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Experience-Driven Design and Innovation 

 
We are a strategy-led experience design and innovation practice that helps 
organizations explore, learn and grow. We believe in being well-informed and 
meaningful in every action. We are craftsmen, conjurers, and dreamers. 
 
Interview conducted by: Lynn Fosse, Senior Editor, CEOCFO Magazine 

 
CEOCFO: Mr. Ventura, what is the concept at Sub Rosa? 
Mr. Ventura: We are an experience design team. What that means is we work 
with brands to understand how they want people out in the world to experience 
them and then build strategies trafficked around that. Generally speaking, 
terrestrial tactics are retail, popup, experience design, digital tactics for social as 
well as their own websites and then content, whether that be for television or for 
long form online content. Using those three channels we are generally able to 
solve most of the challenges that come our way. 
 
CEOCFO: When you are speaking with a prospective client, what is the key 
to understanding not only what they think they want but what they should 
want and what they need? 
Mr. Ventura: We begin conversations a little differently. We start at the consumer 
end of the conversation and build a point of view around empathy and then work 
backwards to try and answer the brief. Instead of starting with the client saying 

“we want to sell more widgets” and then work out a strategy that helps get those widgets from the business to the 
customer, we actually think about widgets through the lens of the customer and then work. That approach is often met at 
first with curiosity because it is very rare to fully put yourself in the shoes of the customer. In doing that, what we actually 
do is for a moment decouple the needs of a business from the brief and instead just look exclusively at what would make 
the most sense and resonate the most for another human being out in the world that you would want to speak to. That 
approach generally gets us to where we need to go. 
 
CEOCFO: Are there particular types of companies that are likely to come to you looking for the difference that 
you can provide? 
Mr. Ventura: Our work really runs the gamut. We work with some of the largest multi-nationals in the world: General 
Electric, Nike, and Target being some of them. But we also work with start ups like Warby Parker and Aereo and a variety 
of other companies of that size and scale too. There is not a classification in size. We find is that we often intersect 
brands who need to tell a story in a new way and are looking for a fresh point of view and strategy that will help them 
convey that message as effectively as possible. 
 
CEOCFO: Looking at your site, it seems there is an artistry to what you do that is different than the typical 
company. Explain that point of view and how it shows day to day? 
Mr. Ventura: We view ourselves as problem solvers first and foremost but secondarily we are commercial artists. If you 
look back into the renaissance era there were families like the Medici who were patrons of the arts and Leonardo DaVinci 
for example, would be commissioned by them to do a variety of work but he would also fund his own projects through that 
relationship with the Medici. Today, brands are in many ways like the Medici family. They are looking for something to be 
produced and put out in the world but they are also presenting opportunities to companies like us to be able to explore a 
more artistic or creative angle. 
 
CEOCFO: Was that always the focus? Did the concepts and corporate culture come later? 
Mr. Ventura: It has always been at the core. When we started we were exclusively digital because ten years ago an 
upstart company with a 23-year-old CEO was not going to get a big crack at large scale brand work at any category other 
than digital. Digital was the place where the young, progressive organizations were getting opportunities with big brands. 
When we started we were exclusively a digital company but with that same ethos at core in our soul. It evolved into being 
what we are today which is a much more channel agnostic version of the same spirit. 
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CEOCFO: How do you keep up with all of the trends that seem to change very quickly? How do you know what to 
pay attention to and what may fall to the way side? 
Mr. Ventura: Our job is very much about being a very behavioral and almost sociological participant in culture. We work 
with brands to figure out what sort of trends and categories are important to them and then spend a lot of time and 
research looking at start ups in the space. We look at academia and journalism around certain categories. Our job is to 
really be great generalists as opposed to deep, vertical experts in any one category. Our ability to drop into an industry or 
trend and learn as much as possible is our life blood. 
 
CEOCFO: Would you walk us through a scenario where you evaluated the customer experience and then 
developed a plan of action? 
Mr. Venture: We have been working with General Electric for a very long time and about a year and a half ago they 
asked us to help them explore innovation inside their medical imaging business particularly around mammography. They 
asked us to move from third to first in terms of market share within that category. We are not medical experts that do that 
sort of thing everyday, but that was the task. We went in and do what we do best which is explore from an empathetic 
point of view, understand what the challenges were for the patient and understand the challenges and forces working 
against the business for growth.  
 
A couple quick points on that: One, product innovation is not a quick thing nor is it easy. If we figured out a way to 
innovate on a machine to find cancer better it would still take almost 8 years before it would be on a machine in a hospital 
working on patient, given the amount of approvals and cycles that take place. Moving the needle in terms of market share 
and product innovation was not going to be the solution.  

 
Instead we started to explore the patient experience and look where some areas within the patient experience can be 
improved. Things like the temperature of the exam rooms being too cold for patients and often they find that it makes 
them uncomfortable and unwilling to go back and get another screening. The pain of getting a mammogram is also 
something that comes up quite a bit. The fear of staying in the dark versus knowing you have cancer is sometimes better. 
People do not want to know the bad news.  
 
