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Vita Activa:

On Relationships between
Design(ers) and Business
Birgit Helene Jevnaker

How do designers actually work for business organizations that
previously may have neglected’ to cater to their design issues? A
plethora of specialist designers has emerged® and they currently
are offering their productive services in multiple ways to business
firms and other organizations that still tend to be partly ignorant of
design approaches and expertise.> The relatively young profession
of modern “industrial design”* is a case in point because industrial
designers commonly offer their productive services to managers,
who often are unfamiliar with their specialism.® The highly expe-
rienced, Milan-based, German industrial designer Richard Sapper,
working for IBM and several other companies, recently claimed:
“Today, in many corporations, design decisions are in the hands
of people without the slightest knowledge of the subject, asking
consumers what they want.” ¢

Rather than predicting the need of more knowledge or

vy

organizational “absorptive capacity”” on the one hand, or “survival
of the fittest” designers in competitive markets on the other, we
need to zoom in on living-work relationships between designers and
organizational people to understand their interacting abilities and
“lifeworlds” while working together. When I started to explore how
designers actually work with firms and vice versa, I therefore chose
this route—as an industrial organization researcher—approaching
the field of design-business collaboration in a fairly open manner to
see how it occurs. As I became increasingly aware of the complexities
and unconsciousness of design issues in many organized settings,
one nagging question emerged as potentially significant: How might
dynamic capabilities® in designing repeatedly be enabled in connec-
tion with organizations when organized agents were working, often
temporarily, with designers? This seemed almost paradoxical; how
to stabilize something that seemed to be in constant flux?

Approaching Design-Business Work Relationships

Instead of examining designing from a control-oriented or instru-
mental view, which has dominated many product development
textbooks and early design management literature,’ I adopted a
phenomenologically inspired approach' to understand rather than
prescribe, but I do not confine my focus to the everyday routine.
Design work seems to encompass more than business-as-usual,
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especially when we zoom in on new approaches, relationships, and
innovating efforts between designers and organizations. No doubt,
the design-business relationships are moving targets, but can some
reoccurring practices be found? While exploring how designers work
with manufacturers, I noticed that designers as well as business
people with various disciplinary backgrounds may become highly
involved in a wide range of activities connected to design conceptu-
alizing, projecting, and working closely together in order to achieve
“something more.” Interestingly, design collaboration towards new
solutions seems to offer formative experiences" and even self-tran-
scending reflections.” Although design expressions are embraced
as a vital force in designing, we still do not fully understand their
potential, for example, for organizations.”

This article, therefore, specifically explores the design-inno-
vating activities that seem to flow richly between designers and
organizations, and which constitute constructive circles,* as well as
beyond organizational borders. Design activities—since living work-
relationships in business are not merely about products—identities,
man-machine interfaces, networks, or projects.”” Design-in-business
may be all this, but it is going on more between designers and their
collaborators when they are designing creatively “in the mess.” I
use this phrase to refer to conceiving and constructing something
with others in the “real world”—typically messy'*—design-busi-
ness situations attempting to capture more of the complexities and
imaginative human actions involved. I find it of particular interest
that designing in the mess seems to become a highly activity-based
life—vita activa’—between people and situated things, which may
evoke emotions, but also tensions and mixed-motive interests. As
suggested by designer Richard Sapper:'

With a brilliant idea, you can solve a problem but you have

to refine it to make it practical. You make a sketch or model

to give form to the idea, but it doesn’t come alive until it

is injected into the larger world of a company or factory.

Many other people have to have a dialogue with you and

make a product out of it. As a result, the model changes—

sometimes for the worse, sometimes for the better.

What, then, does it mean to work in concert with business organiza-
tions attempting to make something “for the better”? IBM’s Thomas
Watson, Jr. often is cited from his reflection that “good design is
good business,” " while British design pioneer James Pilditch
always stressed: “See good design and you see a good client,” * but
what is actually a “good client,” or better, a mutually leveraging
design-client relationship? How does this collaborative, often highly
secret, process take place? Insofar as talented designers work with
others—whether in repeat client organizations or collaborating on a
more short-term basis across a variety of contexts—their work prob-
ably would rarely adhere to idealized paradigms of the individual
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designer-creator on the one hand, or the anonymous “cog in the
wheel” work of inside design-and-development staff on the other.
The machine metaphor for designing in highly structured linear
ways, progressing harmoniously from clear goals and specifications
towards expected outcomes, does not seem appropriate for what is
going on between designers and their clients, although I discovered
that industrial design students may be enthusiastic about more
“ordered” processes.” In practice, however, real-world design chal-
lenges tend to be regarded as fascinating but “messy”—i.e., difficult
to deal with, and full of awkward complications, fragmentation, and
unexpected fluctuations, according to first-hand participants? who
still seek to bring the benefits of more competent design to a variety
of stakeholders.

