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e Media Cafe in 1996

Software engineering and product design

12 people

Urbana, IL and Hoboken, NJ studios





Open source zealot

Unix snob (bought his own SGI box 
in 1993)

Seriously considered becoming a 
monk

B.S. in Math from Waterloo
PhD in Music and CS from Univ of 
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign

Musician

Audio engineer

Lead engineer on Win Word

Camille Goudeseune

= remarkable 1st
    business partner
    and life-long friend



RingDisc
1997



Lessons sorta learned

Making a COTS product

Microserf life: startup highs and lows

Trust

Balancing personal and professional agenda



Learning + Happiness on the rise while at studios...



Involution Studios
as of 2.Aug.11



Involution Studios in 2009

Software interface design

...evolving into a 

Product design MakeShop

where we are building our own apps, physical 
and digital service design



lead designer
project lead
direction for studio
vibe n’ culture
hiring, firing, salaries, rewards
IT
real estate
furniture, equipment
bizdev, landing jobs
client management

as the studio head, you need to worry about... everything



direction for company
design training
cloud IT
instrumenting the business
repeatable process for next studio



661 Mass Ave, 3rd Floor, Arlington, MA 02476







Juhan pretending to work.



See Dirk work.
Work Dirk work.



rent (per month) 1,800
energy (per month) 400
5x desk, chairs 10,000
furniture nicknacks 1,000
3x Macs, 1x 30” LCD 8,000
Epson plotter 6,000
2x laser printers 800
Server, IT nicknacks 3,000
IT consultant 2,000
Lawyer 1,000
Accountant 1,000
Space renovation 3,000

$41,600

total cost of starting up

3x

could be chopped by >1/2



Juhan’s 2009 Goals

Ship great stuff

Studio becomes self-sufficient

Hire an amazing designer + engineer

Implement lightweight, online PM



Juhan’s 2009 Goals

$250k first year...

Rani Manoharan as intern in Feb.09







Juhan’s 2011 Goals

Projects we want and own
Instrument the business
Drive the open source biz model

10 person studio

More and more projects I want... from personal health to big data to helping organizations grow 
their own design chops + departments...

Beautiful space, fun people

Internship program (over the past year and a half, 4 interns... another starting in 4 weeks)

So far in 2011, over $1 million in sales



30 ings to do for a Design Studio 



Find 1 amazing person to work with...
to anchor your company.

Design+business+technical can build a great 
culture

Social ties to local community (not just design, 
but community as a whole)

"I'd work for her [i.e. my partner]."



Axe-wielding 
homicidal maniac or 
managing director?

Dirk Knemeyer

Andrei Herasimchuk



Speak the Truth

Changing the trust model with staff and the 
customer (a la FedEx did with package delivery).

Andy Grove engagement model: honest, critical 
feedback to fellow colleagues (gnaw on the idea, 
not the individual)... to make us all better.



Don’t wait, just go

Stuff lingers when you faff about.

Don't ask for permission either.



Get gigs

Duh...

Expect contracts to take 3x as long to nail.

Choice may not be an option; start working!

Personal networks = #1, 2, and 3 way to get 
clients



Physical working space = uber important

is doesn't mean you need to have a swanky, 
high-gloss space (in fact, quite the opposite).

I WANT to go to work... and love the design of 
the space.









Get good chairs and machines

We bought a few Eames chairs: they're uber 
comfy and beautiful.

Your engineers and designers need fast 
machines... and machines that they're 
comfortable with.

1 size does not fit all. Monoculture IT does not 
mimic nature.





Don’t skimp on screen real estate

Go big or get out. 30" for all.

Still working on the intern LCDs....



Have an agenda

Product design, OS hardware, software interface 
design...

What is going to get your rocks off? iphone 
shop, energy, health, etc.

What's the thing you want to solve?



Geography matters

Cambridge:

roll out of bed, hit MIT and Harvard

on the public T (Red Line)

recruiting = easier for universities, professionals

close to Boston

great food, shop, museums, fun, recreation selection

expensive, smaller spaces ($5k/month for a 8x12 office 
overlooking the Charles River)



Geography matters

Arlington:

1 town over from Cambridge, less built up

on the public T (via bus: 10 minutes from Alewife, 12 
minutes from Harvard Sq)

not quite close enough for MIT/Harvard/Tufts/etc... but 
for those willing, only 25min away from Kendall Sq via 
public T.

more bang for your buck ($2k/month for a 41x41 
beautiful ballroom-like office)



9 min

22 min

5 min
Home

MIT

Cambridge



Get real data

= make better decisions.

Believing the story you want versus truth 
through data.

Show the lie.



