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In an ever-evolving world where design impacts 
global leadership, the need for a comprehensive 
snapshot of current trends and practices is more 
crucial than ever. The state of World 
Leadership - Design aims to provide just that: a 
detailed overview of the latest developments in 
design leadership. This report is a compilation of 
essays that encapsulate findings, insights, and 
thoughtful reflections gathered from my extensive 
interactions with leaders in the field.

This report is fueled by hundreds of one-on-one 
conversations, webinars, roundtables, and fireside 
chats with design leaders, including executives 
from Fortune 100 companies. These interactions 
have allowed for a diverse and in-depth exploration 
of what it means to be at the forefront of design 
leadership today.

This report delves into critical topics such as 
Designing, Managing and Leading All at Once; 
Servant Leadership; Transitioning from Design to 
Business Leadership; Design Leadership Trust in 
AI; Transitioning from an IC to a People Manager; 
and Mentorship in a Design Leader’s Career.

The intended audience for this report is design 
leaders, although other leaders who are navigating 
the complex landscape of modern leadership can 
benefit from it. This trend report serves as a 
beacon, shedding light on the current state of 
affairs in the design leadership world, enabling 
leaders to stay informed and ahead of the curve.

As you delve into this report, I invite you to explore 
the collective wisdom and experiences of some of 
the most influential figures in design leadership. 
These pages will inform and inspire you to 
navigate your path in the dynamic and exciting 
world of design leadership.

Thank you for reading,

Diego Núñez
diegonmtz.com

The State of Design Leadership in 2023
diegonmtz.com

EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY
The State of Design Leadership in 2023 Report 
offers a gentle exploration of leadership dynamics 
across diverse sectors. This thoughtful 
compilation results from many heartfelt 
conversations, interactive webinars, intimate 
roundtables, and cozy fireside chats with 
prominent personalities in design, including 
leaders from top global corporations. It represents 
a nuanced perspective on the complex and 
evolving essence of design leadership in the 
current era.

Findings cover several vital areas:

Designing, Managing, and Leading All at Once: 
exploring the balance that needs to be struck by 
some design leaders between hands-on design 
work and strategic leadership, this examination 
includes a detailed exploration of industry-specific 
nuances. It delves into the intensive engagement 
required in the health industry, the agile nature of 
startups, and the evolving roles of mentorship and 
vision in the design field.

Design Leadership Trust in AI: the report 
examines the integration of Artificial Intelligence 
(AI) in design leadership. AI’s role in streamlining 
administrative tasks, enhancing decision-making, 
and influencing product design is critical. 
The perspectives of teams, management, and 
board members on AI’s influence on design, job 
security, and ethical considerations are discussed.

Transitioning from an Individual Contributor to a 
People Manager: addressing the challenges and 
rewards of transitioning from hands-on design 
roles to leadership positions. The focus is how 
design leaders in various sectors, including AI, 
large tech companies, and finance, adapt and 
grow in their new roles.

Transitioning from a People Manager to an 
Individual Contributor: highlighting the joys and 
challenges of hands-on work, rekindling the 
passion, and emphasizing the shift from strategic 
influence to focused, specific impact.

Servant Leadership: delving into its influence on 
nurturing creativity, innovation, and ethical 
practices, as well as the complexities involved in 
blending this approach with conventional 
business goals.

Becoming a Business Leader: outlining the 
journey of design leaders who broaden their roles 
to include significant business responsibilities. 
We discuss how leaders bridge the gap between 
creative design and business strategy and the 
importance of synergizing with departments like 
finance, marketing, and sales.

Mentorship in a Design Leader’s Career: 
highlighting the importance of mentorship in 
bringing in the next generation of design leaders. 
The report emphasizes the reciprocal benefits of 
mentorship and the potential drawbacks of its 
absence in the design field.

A comprehensive overview of the current state 
and the future direction of design leadership. It is 
a vital resource for current and aspiring design 
leaders seeking to navigate the complex 
landscape of design and leadership.
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DESIGNING, 
MANAGING,
AND LEADING 
ALL AT ONCE

The Versatile Leadership in Startups: design leaders often adopt a more hands-on approach to maintain 
agility and set an example in the startup landscape. This involves being directly involved in design tasks 
while ensuring the team feels supported and empowered. The startup environment requires a multifaceted 
role, where leaders frequently need to engage deeply in various business aspects, including design, to 
swiftly adapt to changing needs and to inspire and guide their team effectively.

A Hybrid Path, Blending the Craft 
and the Leadership
Evolving into Mentorship and Visionary Roles: 
transitioning from being a hands-on designer to 
embracing the roles of a mentor and visionary is a 
significant evolution in design leadership. 
This change highlights the importance of 
creating, inspiring, and guiding a team towards 
innovation. The shift from direct design 
involvement to focusing on strategic guidance and 
mentorship reflects leadership's dynamic and 
evolving nature within the design field.

Integrating Design with Executive Strategy: the 
journey of blending design thinking with broader 
business strategies illustrates an advancement 
into executive responsibilities. An interdisciplinary 
approach combines design principles with crucial 
business factors, expanding the role from solely 
focusing on design to encompassing a broader 
understanding of how design functions within the 
larger organizational industry context.
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Adopting a Fluid, Collaborative Approach in 
Startups: a fluid and collaborative leadership 
style is particularly effective in the startup 
sphere. This style is marked by adaptability and 
inclusiveness, contrasting with more traditional, 
hierarchical approaches to leadership. 
Its effectiveness is especially pronounced in 
startups, where the ability to be flexible and 
rapidly respond to change is crucial.