To understand designing in the postmodern® society, I believe
that we need to open up to the various ways of designing construc-
tively “in the mess”—rather than using the lens of linear order or
harmonious compromise—to capture how designers actually are
cooperating with business organizations and beyond. A decade
ago—before much of the current knowledge-management obsession
came about in parts of academia and the consultancy industry—Paul
Rand, a pioneering graphic designer, pointed out that “There is no
set body of knowledge that must be mastered by the practitioners.
What the designer and the client have in common is a license to
practice without a license.” >* And yet his graphic design work for
IBM suggests that design issues may become, at least temporarily,
cultivated and retained in meaningful ways through connecting and
synthesizing design-business work. In short, it is feasible to make
design significant in the organizational context over time and space,
but little is known about how designers work with their common
collaborators, such as business firms.>

Grounded in my fieldwork tracing ongoing collaboration
between exemplary firms and designers, I could identify a wide
range of design activities—I propose at least seven—feeding into the
reoccurring collaborative circles unfolding through design-business
relationships. As one key informant proposed: “What is really impor-
tant is that the parties actually colaborate, that is, work together.” %
I noticed that collaborative relations also might encompass (partly)
autonomous design efforts distributed not merely in the organiza-
tion, but beyond its borders. Bearing this in mind, my point in this
article is not the classification of activities, dividing these into fixed
categories or discrete topics. Rather, I wish to open a window allow-
ing access to how designers work with organizations and beyond,
including appreciating what actually enables more constructive
designing, even “in the mess.”
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Figure 1 and 2
Example of Balans furniture.

Studies of Outliers

As Starbuck? recommends, the paper draws mainly on the study of
“outliers” to gain new insight into firms and allied designers that
have excelled in product design. It draws on several primary data
sets. First and foremost, an in-depth study of five Scandinavian
small- and medium-sized product companies that have pursued a
collaborative product design approach with industrial design consul-
tants, and thus could offer rich experiences (see Tables 1 and 2, and
elaboration elsewhere). Secondly, I draw on international cases,
which have helped me gain a broader picture (see below). Initially,
a focus group, an explorative literature review, and a comparative
“most similar”* case study of two chair-makers of “balans” furni-
ture—definitely an outlier in the Scandinavian furniture indus-
try*—helped to refine the research questions.

Balans (Latin and Norwegian meaning “balance”) means the
body’s self-regulating posture, giving freedom for dynamic uses of
the muscles while seated, and was a fresh but controversial idea
within furniture design at the time. The display of about ten models
caused quite a sensation when exhibited at the 1979 Scandinavian
furniture fair in Copenhagen.* Through tracing design-business
collaboration in two companies involved in this balans case, I
learned about the innovating dynamics between creative designers
and championing managers—often from the middle ranks—who
helped to extend and eventually transform the scope of these enter-
prises. Balans was originated by a loosely coupled group of external
designers and one inventor to introduce new concepts and ways of
thinking to a few “willing” organizations and help them address
user problems and nurture alternative ideas of sitting. The new
designs generally were met with skepticism, as often happens with
innovative solutions. “Whether it will catch on is anybody’s guess,”
wrote one journalist outside Scandinavia.” So I also learned what
already established ties with business could mean when champion-
ing for something new and unfamiliar. Last, but not least, I noticed
the continuous design-related work needed to actually realize the
innovative solutions—in this case through established organiza-
tions—in order to ever reach end users.

In a study of the Lillehammer Olympic Design Program 1994,
an entirely new and temporary organization, I learned more about
how new design approaches could be proactively communicated
and organized across company borders by a fairly small group of
dedicated design promoters, even when facing a complex and time-
compressed mega event with high stakes and many managerial
crossroads.®
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To some extent, this opportunity for rich insight into complex
design and development while it was evolving also was possible in
my main multiple-case study of five product-based firms (two of which
were the balans-influenced furniture makers) in order to investi-
gate these further. Scandinavian companies often are fairly open
to researchers, and the five firms chosen responded to repeated
queries. They were small- and medium-sized firms at the time
(approximately 60-300 employees in 1994), and were presumed to
have relatively short communication channels between industrial
design and the company’s management. Hence, design/business
relations and experiences might be transparent. The five firms were
picked so as to represent some “constancy” in task environments, as
well as some possible variety in knowledge background, because two
companies were operating within form-based industries (furniture
making) and three were operating in engineering- and technology-
oriented industrial settings, although it turned out that both types of
industrial milieus had tended to ignore design expertise.® In short,
they were “most similar” in certain characteristics* such as size,
industry, and product-based competition to allow for sharper focus
on possible interesting variations such as the location and integration
of design expertise.

To avoid stereotyping, and specifically target the innovating
“outliers,” I carefully selected firms and respective design partners
actually working together over time and within more than one project (i.e.,
genuine relational data). Being aware that any reconstruction may be
subjective, I interviewed and talked repeatedly with both designers
and management who no doubt had accumulated firsthand experi-
ence of what otherwise is sparsely researched.® The medium-sized
firm settings provided access and transparency in a commonly secret
product innovation area, and I got repeat access to rich accounts and
documentation of how firms collaborate with designers in practice.
Furthermore, collaborations were ongoing while I visited the respec-
tive sites, so I also could see work-in-progress while talking about
it.

