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Problem Statement:
FINDING SPACE FOR DESIGN TO IMPACT 
SYSTEMS BEYOND VISUALS AT SCALE



HOW CAN WE 
DESIGN AT 
SPEED SAFELY? 

CAN DESIGNERS 
REALLY “SLOW 
DOWN TO 
SPEED UP”?



WHY DOES IT SEEM 
LIKE SOME DESIGNERS 
CAN PREDICT THE 
FUTURE?
The Apples of the world – how can 
they release products time and time 
again and get it right?

And if you can see the future, how 
can you convince others you’re right? 



I CONVINCED THE 
GATES FOUNDATION TO 
UPGRADE THEIR GLOBAL 
TELECONFERENCING 
SYSTEMS AND SERVICE 
DESIGN… 

WHICH LAUNCHED 
FULLY JUST 2 WEEKS 
BEFORE THE COVID-19 
CLOSURES.



BUT I DIDN’T USE 
PSYCHIC POWERS. I 
USED STRONG DESIGN 
AND RESEARCH 
TECHNIQUES TO 
ENSURE THE IT TEAM 
WAS SOLVING THE RIGHT 
PROBLEMS.



RESEARCH AND DESIGN ARE USUALLY AT THE FRONT OF A 
LONG PROCESS, WITH LOTS OF PEOPLE DEPENDENT ON OUR 
WORK.

• Question

• Listen

• Learn

Discover

• Explore

• Refine

• Design

Design
• Define

• Implement

• Tune

Develop

• Test

• Iterate

• Deploy

Deliver

Researchers

Designers

Artists Producers

Engineers Quality AssuranceLocalization

Marketing

Live OpsWriters



HOW OFTEN HAVE YOU 
FELT THE PRESSURE TO 
HURRY UP AND SKIP 
THE DESIGN PROCESS?

Do you have the language to 
express why it’s important to take 
the time up front? 
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ENTER OPTI-PESSIMISM.

MY DESIGN FRAMEWORK FOR 
CATASTROPHIC IMAGINATION AT SCALE.



I COACH ALL OF MY 
DESIGN TEAMS TO ENSURE 
WE’RE SOLVING THE 
RIGHT PROBLEMS 
BEFORE JUMPING TO 
SOLUTION.

Opti-pessimism helps me find the 
highest value problems more 
efficiently and consistently.



GUIDING PRINCIPLES OF 

OPTI-PESSIMISM:
1. Consider (and lead with) the human context.

2. Design for the best case: big success.

3. Plan for the worst case: abuse, failure, and bad actors.

4. Be ready to adapt to the unexpected in the moment.

I’ve provided challenge questions for each of these 
prompts in talks, articles, and my book Design 
Beyond Devices if you want to engage more deeply, 
but we don’t have time today.



CASE STUDY: 
Gates Foundation Remote Work



INITIAL PROBLEM 
STATEMENT

As Principal UX Designer 
for Productivity and 
Collaboration, I was 
asked to inform the 
BMGF IT department in 
deciding on the most 
impactful future 
investments for tools and 
services like SharePoint 
improvements.
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Lead with Human Context:

My ethnographic research findings: 
Teleconferencing was the biggest pain 
point, not productivity.

This was a surprise as the Foundation 
was on-site, but their work was so 
distributed that even in 2019 most 
meetings had an online component.

Many employees reported losing >30 
minutes a day to problems with our 
on-premises Skype solution, which 
wouldn’t be replaced for 2 years+.
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CASE STUDY: 

Gates Foundation Remote Work

Design for the Best Case:

Employees really valued one-click join in 
conference rooms, so our 
recommendation had to preserve or 
improve the current in-room experience.

Teams was a product that Microsoft was 
excited to partner with us on an early 
launch, and included with our 
subscriptions; we just needed the 
hardware.

Build for the Worst Case: 

Employees were in low-bandwidth areas 
or remote offices where our current 
solution didn’t scale, where all calls were 
routed through our basement.

The previous migration didn’t take 
assistants into account, so our migration 
would need thoughtful service design to 
prevent interruption.



ADAPT TO THE 
UNEXPECTED

I made a successful pitch to pivot my 
UXR work and used it to secure a $2M 
budget to accelerate Skype replacement 
with Teams from 2022 to 2020.

We then designed a 5-phase service 
rollout plan to allow employees to opt in  
early to Teams and provide feedback 
before it became standard, and we 
usability tested the rooms which caught 
major hardware issues early.
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CASE STUDY: GATES FOUNDATION REMOTE WORK

Results and Impact

Our Goal:

Between our rolling deployment of 
Teams-capable conference rooms and 
the Teams training and support service 
design, we hoped that 50% of the 
foundation would already be active 
Teams users by the time it became 
official in February 2020.