Navigating Hands-On Design in 
Leadership Roles Across Industries
Design Leadership Through Strategic Focus and 
Delegation: in design leadership, prioritizing 
strategic design initiatives while delegating routine 
tasks is crucial. Design leaders should concentrate 
their hands-on efforts on high-impact projects 
where their expertise can make a substantial
difference. This approach advocates for a balance 
between direct involvement in critical areas and 
empowering the team with less pivotal tasks. 
It allows for a harmonious blend of leadership and 
personal contribution to significant projects. 

But what about the Intensive Engagement in the 
Health Industry’s Design Process? Within the 
health industry, ensuring patient safety and 
adhering to regulatory compliance demands that 
design leaders remain deeply involved in the 
design process. Their leadership style is hands-on, 
focused on navigating teams through intricate 
requirements. This approach is shaped by the 
industry’s critical nature, where design decisions 
directly impact health and safety, necessitating a 
closer involvement in design aspects in 
conjunction with leadership responsibilities.
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From Leader to Designer: Determining 
When To Engage Directly in Design
Strategic Engagement Through Expertise and 
Passion: this approach emphasizes a strategic, 
hands-on involvement in design projects, mainly 
where a leader’s unique expertise or passion can 
make a substantial difference, especially in 
innovative or groundbreaking projects. Design 
leaders prioritize their involvement based on the 
project’s alignment with strategic objectives and 
where their distinct contributions can offer 
unparalleled value, setting a standard that other 
teams might not easily replicate.

Impact and Mentorship: in healthcare design, a 
design leader’s hands-on involvement is primarily 
motivated by the potential to positively influence 
patient outcomes and the opportunity to mentor 
their team. Given the critical nature of healthcare 
design, where patient experiences and outcomes 
are directly impacted, a more engaged leadership 
approach is essential. Design leaders in this sector 
seek opportunities to apply their extensive 
knowledge to meet unique design challenges and 
to model effective problem-solving strategies for 
their teams.

Balancing Necessity and Excellence: in the 
dynamic environment of a startup, a design 
leader’s involvement is often driven by immediate 
needs, such as stringent deadlines or pivotal early 
stages of product development. The necessity for 
quick iteration and the opportunity to set a high bar 
for design excellence guides their hands-on 
approach. This method is about actively 
addressing urgent needs while establishing a 
benchmark of design quality that serves as a 
foundation for the team to emulate and build upon.

You Craft Over Your Team’s
Promoting Team Advancement and Open 
Leadership in Design: design leaders are 
encouraged to nurture their team’s development, 
not just provide guidance. When a design leader’s 
work is selected over a team member’s, it should 
be leveraged as an educational opportunity. 
Maintaining transparency in decision-making 
processes is critical, and feedback should be 
presented as a developmental tool rather than 
criticism. The primary responsibility of a design 
leader is to elevate the team, ensuring they shine 
collectively rather than overshadowing them 
individually.

Supportive Leadership and Valuing Team 
Contributions in Design: empathy is a critical 
attribute for design leaders. Recognizing and 
valuing team morale is as crucial as the final 
design outcome. Leaders should ensure their 
contributions enhance, rather than overshadow, 
the team’s efforts. When a leader’s design is 
chosen, it’s essential to generously acknowledge 
the team’s collective work and view the occasion 
as a shared step towards excellence. Celebrating 
the process of improvement together and making 
sure each team member feels appreciated is 
fundamental.

Promoting Collaboration and Resilience in Design 
Teams: in the fast-paced world of startups, where 
a leader’s work might often take precedence, 
cultivating a culture of collaboration and resilience 
is essential. Design decisions should be 
communicated as steps towards a shared vision, 
acknowledging that each team member’s input is 
vital to achieving that vision. Encouraging a 
perspective where ‘failure’ is reframed as 
‘progress’ and sustaining an environment where all 
are motivated to offer their best work is crucial for 
a thriving design team.

DESIGN 
LEADERSHIP 
TRUST IN AI
AI Enhanced Leadership
AI as a Key Tool in Leadership and Management: 
AI is essential in streamlining administrative tasks 
like scheduling and managing emails, which frees 
up time for strategic decision-making and creative 
processes. It also provides valuable insights into 
team performance and project progression 
through AI-driven analytics. AI enhances 
communication and project management in 
remote work environments, fostering better 
collaboration. Significantly, AI influences product 
design and innovation, keeping the business 
competitive.

AI Enhancing Efficiency and Decision-Making: 
AI tools are crucial in analyzing consumer behavior 
and market trends and guiding product and service 
design. By automating routine tasks, AI allows 
leaders to focus on more creative strategic work. 
AI aids in project management, ensuring timely 
and budget-compliant project completion. 
Additionally, AI-driven user experience testing 
offers critical insights for redefining design to 
meet user needs effectively. 

AI at Work: Empowerment, Concerns, 
and Continuous Adaptation
Enthusiasm and Continuous Learning: teams view 
AI enthusiastically, recognizing its role as a catalyst 
for innovation and integration into their work, 
especially automating routine tasks and providing 
user insights for better design choices. 
There’s pride in being at the forefront of AI design
integration. However, this also comes with the need 
for continuous learning and staying updated with AI 
advancements, posing challenges but offering 
opportunities for professional growth and keeping 
the work environment dynamic.

AI in the Finance Sector: AI analyzes complex 
financial data to inform user interface and 
customer experience strategies. AI-driven security 
measures are essential for safeguarding client 
information, a crucial aspect of financial services. 
AI tools enhance collaboration and efficiency, 
especially in large-scale, sensitive data projects. 
AI also regulates compliance and provides 
predictive analytics for forecasting market trends, 
influencing the design of financial tools and 
services.