Table 1

Five Norwegian/Scandinavian Export-Oriented Manufacturers

Product-based Core products

firms

HAMAX Consumer-oriented plastics for leisure

TOMRA Automated machines for handling beverage containers returned by

the consumer

GRORUD Window and door metal-based fittings
HAG Ergonomically designed office chairs (for the contract market)
STOKKE Ergonomically designed furniture (for the individual customer)
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The respective design consultants working with the Norwegian-
Scandinavian companies also were interviewed and visited. All
were highly skilled and experienced designers (more than ten years
design work experience), some of whom also had design-relevant
international experience of interest to the manufacturing firms. For
example, the Dutch design consultancy, n|p | k* represented the
bicycle user country par excellence in Europe, which was targeting
HAMAX when planning to redesign its children’s bicycle seats. It
is also worth noting that one of the independent design experts,
Peter Opsvik, worked for two of the firms investigated, the furniture
makers HAG and Stokke, which tended to be seen as unusual when
I presented this finding to international audiences. In this article,
I present new material from my recent follow-up study® of HAG
HO5, which is an innovative new office chair line designed by Peter
Opsvik and his design firm in collaboration with HAG.

Table 2
Designers or Design Consultancies Selected for the Study of Industrial Design Collaboration

I. Industrial designers working  Position and Background
for the Norwegian firms

Roy Tandberg from Tandberg Total e Part-time employed designer at Tomra, free to work
Design, Asker. for other clients.
 Product design education at the Art Center, Los
Angeles, and work experience in the U.S.

Steinar Flo, Oslo. ¢ Independent industrial design consultant.
* Metal design/industrial design education in Norway
and Sweden.
Wolfram Peters from Ninaber/ o Partner of one of the largest industrial design
Peters/Krouwel, Leiden. consultancies in the Netherlands.

e Educated in industrial design at TU Delft.

Peter Opsvik from  Founder, and alternative seating design pioneer
Peter Opsvik Ltd., Oslo. (balans design solutions).
 Educated in furniture design in Norway and London,
with further studies in ergonomics in Germany.
Work practice at the Tandberg Radio Factory, where
he worked as an industrial designer.

Additional International Characteristics
Design Consultancies

IDEQ Product Design & Develop- e Industrial/product design and Engineering design

ment (Bill Moggridge, Ingelise with multiple complementary disciplines.

Nielsen, Alison Black, Tim Brown), e Offices on three continents: Tokyo, San Francisco,

Palo Alto and London. Palo Alto, Chicago, Grand Rapids, Boston, and
London.

Fitch (Deane Richardson, Sandra e Multidisciplined design and branding consultancy;
Richardson, David Clare), Ohioand  the British Fitch is famous for its strengths in
London. retail design and branding, and the American Fitch
merging with RichardsonSmith in Ohio has a special
strength in industrial product design.
o Offices on three continents: Ohio, San Francisco,
Boston, London, Paris (through Peclers), and Singa-
pore.
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The article also draws on international comparisons because there
seem to be enabling commonalities in key processes, though several
idiosyncrasies are present as well. Open focus-group discussions and
long interviews and conversations were conducted initially in order
to identify the most critical issues between designers and firms.*
The initial overall intent was to identify and understand “what
happens and how,” (i.e., how a capability for design advance of
firms occurred in practice). The focus on design/business relation-
ships and the search for other potentially enabling conditions were
sharpened in the in-depth company study, since the initial focus
group pointed to the critical importance of a dynamic collaboration
among designers and business firms.

The five design-business collaborations studied in-depth were
unique, as are all genuine relationships. However, the collaborating
parties all had rich and ongoing experiences of relevance to under-
standing how design and business can cooperate more significantly.
Both process reflections and beneficial outcomes indicated the latter,
such as intersubjective experiences of design’s contribution to unique
products, increased sales, new national and international markets,
and increased knowledge and competence in the organizations. I
noticed that designers also had felt the messiness and challenge at
work in and between organizations.”

The regional and medium-size characteristics also may
represent limitations of the findings (though some of the firms have
shown considerable growth beyond the SME-level). Thus, effort was
taken to expand the research base with complementary material and
insight. Several local design consultancies (in Oslo and Bergen) were
visited as part of teaching in design management. Additional inter-
national design-consultancies, most notably Fitch and IDEO, were
visited and interviewed with repeated follow-up conversations to
gain broader understanding (cf. table 2). Moreover, researchers
doing related in-depth studies on design/business collaboration
were invited to a workshop in Bergen. Afterwards, a researched
set of product design cases from Nordic, European, American, and
cross-national settings was collected into a Design Alliance anthol-
ogy,* allowing the search for similar patterns and contrasts* in the
five Norwegian companies, as well as more conceptual discussions.
An iterative, multiple-case logic comparison with the additional
international cases was exploited and suggests interesting common
patterns, although considerable differences in firm characteristics
also exist.®

Findings

How do designers actually work for manufacturing firms? Grounded
in the cases investigated, it is clear that designing for companies is
rooted in a wide range of activities, and some of these go beyond
what are currently described in textbooks. Design-constructing
consisted of the following seven activities at least:
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HAG HO5

HAG Ho5

1. Action-impulse and Direction-setting

Design tends to start with a contextual sensing or enactment of a
“problem” or other kinds of action-impulses in everyday life. For
example, Peter Opsvik became aware of children’s seating problem
when his first son was born: he discovered that no chair existed that
was adjustable to a growing size and could allow the child to sit at
the table together with the grown-ups. In the case of HAG’s HO5, the
project directions were specified and given in 1994 /95 (see table 3),
but such essential elements as the foot governing were developed
long before and the designer already had patented it.

