your answers to the “What constrains us?”
and “How are we structured?” sections of the team canvas exercise
will give you a glimpse into the coordination efforts you’re pulling
off well, and the opportunities that exist to improve it.
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As we covered earlier, one benefit of introducing DesignOps is that
it allows you to build your team and processes around problems
rather than platforms. Many teams are coordinated around
platforms because it allows young teams to divide and conquer
work easily. However, as an organization grows, limiting designers
to factions like web design or app design not only creates
disjointed products that dilute the user experience, but it also
really limits career growth for the designers that are constrained by
designing for one specific platform.
Comcast Experience Design’s Lauren Schnatz illustrates how work
can become fragmented when this occurs. Before streamlining
their design work, there was no main hub for her team to see what
was being done on a given project. “There was no one-stop for
everyone across the board to visit to know the final answer on
things,” she says.
Introducing and maintaining good design workflow allows teams to
leverage answers from previously-solved problems in a repeatable
way. In Abstract, users can not only stay up-to-date with the rest
of the team’s work, but also collaborate on designs through a
branch-based workflow.
DesignOps allows design leaders to take a step back and organize
based on what they’re trying to achieve as a whole. One exciting
byproduct of this is being able to move to a “Jobs to be done”
model, which organizes teams based on the problems, or jobs,
customers are trying to address, regardless of the platform they’re
interacting with.
Team coordination can also refer to the more granular details of
your design team. Perhaps you need to systemize the way purchase
order are processed or how budgeting is completed. These are
great places to start and will go a long way in freeing up time that
can be put to better use.
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Create a culture that works
Finally, completing the team canvas exercise
will tell you a great deal about the current
culture of your design team. If you’re
struggling to answer questions like, “How do
we develop—and retain—our people?”, this is a
great time to start thinking about how you can
use DesignOps to influence and improve your
team culture.

Having a
well-planned,
repeatable
process that
focuses on
education, can
make a huge
difference in
boosting morale
and positively
influencing your
team culture.

Although team culture can feel like an
amorphous, hard-to-pin-down concept, there
are lots of processes and guidelines you
can put in place to improve it. Think about
onboarding new members, for example.
Having a well-planned, repeatable process
that focuses on education, providing support
and resources, and putting designers in touch
with the right people to help them do their job
well can make a huge difference in boosting
morale and positively influencing your team culture.

STEP 3

Start with a pilot project
Now that you’ve built out a plan to suit your team’s needs, it’s time
to put it into action. It might make the most sense to pick a single
project to operationalize. This will show, on a smaller scale, how
DesignOps might look in your organization. There will always be
differences between how you plan and how you act on that plan,
so make note of what works, what doesn’t, and what you can tweak
during these early stages.
It’s important to gather feedback throughout the duration of your
pilot project. Pay attention to the questions people have as well
as the feedback they provide. This can help you crystallize your
processes and build up your resources to make them as helpful
as possible.
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When to grow your
DesignOps team

Maybe you’ve read through the steps to
setting up DesignOps but you’re still finding
it a little daunting. Don’t fret: this isn’t a
one-and-done approach, and there’s plenty
of room to experiment.
It’s a constant, iterative process that will change depending on the
needs of the design team as well as the needs of the organization
as a whole. In fact, you can look at it gradually — think of the first
stages of DesignOps as level one and introduce more people,
processes, and resources as your team and your needs grow. Let’s
take a look at what each level might look like using this framework.

Level 1: A designated “systems thinker”
Your organization doesn’t need to introduce DesignOps by carving
out a dedicated role for it, at least not at first. When you’re figuring
out what it will look like for your organization, it might make more
sense to task a design leader with thinking through the systems
part of your team’s work. This could include running a team canvas
workshop, drafting new design guidelines, or setting up formalized
training for all necessary stakeholders.

Level 2: The DesignOps tiger team
Someone with an already-overflowing plate tasked with formalizing
a DesignOps function may have the best intentions, but will
eventually need to enlist some help in order to do more. Here’s
where a “tiger team” can really help.
In this scenario, each person involved is working on DesignOps
as a part of their larger set of responsibilities. This tiger team may
consist of your original designated systems thinker, plus a few
senior designers as well as some stakeholders from teams like
marketing, engineering, and product marketing.
As a team, you can start putting your plans into action. Maybe
a senior designer is tasked with setting up a quarterly meeting
where design wins are presented, and maybe your members from
marketing and engineering help you evaluate tools that will allow
for better collaboration between teams.
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Level 3: DesignOps as a formalized role
Once you’ve done all you can with a scrappy tiger team, it’s time to
formalize DesignOps by creating a separate, standalone leadership
role for someone tasked solely with implementing and advancing
the practice at your organization. They will build the pillars and
work closely with the design team to make sure they’re doing
everything they can to introduce systems where they’re needed.
This leader will also serve as an evangelist of sorts, looking to
bridge any gaps that exist between Design and any other teams
and communicate why design is important and what systems and
tools are in place to improve it.