The State of Design Leadership in 2023
diegonmtz.com

The State of Design Leadership in 2023
diegonmtz.com

PA
G

E 
10

PA
G

E 
11

Mixed Feelings with a Positive Tilt: team 
members have mixed but largely positive views on 
AI. They acknowledge that AI will automate core 
creative aspects of their jobs in the future. Teams 
are adapting to AI tools, emphasizing maintaining 
a balance between technology and human 
creativity, facilitated by regular training and 
workshops.

Cautious Optimism in Finance: the team’s view of 
AI in the finance sector is cautiously optimistic. 
They recognize its importance in trend analysis 
and security enhancements, which are crucial in 
finance. AI tools have improved efficiency in user 
interface testing and compliance checks. However, 
there’s a keen awareness of ethical implications 
and the need for transparency, especially in 
handling sensitive customer data. The team 
adapts well to AI tools, supported by training, 
ensuring AI is used as an aid, not as a replacement 
for expertise. There’s a strong focus on enhancing 
customer experience with AI while maintaining 
trust and integrity.

Worries of Over-Reliance on AI and Job Security: 
teams worry that an over-reliance on AI could lead 
to less innovative or human-centered design. 
Concerns about AI replacing human roles raise job 
security issues, particularly in creative fields. 
Actions taken: promoting a balanced approach 
where AI enhances rather than replaces human 
creativity. Maintaining open communication 
channels to address concerns about job security 
and the future role of AI in design.

Fears About Accuracy, Reliability, Security, and 
Compliance: in handling complex data, there are 
concerns regarding the accuracy and reliability of 
AI systems. Fear also includes AI systems being 
vulnerable to security breaches or failing to meet 
compliance standards. Actions taken: Implement 
regular audits and testing to ensure AI systems’ 
accuracy, reliability, and security. 
Providing training and support to the team to 
effectively use AI tools while understanding their 
limitations and risks.

Redefining Creativity: AI’s Impact on 
Design and Job Security
Concerns about Obsolescence of Skills and 
Ethical Use: teams fear AI might automate more 
creative design aspects, making some skills 
obsolete. There are concerns about ensuring the 
ethical use of AI, especially in handling user data 
and maintaining privacy. 
Actions taken: encouraging continuous learning 
and skill, development in areas where human 
creativity and judgment are irreplaceable. 
Implementing strict guidelines and maintaining 
transparency in AI usage, particularly concerning 
user data. 

Board’s Point of View about AI, Labor 
Costs, Growth, and Design
Strategic Advantage and Innovation: boards view 
AI as essential for maintaining a competitive edge, 
particularly in sectors like writing improvement 
software. There is a strong focus on how AI can 
drive growth and innovation, improving products to 
stay Ahead of competitors.

AI in Operations and Data-Driven Decision-
Making: AI is integral to various aspects of 
company operations, including logistics and 
customer experience. Boards value AI for its role in 
data-driven decision-making, enhancing user 
experiences, and personalizing services. 

Risk Management, Security, and Customer 
Experience: AI’s role in risk management and 
security is a primary concern in sectors like 
financial services. Boards recognize AI’s potential 
to enhance customer experiences and streamline 
operations.

Efficiency, Scalability, and Investment in Talent: 
boards likely view AI as a means to enhance 
efficiency and scalability, which might lead to 
reduced labor costs in some areas. However, 
there’s an understanding that the success of 
products relies on talented teams who can 
effectively leverage AI.

Operational Efficiency and Continued Expansion: 
there’s a focus on using AI to improve operation 
efficiency, potentially reducing labor costs. Boards 
are interested in how AI facilitates expansion into 
new markets and services, emphasizing long-term 
growth.

Balancing Cost Efficiency with Customer Trust 
and Sustainable Growth: while interested in cost 
efficiency, boards also recognize the need to 
maintain customer trust and compliance, which 
may mean avoiding reductions in labor. AI is seen 
as a tool for sustainable growth, helping companies 
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TRANSITIONING 
FROM AN 
INDIVIDUAL 
CONTRIBUTOR 
TO A PEOPLE 
MANAGER

From an IC to a People Manager
Transition in AI-Focused Company: in the AI 
industry, transitioning from an individual 
contributor to a manager required a shift from 
technical focus to leadership and strategic 
thinking. This change entailed understanding the 
broader business context, nurturing team 
dynamics, and aligning projects with the company’s 
objectives. Emphasis was placed on management 
training and mentorship from leaders.

Shift at a Large Tech Company: for a prominent 
company design leader, moving to a people 
manager role involved expanding their scope 
beyond hands-on design to include inspiring and 
guiding a team. The focus shifted to setting 
objectives, aligning design goals with company 
strategy, and developing soft skills like 
communication and empathy. Balancing technical 
expertise with leadership responsibilities was a 
vital aspect of this transition.

Evolution in the Finance Sector: the transition 
marked a significant shift in the finance sector. 
The role expanded from focusing on user-centric 
design within regulatory limits to encompassing 
strategic planning and team development. 
Understanding the interplay between design, 
business goals, and customer experience and 
building a team capable of innovating within 
financial constraints became central. Leadership 
training and a thorough understanding of the 
company’s business model and customer needs 
were essential for a successful transition.

The Trade-Offs of Moving Up
The most rewarding aspect of becoming a manager 
in AI is the ability to shape the future of AI in 
design. This role allows for influencing larger 
projects and bringing innovative ideas to life on a 
grander scale. Mentoring others and witnessing the 
team’s growth and success is particularly fulfilling. 
The hands-on work with AI and image generation 
technologies is missed. Previously, as an individual 
contributor, there was a direct connection to the 
creative process and the excitement of solving 
technical challenges firsthand. No, the focus has 
shifted to overseeing and guiding more than being 
deeply involved in technical details.