Table 3

Chronology of Product & Design Development:

The case of HAG HO5.
Curriculum Vitae H05

1993 HAG launches HAG Scio with a combined seat depth and back
height adjustment.

1989/99 Peter Opsvik builds the first prototype with a wheel for function
adjustment.

1994/95 HAG starts the development of a new functional work chair, and
decides to use Peter Opsvik as designer.

1995/99 HAG has “integrated product development,” in which market,
factory, product development, and designer are represented in
the project group. This entire group’s input in terms of customer
requirements, ergonomics, environment, and ease of production are
fed back into the design process.

2000 HAG is able to present an entirely new concept—a chair represent-
ing the pinnacle of HAG's whole philosophy. The name is H05 (HAG
HO5).

Experience This is where it starts: I'm not giving up until the whole world can

move when they sit down.

Source: HAG's Product Development May 2000. It should be noted that HO5 also builds
on experiences with HAG Credo, which was launched in 1982 and 1992 (redesign) (see
Jevnaker, 1995a).

2. Design Exploration and Analyses

Behind the new-product models of the firms researched typically is
a prolonged design exploration of user situations, technical configu-
rations, aesthetic and communicative concerns, and repeat material
and component analyses, etc. In fact, design efforts over more than
twenty years can be traced behind HAG H05 launched in 2000 (see
table 3, and company / design description elsewhere®).

3. Imaginative Conceptualization

The core idea behind HAG HO05 is the integrative and “brilliantly
simple” opportunities for balance, movement, and variation through
foot governance support and a flexible, built-in adjustment mecha-
nism so that the chair follows the body’s natural movements while
seated. The concept was developed over more than ten years, and is
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Drawing: Chair use study

HAG Ho5

rooted in dynamic ergonomics, which has emerged as a new field of
knowledge during the last two to three decades through the contri-
butions of Opsvik and his colleagues.

This sustained investment of personal and interpersonal
efforts also was recognized by Magne Storli, one of the engineers that
previously worked at TOMRA, another of the companies studied,
when reflecting on the questions, “How do you get a good idea?”
and “When can you expect it to come?”

You have to be active. I think you have to do something to

get a good idea, to put yourself in a position where a good

idea is needed. (Then) It can come half-past three in the
morning. Before you went to bed you were not finished
with your “stuff”; i.e., a need for a solution has been built
up. And you need to work on the idea and link to friends
you believe in.*

As already illustrated in the balans conceptual development in the
late 1970s, insight tends to be rooted in conversations around proto-
typing, body-and-idea-storming use-simulations, and the exploita-
tion of a metaphoric language.*

4. Visualizing and Prototyping
Every design/business case I have encountered to date is character-
ized by a lot of drawings, renderings, and 2D, 3D, or 4D (digital)
modeling. For example, the creative designer, Peter Opsvik, invests
both time and money in building three-dimensional prototypes.
Indeed, the designer prefers to be “in” the prototypes—as a poten-
tial user:
Therefore we build some prototypes to achieve this.” (inter-
view 30.6.94) He later added, “Hundreds are built—that is
what it all consists of #

This also was clearly visible while visiting his studio repeat-
edly in Oslo. This is no surprise for designers—rich activity and
samples of prototyping also were found during the author’s visits to
IDEO¥ (London and Palo Alto) and Fitch (London), and they allow
enriched conversations—literally speaking, around prototypes.
Product development managers in the firms investigated especially
appreciated three-dimensional prototypes.

5. Narrating and Making Sensual Sense

Making sense of the new products has been a major activity at HAG.
Indeed, the design efforts have led to a design philosophy that has
set a new standard for sitting.*® This philosophy is rooted in experi-
mentation and, since the 1970s,* designers, inventors, and middle
managers supporting and even fighting for the new and unconven-
tional design approach have proactively enacted and tried to make
sense of the user’s sitting problems.* Designers and entrepreneurial
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Peter Opsvik

HAG Capisco

managers often draw heavily on metaphors and analogies—espe-
cially designer Peter Opsvik and the rhetoric-conscious Torgeir Mjor
Grimsrud, chairman of HAG’s board. During the launch event of
HO5, the designer vividly explicated his ideas on foot governing by
comparing humans with apes, who use their arms, while we use our
feet in all we do. “The feet have governed us for millions of years,
so choose the chair with the best foot governance,” recommends
Peter Opsvik.!

Table 4 .

Launching Process of a New Product Series: HAG Chair H05

Step HAG HO5 Launching Process

1 HAG Mentors—week 48, 1999.

2 Internal Kick-off, Reros, 13—15 January 2000.
Internal Kick-off, Cologne, 24—25 March 2000.

3 Local training of sales force, with exam.

4 External kick-off.

5 External local training with exam

6 Mass communication

Source: HAG Product Development, May 2000.

6. Testing and Validating

New product designs in the sample investigated were always tested
and validated through extensive interaction and conversations
among the designers and the companies’ key developers, top and
middle management, marketing staff, etc. Contacts during develop-
ment work “when it is at its most hectic” might be daily, as explained
by Opsvik in relation to the Stokke Company.®* HAG has adopted
an integrated product development method, and inputs also were
sought from a wider network, such as dealers or relevant special-
ists. For the most part, this testing and validating is orchestrated
through the secret product development process. However, the foot
governance concept actually was presented in the prototype stage
at a furniture fair in Oslo as an additional foot-platform appliance
for HAG Capisco. Comments were collected systematically from
anyone interested, which was a new approach. The concept later
was incorporated into HAG HO5.

