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Abstract 
 
Companies that want to compete in the actual business environment need to be innovative. 
The shortening of product life cycles and the increasing competition force the companies to 
successfully come up with new ideas. In previous research some quantitative studies have 
been done on small companies using design management, notably in Italy and Spain. Sweden 
is both known for its small companies and its design. The purpose of the study is to explore 
design management in small Swedish companies.  
 
This thesis aims to continue exploring the field of design management especially in small 
companies. We outline the following research questions: “How do small companies using 
design management generate their ideas?” and “How do small companies using design 
management select their ideas?”. To find an answer, we reviewed relevant literature 
concerning this topic and based on this we developed a theoretical frame including our own 
research platform. 
  
Concerning our methodological approach, we choose the abductive approach since it enables 
us answering our research questions by extending our theoretical framework for this complex 
topic. Our research strategy is a qualitative study and our research design is a multiple case 
study using semi-structured interviews.  
 
Our empirical findings consist of four interviews divided in two sets. The interviews were 
conducted in London, Gothenburg and Skellefteå. The first set of interviews addressed design 
management consultancies with the aim to have an overview of how small companies 
generate and select their ideas. The second set of interviews addressed small companies in 
Northern Sweden. Our findings are a synthesis of the broad view of the consultants and the 
case specific views of the small companies’ managers. 
 
From these interviews, we have concluded that the design management knowledge in 
Swedish small companies varies and is rather rare. Nevertheless, small companies can follow 
design management principles without knowing the term design management (what we call 
silent design management). Also, the small companies we have interviewed do not use always 
their network to innovate but also sometimes innovate to maintain and develop their network, 
even ending sometimes with a joint venture with external partners. Relationships between 
external partners and small companies’ representatives are consequently a very important 
factor while finding and selecting ideas. We have analyzed design as a strategic tool and 
design management as a way to have a long-term strategy. We have deduced from our 
interviews that design management can be considered as a dynamic capability, acquired in our 
cases by a corporate culture or internal processes. The design process seems to be more 
iterative in small companies because they seem to guess more and less estimate their expected 
outcomes. However, a clear vision streamlines the design process, especially in small 
companies using design management.  
 
We gladly recommend further research in this field, to check if the results of our research are 
generalizable or to look for new research gaps.  
 

Keywords: creativity, decision-making, design management, small companies, design 
consultancy, networking, design process, dynamic capability, corporate vision 



 iii 

Acknowledgements 
 
It is by writing this part that we measure how much our work was possible with the 
contribution and the goodwill of several people. We were lucky not to be alone writing this 
thesis.   
 
Merci à Christophe Chaptal de Chanteloup pour nous avoir donné son regard d'expert en 
design management. Vi skulle vilja tacka Lars Löfqvist för hans insikter i design 
management. 
 
Vi skulle särskilt vilja tacka Nils Wåhlin för att ha accepterat vårt äventyr i design 
managementsfältet, för att ha utmanat oss, för att ha i detalj gått igenom vår uppsats flera 
gånger och för att ha gett os sitt stöd.  
 
Vi skulle vilja tacka Leif Rehnström, Daniel Wilén och Patrik Westerlund för att ha ställt upp 
på de intervjuer vi hade med dem i Skellefteå och Göteborg och för att dom lita de på oss och 
gick med på att bli citerade. We would like to thank Luke Hawes, to have accepted the nice 
interview we had in London and trusted us by accepting to be quoted.  
 
We warmly thank Aideen Cosson and Anne Garban for their review of the paper.  
 
We are glad to share our work 
 
 
 
 
 
Für die Möglichkeit, 
für die gute zeiT° 
 

Benjamin Allgaier 

A Maman, Papa, Perrine et Gauthier,  
Et tous ceux qui se reconnaîtront,  
 

Guillaume Cosson 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 



 iv 

 

Table of contents 

1. INTRODUCTION ......................................................................................................................... 1 
1.1. BACKGROUND .......................................................................................................................... 1 
1.2. THEORY GAP SUMMARY .......................................................................................................... 2 
1.3. RESEARCH PURPOSE ................................................................................................................. 2 
1.4. RESEARCH QUESTIONS ............................................................................................................. 2 
1.5. CHOICE OF SUBJECT .................................................................................................................. 3 
1.6. DELIMITATIONS ........................................................................................................................ 3 