The transition to a people manager at a major tech 
company has been most rewarding in driving a 
more significant impact through strategic design 
initiatives. Fostering a culture of innovation and 
creativity within the team and seeing the collective 
talent create solutions for a vast user base is highly 
fulfilling. Often missed is the deep, focused work 
on specific design projects. There was a unique 
sense of personal accomplishment in taking a 
project from concept to completion with a detailed, 
hands-on approach, which is less prevalent in a 
managerial role.

In the finance sector, the most rewarding part of 
being a people manager is leading and developing a 
team adept at navigating the unique challenges of 
finance design. It’s gratifying to mentor team 
members, help them grow professionally, and 
watch them innovate in a complex and regulated 
environment. Missed is the direct engagement with 
the design process, especially the satisfaction of 
tackling design problems and creating centric 
solutions in the nuanced world of finance. The thrill 
of grappling with design challenges and positively 
impacting user experiences was vital to the 
individual contributor role.
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Binding Creative Vision and 
Corporate Strategy
Expanded Influence: as a people manager in an IA 
company, my role has shifted from focusing on 
technical aspects to strategically impacting the 
business. The influence now extends to aligning 
the design team efforts with the company’s 
objectives, participating in decision-making, and 
ensuring AI innovations drive business growth and 
meet market demands. This position shapes 
product development, market strategy, and
 customer engagement models.

Pronounced Role: transitioning to a people 
manager at a major tech company, the influence on 
the business side has become more significant. 
Previously focused on creating functional and 
aesthetically pleasing designs, the role now 
involves shaping strategies aligned with business 
goals. Responsibilities include advocating for 
design’s value, ensuring design initiative contribute 
to product success, and integrating design 
thinking across the business. The border scope 
allows for contributions through strategic insights 
and leadership beyond excellence.

Strategic impact: as a people manager in the 
finance sector, the influence on the business side 
is substantially more pronounced than in the 
individual contributor role. The earlier contribution 
was focused on executing design projects 
enhancing user experience within regulatory 
frameworks. The role involves strategic planning in 
shaping the company’s business strategy. 
The team drives innovation in customer 
experience, which is crucial in the competitive 
finance industry. The role bridges design and 
business objectives, supporting the company’s 
growth, profitability, and compliance. 
Contributions now impact high-level decision-
making and the company’s future direction.

The Hard Part
Innovating in a Fast-Paced Field: the biggest 
challenge in managing a team in an AI company is 
fostering continuous innovation and technical 
proficiency in a rapidly evolving AI and machine 
learning landscape. Staying ahead in such a 
dynamic field is crucial. An ongoing training and 
development program has been implemented with 
regular attendance at conferences, workshops, 
and expert-led sessions to address this challenge. 
A culture of continuous learning, experimentation, 
and creative risk-taking is encouraged, helping the 
team follow and define industry trends.

TRANSITIONING 
FROM A PEOPLE 
MANAGER TO AN 
INDIVIDUAL 
CONTRIBUTOR
From People Manager to an IC
Embracing Hands-On Design: transitioning from a 
Director to a Senior role required a significant 
mindset shift. This change entailed moving from 
overseeing teams and managing projects to being 
deeply involved in hands-on design work. 
The focus shifted to continuous learning, 
refreshing technical skills, and staying updated 
with the latest design tools and trends. 
This journey is complemented by leveraging an 
extensive network to find exciting projects that 
allow the application of leadership skills more 
directly and creatively.

Rekindling Passion: transitioning from a strategic 
and managerial role in design to a lead designer 
means re-engaging with the core aspects of 
design. This shift necessitated re-skilling. 
Driven by a passion for design, this move allows 
for a more direct and effective innovation in the 
field. Being hands-on again opened new avenues 
for creativity and advancement in design. 

Embracing Change
Joys of HandsOn: a common favorite aspect of 
being an individual contributor lies in the deep 
involvement in the creative process. There’s a 
profound joy in being hands-on with design, 
experimenting with new ideas, and dedicating time 
to refine and perfect work. The fulfillment comes 
from seeing a direct impact on projects that are of 
personal passion. However, the mentorship part of 
being a people manager is missed. Guiding and 
nurturing young talent and watching them develop 
their skills was incredibly rewarding. Even though 
informal mentorship is maintained, it doesn't 
replace the experience of leading a team.
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Deep Dive into Design: one of the most rewarding 
parts of being an individual contributor is the 
ability to focus deeply on design practices. 
Immersing in research and experimentation offers 
intellectual stimulation and the opportunity to 
directly influence product development with 
innovative design solutions. However, there’s a 
longing for the strategic aspects of being a people 
manager. Crafting a vision for a project and 
guiding a team towards that vision offered a 
different, yet satisfying, kind of creativity that is 
occasionally missed of being a people’s manager.

Exploring Innovation Beyond Management: the 
freedom to explore and innovate as an individual 
contributor, without the administrative burdens of 
management, is highly valued. Delving into design 
details, experimenting with new technologies, and 
pushing the boundaries of product design bring 
immense enjoyment. However, the big-picture 
perspective that comes with being a people 
manager is missed. Leading a team involves 
thinking about the broader impact of design 
decisions and aligning them with company goals. 
There’s a unique sense of accomplishment in 
driving a team towards shared objectives that are 
sometimes longed for.

