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within the design sphere know of everything that was done 
within various public-sector authorities and agencies. That’s 
part of the problem – that some measures are not recognisable 
as policy in the design field or are associated with an architec-
ture and design policy.’’

Quite simply, design policy has a tendency to remain ano-
nymous. Christina Zetterlund points to the budget of the 2005 
Year of Design. Some 60 million kronor from the Ministry 
for Industry, Employment and Communications was allocated 
to develop Sweden’s industry with the help of design. Subse-
quently, economics professor Ulla Johansson did an evalua-
tion that showed the money led to a huge gearing-up effect. 
    ‘‘Processes are often quite slow,” Zetterlund says. “I remem-
ber that the Swedish innovation agency Vinnova basically only 
funded technology-heavy innovation back then. If you said 
the word ‘design’ no one took it seriously. Today it’s totally 
different. This change is also part of the policy that came after 
Framtidsformer. At Konstfack right now we have a Vinnova 
project for several million kronor that focuses on a user- 
driven approach, citizen dialogues and design methodology.’’ 

Isn’t there a risk that the traditional design sectors, such as 
furniture design, textile design or crafts will be overshadowed 
when Gestaltad livsmiljö uses broader definitions to such a 
great extent and approaches creative issues in a more reaso-
ning way? Some active professionals in the field feel a certain 
amount of frustration when they hear phrases like ‘‘mission: 
the user’’ – they think it sounds fuzzy.
    ‘‘I think we can take that criticism with a grain of salt. No-
thing has really been taken from anyone. The design and crea-
tion of artefacts is still extremely important. Objects mean a 
lot to how we each live our life. But different sectors of creative 
practice are different. One thing I’ve heard at the conferences 
is that both architects and designers are under pressure when 
they have to work on a commission basis. The innovative 
power, knowledge and experiences of practising architects and 
designers are seldom being used to their full extent. ‘How can 
I find the space to develop something new and fundamental? 
I’m working flat out just to keep my head above water. There’s 
no space for real innovation work!’ That’s more or less what 
they say. Product designers and other designers may need 
forums where they can discuss their work. Or maybe develop-
ment aid. We can also raise such issues.’’ 

You’re on the programme of events during [the key an-
nual Swedish political gathering] Almedalen Week…
‘‘Yes, we will be participating there. But we don’t need to have 
everything written down in finished form by then.’’ 
Zetterlund laughs with a touch of nervousness. 
    ‘‘Everything has to go to the printers at the end of August. 
So we won’t be taking much of a holiday this summer.’’ n

feature

Facts

Gestaltad Livsmiljö
The head of the commission of inquiry, Christer Larsson, and 
his colleagues attended Almedalen Week and participated in 
discussions, panels and talks about the commission’s work to 
date. Some of these talks can be found via the commission’s 
website, www.gestaltadlivsmiljo.se. 

The official report is scheduled for submission on 1 October 
and the formal handover will occur at a meeting held close to 
that date.
 
At the time of writing the commission has formulated a 
perspective with relation to the directions and questions the 
commission is mandated to answer. The perspective states: 

Gestaltad livsmiljö – designed living environment – involves 
starting from a holistic perspective, a total view of the design 
of our living environment. We regard architecture, form and 
design as a coherent field whose starting point is always the 
human being. The holistic perspective means that the field, in 
collaboration with other social and policy fields and industry, 
can shape humans’ living environment in the short and long 
term in a sustainable, egalitarian and democratic way. Desig-
ning our living environment should be done in relation to the 
human being’s potentials, needs and preferences and to both 
the existing and the future designed living environment.
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In 2013 the European Commission adopted an Action 
Plan for Design-Driven Innovation within the EU. The plan 
singles out design-driven innovation as an important factor  
in the work to respond to challenges within society and as a 
means of enabling growth and economic recovery in Europe. 
The plan lists three strategic areas of special importance to 
accelerating the dissemination of design within innovation 
policy. The strategic areas are:

1.	 Promoting understanding of design’s impact 
	 on innovation
2.	 Promoting design-driven innovation in industries  
	 to strengthen Europe’s competitiveness
3. 	Promoting the adoption of design to drive renewal  
	 in the public sector

The Commission is actively working on a range of measures 
within the three strategic areas. Design for Europe (formerly 
the European Design Innovation Platform or EDIP) is a plat-
form that aims to increase the incorporation of design in inno-
vation policy and to create the necessary expertise and capacity 
to deliver this policy in all EU member states. Measures being 
used to achieve this goal include case studies that demonstrate 
the effects of design, information material and tools that help 
companies and organisations to use and implement design, 
and a number of events and workshops throughout Europe. 

More information about Design for Europe is available at: 
www.designforeurope.eu

SEE Platform (Sharing Experience Europe) is another ex-
ample. In this case, 11 European actors worked with national 
and regional decision makers from 2012 and 2015 to integrate 
design in innovation policy. One result of the work is a model 
that describes how design fits into and enriches regional inno-
vation systems. n

International 
outlook
What’s happening in design in  
Europe right now? What initiatives 
are underway to promote design as 
a development resource? Here are 
some current initiatives and projects.

av Jenny Pedersén

design in europe

An example of a prototype 
made at Dutch Design Week.
Photo: Sjoerd Eickmans
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design in europe

Policy
Design Policy Monitor
For anyone interested in finding out how 
different countries are working to include 
design in their policy work, Anna Whi-
cher, Piotr Swiatek and Gavin Cawood, 
PDR/Cardiff University Metropolitan, 
have surveyed this topic in the report De-
sign Policy Monitor 2015. One conclusion 
of the report is that design now exists at 
the national policy level in such countries 
as Denmark, Estonia, Finland and 
Greece, and at the regional level in Wales 
(the UK), Copenhagen (Denmark), South 
Bohemia (the Czech Republic), Central 
Finland (Finland), Central Macedonia 
(Greece), Ljubljana (Slovenia), and Lesser 
Poland and Silesia (Poland). 

Design Policy Monitor 2015 can be 
downloaded from the SEE Platform 
website: www.seeplatform.eu

BEDA
EU funding for an 
stronger organization
Design Europe 2021 is a project in  
which the Bureau of European Design 
Associations (BEDA) has received EU 
funding to strengthen it as an organisa-
tion, to increase the exchange of know-
ledge and experience between the 46 
member organisations and other actors, 
and to continue increasing knowledge 
about design both within the respective 
countries and at the Commission. The 
project also includes creating clusters in 
which a number of organisations coope-
rate within a specific focus area. The aim 
is that all member organisations will parti-
cipate in one or two clusters in order to 
contribute to faster development within 
the focus areas. 

More information about Design Europe 
2021 is available at the BEDA website: 
www.beda.org.

Worth a visit
Tallinn Design Festival
Tallinn Design Festival DESIGN NIGHT: 
Design Future. Future Design.
17-20 September 2015
During seminars, workshops, exhibitions 
and PechaKucha events, the Tallinn 
Design Festival, the tenth of its kind, will 
focus on the changes now faced by the 
field of design. How can design influence 
how we live our lives, how can it be used 
within the public sector, and what opp-
ortunities are open to the rapidly growing 
3D technology?
Tallinn, Estonia
www.disainioo.ee

Budapest Design Week
Budapest Design Week
25 September - 4 October 2015
During the 12th edition of Budapest De-
sign Week is home environment in focus. 
Budapest, Hungary
www.designweek.hu

Dutch Design Week
17–25 October 2015
Every year more than 250,000 people 
attend Design Week in the Netherlands. 
Designers and entrepreneurs meet to 
discuss future trends, exhibit smart  
solutions and discuss design.
Eindhoven, the Netherlands
www.ddw.nl

Clicknl Drive
21–22 October 2015
For the second year in a row the Design 
Research & Innovation Festival will be 
held in Eindhoven during Dutch Design 
Week. During DRIVE, designers, resear-
chers, decision makers and business 
leaders gather to show how research  
in the creative industries can help  
solve society’s challenges.
Eindhoven, the Netherlands
www.click.nl

! What’s on
in Europe

Dutch Design Week
Photo: Bondewijn Bollmann
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Beyond ICT: How industrial design 
could contribute to HCI research
What happens to knowledge related to design activities and skills, 
when these are primarily understood in the light of Information and 
Communication Technology (ICT)?   

