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reg ularly and reliably as they breathe. We beg in our discussion of the need for creativity with a look at a successful company that recog nized
and met a serious new challeng e by installing  eCective creative practices. In the late 1980s, Steelcase Inc., one of the larg est U.S. manufacturers
of oCice furniture, like its competitors was investing  heavily in research and development in the hot area of its business, modular furniture
units. "We had all evolved to the same perspective," says Mark Greiner, senior vice president of R&D at Steelcase. "There was an accepted
framework in the industry, defined by three points on a triang le: hig h desig n, low cost, and customer relationship."Furniture companies had
been diCerentiating  themselves along  the points of that triang le for some time. Steelcase was proudest of its customer relationships and
placed most of its emphasis on maintaining  that edg e. "But in fact," Greiner says, "all the manufacturers, by watching  each other, had
g ravitated over time toward safer and safer g round in the middle of the triang le defined by those three points." Thus, the diCerences between
Steelcase and its rivals had g rown almost nonexistent. "We were supposedly the most advanced oCice furniture company in the world, but in
fact we were looking  pretty much like our competition," he says. Worse, the customer was in motion. The exciting  technolog ical liberties of
computing  and communications made oCice desig n and furniture seem less urg ent, even less relevant to some businesses. This realization
didn't come suddenly, says Greiner."But it started creeping  more often into our conversations. Where's the difference?...
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