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Leading Creative Teams



My Role

In my career, I have led several design teams at small and large companies. I 
have been a lead, senior manager, and director of design. My responsibilities 
included workloads, timelines, and the performance of design teams of various 
sizes. 

I have been responsible for the UX product strategy with the companies I have 
worked for. I have fostered a design culture of collaboration even in remote 
environments. 

I have also been responsible for showing the value and return on investment to 
the business leaders in my organizations. 



Consistent Process
Style systems, design thinking, 
agile, research processes, and 

shared repositories



Style Systems

One of the most obvious ways to align a creative team is 
by creating a style system within the team's design tool. 

I have created various style systems for creative teams 
and developers to use. I have used design tools like 
Sketch and Figma and built them directly in a javascript 
framework on top of an existing style repository such as 
Material UI. 

I have learned having only the UI elements is typically 
less efficient. The team should agree on page and 
interaction templates that can be used consistently. 

This type of style system helps the team stay aligned and 
consistent and ensures they follow accessibility and 
internationalization best practices in all their designs. 



Design Thinking 
Processes
Effective creative teams should also follow a design 
thinking process for their projects. 

The type of process, Double Diamond, IBM Thinking Loop, 
Standford Model, IDEO Human-Centered Model, etc., 
matters less than choosing one and having the team follow 
it consistently. 

I have learned the biggest issue is often stepping back 
from the solution phase when a solution has been handed 
to the team by a stakeholder. 

Some ways I have ensured the team is not skipping the 
discovery phase is to have them write down goals and 
success metrics first and to always have more than one 
solution to every problem. 



Agile Team Process
The creative team needs to fit into the Agile process. Design 
should not happen just at the start, and specifications should 
not be thrown over the wall to developers. It also should not be 
an afterthought that happens when the feature is already being 
built. 

I have attempted to bake UX into the product lifecycle process 
and keep work transparent to stakeholders by using a tracking 
board (JIRA Product Discovery, Microsoft Planner, Trello, etc.) 
The team adds the item they are working on, which is tied to a 
product initiative. They can then move this item into the 
various buckets in the design process, show the progress, 
share mocks and updates.

This is particularly helpful for larger organizations with 
interconnected products because all team members can see 
the board, see the features being worked on, and reach out to 
team members to collaborate on projects that may be 
interconnected. 



Standardized Research and 
Requirements

It can become quite confusing for stakeholders when 
"failure" in usability tests scales differently depending on 
which team member runs a test. 

The way the team conducts research and the scales they 
use to determine success or failure must be consistent 
and agreed upon by all members with clear metrics. 

An example would be, "If users successfully complete 
60% of the tasks in the test without assistance, the 
test passed."

Additionally, having standardized requirements on page 
load, data freshness, and supported browsers/devices 
prevents confusing scenarios for users.



Shared design repositories

Your team will definitely not be efficient or consistent if they are 
constantly researching the same topics, creating new 
presentations, creating new job maps, creating new personas, etc.

Creating a shared space for research recaps, job maps, personas, 
and presentations helps the team stay aligned and consistent while 
avoiding redundant work. 



Collaboration
Teamwork



Workshops

In a world where many organizations utilize a 
hybrid or remote model, it is essential to be 
intentional about scheduling time for collaboration. 

Luckily, creative teams excelled at this before 
remote work became so prevalent. It's essential to 
nudge the team to run workshops with each other 
and their respective teams to foster a collaborative 
environment. 

I have created FigJam files with various types of 
workshops, the design phase they should be used 
for, and "how to" instructions to reduce the 
workload on my teams. 

 



Team Building

Your team can only respect each other if they get 
to know each other personally. Sharing design 
mocks and collaborating on projects is not 
enough to build team camaraderie. Creative 
teams need opportunities to have fun with each 
other, which is especially important in a remote 
environment. 

A technique that has worked well for me was to 
run monthly team-building activities. Each team 
member would sign up for a month to create and 
run the activity. This made the activity less 
"top-down" and left it in the hands of the team. 

We had activities like Two Truths and a Lie, 
Virtual Connect 4, team trivia, and a zombie 
game.



Annual Retrospectives

Running retrospectives with the creative teams at 
the end of each year is enlightening and cathartic. 

Retros give the team a chance to vent about the 
problems they face and carefully consider what 
actions they could take to make future changes. 

I will typically use the results from the retrospectives 
to assist in creating team goals for the following 
year. 



Clear Goals & 
Success Criteria

Measuring results, candid feedback



Goals, Success 
Metrics, UX Champions
The fastest way to sink team morale and get poorly 
performing teams is by not having clearly defined goals. 
It is the single most important thing I do as a people 
leader. 

The goal must be easily understandable, comprised of a 
single idea, and measurable. 

Every year, I create goals for my entire team and the 
success metrics I want to see achieved.

I have also seen great results by assigning team 
members as "champions" on a particular topic 
(Accessibility, Research, Style System, etc.) This allows 
me to cater to individuals' interests and strengths. 



Evaluate, Observe and 
Provide Opportunities

It's necessary to observe team members interacting on their teams. I 
will often join stand-ups or sit in on workshops. This is partially to 
observe performance but also to jump in when they need help or 
provide guidance and ways for improvement. 

It is crucial to provide team members with candid feedback and a 
path to improvement. I have rarely had anyone be upset that I gave 
them areas for improvement. 

It is also essential to look for opportunities for team members to grow 
their skills. Find projects you know will be challenging, but provide 
them with a learning experience. As a people leader, I find low-stakes 
opportunities for growth and remain a resource to them if they get in 
over their heads.



ROI of UX
Business minded team



Product Retrospectives

Show UX successes constantly to anyone who 
will listen. 

It's critical to frequently showcase research, 
interactions, mocks, and prototypes to 
stakeholders. 

I typically run monthly research recaps for all 
product teams and leadership. This shows the 
valuable work of my team but also provides 
stakeholders with customer research they may not 
have otherwise known. 

I also scheduled bi-annual product retrospectives, 
where my team discusses each feature released 
over the last six months, whether that feature 
achieved the business goals set, and provides 
evidence of that success or failure. 



Describing UX to Non UXers

"But you only asked 5 users.." is a phrase that, 
unfortunately, UX leaders are still battling against. 
This is typically due to a need to understand how 
UX research differs from marketing or academic 
research. 

I have run lunch and learns to discuss this topic 
with non-UXers to enlighten the organization about 
the differences and avoid this dreaded question. 



Business Focused UX
It's easy for a UX team to get wrapped up in the 
customer's needs, empathize with their struggles, 
and want to push for features that help solve 
problems. However, it is essential to remind the 
team they work for a business that needs to be 
profitable to continue assisting those users. 

For this reason, I show my team and stakeholders 
how the UX team's work ties back to dollars. This 
can be challenging with qualitative research. I have 
had success by tagging customer comments based 
on pain points, finding the annual revenue of that 
customer via Salesforce, and estimating the total 
potential loss of revenue for not addressing a 
customer's pain point. 



Thanks!


