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MAURO PORCINI:
THE ERA OF EXCELLENCE

BY RAFFAELE PAMIZIA

Mauro Porcini is both a philosopher of late capitalist industrial processes and the chief design
officer of PepsiCo. Here he unpacks his consideration of the power of "design thinking”
to reshape our world for the better, and explains why the best processes demand the best people.
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According to Maure Porcini = sanior
vice president and chiel design ol
ficar of the colossus PepsiCo in Mew
York since July 2012 - excellence
is far mora than the culmsnaton of a
creative process. It i a new geolog-
lcal era, Excellence represents the
true Anthropocens, and we've bean
catapulted into it by the digital age.
Mow overy Rawed idea is ingvitably
superseded by a batter vision, thanka
o a Darwinian mechanism that re-
warde the most empathic and nol
the most varacious, the good and not
the bad. In this scenano, the smallest
players can overtake giants thanks to
the unprecedented availabiily of ven-
ture capital flowing ino ecosystems
conceved by all kinds of visionaries,
afl over the globe. “For years we've
baen living in a world of incremen-
tal innovations, where products and
services have bean updated with su-
perficial restyling, in keeping with the
lipstick-on-a-pig formula,” explains
Porcini, whe dropped into Condé
Mast’s offices while wisiting Milan.
“But now we've entered an age of
substantial innovations.” Tha molor
of this change is not a product but a
process, summed up in what Porcini
calls “design thinking”, as he esplaing
in his book L'efd dell'eccelenza: in-
novaniome o creativit per cosfruine
wn mondo mughore (*The Age of Ex-
cellance: Innovation and Creativity 1o
Build a Bettar World", published by
Il Saggaatoral. This rationale implies
o natural penchant for nnovation,
experimantation and profotyping, an
approach that Porcini assmilated at
Milan Polytechnic before embarking
on a brikant career. After an illus-
trious slinl as head of desgn al the
multinational 3M, he moved on to
Pops:, where at the age of 48 he now
heads a team of 300 spread across
16 design cantras around the waorld,
“In terma of interdisciplinanty, we'ne
unique. Qur approach conditons
everything at Pepsi. One of my team
mambers teaches design thinking at
all company functions.”

Do you think you might have wril-
ten an overly optimisiic book?

Mo, because | see mysell as an in-
novalor, and innovalors need to boe
optimistic. That doesn't mean being
naive, but seeing the snags and hav-
ing the nght mindset 1o salve them,
Thie world is bound to fall o the
hands of unicomns: people who are
proactive and akways looking for root
causes, aestheles with a hobstic
soul. Unicoms can'l wasie anergy on
pessEmism,

So unicorns are good.
Baing good means being a function-
al part of projects and kindling the

daszire o share. Bad peoplo cause
collsagues and co-workers 1o take
proventive backup measures 1o iry
and neulralise hostile scenanos, This
leads to a senes of redundant ac-
tions, like the secnetive development
of parallel projects where sharing is
just a pretence, which is harmful for
productivity and organisation, All foo
often companies underestimate this
factor and reward professionals who
obtam exceliant business results but
lack interpersonal skills, who are dis-
ruptive and shatter synengiss.

Then what happens?

Companies spend millions on out-
side consultants (o improve procoss-
es, and they fail 1o realise that the
mislake was putting a bad person
in charge of those processes in the
first place. A process is like a brush;
if you put it m the hand of a fool or
a Picaszo, you get differant results,
In the age of excellance, there™ be
no space for products and services
dessgned by bad people.

Why?

Because they'll oblige companies lo
giver the night answars 1o the wrong
questions. And those frme will be
Ewept away.

Whe protecis the wnicoms while
they're maturing?

Mentars, They can be official guides
or & series of nformal guides whom
the young innovatar pieces togeth-
er 1o create their personal “me-
ta-mantoe”, | did it myself. At 30 1
wias already head of design at 3M,
nferacting with lop execulives in
their 508 and B0s. | cften said or did
narve things, so | made myself a rule
whaera I'd think aboul what my groat-
es1 role model would have done in
the same situalion, What would that
levil-headed vice president write in
this email that requires such careful
midintion? How would my favourite
minimalist designer conceng this
pigce? How would someone like
Kanye West revolutionise the status
quo? What kind of playful approach
would DJ Tigsto take 1o this project?
And 5o on, s a very important filtes
for nurturing your skills and building
charncber,

In your team, how do you avoid in-
hibiting budding falents even when
they're naive?

In practical terms, | created a division
called Cuick Cyche Innovation, com-
peiging 30 people with very dwerse
profiles who have to create products
extremely quickly, from conception
to market launch. What happens i
they fai? Mothing. It doesn't matier,
But the culture of leaming through

fadure leaches people o Greate
brands even with few resources,
going against the idea that nothing
can be dona without biions. And
then there's the *15 rube®, wherne we
encourage people to dedicate 15 per
cenl of their working hours to pro-
jecizs of their own imagmnation, and
they do it on comparny time.

What works more than billions?
The design thinking process: craat-
ing feasble, desirable and marketa-
bia products, from profotypsng untsl
you get them to work, proceeding
wilh a constant and ileralive ap-
proach, as owr professors at Milan
Polytechnic taught us. Al that point,
you learn the highest form of syn-
thesis: between beauty and hunc-
ticsnality.

In the age of excellence, how do
you protect yourself from those
who poach other people’s ideas?
Simply by being the best at realising
thoas ideas. In today's world, patenis
arg becoming less important, except
in special fislds ke pharmacouticals,
One figure proves the poini: 87 per
cent of patents newir recowsr the
cost of the fing fees even after tha
launch af the related products. To
difend your wsion, the only real but-
wark is the relevance of your design
solution for the end consumer. This
aftitucle to innovation spawns other
innovations exponantially, supporting
of competing with the onginal idea,
and creating an enlarged ecosystem
where new and better solutions keep
emanging and evenlually prevail
Competstion is more open and ag-
grassive than ever, and it's focused
an the end user — paople, human be-
ngs. The winner is whoaver croales
relpvant  360-degree solutions, in
multiple dimensionz: the best prod-
uct, the best brand, accessible with
the best expanance, communicated
n tha bost way, distibuted in the
best way, and with the best possibla
service. All of that together. By not
nvesting in one of these dimensions
you risk leaving the door parilously
apen, i you don't solve a problem for
your targel avdience, someona elsa
will.

What will your New York offices be
like when the pandemic subsides?
We'll follow a hylbrid model. | think
there's a need 1o go 1o a physscal
place whera you collide with other
human beings. Essentially we'll use
thia offices for three things: o create
as a team, because the age of ane-
man shows is over; to0 cooperate to
eslablish the bast possble process-
es; and last but not least (o celebrate
all our successes togather, L]
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