This paper takes an industrial design 
practitioner perspective to reflect on the 
articulation of ’design’ in Human Com-
puter Interaction (HCI) research – one  
of several research fields, articulating and 
contributing to design knowledge. The 
paper critically reflects on the importance 
of more holistic perspectives for design 
activities, and the articulation of design 
in HCI research. We argue that industri-
al design practitioners can contribute to 
HCI research by broadening the design 
knowledge and the practice within the 
field not to view ICT as a self-evident part 

of either a solution or as a tool in the pro-
cess of specifying the problem or finding 
a solution. This may not only improve 
the articulation of design and design 
activities, but more importantly point 
towards an opportunity to support more 
socially and environmentally sustainable 
solutions in society.

Introduction
Typically, research discussing concerns 
of design practice and approaches is not 
conducted by design practitioners  
(Forlizzi, Zimmerman, & Stolterman, 

2009; Johansson-Sköldberg, Woodilla,  
& Çetinkaya, 2013). This becomes proble-
matic when the research contributes to 
the articulation of design knowledge, but 
does not match with practitioners’ per-
spectives of design activities and design 
skills. In HCI research, several resear-
chers have problematized the difference 
of design practice conducted among inte-
raction design professionals and how it is 
articulated in research (Frankel & Racine, 
2010; Goodman, Stolterman, & Wakkary, 
2011; Mullaney & Stolterman, 2014; Roedl 
& Stolterman, 2013; Stolterman, 2008). 

research

research/
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In this paper, we take a professional 
industrial design perspective to reflect on 
HCI research and some of its related de-
sign activities, to clarify core differences 
between this and the industrial design 
practice. Thus, in this paper industrial 
designers are articulating research on 
design in HCI research – rather than  
the opposite.

Industrial design is practiced in a variety 
of domains in society today, such as 
service design, user experience design, 
product design or strategic design. It is 
increasingly becoming acknowledged 
as a more general process and metho-
dology that can contribute at different 
levels of more or less “wicked problems” 
(Buchanan, 1992; Valtonen, 2007) and in 
innovation work (Freire & Sangiorgi, 2010; 
Jahnke, 2013; Wrigley & Bucolo, 2011). 
Industrial design knowledge has been 
described from many perspectives. Our 
perspective is related to design as mea-
ning-making, where the process and the 
results may be interpreted as meaning 
creation (Johansson-Sköldberg et al., 2013; 
Krippendorff, 2006; Verganti, 2009). It is 
also related to essentially concern under-
standing and addressing the meanings 
and needs that people have (Krippendorff, 
2006; Verganti, 2009). We agree that 
ability to “change meaning” is related to 
the ability of re-framing design chal-
lenges (Dorst, 2011), requiring divergent 
thinking (Rhea, 2003). We also consider 
design skills to be related to abduction, 
where several aspects of a design chal-
lenge involve uncertainty and are given 
a new frame or value during the process 
(Dorst, 2010). However, we do not agree 
with a view upon industrial design as a 
field of competence being product-orien-
ted and three-dimensional, as described 
in Koskinen et al. (Koskinen, Zimmerman, 
Binder, Redstrom, & Wensveen, 2011). Ba-
sed on our experiences as practitioners, 
we instead agree with Valtonen (2005) 
taking the perspective that the compe-
tence of the industrial designer can be 
understood in a broader sense; to contri-
bute with a holistic perspective aiming 
at sustainable and innovative solutions.

Author perspectives
This paper will reflect upon differences 
in specific design activities and methods 
as they are articulated in HCI research, 
from an industrial design perspective. 
The background is that the authors for 
several years have witnessed contra-
dictions arising from comparing design 
activities as they are viewed upon in 
industrial design practice and in HCI 
research, respectively.

Anna Thies has her educational base 
in a Master of Fine Arts (MFA) degree 
in industrial design. She has 10 years’ 
experience of teaching industrial design 
students and has broadened her qualifi-
cations towards interaction design. She is 
currently conducting PhD studies within 
the context of HCI and has conducted se-
veral service-design-based projects within 
innovation and development in health-
care. Coming from an art-based design 
education, conducting her PhD within 
an academic context of HCI gave her an 
eye-opening insight into the gap between 
two different views upon design.

Sara Ljungblad has an inverse back-
ground from Thies, coming from 
conducting her PhD within HCI, to 
conducting a three-year post-doc at an 
industrial-design-based design and inno-
vation agency. Within the process of her 
post-doc she has held several interviews 
and extensive discussions with industrial 
design practitioners. She is currently 
employed as a researcher and assistant 
professor at a department for Applied IT 
at a Swedish university.

Iréne Stewart Claesson has her 
background in industrial design with 
over 25 years of experience. She is a 
well-established design consultant with 
her own design and innovation agency 

where Ljungblad conducted her post-
doc. The agency has a focus on using 
design methods to develop sustainable, 
norm-critical design and social innova-
tions. She has launched cross-sectorial 
initiatives to develop the field of design 
and has initiated and developed a master 
education in Business & Design.  

Based on this background we wish to 
expand and share our reflections and 
professional experiences in this paper. 
We will first introduce readers to the field 
of HCI research and interaction design. 
We then discuss the problem of design 
fixation, which we argue that ICT consti-
tutes in design research within HCI. We 
then describe and illustrate how skilled 
industrial design practitioners strive for 
keeping an open mindset – based on the 
needs of the stakeholders  to avoid design 
fixations. Finally, we discuss the potential 
value and risks of such an approach for 
HCI research. 

Human Computer Interaction 
(HCI) research
Today, many techniques and approaches 
within design related research in HCI 
are described as research through design, 
and are understood and articulated as 
design methods and design approaches 
(e.g. Buchenau & Suri, 2000; Hutchinson et 
al., 2003; Iacucci, Kuutti, & Ranta, 2000). 
Research in HCI brings a specific per-
spective of design activities and design 
as knowledge by primarily seeking out 
to explore and understand design in 
relation to use of computer technology; 
predominantly concerning change and 
implications for design of novel com-
puting technologies (Bardzell, Bardzell, 
DiSalvo, Gaver, & Sengers, 2012). Several 
sciences and practices, such as social 
science, computer science, cognitive 
science, psychology as well as design 

beyond ict

Our perspective is related to design as 
meaning-making, where the process and the 
results may be interpreted as meaning creation’’
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contribute to HCI, and thus also to the 
articulation of design. 

Researchers in HCI articulate meta-
perspectives on design knowledge, such 
as proposing design methodology and 
clarifying the role of design in research 
(e.g. Fallman, 2003; Sengers & Gaver, 
2006; Zimmerman, Forlizzi, & Evenson, 
2007). Even if HCI research may explore 
humanistic aspects such as empathy, 
users and needs, the research is essen-
tially oriented on how human computer 
interaction design may contribute to our 
lives and society (Fallman, 2003). This 
brings specific socio, cultural and envi-
ronmental consequences to our society 
(Bardzell et al., 2012) and also challenges 
the notion of design when research on 
ICT-supported solutions represent a 
multitude of design-research. 

HCI research has been criticized to 
encourage an understanding of needs 
as implications for design (Dourish, 
2006). When understanding needs in 
a demarcated realm as for example in 
relation to a technology, this may limit 
the possibility to understand needs 
beyond the ones that in some way relate 
to the technology. For example, design 
approaches in HCI research can involve 
understanding experiences and needs by 
matching specific technology properties 
with a specific practice or needs - to give 
rise to new ideas of technology applica-
tions (e.g. Ljungblad & Holmquist, 2007). 
Even if such an approach successfully 
may explore technological properties and 
related experiences, it fixates the process 
on exploring a specific technology when 
used early in the process.