In contrast, as a people manager, the influence was 
broader, involving shaping the design strategy and 
aligning it with the company’s business goals. 
The role was significant in decision-making and 
advocating for design, influencing business 
outcomes more directly

Tactical Influence: the influence is more tactical, 
particularly in the sustainability aspects of 
products and services, which has long-term 
business implications. The work now directly 
impacts the quality and innovation of the products 
and services. Previously, as a people manager, the 
influence was more strategic, playing a key role in 
setting the direction for design initiatives, driving 
innovation, differentiating the products in the 
market, and having a stronger voice in cross-
functional collaborations and budget decisions.

Driving Innovation and Excellence Individually: 
now as an individual contributor, the influence is 
exercised through the excellence and innovation of 
design work. This role contributes to the business 
by pushing the boundaries of product possibilities, 
directly affecting their competitiveness and 
appeal. The role involves significant problem-
solving and innovation, indirectly driving business 
success. As a people manager, the influence was 
wider, shaping the overall design direction, 
affecting product strategy, and market positioning, 
and involving more cross-departmental 
collaboration, aligning design goals with broader 
business objectives, and influencing higher-level 
decisions.

Redefining Influence
Keeping Pace with Evolving Design Technologies: 
one of the biggest challenges as an individual 
contributor is staying current with rapidly evolving 
design technologies and trends. The design 
landscape continuously changes, making it 
challenging to keep pace. To address this, a 
dedicated time for learning and professional 
development is set each week, including attending 
workshops, online courses, and active 
participation in design communities. Collaborating 
closely with younger designers in the team also 
helps in staying connected with fresh perspectives 
and new approaches.

Navigating Limited Influence in Decision-Making: 
a common current challenge is having a limited 
scope of influence in decision-making processes 
compared to previous roles. Advocating for design 
choices as an individual contributor can be 
difficult. To overcome this, the focus is on building 
strong cases for design decisions, backed by data 
and user research. Actively seeking mentorship 
and building relationships with key stakeholders is 
also crucial to better understand the decision-
making framework and to have a more persuasive 
voice in these discussions.

Focused Impact and Strategic Influence

Specialized Impact: as an individual contributor, 
the influence on business is now more focused 
and specialized. The direct impact is on specific 
projects, ensuring the designs are user-friendly 
and innovative. Contributions significantly improve 
product quality and user experience, indirectly 
influencing customer satisfaction and market 
competitiveness. 
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A Delicate Balance
Embracing Servant Leadership: servant leadership is a philosophy that 
emphasizes empathy and putting the needs of others first, which is 
particularly relevant in the design industry, including UX/UI design; it 
involves understanding and empathizing with the team members, fostering 
growth, and enhancing their performance.However, this approach also
represents challenges, particularly in balancing the team's needs with the 
company's broader objectives or specific projects. Design leaders must 
navigate these complex situations carefully, ensuring the team’s desires 
align with overall goals and objectives.

Fostering Creativity: servant leadership is critical in creative environments 
like advertising in promoting teamwork and collaboration. This leadership 
style is about setting an example and creating a cooperative atmosphere 
where creativity can flourish. One significant challenge for leaders in this 
field is maintaining their authority while being servant leaders. Keeping a 
clear vision and direction for the team is essential, ensuring that their 
development and needs are prioritized without compromising the leaders' 
influence and the team’s overarching goals.

Innovation and Ethical Practices in Product Design: servant leadership is 
integral to product design, focusing on the needs of both the team and the 
end users. This approach is pivotal in driving innovation and creating 
user-centric products. The philosophy extends beyond just leading a team; 
it involves advocating for sustainable and ethical design practices. 
However, the challenge escalates when balancing these responsibilities 
with the business objectives. A servant leader in product design must juggle 
various roles, from guiding the team to promoting responsible design 
practices, all while ensuring the business’s goals are met.

Cultivating Servant Leadership
Building a Listening and Collaborative Culture: to foster a culture of 
servant leadership, the focus begins with leading by example, particularly in 
active listening and valuing team members’ input. Regular one-on-one 
meetings are crucial for understanding and supporting individual goals and 
challenges. This approach creates a foundation for continuous learning and 
adaptation within the team. Open communication and feedback are critical, 
as they cultivate an environment conducive to sharing and collaboration. 
Celebrating team achievements further reinforces this culture, solidifying a 
supportive and inclusive atmosphere where every voice is heard and valued.

Empathy and Respect as Cornerstones: the essence of servant leadership 
in a team is rooted in empathy and respect. It’s crucial to ensure all team 
members appreciate these values, not just in internal interactions but also 
in client engagements. Integrating team-building activities and 
collaborative workshops plays a significant role in embedding this culture. 
Consistency in actions and decisions is vital in keeping this culture alive. 
Involving the team in decision-making, providing professional growth 
opportunities, and regular training sessions on leadership and teamwork 
are instrumental in maintaining and nurturing this servant leadership 
culture.

Inclusive Environment and Empowerment: initiating a culture of servant 
leadership begins with establishing a supportive and inclusive environment; 
this includes hiring practices that prioritize diversity and collaboration, 
along with clear expectations for ethical and sustainable design practices. 
Maintaining this culture revolves around empowerment and accountability.
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Encouraging team members to take the initiative and providing them with 
the necessary resources supports this culture. Regular team discussions on 
challenges and successes help keep everyone aligned and motivated, 
ensuring the culture of servant leadership is initiated, sustained, and 
flourished in the long term.

Navigating Challenges in Servant Leadership
Balancing Consensus and Timely Decisions: one significant challenge of 
servant leadership is the potential for decision-making delays due to the 
emphasis on consensus and valuing everyone’s input. While beneficial for 
team morale, this inclusive approach can sometimes slow the decision-
making process. To mitigate this, setting clear deadlines and goals 
becomes essential. Encouraging team input is necessary but must be 
balanced with making timely decisions. This balance between democratic 
input and decisive leadership is crucial to maintaining efficiency without 
compromising the core values of servant leadership.