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK ............................................................................................... 4 
2.1. IDEA GENERATION AND IDEA SELECTION ................................................................................. 4 

2.1.1. Idea generation ................................................................................................................. 5 
2.1.2. Idea selection .................................................................................................................... 6 

2.2. DESIGN MANAGEMENT ............................................................................................................ 7 
2.2.1. Design Management – a changing term............................................................................ 8 
2.2.2. The operational aspect of design management ................................................................. 9 
2.2.3. The strategic aspect of design management .................................................................... 10 
2.2.4. Link between design management and product innovation ............................................ 12 
2.2.5. Our research platform ..................................................................................................... 13 
2.2.6. Implications of this theoretical perspective on small companies .................................... 14 

3. METHODOLOGY ...................................................................................................................... 16 
3.1. OUR PARADIGMATIC POSITION ............................................................................................... 16 
3.2. RESEARCH APPROACH............................................................................................................ 17 
3.3. OUR RESEARCH DESIGN: A MULTIPLE CASE STUDY .............................................................. 18 
3.4. DATA COLLECTION ................................................................................................................. 19 

3.4.1. Two sets of two semi-strutured interviews ...................................................................... 19 
3.4.2. Size of the sample ............................................................................................................ 19 
3.4.3. Interview Guides ............................................................................................................. 20 
3.4.4. Coding ............................................................................................................................. 20 
3.4.5. Respondent selection ....................................................................................................... 21 
3.4.6. First set of interviews ...................................................................................................... 22 
3.4.7. Second set of interviews .................................................................................................. 22 

3.5. OVERVIEW OF THE CASES ....................................................................................................... 23 
3.6. RESPONDENT PROFILES .......................................................................................................... 23 

3.6.1. Priestman Goode (First set of interviews) ...................................................................... 23 
3.6.2. Shift Design & Strategy (First set of interviews) ............................................................ 24 
3.6.3. Hello Future (Second set of interviews) .......................................................................... 24 
3.6.4. Helikopter (Second set of interviews) .............................................................................. 24 

3.7. QUALITY CRITERIA ................................................................................................................. 24 
3.7.1. Credibility of the study .................................................................................................... 24 
3.7.2. Transferability of the study ............................................................................................. 25 
3.7.3. Dependability of the study ............................................................................................... 25 
3.7.4. Confirmability of the study .............................................................................................. 26 

4. EMPIRICAL DATA .................................................................................................................... 27 
4.1. DISPOSITION OF THE EMPIRICAL DATA .................................................................................. 27 
4.2. IDEA GENERATION AND NETWORKING .................................................................................. 28 

4.2.1. Idea Generation and Networking - First set of interviews .............................................. 28 
4.2.2. Idea Generation and Networking - Second set of interviews .......................................... 29 

4.3. IDEA GENERATION AND STRATEGY ....................................................................................... 30 
4.3.1. Idea Generation and Strategy - First set of interviews ................................................... 30 
4.3.2. Idea Generation and Strategy - Second set of interviews................................................ 31 

4.4. IDEA GENERATION AND ORGANIZATION ............................................................................... 31 



 v 

4.4.1. Idea Generation and Organization - First set of interviews ........................................... 31 
4.4.2. Idea Generation and Organization - Second set of interviews ........................................ 32 

4.5. IDEA SELECTION AND NETWORKING ..................................................................................... 33 
4.5.1. Idea Selection and Networking - First set of interviews.................................................. 33 
4.5.2. Idea Selection and Networking - Second set of interviews .............................................. 34 

4.6. IDEA SELECTION AND STRATEGY ........................................................................................... 35 
4.6.1. Idea Selection and Strategy - First set of interviews ....................................................... 35 
4.6.2. Idea Selection and Strategy - Second set of interviews ................................................... 36 

4.7. IDEA SELECTION AND ORGANIZATION ................................................................................... 37 
4.7.1. Idea Selection and Organization - First set of interviews ............................................... 37 
4.7.2. Idea Selection and Organization - Second set of interviews ........................................... 40 