This design orientation with its strong 
connection to ICT has been problema-
tized by for example by Baumer and 
Silberman. They question the design 
approach in HCI research by proposing 
what they call ”technology extraventions” 
to describe cases when ICT should acti-

vely be removed or considered not to be 
part of a solution (Baumer & Silberman, 
2011). They discuss how an increased 
focus on the problem space is needed, 
but they do not discuss how an industrial 
design perspective could contribute to 
alternative perspectives. Typically, not  
to use ICT as a tool or a solution is rarely 
discussed in HCI (Pierce, 2012), with 
some exceptions (e.g. Baumer, Burrell, 
Ames, Brubaker, & Dourish, 2015; Baumer 
& Silberman, 2011; Pierce, 2012; Satchell & 
Dourish, 2009). Possibly due to the term 
– Human Computer Interaction – itself, 
intrinsically implying the involvement of 
ICT. Nevertheless we argue that HCI re-
search could benefit from a more holistic 
perspective on design related activities, 
requiring stepping back from a fixation 
on technology.   

A related challenge is that some resear-
chers argue that everyone is a designer 
(e.g. Norman, 2004). This is problematic 
as it reduces the understanding of design 
as a competence involving specific skills, 
and how those are reflected in practice 

(Buxton, 2007). We believe that the 
understanding that anyone is a designer 
may be one of the reasons for why HCI 
research is not producing suitable tools 
for professional interaction designers, 
and that there is a lack of knowledge 
transfer and a gap between how theory 
is conceptualized in relation to the 
demands of doing design (e.g. Goodman, 
Stolterman, & Wakkary, 2011; Rogers, 2004; 
Stolterman & Pierce, 2012). This creates 
undesirable effects on the articulation  
of design, and its applicability for profes-
sional practitioners. Moreover, when re-
searchers are conducting and articulating 
design, without being educated in design 
or lacking an overall understanding of 
design methodology this has an effect 
on the research. One example of this 
is the design approach, called “cultural 
probes” that has been heavily misunder-
stood as a scientific research method, 
when used by HCI researchers without 
a design background (Boehner, Vertesi, 
Sengers, & Dourish, 2007; Vetting Wolf, 
Rode, Sussman, & Kellogg, 2006). Thus, 
from an industrial design perspective, 

research

1  In this paper we will consciously avoid the term ’user’ which is commonly used in design literature, in favour of the broader notion of ’stakeholder’.
A stakeholder, as we use the term, includes the user as well as other people who have legitimate interest in, or are affected by a project or entity 
(Smith & Fischbacher, 2000).

           Figure 1:

Figure 1: The stakeholder involvement process with a pre-defined problem- or solution 
space as central onset.
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skilled designers have a specific compe-
tence built on experience and skills that 
is far beyond copying and pasting others’ 
design approaches into new projects.
 
Avoiding design fixation
Skilled industrial designers actively work 
on keeping a holistic perspective early 
in the process, and to avoid fixating on 
solutions or perspectives early in the 
process. Terminologies used in acade-
mia and in engineering to describe this 
fixation are design fixation and functio-
nal fixedness, which are considered a 
cognitive bias (Jansson & Smith, 1991; 
Purcell & Gero, 1996). Without expe-
rience and design skills, the fixation may 
easier occur and lead to favouring one 
or several solutions, reducing the ability 
to stay open to understand alternative 
and holistic perspectives. This reduces 
the potential outcome. Design fixation 
or functional fixedness is often referred 
to by industrial design consultants when 
being involved in a project too late. This 
drastically reduces the power of design, 
leaving the designer with little or no 
space for radical changes and perspec-
tives raised from users’ needs; there is 
simply no room to change meaning, and 
the potential openings for more relevant 
solutions are closed.

In HCI research, technology can be 
developed and used in very early phases 
in projects, to stimulate ideas and get 
feedback from users. We believe that 
this may have its roots in software 
development, viewing design and the 
build phase as synonymous (Buxton, 
2007). “Technology probes”, for example, 
are described as a design method that 
is used in early phases to trigger ideas 
for applications. Technology probes are 
simple, flexible and adaptable techno-
logies that are field-tested by users, and 
understood as an approach to create 
new technologies and to co-design with 
users (Hutchinson et al., 2003). Typically, 
a technology probe is used to collect data 

and/or as an early prototype of an idea. 
Potentially, technology probes can be 
used in different ways. For example,  
a technology probe can be used to do-
cument and understand users’ routines 
etc. without being understood as early 
prototypes of a solution (Boehner et al., 
2007). Thus, this is very different from a 
design process with more distinct phases 
separating research, design and con-
struction, where the research concerns to 
critically investigate and reflect on needs, 
and what the question is really about, 
before suggesting design opportunities. 
When designing becomes synonymous 
with building something, there is a 
phase missing – the phase to define  
what is to be designed.

In industrial design it is common to 
question the very starting-point or design 
brief  of a project in order to orient the 
design activity towards the right need. 
From an industrial design perspective, 
this questioning should precede the 

design process, as it is commonly des-
cribed in HCI. Löwgren and Stolterman 
mention that the design process starts by 
designing the design process (Löwgren 
& Stolterman, 2004) in order to elaborate 
what is to be designed. The research 
phase thus concerns to grasp and collect 
wide variety of aspects and perspectives, 
in order to be able to re-frame ones un-
derstanding of a situation. In the coming 
sections, we will explore this perspective 
further. 

Stakeholder involvement vs. 
stakeholder-based onsets
From the perspective of a trained indu-
strial designer, much HCI research has 
a kind of fixation on only creating a spe-
cific type of solutions or using specific 
types of ICT-related tools in the process. 
This brings specific socio, cultural and 
environmental consequences to our so-
ciety – and to how design is understood. 
Design projects, whether conducted in 
HCI research or in interaction design 

beyond ict

2  A ’design brief’ is by industrial designers commonly referred to as the initial description of a design assignment formulated by the customer.

Figure 2: Stakeholder-based development without pre-defined solution- or problem 
space. Instead the solution-space encompasses the central onset or starting-point: the 
stakeholders’ needs, wishes and limitations.

           Figure 2:
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practice, tend to have a more or less de-
fined starting-point. This might involve 
a potential type of solution, or a defined 
problem space i.e. a problem space that 
to some extent may be addressed by 
using ICT. 

In processes commonly referred to as 
user involvement the user (or stakehol-
der) is involved in the development of 
a solution, thus adapting the solution 
to the user (see figure 1). This process is 
often referred to as user-centred. We 
question this.

Our critique does not concern user-in-
volvement, which we agree is a valuable 
asset in design. Our concern is the 
starting-point: As long as the mindset 
is set on a limited problem- or solution 
space, such as a fixation to use ICT as 
a tool or part of a solution, it cannot be 
fully user- or stakeholder-centred. 

We argue that HCI through its strong 
connection to ICT limits its potential 
solutions early on in the design process 
by commonly having ICT as a part of the 
design process or the solution. This leads 
to a limited solution space and to what 
we argue is a form of design fixation. 

Avoiding design fixation by star-
ting through stakeholders’ needs 
We wish to shed light on the importance 
of actively avoiding design fixation. 
Instead we want to highlight the value 
of stepping back and investigating the 
stakeholders’ needs, wishes and limita-
tions prior to defining a possible solution 
space or delimitating how to attain a pos-
sible solution. This opens up for more, 
potentially relevant solutions or tools to 
use in order to develop solutions for, and 
with, stakeholders. (See figure 2)

This supports more humanistic, socio-fo-
cused solutions as well as more accurate 
problem formulations since the stake-
holder is part of the process to define a 
possible direction of the design process, 
potentially not involving ICT. 

This can be interpreted as a pre-process 
and concerns deciding what type of 
solution or problem exploration best 
might fit the stakeholders. We argue that 
a proper user-centred onset only can be 
claimed if preceded by this pre-process.

This openness to what to design, or to 
e.g. design an ”extravention” as descri-
bed by Baumer and Silberman (2011),  
is what we argue as the core in a pre-pro-
cess that industrial designers consider 
self-evident.

We will illustrate this through the case  
of an industrial design consultancy work. 
Though this case does not include ICT, it 
illustrates what we argue as being a cen-
tral aspect in industrial design practice: 
Questioning the initial idea of what pro-
blem to address, tool to use or solution 
to develop while having an open onset to 
what and how things might be designed.