Aligning Team Support with Business Goals: a common pitfall in servant 
leadership is the tendency to overly focus on serving the team, potentially at 
the expense of business goals or client needs; this can create a challenging 
dynamic between supporting the team and meeting external demands. 
Addressing this issue involves maintaining open communication channels 
with the team and clients. Ensuring the team is fully aware of and aligned 
with the business objectives is critical. This approach integrates servant 
leadership values while effectively maintaining the business and client 
needs.

Preventing Overextension and Maintaining Focus: a potential downside of 
servant leadership is the risk of a leader spreading themselves too thin, 
trying to meet everyone’s needs while potentially neglecting their well-being 
or the project's overarching goals. Effective delegation and trusting the 
team’s abilities are vital to counter this. Setting boundaries and prioritizing 
tasks help in managing workload and responsibilities. Regular self-
reflection and obtaining feedback from peers are also essential practices. 
These strategies assist in staying balanced and focused, ensuring that the 
leader’s well-being and projects are not sidelined.

Integrating Diverse Leadership Styles
Merging Servant and Transformational Leadership: the influence of a 
manager with a transformational leadership style, characterized by a 
visionary and innovative approach, significantly impacts the development of 
a servant leadership approach. A manager’s passion for pushing design 
boundaries and fostering creativity inspires a similar approach in their 
team. Learning from this style, a servant leader recognized the importance 
of supporting and encouraging their team. A blend of servant and 
transformational leadership is achieved by focusing on team needs and 
development and installing a sense of purpose and innovation. 
This combination fosters a team that is dynamic, forward-thinking, and 
grounded in empathy and mutual support.

Combining Servant with Authoritarian Style: working under a manager 
with a traditional authoritative leadership style, focused on clear directions, 
results, and efficiency, imparts valuable lessons in structure and clarity. 
While maintaining the core principles of servant leadership, such as team 
empowerment and support, incorporating aspects of an authoritative style 
becomes beneficial. This integration involves being more decisive and 
result-oriented. Balancing the authoritarian approach with a servant 
leadership style is crucial for achieving team satisfaction and business 
success. It ensures that while team empowerment remains a priority, 
efficiency, and goal achievement are not compromised.

Enhancing Servant Leadership with Participative Approach: a manager 
practicing a participative style of leadership, which emphasizes involving 
team members in decision-making and values collective input, 
complements a servant leadership approach. This style reinforces the 
power of collaboration and collective wisdom. Learning from this approach, 
servant leaders can value diverse perspectives more deeply and involve 
their team in critical decisions; this enhances creativity and problem-solving 
abilities and strengthens the team’s commitment and sense of ownership. 
The participative approach helps refine the servant leadership style by 
incorporating more collaborative decision-making processes, creating a 
more democratic and inclusive work environment.
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BECOMING A 
BUSINESS LEADER 
From Design to Business: A Leader’s Evolution
A seamless shift from Design to Business 
Leadership: the transition from a design leader to 
a business leader is gradual and organic. It starts 
with the realization that great design is more than 
just aesthetics; it is about solving real-world 
problems that align with business goals. 
The individual actively explores the impact of 
design decisions on the company’s bottom line and 
user retention. Pursuing additional business
management training to collaborate closely with 
marketing and finance teams. This cross-
functional experience broadens their 
understanding of the business context for design 
choices, culminating in a role where they balance 
creative, strategic aspects of product design with 
business objectives.

From Technical Expertise to Strategic Business 
Leadership: transitioning to a business leader is a 
natural step for someone with a technical 
background in computer science and a passion for 
design. Recognizing design’s potential through a 
business lens, they see roles that involve strategic 
decision-making. A degree in design, supplemented 
by an MBA, provides the necessary business 
acumen. As a design and business leader, the focus 
is on ensuring that products are innovative, 
user-friendly, and commercially viable, aligning 
with the business strategy.

Bridging Creative and Corporate Worlds
Adapting to Leadership Beyond Design: adapting 
to a business leadership role demands a significant 
mindset and skill set shift. Initially focused on 
design aesthetics and user experience, one must 
embrace the broader business implications of the 
world. This transition requires networking with 
peers across different departments and investing 
in personal growth through industry seminars and 
formal business management training. Learning 
the language of finance and marketing becomes 
crucial to effectively communicating the value of 
design in business terms. Cultivating a 
comprehensive understanding of the company’s 
operations and goals is essential in aligning design 
excellence with business strategy. This holistic 
view facilitates transitioning from a design expert 
to a business leader.

Broadening Horizons: transitioning into a business 
leadership role entails expanding responsibilities 
beyond the familiar realms of design and 
technology. While a design background lays a solid 
foundation, developing a nuanced understanding of 
business operations, strategy, and financial 
management is imperative. 
Complementing technical expertise with strategic 
management and financial analysis education is 
beneficial. Equally important is building solid 
relationships with other business leaders within the 
organization. This collaborative approach provides 
diverse business insights and allows one to 
leverage technical and design expertise in 
contributing to broader business objectives.

Embracing Business Strategy: stepping into a 
business leadership role as a designer involves 
navigating the unfamiliar business strategy and 
operations territory. Undertaking an MBA program 
could be pivotal in acquiring essential business 
knowledge and honing strategic thinking skills. 
However, practical experience is equally crucial. 
Engaging in projects requiring collaboration with 
sales, marketing, and finance teams enhances 
understanding different business facets. 
The challenge lies in viewing design decisions 
through a business lens, a challenging and 
rewarding process. Focus on improving leadership 
and communication skills is vital for effectively 
articulating the value of design in achieving 
objectives and leading diverse teams efficiently.