5. ANALYSIS ................................................................................................................................... 42 
5.1. INTRODUCTION OF THE ANALYSIS ......................................................................................... 42 
5.2. THE LOOP BETWEEN IDEA SELECTION AND IDEA GENERATION .............................................. 43 
5.3. A STRONG NETWORK TO INNOVATE, BOTH FORMAL AND INFORMAL .................................... 43 
5.4. THE STRATEGIC ASPECT OF THE DESIGN WORK FOR DESIGN CONSULTANTS ......................... 45 
5.5. A DESIGN MANAGEMENT DYNAMIC CAPABILITY ACQUIRED BY A CORPORATE CULTURE ..... 46 
5.6. TOWARDS A SWEDISH SILENT DESIGN MANAGEMENT ........................................................... 47 
5.7. A DESIGN MANAGEMENT CAPABILITY ACQUIRED BY INTERNAL PROCESSES ......................... 48 
5.8. A DESIGN MANAGEMENT CAPABILITY VARIES AMONG SMALL COMPANIES .......................... 49 
5.9. INTERNAL AND OUTSOURCED IDEA GENERATION .................................................................. 49 
5.10. INNOVATE TO BUILD OR MAINTAIN A NETWORK .................................................................. 50 
5.11. THE CRITICAL ROLE OF THE NETWORK TO SELECT IDEAS IN SMALL COMPANIES ................ 51 
5.12. STRATEGY AS THE FORCE WHICH DRIVES THE DESIGN PROCESS ......................................... 52 
5.13. DECISION-MAKING PARADIGMS ........................................................................................... 52 
5.14. DESIGN MANAGEMENT: A LEARNT CAPABILITY ................................................................... 53 
5.15. A DECISION INFLUENCED BY ESTIMATION AND GUESS ........................................................ 54 
5.16. PERSONALITY MATTERS ....................................................................................................... 55 

6. CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION ......................................................................................... 56 
6.1. OUR FINDINGS ........................................................................................................................ 57 

6.1.1. A map of design management .......................................................................................... 57 
6.1.2. An open design process ................................................................................................... 57 
6.1.3. A small company using design management has a long-term strategy ........................... 58 
6.1.4. Decision-making in small companies using design management ................................... 58 

6.2. EVOLUTION OF OUR RESEARCH PLATFORM ............................................................................ 58 
6.2.1. The dialectic between idea generation and idea selection .............................................. 58 
6.2.2. Two unexpected findings that questioned the model ....................................................... 60 
6.2.3. Reviewed research platform ............................................................................................ 61 

6.3. RESEARCH CONTRIBUTION ..................................................................................................... 61 
6.4. MANAGERIAL RECOMMENDATIONS ....................................................................................... 62 
6.5. THEORETICAL RECOMMENDATIONS ....................................................................................... 63 

7. REFERENCE LIST ..................................................................................................................... 64 
APPENDIX .......................................................................................................................................... 72 

APPENDIX 1 FOUR STAGE MODEL ..................................................................................................... 72 
APPENDIX 2 INNOVATION PROCESS MODEL ..................................................................................... 72 
APPENDIX 3 RWW-SCREEN .............................................................................................................. 73 
APPENDIX 4 SME DEFINITION .......................................................................................................... 73 
APPENDIX 5 JARGON ......................................................................................................................... 74 
APPENDIX 6 INTERVIEW GUIDE FOR DESIGN CONSULTANCY COMPANIES ........................................ 75 
APPENDIX 7 INTERVIEW GUIDE FOR SMALL COMPANIES USING DESIGN MANAGEMENT .................. 76 
APPENDIX 8 THE VALUE LEVELS OF DESIGN APPROACHES MODEL .................................................. 77 
APPENDIX 9 OUR MODEL .................................................................................................................. 77 

 



 vi 

Table of figures  
 
FIGURE 1 - DESIGN MANAGEMENT & PRODUCT INNOVATION - OWN DEVELOPMENT ................ 13 
FIGURE 2 - LINK BETWEEN DESIGN MANAGEMENT & THE PRODUCT INNOVATION MODEL ...... 14 
FIGURE 3 - VDI 2221 ................................................................................................................ 59 
FIGURE 4 - REVIEWED RESEARCH PLATFORM ............................................................................ 61 
 