Industrial design case example 
The example below is based one of 
the author’s practitioner experience of 
working as a designer with a municipa-
lity. The project took place at a Swedish 
design and innovation consultancy, wor-
king primarily with business-to-business 
clients. The case is chosen to illuminate 
how a proposed design-brief or starting-
point in a project can be questioned 
during the process, and how designers 
actively may work on questioning what 
and how to design in order to meet more 
relevant needs than initially aimed at. 
In a government funded R&D program, 
the city council of a middle-sized indu-
strial town, Olofström, wanted industrial 
designers to design a souvenir based on 
spill material from a local industry. This 
was the starting-point.

Instead of focusing the design process 
on spill material opportunities, the desig-
ners started to investigate the underlying 
motivations and needs from different 
stakeholders perspectives and inhabi-
tants, such as the municipality, a tourist 
centre, visitors and locals and engaged 
local organizations and associations. 

This process led them to question the 
need and desire for a traditional souve-
nir, since the visitors were not primarily 
tourists. 

The study showed that the small indu-
strial town had several qualities that 
could be taken in consideration. It had  
a rich multi-cultural population living in 
peacefully with each other, with almost 
no unemployment and no apparent ten-
sions between groups. However, a chal-
lenge was that the people were moving 
away because the town was seen as me-
rely a work place, without any attractions 
for women, youngsters and family needs. 
Visitors were mainly family members 
from another country, or people that 
visited due to business. 

The designers found that the municipa-
lity rather needed solutions that could 
strengthen the inhabitants’ pride of the 
city and the visitors’ experience of the 
town. In fact, local organizations could 
strengthen their own and the  
city identity. 

In the end, the suggested solutions in-
cluded development of a symbolic pastry 
from a bakery, a cookbook with dishes 
from the different cultural groups repre-
sented in town to manifest the unique-
ness of the society. Moreover, a piece of 
jewellery from the local goldsmith (with 
the same local symbol as the pastry), and 
proposals for how to support visitors to 
explore fishing and nature areas were 
suggested. Overall, the designers’ sug-
gestions supported the municipality 
to understand how to strengthen the 
experience of the town, instead of simply 
creating a souvenir. Thus, part of the 
process, was also to engage the munici-
pality in changing their perspective of 
what the design process should end up 
in, and why. 

This case illustrates how the industrial 
designer’s approach to design commonly 
involves to study and to question the 
initial assignment, before commencing 
the design process or creating any solu-

research

DOI: 10.3384/svid.2000-964X.15122



     Swedish Design Research Journal     27

tion. The designers, as described in the 
case above, re-framed the initial problem 
(Dorst, 2011), and came to the conclusion 
that the real problem was concerned with 
how to strengthen the identity of the 
municipality. They questioned the initial 
solutions space (to design a souvenir 
based on spill material from a local indu-
stry), taking a more holistic perspective 
of the stakeholders needs (to strengthen 
the identity and the experience for inha-
bitants as well as visitors of Olofström). 

Stakeholder-based development 
as a pre-process to stakeholder 
involvement
For a skilled designer, the pre-process  
of questioning the initial need and 
starting-point of a project may of course 
direct the development towards an ICT 
related solution, but it might just as well 
end up in e.g. a service, a new legislation, 
an artefact, a ”technology extravention”, 
etc. Both design onsets (stakeholder-
involvement and stakeholder-based-
development) may result in an initially 

intended solution. The difference is 
that a stakeholder-based onset to design 
(as commonly conducted by industrial 
designers) opens up for more potentially 
relevant solutions, thus supporting so-
lutions that are relevant to stakeholders 
(i.e. developing the right solution) rather 
than solutions adapted to stakeholders 
(i.e. potentially developing the wrong 
solution). (See figure 3) 

Conducting stakeholder studies in early 
phases is crucial and requires a genuine 
interest for the stakeholders’ perspectives 
(Krippendorff, 2006). It also requires skills 
to observe behaviours that can reveal 
the unspoken, and to ask questions to 
understand and penetrate hidden issues 
and unseen possibilities. Designers need 
to have the courage to question the initial 
design-brief of their client, and to actively 
work on avoiding any type of design 
fixation. 

Discussion
Would it be possible to attain a more 

holistic understanding of design in 
HCI research, and engage in potential 
solutions or studies that not necessa-
rily would involve ICT? What would 
happen if ICT would be understood as 
one of several potential solutions, in 
favour of coming closer to a humanistic 
understanding of human needs, driving-
forces and limitations? Or if needs were 
understood without connection to ICT? 
Would HCI as a field loose its identity, or 
would the result be the creation of more 
socially and environmentally sustainable 
solutions? 

We argue that HCI research has a 
dominant position in design-related 
research, and that there is a problem, 
which concerns the articulation of good 
design skills and design activities. As 
industrial designers we argue that the 
understanding of design needs to go 
beyond technological explorations or 
peoples’ needs relating to ICT. A more 
holistic perspective of potential needs 
and potential solutions could support 

beyond ict

Figure 3: The stakeholder-involvement process (left illustration) depicted as a sub-ordinated process in the stakeholder-based process; 
having the stakeholder’s needs, wishes and limitations as its central onset or starting-point (right illustration). 

Figure 3:
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HCI research to articulate design without 
an ICT fixation. This would open up for 
a greater perspective on design skills 
and design activities, and to create and 
understand a greater variety of solutions 
and their impact on society.  

We hope to contribute with an industrial 
design perspective to the discourse of 
problematizing the role of ICT in HCI 
research, which several researchers 
already are engaged in (e.g. Baumer et  
al., 2015; Baumer & Silberman, 2011; 
Pierce, 2012; Satchell & Dourish, 2009).  
In general, we are positive about the  
possibilities that ICT gives society,  
and agree with others that current and 
new technology is, and will become ever 
more ubiquitous, thus having a large 
importance in society (Löwgren  
& Stolterman, 2004). However, defining 
a field of research by its tool (i.e. ICT) 
may mislead research towards areas 
that might be better addressed by other 
tools or solutions. This means that time 
and resources are put on developing 
knowledge and/or products/systems that 
not only become ”less good”, but also in 
itself hinder other work that indeed does 
ask for ICT to be involved; by factually ta-
king time in itself, but most importantly, 
by keeping the design-research direction 
within HCI directed by its ICT-blinders. 
Our contribution is thus a clarification  
of how the practicing industrial 
designer’s perspective supports focusing 
more on the stakeholder and to reflect 
on consigning the use of ICT to a sub-
ordinated design process.

Our approach of linking industrial 
design practice to HCI research opens 
up for understanding how HCI research 

could benefit from design practitioners’ 
perspectives and skills, rather than the 
other way around. Potentially, this can 
also lead to reducing the gap between 
design practitioners and researchers, 
as industrial design practitioners could 
contribute better with their competence 
when participating in HCI research 
projects. 

Conclusion
In this paper we have problematized 
the notion of ’design’ as used in HCI 
research, from an industrial design  
practitioner perspective. We discuss  
how questioning and reframing the 
initial design-brief is an essential design 
skill that can increase the value of the 
design contribution. Being fixated on 
solutions within a given pre-defined area 
such as e.g. ICT creates a fixation and 
may thus negatively affect both the con-
tribution and the articulation of design. 
We believe that this is a relevant conside-
ration for HCI research, in order to open 
up for more socially and environmentally 
sustainable solutions and to improve the 
articulation of design in general. n
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New platform 
for Design 

Management
DESMA is an Initial Training 

Network in the area of design 
management. The aim is to find 

new ways for how design and 
management might overlap 

and pollinate each other. 
av Oriana Haselwanter

DESMA, which is short for Design as Driver of 
Innovation and Competitiveness, is an Initial  
Training Network in the area of design manage-
ment funded by the European Commission’s  
Marie Curie Actions (FP7).

DESMA combines 13 international researchers  
with 4 leading universities within the area of design 
management, along with 4 European design consul-
tancies and 4 complementary product and service 
organisations. Its research hubs are spread across  
4 major European cities including London, Hel-
sinki, Gothenburg, and Milan.