Level 4: The DesignOps team
Once you’ve set up a formalized and recognized function, there is
more than enough work for one person to do. Some organizations
choose to hire a manager whose sole focus is design culture. That
person will focus on onboarding processes, team events, and
company-wide events that are centered around design. Others
may first choose to hire a more operations-focused DesignOps
team member who will focus on the coordination aspects of your
function, like resourcing, processing the budget, and dealing
with product owners.
Comcast Experience Design has found a successful team structure
by adding both roles. “XD Operations grew as the team did,”
says Lauren. They added their first junior team member as the
organization expanded into an additional office space. “It was really
important to have someone representing ops. We hired a team
member who created processes and best practices for the team.”
After a couple of years, it was clear that the team needed to
grow once again. “We really needed someone to help focus on
maintaining the fun culture that we’ve created over the years,”
says Lauren. “And then I get to do the fun stuff, like budget,”
she deadpans.
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Level 5: The DesignOps team with designated
program management
A newer role that’s been emerging in DesignOps teams is program
management, which involves managing the work of the design team
(as opposed to managing people). This person liaises with product
and engineering teams to direct and optimize workflows.
When it comes to growing DesignOps, the opportunities are
endless. You’ll know what you have the capacity for, and what you
need to be successful in the immediate future. Your DesignOps
efforts should grow in tandem with the growth of your organization.
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We drive programs of work that
solve problems and address the
needs of our designers, from
kick-off all the way to delivery. We
treat each DesignOps program
like any large production: we
write a clear brief, scope the
work, build a roadmap, set
success measures, facilitate a
team through the process,
and — best of all — deliver.

CLIONA O’SULLIVAN
HEAD OF DESIGNOPS
SPOTIFY
DIALLING UP THE JOY, TURNING DOWN THE PAIN: DESIGN OPS AT SPOTIFY

DesignOps
success stories

How ClearScore
built DesignOps from
the ground up
From scrappy to scale: What started as a labor
of love resulted in saving thousands of hours of
design and development time.
Design team breakdown
28 team members
LEADERSHIP

DESIGN & DEVELOPMENT:

1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

12 Product Designers
1 Design Systems Designer
3 Design Systems Dveelopers
1 Graphic Designer
1 Production Designer
1 Copywriter

Director of Design
Head of UX
Head of UI
Head of Design
Head of R&D
Lead Product Designer
Lead Designer (Design System)
Design Manager
DesignOps Manager

Let’s revisit the story of Bassel Deeb and ClearScore. The
organization’s design team had grown immensely over a relatively
short period of time, and they knew they needed to introduce
DesignOps before it was too late.
ClearScore’s head of design approached Bassel about taking on a
new role in which he would oversee only the design team’s process.
The role would focus on both recognizing and solving for pain
points as well as introducing any tools, guidelines, processes, and
structural changes that would allow the design team to continue
to scale as smoothly as possible. “Basically, I was handed a blank
canvas and asked to go find out which pain points the design team
was experiencing so that I could start building a plan to respond,”
says Bassel.
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His first task was to run a couple of workshops similar to the
DesignOps team canvas exercise to learn just what all of those pain
points were. Time and again, individual team members cited an
overall lack of process with little to zero transparency around the
work the department did.
Not only were designers frustrated that the order
of tasks and scope of work tended to change
from project to project, they also felt that their
work was being hidden from the rest of the
organization. They wanted other teams to have
greater visibility into how design was done.
There were also concerns around the time
required to complete the handover process as
a last step in the design process. Based on the
team’s expressed pain points, Bassel embarked
to develop mission and vision statements
that centered around efficiency, clarity, and
scalability, while maintaining quality.

We needed to
unlearn what
we thought
needed to be
done, and learn
again from the
team what they
actually needed.

As Bassel describes, the next three months were an exercise in
shifting both perspective and practice. “We needed to unlearn what
we thought needed to be done, and learn again from the team what
they actually needed.”
Bassel developed a plan that focused on three components:
processes, tools, and people. Every proposed change and every
part of the design workflow that was tweaked was done in an effort
to either optimize the way the design team worked, improve their
team culture, or introduce tools that would make it easier for them
to do their jobs.
Initially, Bassel centered his efforts on the issue of transparency.
He wanted to, as he says, “open up the design process” and remove
any barriers that kept it operating in its own silo with very little
exposure to, or input from, the rest of the company. He created
a template for a designer-led discovery workshop (a process
usually kept within the design team) that could involve input and
collaboration from other teams. This created a sense of transparency
and collaboration early on.
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Next, he focused on the team’s tools and processes. This started
with an audit and overhaul of the team’s tech stack and made sure
it had access to tools that allowed them to do their jobs without
constraints and collaborate easily with other teams like product,
marketing, and engineering, allowing for easy sharing
and communication.
Bassel also wanted to democratize processes
so that they were visible and available to
everyone. To accomplish this, he created a
playbook that served as the one source of
truth under the new DesignOps framework.
“As your design team grows, you both have
senior designers joining the team who have
their own way of doing things, and you have
more junior designers who are looking for
guidance on how things are done here,” he
says. “For both of those people, the playbook
serves as a toolbox they can always use,
so they don’t have to wait for someone to
tell them how things are done. They were
empowered to start applying things and
getting other people involved right away.”