Table of tables  
 
TABLE 1 - STRATEGIC / OPERATIONAL ........................................................................................ 8 
TABLE 2 - SME'S ABILITIES ....................................................................................................... 15 
TABLE 3 - MATRIX 1 ................................................................................................................. 21 
TABLE 4 - MATRIX 2 ................................................................................................................. 21 
TABLE 5 - CHARACTERISTICS OF THE INTERVIEWS .................................................................... 23 
TABLE 6 - EMPIRICAL DATA DISPOSITION ................................................................................. 27 
TABLE 7 - STRUCTURE OF THE ANALYSIS .................................................................................. 42 
 



 1 

1. Introduction 
 
We give a general overview of the subject and we describe the purpose of the research in this 
part. 
 

1.1. Background 
 
It is well known: offering new products or services can contribute increasing the companies' 
profits (Chaptal de Chanteloup, 2011). But such a situation implies developing these new 
offers. It is for this reason that more than 100 billion dollars are spent every year by 
companies only in technical development (Crawford & Benedetto, 2011, p. 6). But even if 
they have the financial means to innovate, these companies still have to manage the design of 
their new offer in order to make the difference in the market (in quality or price for instance), 
by having cross functional teams (Crawford & Benedetto, 2011, p. 338). To survive, SMEs as 
well as big companies need to innovate. If they don’t, they will be left behind in the long- 
term. Product innovation is not the only way to innovate, by creating new business models, 
companies can change the paradigm of the industry which creates a sustainable competitive 
advantage (Prahalad, 2006, p. 10). Innovating is not a limited to big companies. Zweibrüder is 
a SME known in Germany for having founded the Led Lenser brand (producing 
optoelectronics), standing for "surprising innovations, top quality, environmentally friendly 
technology and award-winning design" (Zweibrüder, 2012). In the UK also, companies such 
as Ariel Atom, a small carmaker with a very limited production and a small number of 
employees, are small but still produce groundbreaking products (Ariel produces small light 
cars equipped with powerful engines).  
 
Rivalry and competition are increasing and product-life cycles tend to decrease. Hence 
innovation is mandatory if a company wants to have a lasting competitiveness (Hamel & 
Prahalad, 1994, p. 4). Design enables differentiation (Mozota, 2006, p. 45; Candi, 2007, p. 
560) and for this reason its management becomes a critical aspect for companies using such 
strategies. Its effective use of design can provide competitive advantages and sustainability. 
 
By reading the basics of strategy (Porter, 1996; Collins & Porras, 1996), we understand that 
design management has a strong strategic aspect being about implementing or maintaining a 
corporate vision (Gorb, 2001), which is also a strategic stake (Collins & Porras, 1996). Also, 
design management is about allocating the resources by gathering different skills (Dickson et 
al., 1995; Roy & Riedel, 1997; Gorb, 2001) in order to innovate and create a sustainable 
advantage, which is the well-known strategic differentiation option (Porter, 1996). Further 
this has been studied by Hax & Wilde II, (1999, p. 13) and one of their strategic options 
called Best product solution fits to small businesses as they can perform their activity for cost 
reduction or product differentiation. It goes well with the fact that strategic issues can vary 
from different contexts, for instance in small businesses; "with regard to positioning, small 
businesses will certainly need to attend closely to the environment, because they are so 
vulnerable to change" (Johnson et al., 2010, p. 20). Then, the array of opportunity is restricted 
to the limited means of the companies. But design management and strategy in small 
businesses have more in common than this general comparison. 
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Finding new ideas and selecting them is a part of the innovation process (Bessant & Tidd, 
2007), and both idea generation and selection are influenced by the strategy of the company, 
its organization and its set of contacts.  
 
Especially for small companies that have limited resources, these two steps are not well 
studied and we think that it is interesting to explore this area. A theoretical trend tends to 
show that design management in small companies is under-researched (Chiva & Alegre, 
2009, p. 425). We would like to analyze to what extent each factor (Strategy, Organization 
and Networking) is important in the first two steps of the innovation process (Generate and 
Select) in small companies using design management.  