7. Delivering and Following-up

In all the firms and design projects investigated, considerable effort
was invested in delivering the best possible solution in time (e.g.,
trade fairs sometimes have fixed deadlines, which can create prob-
lems). Interestingly, in the case of HAG HO05, the product develop-
ment and design teams were not willing to cut corners to compress
the development time. The product development director explained
that, since HAG has a reputation for innovative quality products, it
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Table 5

Marketing Materials Used for HAG H05

Marketing Material

® Ads

® Incentive campaign
o Film

* Manual
 Teaser/invitation

¢ Diploma

© Brochure/price sheet
* Brief case/bag

o Cheat sheet

® Internet teaser

® User guide

® Press release

* Philosophy book

o Flag

* Newspaper

 3-D drawings

o Display material/poster

Source: HAG, May 2000.

HAG Capisco

was felt that compromise in the short run would be detrimental in
the long run if the new chair design was put on the market without
the necessary testing and follow-up work. A solution to the increased
pressure on HAG’s product development team was to divide all
projects into two categories: “green” and “red.” Green projects had
to be effectively finalized sooner rather than later. Red projects were
truly innovative ones that would need special protection from being
unduly influenced by upcoming trade fairs and other short-term
marketing initiatives. When the HO5 series finally was ready, five
years after its formal beginning (see table 3 and 4), a comprehensive
and creative marketing plan also was in place. It incorporated drama
and marketing events, and included a wide range of supporting
materials (see table 5) for both internal and external audiences. The
internal audience and an extended corporate network were targeted
first. This case study illustrates how design can expand knowledge
and serious play beyond product creation, and facilitate a coherent
creative approach.

Discussion

A new interest in industrial design in relation to business organi-
zations has emerged during the last several decades, according
to British design researcher Dumas.® Svengren™ pointed out that
design could be a strategic resource for firms but found, in line with
others,” that conceptual integration is particularly critical. To date,

p—

.
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it is still not clear how competence for design can emerge in firms,
as pinpointed by Kristensen.* With reference to the present study,
we may appreciate how design making actually is done on multiple
levels in and beyond the firm: designers might engage in nonroutine
work that extends from product development to marketing commu-
nications and launching-and-learning events that have elements
of surprise and pleasure, as well as “edutainment.” This is most
evident in HAG's setting where design, no doubt, also is drama.
Dramaturgical skills are not new concerns for industrial design, with
pioneers such as Henry Dreyfuss” who had roots in stage design, but
perhaps these elements need to be rediscovered.

The HAG HO5 case is a fascinating outlier, at least in
Scandinavia, where people are “serious.” Yet design making is
not merely fun. More often than not, it seems to be tension-rich
and tough in terms of hard work, late nights, missing informa-
tion, unforeseen technical problems, frequent iterations, asym-
metric understanding of how “far” design should go, frequent
meetings, and perpetual attempts to figure out how things can best
be expressed. Given this, it seems significant that design tends to be
rooted in a range of seriously inquiring and communicative activi-
ties, from problem-finding to making sense and building credibility

in strategic terms.

Designing with Reflective Practitioners “in the Mess”
During my fieldwork, I noticed that, when designers® work with
organizations, they attempt to relate to the past as well as the present
in order to help conceive and construct future possibilities. Within
knowledge philosophy* this is an old concern—how do we sort out
what to keep or strengthen, and what to change? However, what the
(present or past) realities of the organization and its target groups are
seems to be elusive and perhaps not shared, as recently discovered
by a group of Nokia designers and researchers reflecting on their
firsthand mobile usability work experiences.®

Organizational psychologist Karl Weick has underlined the
typical equivocalities when humans are making sense of organiza-
tions,* and Donald Schon® used the metaphor of “a swamp” when
speaking about the real-life challenges of practice. Being aware of the
many indeterminate or “wicked”® aspects of design, what might be
the desirable or appropriate future for organizational stakeholders
tends to belong to the fuzzy not-yet-known that needs to be explored
rather than merely calling for integration of the known. How do
designers cope with all of these challenges when working with
organizations?
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Design Making
In most textbooks on “how to buy design,” the design process
starts with either the brief or with the initial strategy and marketing
research to define the problem.* Grounded in the author’s research
base, design activities do not necessarily start with briefing; design-
ers can be at work preceding the initial business planning or brief.
The brief activity is seen as significant,® but designers also work
autonomously and design activities can start long before they are
formalized as projects or commissions. This tendency also was found
by design-historian Karen Freeze,* in her research at the German
electric appliance firm Braun:

Design entered product development most often at the

“idea” stage, long before a formal project was undertaken.”

This is counter to most literature on product development and the
management of design, which recommends clear goals and task
specification before actual product development begins. When
visiting Braun in November 2000, I had the opportunity to learn
more from Braun management and designers: “Everything is in flux,
we work (continuously) for things time ahead”; Peter Schneider, the
new design director at Braun, informed us. He displayed a long list
of all of the activities undertaken by the relatively small design
group (twenty-three people at the time), and he reflected on “how
difficult it is to plan for success.” In the case of Braun’s new shaver
cleaning system, courage and luck ultimately led to the solution.
To sum up, Schneider highlighted Braun design as “a living way
of thinking.” In principle, “design” (designers and collaborators in
design function)® thinks “outside the box” and “this creative part of
the product is fairly cheap,” he concluded. I also noticed that ideas
can sometimes float around for years and meet skepticism, such as
the shaver cleaning system, but they may still be turned into profit-
able innovations.