DESMA is the “+” in design + management, 
because within DESMA we want to find new ways 
for how design and management might overlap 
and pollinate each other. Our mission is to engage 
academia and practice in rethinking this “how” of 
the combination of design + management practices, 

Find out all about DESMA, 
and join our network at
www.desmanetwork.eu.

Design management
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to drive innovation, competitiveness and social progress in 
unforeseen directions. This requires a different perspective 
on design management that takes the best of both disciplines 
to create something meaningful. Our ambition is to build a 
vibrant and sustainable platform of high quality research in 
the intersections of not only design and management but also 
academia and practice by expanding the methods of communi-
cating, applying and validating the impact of research.

Join us!
At the moment we are working on constructing the DESMA 
story with people in countries around the world to give prac-
titioners and academics a means to learn about and interact 
with DESMA. We aim to take the discussion to a wider public 
in order to generate awareness and more diverse conversa-
tions about what design + management entails. 

We want to open up our network and invite researchers and 
practitioners alike to be part of the discussion of the future of 
design + management.

Our initiatives such as DESMA Tours, DESMA Chats, 
DESMA Talks and DESMA Vibes are just a few examples of 
how we share our knowledge and include a broader audience 
into our activities.

Find out more!
To find out all about DESMA, join our network and take part 
in our activities, check www.desmanetwork.eu n

Lien
de Cuyper

Veronica
Bluguermann Eva

Kirchberger Fernando 
Pinto Santos

Andreas
Benker

Marzia 
Aricó

VOL

Ariana
Amacker

Andrew
Whitcomb

Ulises 
Navarro
Aguiar

Naiara
Altuna

Marta
Morillo

Sara Jane
Gonzalez

Åsa
Öberg

DESMA: DESMA is an international network combining 13 researchers with 4 leading universities within the area of design management,  
4 design consultancies and 4 product and service organisations.

“The DESMA network gives us a 
unique opportunity to share expe-
riences with other design managers 
that might have similar organizatio-
nal challenges as ours.” 
Sidney Levy, Director of Design at Volvo Construction  
Equipment, DESMA Advisory Board

design management



32     Swedish Design Research Journal

As of 1 August SVID has its own researcher. Thanks to the 
Riksbankens Jubileumsfond foundation’s Flexit programme 
(which we wrote about in DRJ No. 1, 2013) SVID has been  
able to employ Jon as an in-house researcher. At SVID Jon  
will study how organisations can become more innovative  
and design services that better meet the needs of customers 
and citizens.
    ‘‘Society has a great need for innovations that develop the 
entire ecosystem of connected services and processes around 
the citizen or customer,’’ Jon says. 

He comes most recently from Linköping University, where he 
worked as a senior lecturer in marketing. In addition to doing 
research he will also work with Design Research Journal and 
with SVID’s digital support for organisations that want to bet-
ter understand design and how it can develop their activities.

Jon has researched and taught, primarily in the marketing 
of services and in service- and product development. He is a 
graduate engineer in industrial economics. Before becoming 
a researcher he worked as a project manager and process de-
veloper at Toyota. In 2009 he move to academia as a doctoral 
student in quality technology at Linköping University. From 
having worked with industrial processes he began studying the 
health care system from the patient’s perspective.
    ‘‘I felt it was valuable to study how we could make the health 
care system better, more cohesive and more patient centred,’’ 
he says. ‘‘I had recently lost one of my parents to cancer and  
it felt good to be able to contribute to the health care system.’’

His studies were done in the form of action research, whereby 
he as the researcher worked with practitioners to find new 
perspectives and processes to develop the health care system in 
cooperation with the users. While doing his doctorate Jon also 
spent some time in the USA at the world’s leading centre for 
services research, the Center for Services Research at Arizona 
State University. 
    ‘‘Today research is international and it’s important to create 
international contacts,’’ he says. ‘‘I benefit greatly from them 

today.’’ Jon defended his thesis entitled “Patient involvement 
and service innovation in healthcare” in May 2014. In his 
research he uses various types of qualitative and statistical  
methods.‘‘For me it’s crucial that the outcome is valuable  
both practically and theoretically, whatever the method,’’  
he explains. 

Among other things Jon is currently doing a statistical study 
on whether applying the lean method to the health care system 
really does lead to greater focus on the patient. He is also 
working on an extensive review of the literature about patient 
involvement, and he has also done a qualitative study on what 
sometimes drives very ill people to participate in development 
projects. The last-named study can be accessed in the next is-
sue (No. 6, 2015) of Journal of Services Marketing. Asked what 
the study proves, he replies:
    ‘‘It shows that users who are involved in the development 
process can have a whole range of motives to participate – 
from seeking redress to wanting contact with the staff and 
other users, to believing it is fun. Fundamentally, everyone  
is driven by the basic needs of wanting fellowship, autonomy, 
and a feeling of being able to influence their surroundings.  
By understanding the psychology of involvement, we can 
attract participants who are more creative and who thrive on 
taking part in development projects.’’

At SVID Jon will continue his research into how innovation 
that meets the perspectives of customers and citizens can be 
developed. He will continue to do some work with the health 
care system but also wants to work with small and large enter-
prises and public-sector organisations. 
    ‘‘Basically the challenges are the same,’’ he says. ‘‘How can 
we become more innovative and develop solutions that meet 
people’s needs?’’

Jon will be collaborating with researchers in service innovation 
and service design. 
    ‘‘In my experience the best research comes from working 
together, both researchers and practitioners,’’ he concludes. n

Jon Engström: 
SVID’s new in-house researcher!

portrait
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Jon
Engström
New research
The In-house scientist at SVID Jon will exa-
mine how organizations can become more 
innovative and design better services for 
clients and citizens.

In pipeline
Listen to Jon speaking at the Gothenburg 
Book Fair at the Researchers’ Square. 

’’Diaries for an empirical health care system’
Thursday 24 September 
When? 15.10-15.25
Organisers: SVID/Linköping University 

portrait



Increased commitment
Revitalize NYC is an initiative 
from The DESIS Lab at Parsons 
The New School for Design to in-
crease social involvement and be 
a hub for social justice and social 
innovation in New York.

Photo: Adamo Di Loreto
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Social change 
through design
Part of the new master’s programme in Trans-
disciplinary Design at Parsons The New School 
for Design in New York involved creating a social 
lab. The aim is to permit students who want to 
define the next phase of global design practice 
to use new ideas and methods in the work being 
done to address urgent social issues.

av Susanne Helgeson

The world is changing and the concept of design is changing with it. This is 
fortunate because more and more fields are being opened up for designers to engage 
with using their unique expertise – a welcome development given the challenges 
associated with the increasing number of ‘wicked problems’. These insolvable global 
mega-problems feature complex interdependencies between various internal aspects. 
Some examples are climate change, poverty, pandemics, social injustices and unsus-
tainable economic systems. 
    To solve some of these issues, the world needs social innovations – a solutions-
focused concept that was coined in the 1960s. A brief definition is ‘‘new ideas that 
function to meet social goals’’. Examples are distance learning, hospices, micro-loans, 

Wikipedia and fair trade. From this foundation, the design industry’s interest in  
what design can contribute has grown. The leading actors are in the UK, the USA and 
Italy, where designers talk about transformation design, transdisciplinary design and 
design for social impact. In Sweden, as in Italy, the field has been labelled ‘design for 
social innovation’ and has flourished at Malmö University over the past five to seven 
years. Maria Hellström Reimer is professor of design in theory and practice at the 
university. In the autumn of 2014 she visited Parsons The New School for Design 
in New York and its DESIS Lab – a design lab that is part of the Network for Design 
for Social Innovation and Sustainability. At Parsons this initiative is part of a broader 
joint project called Revitalize NYC, in which the school’s ambition is to increase its 
involvement in various communities and also be a hub for social justice and social 
innovation in New York.
    ‘‘The New School is an incredibly interesting academic institution, which since its 
foundation in 1919 has had a social profile and has engaged its students in social is-
sues, long before the School merged with Parsons in the 1970s. Given today’s general 
radicalisation in the USA, academia provides a strong counterbalance, Hellström 
Reimer says.