1.2. Theory Gap Summary 
 
After reading the paper of Löfqvist (2009), we realized that innovation processes in small 
companies require more research when it comes to generating and selecting ideas. We have a 
different approach than his because we want to study more deeply the upstream of innovation, 
focusing on generating and selecting ideas instead of implementing them, as most of his work 
is mainly about (Löfqvist, 2009, p. 22). Also, we want to study innovation in small companies 
with a design management approach. Even if it is not a new topic as Gorb & Dumas are 
considered to have defined design management already in 1987, and further developed by 
Dumas & Mintzberg (1989), the subject is under-researched (Chiva & Alegre, 2009, p. 425) 
Given the large number of questions which are still unanswered in this field, and the fact that 
design management covers many aspects (networking aspect, strategic aspect and 
organizational aspect) we had to select our research questions among many others. However, 
given our research and our theoretical stances, two main questions come logically. 

1.3. Research purpose 
 
Design management has gained a lot of momentum nowadays, both theoretically and 
practically. Consequently bigger companies apply these theories, recruit design managers and 
shape their organizations by design. On the other hand we also witnessed a lot of innovation 
coming especially from small companies. Contrasting to all expectations they succeed in 
coming up with groundbreaking and pioneering ideas although these capabilities are mainly 
assigned to bigger companies. We assumed that also small companies can use design 
management principles to be innovative but it was difficult to find studies about design 
management applied by small companies. Consequently the purpose of this study is to 
understand how these small companies use design management to innovate. Therefore we 
specifically investigate how they generate and how they select their ideas by using a multiple 
case study. To reach this goal we will firstly get in contact with design management 
consultancies to have a broad view of how they work with especially small companies and 
which role design management plays in this process. Further we will analyze small companies 
and their environment according to innovation with a design management perspective. 

1.4. Research questions 
 
Given the literature review and our theoretical frame, we specify two research questions for 
our study:  

How do small companies using design management generate their ideas?  
How do small companies using design management select their ideas? 
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1.5. Choice of subject 
 
The choice of subject is linked to the previous education of one of the authors and its interest 
for design management. Fortunately, the authors shared a great interest for design.  
 
Writing a thesis in design management is not about writing a thesis dealing with the 
superficial definition of design as tool to make products more attractive. We let the reader 
discover this field of research and the links between our research questions and our education 
are numerous. A link with the Resource Based View and design management is for instance a 
good example of our willingness to write a thesis as regards this topic with notably the 
knowledge acquired in Umeå School of Business and Economics during our first 30 credit 
course Business Development & Internationalization.  
 

1.6. Delimitations 
 
This study is limited to the participating enterprises (namely, in order of appearance:  
Priestman Goode - London, Shift Design & Strategy - Gothenburg, Hello Future - Skellefteå 
and Helikopter - Piteå). The interaction with representatives of these companies provided our 
set of primary data. Understanding the individuality and complexity of each case was the aim 
of this study instead of generalizing our findings.  
 
However, our findings are partly more generalizable than those from a classical four case 
study. 
 
The empirical data is composed of two sets of interviews. We interviewed design consultants 
who had an overview of their clients. We interviewed then focusing on their clients. The other 
cases are more specific to the companies themselves. Then, our empirical data has two 
dimensions, one that is the classical case study (with the interviews of the small companies' 
managers) and one that provides a view, which is a bit broader (from the interviews with the 
design consultants). We consider that there is a difference that we cannot neglect between the 
consultants and the managers in terms of data. For this reason, two distinct interview guides 
were built. We acknowledge that the generalizability of our findings is limited but the broader 
view of the British and Swedish design consultants gives us an opportunity to extrapolate 
more our findings than a classical four case study. We are also conscient that the data from 
the two small companies is case specific, depending on the context of the small companies. 
By comparing the viewpoints of the consultants and the managers, we seek to provide less 
biased findings because we interpret both views instead of focusing only on the viewpoint of 
one profile of respondent. 
 