Dynamic Processes

A recent orientation in the overlapping areas of economics, organi-
zation studies, business history, corporate strategy, and innovation
is the focus on dynamic capabilities and knowledge-creation and
integration, which is not surprising when recognizing fragmented or
highly specialized organization members.” The “dynamic capabili-
ties” concept, introduced by economists and innovation researchers,
sensitizes us to firm specific “sensing and seizing” new opportuni-
ties and the integration of capabilities, including the capture of its
economic values.” In brief, it highlights organized capabilities that
are more dynamic and entrepreneurial “while nevertheless possess-
ing administrative skills””? in a shifting environment, although I
would argue that, so far, this conceptualization does not shed light
on how such beneficial capabilities are developed or achieved. From
considering dynamic capabilities as an integrated set of resources or
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“routines to learn routines,” Eisenhardt and Martin” reconceptualize

them as specific organizational processes by which managers alter

their resource base. Examples may be drawn from product innova-

tion, strategizing, and allying. Eisenhardt and Martin conclude:
Overall, dynamic capabilities are best conceptualized as
tools that manipulate resource configurations.”

The industrial design-cases investigated provide insights into how
this actually happens through the specific product innovation
processes. Thus, from a design perspective, we may agree to this
reconceptualization. Yet there is something more going on that is
not fully captured by the “tool” analogy, which can be recognized
from looking into HAG’s history since the firm’s reorientation in
1973 /74 when it adopted a professional design approach. Creative
imagination is typically facilitated by a kind of “probing conversa-
tion” around prototypes, and also is expressed in a rich, mediating
language of metaphors, body-language, and the improvisational use
of analogies in groping for meaning. Particularly creative actors are
visible, but more than one creative persona is involved. Management
ranks are included, as well as designers.” Managers experienced
design making as both fascinating and something that might lead
to or involve large, risky investments. Designers find it risky not
to invest in design making. What is worth noting, and which can
add to our understanding, is their ongoing engagement in a flow of
design activities and partly overlapping innovation arenas tuned by
their work relationships. In combination, I suggest this can enable
designers and business managements to create new values, imag-
ining something more, but also framing and stabilizing the “new”
through these rich streams of design-related activities creating or
refining the something new for the organization.

In general, more collective creativity-based approaches
have been neglected by organizations, but an increased interest is
emerging in creative imagination or even “jamming”” in work life.
Yet the new creativity guru, John Kao,” stresses both the art and
discipline of business creativity. Problem finding and representation
is seen as a key to giving full flow to creative design work.” This
also is mirrored in my findings: much effort is invested in design
exploration and analyses, which support a creative problem-solving
approach. In recent literature, the usual stages of creative thought
are outlined (preparation, incubation, illumination, and verification/
evaluation) together with divergent/convergent abilities.” What is
worth noting is that many of the characteristics we often observe®
in creative thinkers—especially in the art/design domain—such as
rebelliousness, risk taking, playfulness, intuition, humor, and even
irony, are being introduced in the current business and organization
literature.® Management in the firms investigated all point to the
value of designers as “fresh thinkers.” Leonard and Swap draw our
attention to the need for an “alien”:
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It is hard to generate creative abrasion when we are isolated
or surrounded by people just like us. We can enrich the
pool of ideas by visiting people and environments that are
“alien”—outside our normal networks. ... Visits to aliens
can build new knowledge, expose us to approaches to a
problem that we would never think of, or even inspire a
different definition of a problem.... Such visits will be valu-
able if we are prepared to observe, absorb, and apply the
experience back to the occasion triggering the need for
creativity.®

For established firms with a conventional-thinking management,
management guru Tom Peters has suggested getting in contact with
provoking professionals and young talents from the creative sector
or “new economy.” ® However, how organizations relate to the kinds
of personalities, intersubjective experiences, and rich interaction that
may give rise to certain forms of creativity is not dealt with in detail,
or often is dismissed in both practice and theory. It is here that, for
example, cognitive psychology with its focus on individuals alone,
has its limitations.* Also, the concept of an “alien” does not quite
fit with several of the cases investigated. With (partly) the notable
exception of the Swedish telephone company Ericsson, designers in
the exemplary firms were able to gain acquaintance and confidence
to collaborate over time.* Therefore, the appreciation of designers
as fresh thinkers needs more elaboration, and this will be addressed
below.