Synergizing Design and Business
Collaborative Synergy with Finance, Marketing, 
and Sales: the relationship with finance, 
marketing, and sales teams is foundational in the 
role of a design leader. Collaborating with the 
finance team is critical to understanding budgetary 
constraints and the financial implications of 
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design decisions, balancing creativity with 
cost-effectiveness. Working with marketing 
ensures that design philosophies align with brand 
and customer engagement strategies, with 
insights from marketing often driving design 
initiatives, engaging with the sales team, offering 
direct customer feedback, redefining products, and
making design choices that address customer 
needs. These departments are not seen as 
separate but as integral parts of a cohesive unit 
where each function informs and enhances others.

Aligning Design with Business Realities: in the 
design leadership role, relationships with finance, 
marketing, and sales are crucial for success. The 
finance team provides a reality check on the 
budgetary feasibility of projects, ensuring financial 
viability. Collaborating with marketing campaigns 
closely intertwined with product features. 
Interaction with the sales team is vital to 
understanding customer feedback and market 
demand and guiding the product roadmap. Regular 
meetings and open communication with these 
teams ensure product strategies are well-informed 
and aligned with the company’s overall goals.

Mutual Respect in Cross-Departmental 
Collaboration: the relationship with other teams is 
based on mutual respect and collaboration for a 
design leader. Working with finance involves 
aligning design strategies with the company’s 
financial goals and balancing innovation with 
budgetary realities. Interaction with marketing 
focuses on translating design philosophy into 
compelling narratives that resonate with the target 
audience, ensuring that branding and design 
efforts support each other. Regular discussions 
with the sales team provide critical insights into 
market responses and customer needs, guiding 
the design strategy. These relationships are 
supportive and crucial for integrating design into 
the broader context.   

Collaborative Mastery
Critical Skills for Effective Cross-Departmental 
Collaboration: effective collaboration between 
finance, marketing, and sales teams in a design 
context requires specific skills from each team. 
The finance team needs solid analytical abilities 
and clear communication of financial data, guiding 
design decisions within budgetary and ROI 
constraints. Marketing teams should deeply 
understand market trends and customer 
psychology to create compelling product 
narratives. With their excellent customer relations 
skills, the sales team plays a vital role in providing 
customer feedback, directly influencing design 
choices, and ensuring products meet market 
needs. 

In more detail, the finance team must be adept in 
business economics, forecasting, and budgeting, 
translating financial insights into actionable stra-
tegies for product alignment. Marketing requires 
strategic thinking, a solid understanding of digital 
marketing, and expertise in market analysis and 
brand positioning. These skills are essential for the 
success of a product in the market. The sales 
team’s interpersonal skills, solid communication 
skills, and ability to provide detailed customer 
feedback are invaluable for refining products to 
suit customer requirements. Lastly, the finance 
team should excel in financial modeling and risk 
assessment for effective interdepartmental 
collaboration, ensuring informed design 
investment decisions. Marketing must be skilled in 
market research, branding, and digital marketing 
strategies, which are crucial for aligning design 
with customer expectations. The sales team’s 
communication and customer relationship 
management expertise provides essential 
feedback and insights for tailoring design 
solutions to real-world customer needs.

MENTORSHIP 
IN A DESIGN 
LEADER'S CAREER
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The Essence of Mentorship
Nurturing Innovation Through Mentorship: 
mentorship is crucial for design leaders as it 
extends beyond teaching technical skills to 
fostering an innovative and empathetic mindset. 
For a  mentor, guiding emerging designers through 
the complexities of user experience and product 
strategy is about imparting knowledge and staying 
in touch with current trends and new perspectives. 
This interaction promotes mutual growth, 
benefiting both mentor and mentee and creating 
more user-focused and thoughtful products. 
Mentorship in design leadership is about 
developing a culture of continuous learning and
innovation.

Fostering Leadership Skills: mentorship plays a 
pivotal role in the career development of design 
leaders, focusing on more than just aesthetic and 
functional aspects of products. It teaches crucial 
soft skills like communication, empathy, and 
resilience, which are essential for effective 
leadership., Through mentoring, design leaders 
can aid the career progression of others while 
simultaneously refining their leadership styles. 
The process is a cycle of continuous learning and 
sharing of ideas, fostering design innovation and 
creativity. Ultimately, mentorship is about shaping 
better designers and visionary leaders in the field.

A Platform for Shared Growth: mentorship is a 
beneficial two-way street for design leaders, offe-
ring a platform to exchange experiences and face 
challenges. It provides newer leaders with insights 
gained from years of experience in the industry, 
which is invaluable in a constantly evolving field 
like design. 

Finding the Guiding Star

Seeking Holistic Guidance in Mentorship: in the 
search for a mentor, design leaders prioritize 
individuals who have successfully managed the 
scaling of products in competitive markets. 
A mentor with a potent combination of technical 
expertise, strategic thinking, and emotional 
intelligence is highly valued.
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This exchange is vital to staying ahead of trends 
and understanding consumer needs. Being a 
mentor also helps hone decision-making and 
leadership skills, as teaching others reinforces 
one’s understanding. In the end, mentorship 
contributes to building a community of leaders 
equipped to drive innovation and excellence in 
design.