We hit 75% by February 2020.



OF COURSE, TWO 
WEEKS LATER, WE 
SHUT DOWN FOR 
THE PANDEMIC. 
This graph shows that we were 
able to almost overnight push the 
foundation over to the new tool 
because we had laid strong 
groundwork. These calls are 
critical, life-or-death calls between 
vaccine makers, governments, and 
funding providers. 



In retrospect it looks like 
I was psychic, but this 
was an application of 
opti-pessimistic design to 
my work that helped us 
ensure we were 

SOLVING THE RIGHT 
PROBLEMS.



CASE STUDY: 
Riot Games + Xbox Game Pass



PROBLEM STATEMENT

Drive a shared design vision 
and aggressive design delivery 
schedule across 6 teams and a 
300-person working group to 
support the launch of Xbox 
Game Pass as the Riot Design 
Lead, while identifying key UX-
related business development 
issues and opportunities.
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DESIGN FOR THE BEST CASE: 
CONTEXTUAL CONFIRMATIONS

I called out during business development that 
players would likely need confirmation of their 
subscription status to avoid confusion, as Xbox 
Profiles could be linked prior to obtaining a Game 
Pass subscription. This helped us avoid costly 
service tickets and frustration.



LEAD WITH HUMAN CONTEXT

I saw that my team was going to 
struggle to deliver at speed, as 
engineers would be coding from 
wireframes and not high-fidelity UI 
comps. I also knew that Microsoft’s 
brand standards would be high. 

I advocated for changes to our design 
process that abstracted all unnecessary 
detail out of wireframes.



BUILD FOR THE WORST CASE
and ADAPT IN THE MOMENT:
LOCALIZATION IDS

My changes to our localization process included the 
creation of a centralized localization table (not 
standard on the platform team.) All strings had a 
unique loc ID, and wireframes called them out 
instead of lorem ipsum so engineers knew where to 
reuse text. This meant that if last minute changes 
came through, we’d have less work.



BUILD FOR THE WORST CASE
and ADAPT IN THE MOMENT:
LOCALIZATION IDS

Sure enough, a major change to the data 
protection agreement between the two 
companies came in less than 2 weeks before 
launch. If we had allowed for more than the 3 
planned copies of these legal strings, we would 
not have had time to complete re-translations 
and QA without delaying our ship date.



ONCE AGAIN, IT 
LOOKED LIKE FUTURE 
SIGHT, BUT IT WAS 
OPTI-PESSIMISTIC 
DESIGN THINKING 
THAT KEPT OUR SHIP 
SCHEDULE INTACT.



YOU CAN SEE THE FUTURE, TOO.

Just get opti-pessimistic.

• You don’t have to get your coworkers to adopt these principles.

• You don’t have to apply all of them at once.

• Even applying some is better than applying none.

• Opti-pessimism is often an ongoing process.

Why wouldn’t you plan for the worst consequences of your future 
success? Why wouldn’t you want to be able to respond quickly to the 
unknown in this unstable world? 



GUIDING PRINCIPLES OF 

OPTI-PESSIMISM:
1. Consider (and lead with) the human context.

2. Design for the best case: big success.

3. Plan for the worst case: abuse, failure, and bad actors.

4. Be ready to adapt to the unexpected in the moment.

I’ve provided challenge questions for each of these 
prompts in talks, articles, and my book Design 
Beyond Devices if you want to engage more deeply, 
but we don’t have time today.



Want to learn more?
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Design Beyond Devices 
is for anyone designing 
or researching cross-
device experiences 
(like web and mobile) 
or multimodal 
experiences (like 
extended reality) and 
defines opti-pessimism 
in detail.

The Game Development 
Strategy Guide is for 
anyone in the field of 
game development 
including UX designers 
and researchers, and 
covers opti-pessimism 
from a game 
development context.

Pre-order 15% 
discount ends 

tomorrow! 
Releases 

September 16, 2025



May your glass always be half full.

Cheryl Platz
Principal and Owner, Ideaplatz LLC

Author, Design Beyond Devices and The Game Development Strategy Guide

@funnygodmother @theCherylPlatz

Cheryl’s new podcast:
enduringplay.com

Cheryl@ideaplatz.com Ideaplatz.com

Cheryl’s new book:
gamedevelopmentstrategyguide.com
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