Generation of Consciousness “From Outside”

In accordance with the Russian psychologist Vygotsky, design-collab-
orating experiences can serve as “generators” of consciousness.* Rich
experiences—such as those design activities might lead to—need
“thick description.”?¥ For example, the management and staff of
chair-maker HAG became aware of the power of “foot-governed
movement”’—to achieve the small dynamic movements and varia-
tions while seated—through the design, development, and market-
ing of the new chair H05. While observing one of the major product
launching events, I noticed that both the key designer and one proj-
ect leader, a physiotherapist by background, most vividly showed,
using their own bodies onstage, how and why this foot-governing
movement was significant for the seated person. Interestingly, this
bodily “show-and-tell” was a repeated pattern of reasoning and
speaking that I had observed ever more refined over the decade that
I had followed this chair maker. It illuminates how a particular kind
of discourse and skilled guidance—what I coined “inaugurating”
design learning®—can develop over time. Through a broad reading,”
I later became aware of how this resonates with Vygotsky’s ideas,
such as his “developmental method.” In his view:
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We need to concentrate not on the product of development
but on the very process by which higher forms are estab-
lished.... To encompass in research the process of a given
thing’s development in all its phases and changes... funda-
mentally means to discover its nature, its essence, for “it

is only in movement that a body shows what it is.” Thus,
the historical study of behavior is not an auxiliary aspect of
theoretical study, but rather forms its very base.”

One aspect of Vygotsky’s ideas seems particular important: building
consciousness from outside through relations with others. His theory
provides a link between higher mental functions and social behavior.
Kozulin” stresses that “some outer layer of reality should be referred
to in the course of explanation,” and he suggests that socially laden
activity may serve as such a layer. This helps us understand what
happens in the design/business relations investigated. Within the
case of HAG, the design expert located outside the firm was a crucial
consciousness-raiser, but he was not the only one. The entrepreneur-
ial new manager of this firm already in the mid-1970s was searching
for new ideas in chair design. He arranged meetings within the firm,
invited guest speakers, and recruited a physiotherapist for the firm.
From the mid-, or at least late-1970s, he also engaged in dialogues
within a broader network, most notably the balans design group
together with Peter Opsvik and other collaborating designers.” Both
designers and creative managers contributed to a new vocabulary
that did not come out of the dictionary. It came out of “concrete
dialogic situations,” which is in line with another Russian, Mikhail
Bakhtin.®

Based on the design/business relations, we may add that not
only socially laden activity is crucial. Rather, an iterative circle of
mediations that create meanings from mind-to-mind through sens-
ing matter (whether physical or virtual) seems important. Because
objects can offer some shared space,® but also lead to reflective
distance—a kind of third form of communication—between people,
I suggest that this can help overcome cultural lock-ins so common
to management in established organizations.” As in psychology,
Vygotskian ideas may help us move towards recognizing that social
origins cannot even stop with the “inter-mental plane” between
persons-and-objects. As Wertsch and Tulviste* say: “Instead, the
point is that the forms of mediated inter-mental functioning involved
must themselves be recognized as being socioculturally situated
with respect to activity settings and associated mediational means.”
Translated to design situations, this can help us become aware of
the significance of how design activities actually are organized or
otherwise enabled.
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Towards an Expanded Value-Seeking Activity

Given the late-industrial or postmodern complexities in external
(e.g., shifting market demands) as well as internal relations (people
working more independently from one project to the next), our
understanding of design-business relations needs to take into
account these simultaneous complexities.” At first glance, the
design developments at HAG, as well as Braun, might seem full of
particularities. Yet I argue that commonalities exist which can enable
innovative design making on a sustainable basis. In line with the
sociologist Erving Goffman,* it is possible to identify some implicit
routines or capacities that seem to frame the design-related activi-
ties and interactions that flourish. Among these routines we may
distinguish between the design efforts and interplay that happen
externally, and the activities that occur in a more hidden context.
Most design making occurs literally “backstage”—in the design
studio, workshop, and within the corporate secret spaces (prod-
uct development departments, boardrooms, executive meetings,
steering groups, etc.). As in the theatre, on the soccer field, or in the
publishing houses; this distinction apparently helps to create a well-
prepared and potentially attractive expression of and stage setting
for product design.

Yet the metaphor should not be taken too far because there
also are possible differences: industrial design can be more “demo-
cratic” or team-based and longer lasting. Designer Peter Opsvik
often stressed the long-term values. Indeed, the idea of temporality,
such as for a performance, may be missing in design, as pointed out
by a reflective interaction designer.” Following Goffman,'® we may
still appreciate the situational context or “framing” of experience as
seen from this backstage / front stage metaphor. Based on the cases
researched, it is not surprising that design making tends to be struc-
tured according to certain interaction rituals and territoriality. What
then actually happens within the various arenas that can be valuable
for innovation and its realization?

Design Making “Backstage”

Most of the design-related activities outlined in previous sections
are performed backstage, such as the first insights and direction for
further search, briefing, concept-creation, prototyping, testing, and
follow-up work. Much of the work not visible to the public enfolds
in the design studio, in the corporate product development prem-
ises and related workshops, and in other work or meeting space.
In fact, the word “backstage” also is used in fashion design, and a
clear demarcation typically can be found in most design consultan-
cies and product development departments. Work-in-progress and
not-yet-launched entities are carefully protected from the random
visitor (e.g., at IDEO). At HAG, even Grimsrud, the former CEO,
chairman of the board, and main owner, had to give advance warn-
ing before he could enter the product development department
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with any companion or guest, something which the author also
experienced. This was among the sacred rules that no one could
break, and it protected the firm’s product creation process. It comes
as no surprise, from a business-competition perspective, since HAG
has experienced many imitators, but it also may protect a physical
space that is safe, informal, and stimulating. Kao reminds us of the
need to build and secure a “hot zone” to nurture creativity at work.
Based on HAG’s HO05, it is worth noting the need to protect not only
the design and development territory, but also the time context for
genuine innovation-efforts. This indicates a temporality in design
making that can be staged with more or less practical wisdom, and
the creative “red project” labeling was an attempt to improve signal-
ing in the company context.