To sum up, given our sample we have a good basis to do some assumptions concerning 
general trends small companies using design management, especially the Swedish ones but 
the generalizability of our findings is not possible to conceive. We will focus on the cases we 
had and describe our findings accordingly. The result of our analysis will describe the 
companies we studied and assume humbly what could be design management in other small 
companies using design management. 
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2. Theoretical framework 
 
In this part we will describe the literature we used to build our research platform. Our 
theoretical framework explains what is our view of design management, idea generation and 
idea selection. 
 
As our research questions clearly state (Section 1.3), we want to study the two first phases of 
the innovation process (Section 1.2). First, we will then explore idea generation and selection 
by analyzing the literature. Then we will review the design management literature while 
developing definitions and conceptualizations because we wanted to have a design 
management perspective to guide our study. This approach will lead us to build our model to 
study idea generation and selection in small companies with a design management 
perspective. 
 

2.1. Idea generation and idea selection 
 
The literature provides different ways and models how to innovate. They vary from just a 
simple sequence of different stages up to precise process descriptions. For example Cross 
provides for us as a simple four stage design process in a flowchart model (Appendix 1). It 
consists of the essential activities that need to be undertaken during the process. In the early 
stage of exploration the lack of information prevails. The topic needs to be analyzed before 
entering the next generation stage. Often regarded as the creative part, this stage aims to come 
up with proposals for potential solutions. At the next stage these topics will be evaluated (we 
will call it idea selection). If the idea proposals do not suit the problem it comes to a feedback 
loop into the generation stage again. This will occur until the criteria are met in a satisfying 
way. This stage of this simple model is interesting for us. The iterative loop between 
generation and selection is an essential part of the process because of the interaction between 
the suggested solution and desired outcome. (Cross, 2000, p. 30)  
 
Cross developed an extended model after having studied various real-life experiments 
focusing on design thinking. He deduces the concept of idea refining, where the ideas are 
generated and selected. But still the design process is described without explicitly taking into 
account its context. (Cross, 2011, p. 97). Löfqvist (2009) used a model to study the design 
process of small companies integrating the Bessant & Tidd  (2007, pp. 24-30) three contextual 
factors (Appendix 2, Löfqvist, 2009, p. 11). These contextual factors are strategic leadership, 
direction and deployment (balancing risks in a strategic way with a clear direction, leadership 
and committed resources), Innovative organizations (describes the structure and climate 
appropriate for innovation, which should enable and facilitate creativity and communication) 
and proactive linkages (links to actors within or outside the organization that are involved in 
product innovation). Concerning idea generation and selection in small companies, this model 
provides us with a suitable framework to build our research platform. This model emphasizes 
the importance of the context in which ideas are generated and selected. Hence it will provide 
us with good basis to build our research platform that will be developed at the end of this 
chapter.  
 
However, to simplify the interviews, we have chosen to speak of "organization" rather than 
"innovative organization" and "networking" rather than "proactive linkage". Our model will 
be consequently slightly different: our "networking" factor is a set of contacts outside the 
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organization. People inside the organization and the the of internal processes will be under 
our "organization" factor. We have chosen to separate the organization from its strategic 
vision as Bessant & Tidd (2007) because we have a design management perspective which 
implies a strong vision. This last argument will be detailed later (section 2.2). These 
differences between the Bessant and Tidd factors and our own ones are due to our wish to 
isolate the effect of the network outside the small company and the strategy of the company 
from its organization. These factors will frame our study of the two steps of the innovation 
process we will describe in the two following parts.  

2.1.1. Idea generation 
 
Generating new ideas is not a new research subject even if it is still possible to find some 
updated literature. A lot of researchers have already studied how companies foster their 
creativity. Creativity can be summarized as a list of questions such as "Adapt? Modify? 
Minify? Magnify? Substitute? Rearrange? Reverse? Combine?" found by Osborn in 1953 
(May, 1996, p. 190). The SCAMPER list ("Substitute, Combine, Adapt, Modify, Put to other 
uses, Eliminate, Reverse") (Ibid, p. 190) is also another way to comprehend creativity. We 
can see that each list has a lot of similarities. We will have these questions in mind while 
speaking about creativity.  
 