These leaders seek mentors who provide honest, 
constructive feedback within a trusting and 
respectful relationship. These leaders seek 
mentors who give fair, constructive feedback 
within a trusting and respectful relationship. 
Additionally, a mentor’s ability to appreciate and 
incorporate diverse and inclusive perspectives is 
deemed essential, especially in today’s global 
market. This holistic approach ensures that 
mentorship encompasses professional expertise 
and personal growth.

Storytelling and Emotional Intelligence in Design: 
for design leaders, the ideal mentor has led 
significant design projects and understands the 
subtleties of user experience across different 
cultural contexts. These leaders look for a mentor 
who is proficient in design and also excels in 
storytelling, effectively simplifying complex ideas. 
Essential traits in a mentor include emotional 
intelligence and the capacity to inspire and 
motivate teams. Lifelong learning, curiosity, and a 
willingness to challenge conventional design 
approaches are also highly valued. This approach 
to mentorship emphasized the development of a 
well-rounded, innovative, and motivated leadership 
style in design.

Blending Business Insight with Innovation: 
design leaders seek mentors who combine 
business savvy with innovative thinking. A strong 
track record in product innovation and insights into 
the challenges of launching a new product is 
crucial. 

These leaders look for mentors with extensive 
networks and collaborative approaches, 
recognizing the importance of connections and 
teamwork in the tech industry. Critical thinking, 
openness to new ideas, and expertise in managing 
cross-functional teams are also essential qualities 
sought in a mentor. This blend of business acumen 
and innovative thinking in a mentor is fundamental 
for professional development and growth in design 
leadership.
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An Isolated Path
The Risk of Mentorship Absence: in fast-paced 
tech environments, the absence of a mentor can 
lead professionals to miss crucial insights and 
learning opportunities that come from experience. 
This absence can result in a limited perspective, 
confined to one’s own experiences and devoid of 
diverse viewpoints and strategies, stifling 
innovation and personal growth. Moreover, without 
a mentor, there’s a missed opportunity for
networking and developing essential soft skills like 
leadership and communication. These skills are 
often best acquired through observation and direct 
feedback, which a mentorship relationship 
provides.

Design Leadership Hindered Without Mentorship: 
in the design field, lacking a mentor can 
significantly impede a professional’s 
understanding of their work’s broader impact and 
the complexities of leadership. This can lead to a 
siloed approach, focusing excessively on 
aesthetics at the expense of user experience or 
business implications, thereby hindering holistic 
growth and professional development. Moreover, 
without a mentor, a design leader might not 
develop the resilience and adaptability necessary 
to succeed in an ever-evolving industry. 
The guidance and broader perspective a mentor 
offers are crucial for comprehensive growth in 
design leadership.

Mentorship’s Role in Navigating Product 
Development: not having a mentor can be a 
substantial disadvantage. It often results in slower 
career progression and a lack of strategic 
guidance. 

Accessing insights into industry best practices and 
trends, which aren’t typically found in conventional 
learning channels, becomes challenging without a 
mentor. This gap can lead to unpreparedness for 
leadership roles and an inability to bridge product 
development's technical and business aspects 
effectively. Additionally, lacking a mentor’s network 
can mean missing out on vital opportunities for 
collaboration and innovation.

Moreover, mentoring expands professional 
networks, opening new collaborations and 
opportunities. This engagement is vital in 
developing and honing leadership qualities within 
the design community.

Fostering Innovation: mentoring provides an 
avenue to influence the design industry beyond 
one’s immediate work. It represents an opportunity 
to cultivate a culture of innovation and excellence 
in design thinking. Through mentoring, one can 
assist others in avoiding common pitfalls and 
speeding up their learning process, which benefits 
the advancement of the design field. It’s personally 
fulfilling to witness mentees achieve their goals. 
Knowing there’s a contribution to their success. 
Additionally, mentoring keeps one engaged with 
the latest challenges and innovations in design, 
ensuring that skills and knowledge remain sharp 
and current.

Giving Back, Moving Forward
Giving Back and Growing Together: mentoring 
other design leaders allows the opportunity to give 
back to the community that has been instrumental 
in shaping one's career. It is rewarding to witness 
the growth and success of others under personal 
guidance. Additionally, this mentorship role 
ensures staying connected with the latest trends 
and challenges in the design field, maintaining 
relevance and knowledge. This reciprocal learning 
process provides experience and insights to 
mentees and brings fresh perspectives and ideas 
to the mentor. This dynamic fosters innovation and 
creativity, creating a more robust and collaborative 
design community.

Shaping the Future: as a mentor, there’s a unique 
privilege of shaping the future of design 
leadership. Mentoring others in the design field 
instills a sense of responsibility and ethics, 
ensuring future leaders understand their work's 
broader societal and environmental impacts. 
This role also helps refine the mentor’s leadership 
and communication skills, as teaching often 
reinforces and clarifies personal understanding. 
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THANKS 
FOR READING
I hope you better understand what’s happening in the design
leadership world. This is not a one-time thing. I’ll work on new 
reports and content about leadership, including product, marketing, 
development, gaming, and other leadership lands.

I want to hear your thoughts about this report and other ideas you 
might have. Reach out to me via email at diego@diegonmtz.com. 
Also, I’ll be hosting roundtables on the topics from the report and 
other trending conversations in the future, if you’re interested in 
participating, reach out.

My journey in supporting leaders through various programs, creating 
content, and fostering friendships has been instrumental in shaping 
the insights presented in this report. I directed a global community 
of over 5,000 members, including senior leaders from Fortune 
companies. I bring a unique perspective and understanding of the 
challenges and triumphs experienced by leaders in the design field.
I have supported tech companies to drive and grow their leadership 
communities. I translate the value and impact of leadership 
communities across SaaS organizations.

Diego Núñez
diegonmtz.com
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