Design Making “Front Stage”

In the external design work, HAG excelled compared to the other
firms investigated, and therefore this firm—and especially its last
product, the HAG H05-has been used to illuminate and ground this
article’s conceptual discussion. In addition to a managed corporate
visual profile, this company exploits design as a conscious medium
for building knowledge and understanding for the company’s
product designs, user benefits, and philosophy of dynamic sitting
that are cornerstones of HAG's philosophy. Design also is explicated
literally on stage, such as during the recent launch events of the H05
by, for example, the designer’s show-and-tell: “What one actually
pays for is the air between the chair and the headrest,” explained
Peter Opsvik." Thus, the design making takes on an expanded role
as guiding “teacher” and also storyteller (long before this came into
fashion). Although corporate financial resources were invested
and professional assistance sought, the firm’s internal staff also
was heavily engaged. One employee even volunteered a new song
about the “love for H05,” which was seriously rehearsed and taped
during the internal launch event in which I took part and observed
that people really were enjoying it all, on or off stage. To sustain
its innovative profile, it is significant that HAG continues to invest
in design making, and suffuses all of its activities with knowledge
creation, catering to as well as mobilizing its networks and also its
internal audience.

In these ways, the company has created new territories for
its design thinking, sometimes blurring front stage with backstage
insights—and vice versa, as experienced during the launching of
HAG HO5 (e.g., internal events are covered and explicated in the
press). The passion and creativity that repeatedly can be experi-
enced at HAG may also suffuse the front stage events, as when
internal staff members perform in humoristic ways onstage—even
cat walking or role-playing with the company’s chairs. To a critical
eye, this might resemble some form of corporate religion. Yet what
I found more triggering is that this spirit also can be traced in the
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daily struggle for new and better “sitting solutions” that can refur-
nish the world, as framed by the top manager. This suggests value
seeking through a humanized design ethos™ and courage;'® a bold
empbhasis to expand value creation, combined with complementary
assets full of life that are not readily copied by imitators. Braun’s
top management also repeatedly pinpointed the stress on “guts” for
creating innovative values. According to the new design director,
Braun Design stands for the “preservation of lasting design values,”
while at HAG, design expertise is seen more as a means to increase
users’ movement and insight in its long-term redesigning project. At
any rate, it is a paradox—that designers are aware of—that, in order
to build either kind of long-term values, design making, at least at
these firms, tends to set new standards which create the need for a
constant flow of design-enriched activities. Perhaps this dilemma is
why “staging” them with considerable practical wisdom within the
corporate networks seems so important to enable and sustain value
innovation.

Conclusion and Implications

In this article, I have explored and analyzed how design is enabled
through a number of design-related activities, which go beyond the
prototyping described in previous literature.'™ By extending the
“dynamic capabilities” view in strategy and organizational econom-
ics with activity-based and relational perspectives, we may under-
stand how design in firms actually may be enabled through design
expertise and unconventional approaches, even from the outside. Or
alternatively—as in many of the cases studied—by reflective design-
ers wandering repeatedly in-and-out and in-again. It is significant
that this mobile work pattern is a way to provide both imaginative
freshness and an engaging continuity in a number of design activi-
ties, which is critical when innovating because the meaning, appro-
priateness, and credibility of design innovations seems to need to be
refined, remade, or “reborn” continuously.

The expanded design making can become strategic, thus
creating a new or extended consciousness of product innovations for
humans, through which firms can gain a competitive advantage and
eventually self-transcend their raison d’etre. This happens through
processes that are highly dynamic, and which need to be further
researched. A stage-setting metaphor might be adopted, which is a
distinction in usage although design is not necessarily “directed” by
a single mind or is temporality-conscious. Yet this distinction may
help to uncover and differentiate between a profiled design front
stage and its more hidden backstage creation and interaction; which
mirrors how design activities actually tend to be organized in more
or less restricted contexts of space/time, but also how it creates new
frontiers and boundaries.
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In conclusion, I propose that the same forces that make
design-business relations fragile are the same that can enable a wider
scope for design in organizations. In the settings studied, not merely
the number but the scope and dynamics of design-activities as driven
by live agents became fundamental for keeping up engagement and
continuity in the actual design-business value creation, because there
were not many alternative stabilizers in design.'® In fact, the parties’
continuous struggle for something more seemed to “construct” or
mobilize the productive relationships among organizational agents
and designers as well, allowing creative dialectics and even the

7

designers’ “contrabriefs” ' to achieve something more. In sum, these
collaborators’ rich vita activa included creative abrasions'” and politi-
cal action'® that helped constitute more-dynamic design capabilities
for firms and their target groups. On this background, I argue that
the firms’ “dynamic capabilities” were highly relational and activ-
ity-based, and were accumulated as more or less hidden treasures
of constructive work relations. A major implication for practice as
well as theorizing is the importance of sustained engaging in, and
listening and learning from, this innovative designing in the real-life
mess of organizations and their multiple stakeholders, even though
these dynamics seem to unfold in idiosyncratic ways in or around
each firm, and typically develop slowly over time.
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