Examples are distance learning, hospices, 
micro-loans, Wikipedia and fair trade.’’

social innovation
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Social lab
Within the MFA programme 
’Transdisciplinary Design’ the 
school has created an academic 
social lab where students work 
in cross-disciplinary teams.

From product to social involvement 
Maria Hellström Reimer had visited Parsons back in 
2012 on a mission to study practice-based research 
there together with the Swedish Research Council’s 
Committee for Artistic Research. 
    ‘‘We wanted to gain a perspective on the Swedish 
development of artistic research and better understand 
‘what it could be good for’. A year later I visited the 
School again in my then-role as director of studies 
for the Swedish Design Faculty with a workshop on 
the theme of Transdisciplinary and collaborative lear-
ning processes in design. It was then that I came into 
contact with the School’s social lab and became so inte-
rested that I applied for a six-month sabbatical, which 
was granted for the autumn of 2015 to be the guest of 
Parsons School of Design Strategies,’’ Maria Hellström 
Reimer explains. 
    
She believes there are ever-stronger tendencies for 
design to be regarded as a general skill.
    ‘‘Ever since Viktor Papanek’s book Design for the 
Real World: Human Ecology and Social Change was 
published in 1970, design has evolved from being 
product based and identity creating to focusing increa-
singly on services, social structures and greater social 
engagement.’’

Transdisciplinary solutions in Harlem
Parsons’ focus on social engagement led the School to 

create a new MFA programme called Transdisciplinary 
Design (TransDesign). The School’s website says the 
programme is ‘‘for a new generation of designers who 
want to address pressing social issues using new ideas, 
tools, and methods’’ and help to ‘‘define the next phase 
of design practice globally’’. The School has created an 
academic social lab where students work in cross-disci-
plinary teams, consider issues from multiple perspec-
tives, and gain insight from a range of leaders from a 
broad spectrum of industries and companies. Gradua-
tes emerge with an in-depth experience of projects that 
have used design as a process for transforming the way 
we live into more sustainable alternatives. 
    In the autumn of 2014 the TransDesign students 
worked on both creating and implementing a project 
called the Harlem Collaboration Project. The goal  
was to develop local “social labs” in close collaboration 
with various partners – including the not-for-profit art 
organisation No Longer Empty and the internatio-
nal consultancy Reos Partners, which specialises in 
helping companies, public authorities and civilian 
organisations to manage complex social challenges. 
The aim was to contribute in various ways to give the 
district’s future – the young people – the opportunity 
to use their full potential. Parsons also wanted to ge-
nerate ideas for supporting the extensive work already 
being done by many social organisations. Hellström 
Reimer participated in the work as a visiting lecturer 
and instructor.

social innovation

Photo: Parsons
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‘‘The first thing students did was to learn about the district 
and its history by going on walking tours and contacting the 
organisations that are already working there,’’ she says. 
    ‘‘The decision to focus on young people was made early in 
the process and the students had to find a specific approach. 
A range of workshops was held and despite the high level 
of complexity, it was pleasing to see there was such a great 
understanding of the concept of social design – the students’ 
communicative ability combined with their knowledge of im-
plementing ideas and cooperating in concrete ways to develop 
prototypes developed greatly via this project.’’

Four design proposals
About 25 students participated and were divided into four 
groups. The end result of their work was presented in the 
form of four concepts that aimed to meet the project’s goal. 
Bio the Block is a kind of toolbox for elementary school pupils 
to help them get to know their neighbourhood better via both 
personal and collective narratives about various places. The 
game can be played at home and is designed to combine for-
mal training with informal curiosity. Leap can best be descri-
bed as a proposal for mentorship and broader recruitment. In 
an interactive workshop, older students were exposed to future 
choices and career opportunities both digitally and physically. 
Students were asked ‘‘what do you want to be?’’, personality  
types were identified, and suitable career paths and action 
plans to achieve the goals were presented. 
    The third group of students developed Let’s talk, an inte-
ractive communication tool that is also in the form of a game. 
Using cards featuring nouns and adjectives, the players jointly 
created narratives about everyday experiences. The aim is for 
young people and adults to take the time to talk and listen to 
each other in a fun and relaxed way, and above all to think 
about what they are discussing. The overall goal is to encou-
rage conversation and emphasise the importance of listening. 
The fourth and final proposal is called The People’s Guide 
to Crowdfunding – an interactive step-by-step guide to find 
alternative funding for social projects, with a particular focus 
on young people with a criminal background. Freely available 
and easily understood, the guide gives individuals, groups 
and organisations the opportunity to design specially adapted 
strategies. The guide contains information about the necessary 
steps in producing a campaign, including the target groups, 
narrative technique and schedules. 

Critical students
Hellström Reimer says her participation in the project was 
very educational even though it was far from problem free to 
develop functioning social labs in the space of only one term 
– a process that usually takes years. Many of the students were 
also critical, asking what they as designers could contribute 
compared with a social worker with 30 years’ experience. One 
important feature of a social lab is to address the problem’s 
fundamental cause – but the students wondered if they could 
really do that without knowing more.
   
‘‘Many of them were frustrated that they did not know enough 
to be able to explore the set of issues more deeply, and I 
understand them,” she says. “ But after the project most of 
them were satisfied because they understood better how they 
can contribute as designers. In transformation design, the 
designer’s role is more like a moderator’s – they don’t parti-
cipate primarily to solve problems but rather to give form to 
complex situations and contribute ideas about how to develop 
room to manoeuvre. But also to support the organisations 
in their actions and to be a resource to help the discussions 
progress. Above all, the students had a real opportunity to be 
confronted with the political dimension of design practice.’’ n 

Facts

The meaning of
Transformation design
Transdisciplinary or transformation design can be described 
as a cross-disciplinary process with the goal of creating  
desirable and sustainable changes in behaviour and/or  
form – in individuals, systems and organisations. 

The process is applied to large, complex and often social  
issues. The issues are explored holistically and prototyping  
is done as small-scale objects, services, interactions and  
experiences. Successful prototypes are then scaled up. 

Parsons The New School of Design says graduates of its 
MFA programme in Transdisciplinary Design will possess a 
unique set of skills and capacities that will distinguish them 
professionally. Students learn such skills as reflective col-
laboration in multidisciplinary teams to solve highly complex 
problems, modelling social structures, exploring problems  
and turning them into design possibilities, and articulating 
research problems.

Learn more: 
https://harlemcollaborationproject.files.wordpress.com

‘Bio the Block’ is a kind of tool-
box for elementary school pupils 
to help them get to know their 
neighbourhood better via perso-
nal and collective narratives (...)’’

social innovation
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Three things you can do to 
unlock the creative potential 
of the people around you
Innovation is an inherently optimistic act. The best d.school students are 
not only optimistic about their own performance. They manage to instill the 
belief that anything is possible in others as well. Learn to say ’’Yes, and...’’

by Erik Olesund

Innovation hub
The d.school’s most successful 
students realize that creativity 
can be effortless if they focus 
less on coming up with good 
ideas and pays more attention 
to what others have to offer.

design & innovation

P
ho

to
: N

at
al

ie
 W

he
ar

ly



     Swedish Design Research Journal     39

This issue of Design Research Journal looks ahead. 
Towards the futures of what design might become or do. 
Envisioning a world where businesses, schools, hospitals and 
even policymaking processes are fundamentally humancente-
red, and the messy but important challenges of our time are 
perceived as creative opportunities instead of burdens. But 
envisioning grand futures are not enough. We need to recog-
nize where we are – the present – and begin the change right 
here. As designers and innovators we are in fact uniquely 
positioned to this. Imagining alternative realities to the one 
we currently inhibit, and then bringing those realities to life 
through rapid prototyping, is precisely what designers do best.

