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By Mike Edwards, Editor

What would you say if asked to 
name the top three “design rich” 
urban areas of North America? 

If the Greater Toronto Area (GTA) came 
to mind, right after New York City and 
Boston, then you would be correct.

According to Arlene Gould, strategic 
director of the Design Industry Advisory 
Committee (diac.on.ca), the City of To-
ronto wants to use that concentration of 
design talent to attract investors.

To do this, the committee – commis-
sioned by The Greater Toronto Marketing 
Alliance (GTMA) – undertook a study of 
the design workforce in Ontario to deter-
mine the potential of designers to create 
greater economic and social advantage. 
The study (published at greatertoronto.
org), funded in part by the Government 
of Canada’s Labour Market Partnerships 
Program, focused on the disciplines of 
industrial design, architecture, landscape 

architecture, fashion, graphic and interior 
design that account for close 40,000 de-
signers in the GTA.

“What does a maker of plastic house-
wares have in common with an automo-
tive testing equipment provider and the 
developer of the world’s most advanced 
ultra-filtration membranes?” Gould asked 
in her report. The three companies are Um-
bra, D&V Electronics and Zenon Mem-
brane Solutions (now part of GE Water & 
Process Technologies).

“These companies are all advanced 
manufacturers. They are based in the 
Greater Toronto Area. They have won 
global recognition for product excellence. 
And they connect design to their business 
strategy.” The research identified the three 
companies as design-led manufacturers 
because each of these companies has used 
design to improve their products and to 
promote their brands internationally.

Finally, in integrating design with com-
petitive business strategy, according to 
Gould, the companies featured in the study 
demonstrate seven best practices:
1. Entrepreneurial Leadership. The history 

of innovation at these companies has 
been directed by dynamic, entrepreneur-
ial leaders with a strong vision of how to 
make products better by design. 

2.   R&D Linked to New Product Design. 
These companies have world-leading 
track records in the rapid commercial-
ization of innovation. To facilitate this 
transformation, they have leveraged 
design thinking and integrated design 
capability into the early stages of the 
product development process. 

3. Adding Value Through User-Centred 
Design. The companies have worked 
with local designers to reduce costs in 
production and to enhance the perfor-
mance, quality, accessibility, value and 

aesthetic look of their products in or-
der to maintain a competitive advan-
tage. Their products have become the 
showstoppers at international trade 
fairs. 

4. Long Term Relationships with De-
signers. The companies have worked 
in long term relationships with design 
consultants. One company, Umbra, 
also maintains a large, multi-disciplin-
ary design team comprised of indus-
trial and graphic designers and one 
engineer. 

5.   Investment in Brand and Communica-
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tions Design. The companies have in-
vested in state-of-the-art communica-
tions design to build global awareness 
of their brands and to articulate the 
features and benefits of their products 
and services. 

6.  Reflecting a Culture of Innovation in 
the Workplace. Each of these compa-
nies has used design to celebrate and 
reflect a culture of creativity and inno-
vation in the workplace. In each case, 
the workplace environment reinforces 
the company’s values with employees, 
clients and suppliers. 

7. Research Relationships with the Lo-
cal University and College Network. 
These companies all employ co-op 
students, and they have built research 
and advisory relationships with facul-
ty and students in the strong university 
and college network in the region.
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Use design to 
improve products and 

promote brands

Designers add value to products and make 
manufacturers more profitable, competitive

If you found Renderings interesting, please send 
a message to medwards@clbmedia.ca.