All of these things go into the development of a strategy that allows us to help GE build a service layer in their business. 
Instead of just being able to sell more machines to people, what we are able to is actually build a layer of service 
consultancy for them so that they can go into hospitals and be hired to design women’s centers inside hospitals that take 
all of the findings from our research and allow GE to create a better customer or patient experience than has ever been 
done before by competitors or even by them. 
 
CEOCFO: What is ahead for Sub Rosa? 
Mr. Ventura: In the year ahead, we have two big areas of growth. We have an international growth plan that is on the 
horizon. We have opened our London office and it continues to grow. We are looking in to one or two other international 
markets to continue to expand our reach into other regions. The other area for growth is in an IP driven side of our 
business. We have several projects that we have been developing that have been funded internally to develop our own 
products and services that we are going to be launching in to the world. We have just moved in to a new headquarters 
here in New York which, at the ground floor, has a retail level shop as well as a gallery and event space. We are going to 
be exhibiting and revealing a lot of our own ventures and products over the course of the next year here in this space in 
New York and ultimately try to move that same strategy into the international offices as appropriate. 
 
CEOCFO: Why is this the time for the international push? 
Mr. Ventura: For us, we are pretty adamant in keeping our New York office at a size that allows us to have the ability to 
be nimble and look at projects of various sizes and shapes and not be beholden to any one client or massive chunk of 
overhead. As we look internationally what we feel like we can do is build the same style of nimble teams that are able to 
work on different types of projects at different types of scales and manage overhead effectively on a market by market 
basis versus bloating one office and having to have the operational necessities of a 150 person company, which will take 
some of the charm and athleticism out of what we do. 
 
CEOCFO: When you are looking for people to hire at your company, what are the skills and the intangibles you 
seek? 
Mr. Ventura: Aptitude to learn is probably at the top of our list. Whether you have 15 years at a traditional agency or you 
have just spend the last two years in academia does not matter. The ability to learn and solve problems are the two big 

“The agency of the future is not advertising-centric but instead focused on solving the core 
underlying business challenges that face companies today.” – Michael Ventura 
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things that we look for in people the most. Other than that is the ability to be a good listener. It is amazing how often 
interviews can be one sided so we find out pretty quickly who is able to listen in an interview because it is an important 
characteristic of our work: is to be able to sit in the room and not just talk clients to death but actually hear what they need 
and understand their goals and objectives and then provide thoughtful solutions. Those are probably the two big things 
that leap out. 
 
CEOCFO: Why should the business world pay attention to Sub Rosa? 
Mr. Ventura: The work that we are doing is some of the more progressive work that brands and organizations are 
undertaking. It is not just advertising. We really work with brands at a strategic business level to solve marketing 
challenges and business challenges and sometimes to solve organizational challenges. The agency of the future is not 
advertising-centric but instead focused on solving the core underlying business challenges that face companies today. 
Those challenges will include marketing and advertising but not be exclusive to those verticals. The type of work we are 
seeing proves this out everyday.
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BIO: Michael Ventura is an accomplished entrepreneur and creative director. In 2005, Michael founded Sub Rosa – in-
spired by the idea of creating a best-in-class, strategy-led, experience and innovation practice that creates closer relation-
ships between brands, consumers and organizations. As a creative entrepreneur first and foremost, Michael Ventura 
brings a fresh perspective, critical thinking and innovative approach to Sub Rosa and the marketing industry. As CEO, 
Michael is responsible for setting the firm’s vision and overall growth. �� 
 
Some of Sub Rosa’s most notable experience design work includes the conception and execution of Levi’s Workshops, a 
series of craft-based community spaces built to encourage creation, inspiration and collaboration; the GE “For Women By 
Women” initiative that re-imagined the mammography experience; and the global brand launch of Nike Flyknit, which 
brought designers and athletes together to create installation pieces for key cities around the world. Digital work includes 
website launches and online media campaigns for clients that include Niemen Marcus, 7 For All Mankind and FCUK Fra-
grances. 
 
Before founding his own companies, Michael served as a strategist and creative developing campaigns for clients such as 
Citigroup, Merrill Lynch and Fidelity Investments. In addition, Michael has served as a consultant for companies like New 
York University, DaniloBlack, BMG, and American Media.  
 

Michael has served on the boards of several organizations and non-profits including Behance, Falling Whistles, Operation 
Design and the United Nations Tribal Link. A frequent speaker throughout the industry, Michael’s point of view has allowed 
him to become an advisor to the C-suites of large corporations and ambitious entrepreneurs around the globe. He lives in 
New York City with his wife Caroline and their obligatorily handsome dog, Darryl. 

 
  
  
  
  
  

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Sub Rosa 

353 West 12th Street 
New York, NY 10014 

212 414 8605 
www.wearesubrosa.com 