Whatever your current situation looks like, chances are you 
have two resources with underutilized potential: yourself 
and the people around you. Inspired by the behavior of some 
our best students at the Stanford d.school (where I work as 
a Lecturer and Teaching Fellow), I would like to share three 
things that you can try this week that will help unlock the 
creative potential of the people that you’re surrounded by. The 
d.school’s most successful students realize that creativity can 
be effortless if you focus less on coming up with good ideas, 
and more on paying attention to what those around you have 
to offer. They set the stage for their teammates to succeed, pro-
duce better results than their peers, and have more fun in the 
process. But before we get there, let me set the stage for you.

Since its inception nine years ago, Hasso Plattner Institute  
of Design at Stanford, or what most people call the d.school, 
has been a hub for innovators at the university. It has become 
a place where students and faculty from across campus come 
together to take on the world’s messy problems. Although 
design and product design has been taught for decades at 
Stanford, the d.school has allowed students from not only 
engineering, but medicine, law, business, the sciences and  
the humanities to think like designers too. Our focus lies 
on themethodologies and mindsets that foster innovation – 
hence the emphasis on design thinking – not the finished 
solutions or design. We create innovators, not innovations, 
by equipping our students with a methodology for producing 
reliably innovative results in any field.

Different backgrounds enhances creativity
All classes at the d.school are handson and project based. 
Instead of telling our students about design thinking, we give 
them an opportunity to experience it. Students form teams  
bypartnering up with peers with backgrounds different from 
their own. For many, especially advanced graduate students, 
this is an eyeopening experience. The PhDstudent in biology
who teams up with a student from the Business School soon 
realizes that in order for them to communicate they need to 
adapt their respective languages and styles of communication 
– patterns that have been refined over years of working with 

likeminded people. Each project starts with a challenge, often 
offered by a partner from the outside world. Recently student
teams in our introductory class “Design Thinking Bootcamp” 
collaborated with the educational TVshow ”Sesame Street” 
to find ways for them to close the achievement gap between 
students from lowand highincome families. In the past stu-
dents have worked on challenges ranging from reimagining 
the future of mail and packaging for the U.S. Postal Service 
to encouraging healthy eating behaviors or redesigning the 
airport experience.

Teams often reframe the original challenge
We coach student teams through their projects using a design 
process that starts with deep empathy for the needs of the 
people they are designing with or for. Through immersions,
observations and interviews they learn to see the problem 
at hand through the eyes of the people most affected by it. 
Students then unpack and process this “human” data to find 
patterns, surprising behaviors and powerful insights that 
can inspire their design and provide direction for the team. 
More often than not do teams reframe the original challenge. 
Based on the empathy they developed for their users, they 
realize that not only were their preconceived ideas of possible 
solutions wrong (solution bias) – they weren’t even trying to 
solve the right problem in the first place (problem bias). This 
act of synthesis might seem magical (Jon Kolko’s phenomenal 
book on design synthesis is even called “Exposing the Magic 
of Design”) but really all it takes to master it is persistence and 
practice. Once a team is focused on, based on what they’ve 
learned so far, the right problem they start imagining ways  
to solve it.

In this phase of ideation we encourage them to explore a  
great number of ideas before honing in on a few. “Yes, and…” 
(see below) becomes the new routine. Linus Pauling famously 
said that ”If you want to have good ideas you must have many 
ideas. Most of them will be wrong, and what you have to learn 
is which ones to throw away.” The best way to learn what to 
keep and what to discard is, of course, to bring your ideas 
to life through rapid prototyping and then test them with 
real people. We tell students to fail early and often since few 
things are as good indicators of progress for an early stage 
innovation as failures and mishaps. Testing is just a different 
way to gain empathy for your users and to better understand 

design & innovation

’’We create innovators, not 
innovations, by equipping our 
students with a methodology for 
producing reliably innovative 
results in any field.’’P
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the problem. So again we send them out into the real world 
and the cycle continues.

Students that stand out in our d.school classes are not neces-
sarily experts on the topic at hand or any of the modes or 
phases of the design process. In fact, the ones with experience
with or exposure to the topic often have an easier time as-
suming a beginner’s mindset – a prerequisite for your ability 
to develop deep empathy. Instead, what our best students 
do have is an ability to get others to perform at new heights. 
Their presence on a team just seems to make the rest of their 
teammates flourish. Here are three things that I’ve observed 
these students do, that I think you can apply this week to help 
your colleagues reach their creative potential.

1. Smile
Innovation is an inherently optimistic act. You observe a 
situation, notice something worth your attention, reframe 
problems into opportunities and explore, relentlessly, one pos-
sible solution after another until you either solve the problem 
or realize you aren’t even working on the right one. The best 
d.school students are not only optimistic about their own 
performance.

They manage to instill the belief that anything is possible in 
others as well. They don’t say “I am an optimist” or “I am a 
realist”, they say, “I choose to believe that our team has what  
it takes to solve this challenge.” It is an attitude, not a perso-
nality trait. Smiling is our natural reaction to feelings of joy 
or happiness. But it goes the other way around too. Just like 
assuming a power stance makes you feel more confident, 
laughing or smiling will make you happier. This might 
seem forced or fake, but your brain doesn’t care why your 
body is doing what it is doing. The smile sends a message 
to your brain that you’re happy and activates the release of 
neurotransmitters like dopamine and endorphins. Smiling 
doesn’t just affect how you feel. It can literally change the  
people around you. Just like many other forms of body langu-
age, smiling is contagious. If you smile at someone, their 
unconscious brain will smile back at you, unless they make  
a conscious effort not to.

Try this now: Before you enter your next meeting or presenta-
tion, go outside (or hide in a closet or the restroom) and jump 
and laugh for 20 seconds. You’ll feel happier and more ener-
gized and it will rub off on the people you meet.

1 . Smile
2. Say ”Yes, and…”
3. Celebrate mistakes

Erik Olesund
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2. Say ”Yes, and…”
If you’ve ever participated in an ideation session or brain-
storm, you’re probably familiar with the concept of saying 
“Yes, and…”. It is one of the core principles of improvisational 
theatre that design and innovation teams utilize to enhance 
group ideation. Improvisors routinely create new worlds (with 
characters, relationships, emotions, and drama) on the spot 
in front of a live audience. In order to do so they must accept 
everything that is being created, whether or not it was the 
direction they thought the story was going in. If they try to 
evaluate or judge the ideas as they come up by hesitating or 
saying “No”, the story simply comes to a halt. It is very awk-
ward. The way forward is “Yes, and…”.

But besides making a story flow well, “Yes, and…” creates 
a culture that encourages creativity and vulnerability. The 
improvisors on stage know that whatever they do or say, their 
team will not only accept it (“yes”) but build on it (“and’). Kno-
wing that your ideas will not be judged creates a safe space 
for people to explore and expand their creative potential. For 
an innovation team, this is where the concept of “Yes, and…” 
becomes really useful. By separating the generation of ideas 
from the evaluation you can ensure that whenever someone 
on your team has an idea – may it be in a meeting or when 
they’re out on a run – they’re going to feel comfortable and 
safe sharing it with you. However wild, safe, unrealistic
or stupid it might seem. Whenever ideas are being generated 
say “Yes, and…”. When the moment is over, take stock, eva-
luate and critique, and move forward with the ones that have
the highest potential to delight your users and produce breakt-
hrough results.

Try this now : Next time a colleague shares an idea with you, 
let your initial reaction be to list out loud all the possible ways 
in which this idea might work before you start discussing 
what needs to be adjusted or changed to realistically imple-
ment it.

3. Celebrate mistakes
Risk is inherent in any creative endeavor. If you are trying so-
mething new, there is always a chance it is going to fail. Great 
innovators treat failure as just another way of learning more
about the problem. They make sure that their team prioritizes 
cheap and quick action to keep cost of failure down, and gets 
as many iterative learning loops done as possible. But lets face 
it. None of this is news to you. Fail early, fail often is probably 
already a mantra you live by. But failure still sucks.