Beyond finding a definition of creativity, for our study we would like to have in mind which 
factors foster creativity. For Hamel and Prahalad (1994, p. 93-94), creative companies need to 
have a quick decision making to benefit from a trend monopoly while competitors are 
developing a similar product or service by following this particular trend. It implies a constant 
and long-term process to develop ideas and curiosity. Making the design process faster is one 
of the key success factors of an innovative company. The Boston Consulting Group granted 
BMW in 2006 as being “very innovative” (BCG, 2006) because the company gathered 200 to 
300 engineers and designers in a unique point to speed up communication (McGregor et al., 
2006). Paradoxically enough, others say that low time pressure increases creativity (Senge et 
al., 1999). This shows that some of the creativity drivers are not that obvious.  
 
And there are many of these drivers. A good set of contacts and expertise (inside and outside 
the organization, for instance with a strategic alliance, a supply chain management network or 
a regional cluster e.g. Örnsköldsvik; where the cluster is focusing on the forest-industry) are 
some of the numerous factors that can help companies to develop creativity. Also promoting 
people's commitment to innovate increases their creativity (Senge et al., 1999). It is also by 
promoting personal results that people become more creative and can even lead to enthusiasm 
which is a strong creativity driver (Sandberg, 2007). When creativity is seen as a benefit for 
the whole organization but it is not shared among the members, there is an engagement-gap. 
Caused by this gap, conflicts can appear between the innovating team and the rest of the 
organization (Senge et al., 1999). The way of interaction is not definite. On the one hand a 
open minded atmosphere with committed employees, fosters creativity (Amabile et al., 2002). 
On the other hand it is stated, that being involved in innovative projects also increases the 
commitment of the employees (Sandberg, 2007).  The combination of these two ideas could 
lead to a virtuous circle. 
 
Choosing ideas and encourage them within or outside the organization, avoiding a heavy 
management structure (for instance motivating employees) is a way to increase creativity. The 
search engine Google for example exemplifies this internal idea sourcing process (Google, 
2007), which enables the organization to think out of the box. This is done by providing their 
employees 15% of their work time to spend on individual projects. Also IKEA is known for 
offering their employees more freedom to express themselves (Barthélemy, 2006). 
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Enthusiasm is something very important in the early phases of the innovation process where 
the potential of the development team can be fostered by “the behavior of a champion” 
(Sandberg, 2007, p. 271). Having a project champion is more important when teams are at the 
idea generation stage and the development stage, but when it comes to putting the product 
into the market, people interested in the companies' results will be more efficient on average 
(Ibid p. 273). For her, in every instance, personal result and networking are some drivers, 
which remain powerful during the whole innovation process, and we think that it is also true 
when it comes to generating and selecting ideas. Sandberg (2007) shows that employees led 
by enthusiasm tend to spend time more easily or to use it more efficiently. Yet, time 
management is a critical factor during the innovation development because it can reduce 
creativity if the time pressure is too high (Amabile et al., 2002, p. 56). Creativity may come 
also in a low time pressure work atmosphere (Amabile et al., 2002). In their article they 
provide more details concerning the link between time pressure and creativity. Time pressure 
does not necessarily restrict creativity if we read the results of their study. People having a lot 
of time look more for solutions than redefinitions of the problem. When the time pressure is 
high, they feel to be more important, and look for both having ideas and analyzing problems. 
But if they are distracted by a lot of unexpected meetings and have a floating schedule, then 
the logic of Senge (1999) is more likely the truth: they can not take time to think about new 
ideas. It shows that even time constraint may be a good input to be creative. 
 
Ignoring experts or adverse selection that makes people uncomfortable and challenges their 
values is another way to be creative Sutton (2002). It goes along with the quote of Asensio, 
currently Vice President of the Design department of Dassault Systems "Only if you take 
people out of their comfort zone you will get meaningful answers" (Asensio cited in Gobé, 
2007, p. 73).  
 
Practically speaking, generally idea generation methods such as brainstorming (Osborn, 1953) 
try to foster creativity by settling an atmosphere that brings tolerance, involvement and 
openness. Deliberating such as in the design consultancy Continuum (Sobol, 2012) is another 
way to create this atmosphere among a lot of other creative thinking techniques (for instance, 
see the case studies of Roy & Potter (1993) or a list of different techniques used for example 
in Crawford & Benedetto, 2011, p. 141-145). Knowing these is useful during the interviews 
because it enables understanding directly what the interviewees are speaking about.  
 