Big prints = bigger impact

print designs (and task lists) BIG... obnoxious big. It's in 
your face and you can't ignore it and you can see your 
design.

small plotters (like an HP DesignJet 130) can be bought 
for $1k. My preference: go nuts and get an Epson 9900.

big prints for designers+engineers to hover around = 
excellent method for on-the-fly critiques

sending clients big prints of their work = bigger smiles











You’re IT. Go cloud.

We bought an OS X server for ahh... a local copy of SVN. Why do I want to 
admin a physical machine? We'll be lucky to hit 0.95 up time.

Our Email, DropBox, GitHub, BaseCamp... all cloud services.

Need a LAMR stack? Need a mediawiki instance? Flip a few bits on Amazon 
and viola!

Having your own machine to admin + physically look after is valuable 
experience. You get to know the ins and out of IT and running a service (an 
experience everyone needs to have).

Note: some clients may require SVN/Git/project repo to have certain specs 
and behind your firewall. 



Breathing room cash

2 month runway (when starting), 4 month when 
more established... right now, we’re 4 months

Use your own money

Only in emergency, get loans

In our case, each principal put in >$15k at the 
start.

See your runway.



Transparency everywhere

All aspects of the business need to be open to all 
staff... from financial to hiring to HR to projects 
to accounting

Openness breeds trust



Start looking for employee next, NOW!

At least know the types of people you need and 
where to go.

Hiring great talent takes time. Lots of it.



Raise your design IQ

Grow your brain by investing in 2 learning 
events per year.

Grow, learn with, and teach your customers 
about Design.

Once a quarter, publish your work (big meaty 
blog post, micro white paper, presentation).



Get good legal advice

Find a very good lawyer; you're trusting 
someone with your family jewels



Get accurate accounting

Once a month or quarter, have a CPA look over 
and verify/correct your financials.

Half-baked spreadsheets = half-baked - or even 
worse - results.

Own your numbers.



Choose wisely ... every small detail and 
decision matter.

From choosing carpet to magnets to trash bins to plants, 
the small details count.

Buying mousepads or small benches or table lamps = the 
growing building blocks to your studio's aesthetic and 
personality.

Not thinking through the impact of micro decisions = 
hodgepodge design.

is is YOUR company.



Calculate total cost of ownership

salaries + overhead (healthcare, rent, utilities, 
machines, printers) + training + ....

Know these numbers.



Start basic project management

wiki (internal + external for clients), google docs

the simpler and lighter-weight the better

print out gross schedules and tasks on a giant poster... 
group situational awareness of deadlines = goodness.

hold scrums, even with 2 ppl

gantt charts = the illusion of project management. Ban 
them.



Make a giant to-do list

... from clients tasks to 
tiddly startup jobs like 
getting trash bins and 
slippers (we're a shoes-off 
office)



Interns = integral staff

Great interns = next great staff

Deserve serious responsibilities, project/task ownership

Make them 
smile

Weave them 
into everyday/
MAKE culture



Host a local design workshop/chapter meeting

IxDA, UPA, AIGA, 
Boston.rb needs a place to 
meet.

Don't sell. Just serve.





Make tshirts

Where there are 
cool tshirts =

cool stuff is 
happening.



Make a job acceptance list

Why are you taking this job?
$$ at the start... and over time, why?
bring in money

make $$
learning
fun (learning and fun = the same)
new techniques, ideas (design or tech 
or business)

great clients
open source
big data

info viz
new idea space
national importance

good for the soul/karma
impact++ on entire product, 
customer business
impact++ for planet earth
Ars Electronica or ID 
Magazine-bound
hardware + software
wetware, hardware, + software



Track your time

How do you know you're making money on a 
project? Loosing money?

Often forgotten about, time tracking allows you 
to instrument your business.

Once a week, put in how many hours you spend 
on projects/tasks (everyone in your shop needs 
to do the same).

Collect data, see how your business really works.



Make a newsletter, blog, podcast, something 
of public record

Let your fellow designers+engineers see the 
company's progress (or lack of it). Send it to 
friends, family, and colleagues... and planet 
earth.

http://thedigitalife.com

http://www.goinvo.com/intel/

http://thedigitalife.com
http://thedigitalife.com
http://www.goinvo.com/intel/
http://www.goinvo.com/intel/


Lightweight biz + living

When in doubt, axe, edit, toss, recycle, reuse, and learn to live 
with less.

... whether it's project management, developing your special 
design process, buying furniture, or making long term plans.

Less stuff = less to move when you get kicked out/buy a 
building.



It will take 3x longer than you think

... for everything.



a passion for making
to actually make
to recognize talent
the confidence and performance gene
to hear no as yes
the ability to change tactics quickly
to see and weave the Politics
to make your colleagues better
to live and breathe Design

You need



Make stuff. 
Have fun.



juhan@goinvo.com

flickr.com/juhansonin

mailto:juhan@mit.edu
mailto:juhan@mit.edu