The changes
have made
everyone
happier, more
comfortable
and, ultimately,
more
productive.

After completing the team playbook, Bassel set his sights on
improving onboarding for new designers. “At first, we only thought
about processes and tools,” says Bassel. It was apparent before
long that developing people within the design team was just as
important as any of the more technical aspects of DesignOps. “I
realized that new designers who were joining the team were a bit
lost. This was not good, because the first couple of weeks can be a
dealbreaker. You either feel like ‘What the heck is going on here?’
or you fall in love with the people and the culture.”
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Realizing he had to jump on the opportunity quickly, Bassel started
working with new designers on the fly to make sure they had the
resources and support they needed. Soon, he started creating a
more structured process, which involved using a designer’s first
days to get them one-on-one tool training, informal meetings with
other team leads, and frequent check-ins to see what new hires
had questions about. He also had new designers complete surveys
after one, three, and five weeks to report on how they were finding
their new job.
As DesignOps took hold at ClearScore, cross-functional input
became a reality. They started being able to involve product
managers and devs earlier, which improved project scoping.
“Once you enable people by giving them the right processes,
scaling these processes, and giving them the right tools and
education, things will start improving automatically,” Bassel says.
“You’ll see better quality. Your design leadership will have a better
grip on things, and they will have more visibility across multiple
teams. Consistency will improve and design will become better
because you have this centralized control unit.”
Now two years later, ClearScore’s design team is more integrated
with the rest of the company and both ICs and their managers
know and understand their roles. The changes have made
everyone happier, more comfortable and, ultimately, more
productive. Perhaps most notably, focusing on creating a culture
of support from the first days of a designers job had a huge impact
on job satisfaction. In fact, the team satisfaction sat at 100% for
five quarters!
As for the future, Bassel is excited to grow his team, eventually
hoping to have a representative working with each design squad
at ClearScore. “Each team is so unique, so having a DesignOps
person for each of them would be very valuable.” One thing is clear:
by introducing systems and processes, Bassel was able to give
the design team at ClearScore the freedom to keep growing in a
realistic way.
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How Comcast Experience
Design created a design
culture that scales
Now let’s take a look at an organization that’s a little
further along in the design maturity framework.
Comcast’s Experience Design (XD) is a group of designers,
researchers, innovators and strategic thinkers focused on building
world-class human experiences that are beautiful, a natural part
of everyone’s lives, and consistent across the Comcast ecosystem.
XD unifies the thread across platforms and products that impacts
visuals, voice, user input, gesture and touch, animation, and so
much more.
Led by Senior manager, Lauren Schnatz, the Comcast XD
Operations function has grown to the point where they now have a
dedicated team of three. So far, much of their work has focused on
keeping DesignOps strong across teams and geographic locations.
Since the beginning, XD was trying to solve two problems. The first
was making sure Design had a seat at the table — the team needed
to figure out how to make it clear to product, engineering, and
executive stakeholders that Design was a strategic necessity for
just about every project.
The second problem was that there was no centralized
DesignOps-related resource center. This was tough because
Comcast Experience Design is a large organization spread out
across multiple locations.
“In order to stay in line with brand,” Lauren says. “It was really clear
the team needed to create a repository that people could come to
as a source of truth.”
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To solve the problem of not having a central repository for
designers, the XD Operations team created a microsite that housed
resources, training materials, and team updates that could be
accessed by anyone across the organization. “It started because
we needed a better onboarding experience. We wanted one clear
message for new resources when they were starting,” says Lauren.
Now, the microsite is where people across
the organization can access brand guidelines,
toolkits, research, information for upcoming
events, and a full organizational chart. “We’re
really making people feel at home from day
one,” says Lauren.
These days, Lauren has two other team
members reporting to her — one who focuses
on operations, and another who focuses on
culture. Being such a large organization, it’s
integral to strengthen both of these pillars
across teams and geographic locations.
As the team continues to grow, Lauren and
her team are focused on efforts that increase
communication — something that’s harder to
maintain in larger organizations.
Having team members who are focused on
how to operationalize and communicate
processes and culture is necessary, and has
allowed Comcast Experience Design to scale
DesignOps effectively.

It started
because we
needed a better
onboarding
experience.
We wanted
one message
to come from
the team when
someone new
was starting.

Looking to the future, XD DesignOps wants to continue to focus
on communication, increasing visibility for the design team and
continuing to build the DesignOps microsite. She also wants to
continue focusing on onboarding new members. “We really take
joy in the surprise and delight moments. We love when someone
comes to me on week three and they’re like, ‘This is the best
onboarding experience I’ve ever had.’ We just want to keep scaling
that so that as we grow, people keep feeling like they’re a part of
the organization from week one.”
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