Intellectually it is easy to embrace failure and celebrate mista-
kes, but emotionally we still take a hit every time we fail. Our 
best students mitigate that pain by creating emotionally safe
environments for their teammates. They help them discon-

nect their selfworth from outcomes of the project by constant-
ly reminding people of the courage required to reach the point 
of failure. They are open to admitting their own mistakes, 
but more importantly celebrate those of others. They nudge 
their teammates to places of discomfort and risk, while always 
having their back. They invest the time and effort needed to 
get to know their teammates beyond the scope of the project 
in order to help each individual put failures and setbacks 
into perspective. When we realize how lucky we are to get to 
tackle the type of challenges most of us work on, failures and 
setbacks dwindle away.

Unlock the creative potential of others
Try this now: Next time you or a colleague messes up or ma-
kes a mistake, don’t punish yourself or your teammate. Don’t 
even try to fix it right away or cover it up. Instead, throw both
hands up in the air and say “Tada! I (or you) failed!”. Trust 
me, changing your physical reaction to failure will affect your 
emotional reaction as well.

Finally, our best students acknowledges that innovation is 
more than an analytical act. The full potential of the human 
capacity needs to be involved. This includes their emotions, 
hunches, moods, previous experiences and passions. By stay-
ing optimistic, saying “Yes, and…” and celebrating mistakes 
they demonstrate vulnerability and authenticity and are able  
to elicit phenomenal results from their peers.

I invite you to begin crafting a new future today. Naturally 
the change will have to begin with you, but whether or not it 
persists will rely on your ability to unlock the creative potential  
of others. The only way to disrupt the status quo is by trying 
something new and seeing if it flies. Some of the things I ask 
you to try might seem stupid, scary, weird, or odd. Some of 
them might even feel risky. And that is the risk you must take 
to create the culture you want.

Erik Olesund is a Teaching Fellow at Hasso Plattner Institute of 
Design at Stanford (the d.school). He teaches graduate classes on 
design thinking and its intersections with public policy innovation 
and improvisational theater. 

Follow him on Twitter @olesund or leave him a note at 
erik@dschool.stanford.edu.

’’The best students are not only opti-
mistic about their own performance. 
They manage to instill the belief 
that anything is possible in others.’’
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On the Bookshelf

Design knowledge

Design, When Everybody Designs
Ezio Manzini (2015)

1

Creative Confidence – Unleashing  
the Creative Potential Whitin Us All
Tom & David Kelly (2013)

2

Tangible Participation
Henrik Svarrer Larsen (2015)

3

Beyond the Product
Magnus Eneberg (2015)

4

Here are some recommended books and 
writings in order to better understand how 
design can be used strategically to drive 
future innovations.

September 24-27, 2015
Göreborg Book Fair, Theme:  
Design on Forskartorget
göteborg, SWEDEN
www.forskartorget.se

October 2-3, 2015
A Journey To Value, 8th Service 
Design Global Conference 
New York City, USA
www.service-design-conference.com

October 21-24, 2015
Les Ateliers de la recherche 
en design ARD 10
Montreal, Canada
www.montreal2015.les-ard.org

November 2-5, 2015
IASDR Congress 2015
Brisbane, Australia
www.iasdr.org

November 4-6, 2015
DSM 2015 - 17th International 
DSM Conference
Fort Worth, Texas, USA
www.dsm-conference.org

November 5-6, 2015
PARSE – the 1st Biennial 
Research Conference
Göteborg, sweden
www.parsejournal.com/conference

November 9-10, 2015
Innovation Theory and 
the (re)foundations of 
Management Workshop
Mines ParisTech, Paris, France
www.designsociety.org/ 

November 24-25, 2015
Social Innovation Summit
Malmö, SWEDEN
www.sisummit.se
#sisummit15

December 2-3, 2015
Service Convention Sweden
Karlstad, Sweden
Service innovation for the public sector and 
enterprises in the private welfare sector.

February 25-27, 2016
Tenth International Conference 
on Design Principles and 
Practices
Rio de Janeiro, Brazil
www.designprinciplesandpractices.com 

May 16-19, 2016
14TH International 
Design Conference
cavtat, DUBROVNIK, CROATIA
www.designconference.org

May 24-26, 2016 
ServDes 2016
Copenhagen, Denmark
www.servdes.org/conference-2016-
copenhagen

1 2
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Events & Conferences

Social Innovation 
Summit, Malmö 2014
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design notices

Event
Göteborg Book Fair 2015
During this year’s Book Fair, to be held in 
Gothenburg on 24–27 September, SVID, 
together with the other actors involved in 
People Powered Future, will present de-
sign and design research in conjunction 
with the stand at Forskartorget (Resear-
chers’ Square). Some 80 interdiscipli-
nary and popular science programmes 
by universities, colleges, foundations, 
public-sector authorities, companies, 
organisations and publishing houses will 
be presented at this year’s Forskartorget. 
At the design stand visitors to the fair can 
meet designers and design researchers, 
doctoral students and students. Friday 25 
September will be a full-day event starting 
with a Design Breakfast at Forskartorget 
and concluding with a Form Party at the 
Röhsska Museum. Co-exhibitors at the 
stand are SVID, the Design Faculty (the 
Swedish Faculty for Design Research and 
Research Education), Svensk Form, Ark-
Des (the architecture and design centre, 
Stockholm), Projekt Omforma and others.

Conference
Gender-driven 
Social Innovation
On 19 August the conference Gender- 
driven social innovation in theory and 
practice was held at Färgfabriken in 
Stockholm. The project, which concluded 
on 31 August 2015, aimed to test, analyse 
and develop methods for gender-driven 
social innovation and was a joint project 
between Luleå University of Technology, 

SVID, and the organisations Winnet, 
Magma and Leia. The project defined 
“gender-driven social innovation” as an 
innovative method to enable innovation- 
and business-promoting measures to 
better help women to realise their ideas. 
The problem identified by the participa-
ting organisations and researchers is that 
Sweden’s support system for innovations 
and businesses is permeated by masculi-
ne norms that have primarily been able to 
support the realisation of business- and 
innovation ideas in the form of technical 
product innovations among men in male-
dominated sectors.

Place Innovation
Design enhance destinations
There are many good examples of places 
that have been developed and become 
more attractive thanks to design. One of 
the most successful is Kolding in Den-
mark. There it was decided to work with 
the vision “We design for life”. This goal 
had to permeate all municipal activities, 
such as rubbish collection, child care and 
care of the elderly. SVID and the Support 
Association for SVID are organising a 
study visit to Kolding on 22 to 23 Octo-
ber. The programme will include a visit 
to House of Design, a design incubator 
that aims to find new ways to make the 
private sector more efficient, Trapholt De-
sign and Art Museum and Kolding’s newly 
opened university, University of Southern 
Denmark, which is built by Henning Lar-
sen Architects. Contact Helena Karlberg, 
Program Manager Design & Destination  
at SVID, for more details and prices.

New industrialisation
The Swedish Government’s 
Advisory Board 
The Government has appointed an advi-
sory board of four individuals from various 
sectors of Swedish industry to support 
the Government’s work with Sweden’s 
new industrialisation process and to as-
sist Sweden’s promotion of investment. 

One of the four individuals is SVID’s 
Chairman of the Board Lisa Lindström, 
who is also CEO of Doberman.
    “I was asked if I wanted to be involved 
in developing Sweden as an industrial 
nation in an advisory board membership 
capacity. This suits me well because the 
task is too complex for one person. I want 
to use my expertise to develop our coun-
try so I said yes,” Lindström says in an 
interview with Resumé magazine. “There 
is a fantastic engineering know-how in 
Sweden. Our knowledge of digitalisation 
is critical if we are to succeed in being 
globally competitive. Our industry is very 
skilled at design and at making difficult 
things easy to understand. In a world of 
automation, it is still human beings who 
have to use the services.” 
    The Ministry of Enterprise and 
Innovation’s advisory board consists of:
Olof Persson, previously with Volvo AB, 
Volvo CE and Bombardier. Lisa Lind-
ström, CEO of Doberman. Pia Sandvik, 
chair of RISE Research Institutes of Swe-
den AB, former rector of Luleå Technical 
University, former prorector of Mid Swe-
den University College, previously with 
Ericsson. Karl-Gustav Ramström, CEO 
Prevas, previously with SSAB and ABB.

4 Design
notices

Lisa Lindström
CEO, Doberman P
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