Idea generation is the first phase of the innovation process. We would like to study the two 
first phases of this process. Once ideas are generated, companies have to select them. This is 
what we are speaking about in the following part.  
 

2.1.2. Idea selection 
 
Idea selection can be done at various stages of the development of new products. We have 
selected some tools and models to help the decision-making when it comes to whether or not 
to continue developing ideas. The idea of presenting such tools is not to present them for 
themselves; but more to understand what the decision maker(s) has (or have) in mind while 
selecting ideas using these tools.  
 
Some tools exits to assess the strategic fit of a concept and a corporate vision. One them is the 
product innovation charter, in which the concept is described and its strategic alignment 
argued. (Crawford & Benedetto, 2011, p. 70). Usually done in early development phases in 
big companies (Crawford & Benedetto, 2011, p. 60), the product innovation charter, also 
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written PIC, has a main objective to assess if the new concept fits to the company, its mission 
and its objectives. 
 
Along with the technical development, and technical feasibility studies, some other tests such 
as user test or market research can be done to ease decision-making. For instance, some 
models are used such as the ATAR model to do some expectations about the commercial 
success of the product (Crawford & Benedetto, 2011, p. 200). The ATAR model consists in 
estimating the future profit of the innovation by multiplying: 

• The numbers of potential customers,  
• The rate of awareness about the product (some potential customers are not reached 

given the communication channel used), 
• The trial rate of the product,  
• The availability rate of the product (influenced by the retailing channel selected by the 

company), 
• The repeat factor rate (how much time a single customer will buy again the product) per 

year,  
• the final margin per unit. 

 
Some other useful tools to ease decision making while selecting ideas are the screens such as 
the Full Screen (Crawford & Benedetto, 2011, pp. 237-246) or the RWW screen (Day, 2007, 
p. 8). These screens integrates strategic, commercial, technical and environmental indicators 
leading the decision maker to have a more global vision and to see if the idea fits to the 
company and its situation. In the Appendix, there is as an example the RWW screen by Day 
(2007) (Appendix 3). The three main questions are: Is it real? (R) Can we win? (W) Is it 
worth doing? (W), meaning Is the innovation and its market real? Can the company and its 
product be competitive? Is it acceptable to take the risk to develop the product and does it fit 
the strategic vision of the company? To receive precise answers, these three main questions 
are divided in sub-questions such as Do we have superior resources? Do we have appropriate 
management?...  
 
The purpose of our study is not to check whether or not small companies use such models and 
tools to select their ideas but it constitutes a framework to ask questions about their selection 
process and decision-making. By giving a large array of criteria, these models enable us to 
explore which ones are more important for small companies in selecting their ideas. 
Generating and selecting ideas becomes very interesting when thinking about corporate vision 
and multidisciplinary work (Day, 2007, p.8; Crawford & Benedetto, 2011, p. 30). Design 
management is a special way to innovate that has these aspects. We would like to introduce it 
in the next part.  
 

2.2. Design Management   
 
Design management is a special way of innovating and becomes interesting in small 
businesses. Given their limited resources - including human resources and expertise - we 
would like to study how small companies which use design management come up with new 
ideas and select them. Despite the fact that we still have a lot to explore in design 
management, interestingly, the theory is not so new. In 1984, Kotler and Rath show the 
importance of design thinking as a strategic tool. In 1987, Gorb and Dumas suggest a 
definition of design management. Dumas continues to write about design management in 
1989 jointly with Mintzberg (Dumas & Mintzberg, 1989) to continue theorizing design 
management. While reviewing the literature, we found that Gorb (1986; 1987; 1990; 2001), 
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Cooper (2009, 2011), Dickson (1995) have mainly contributed to pad the design management 
definition through a high involvement in this early stage. Empirical studies exist since 1987 
(Gorb & Dumas) but most of them date from the 90s and later (Ahire & Dreyfus, 2000; Bruce 
et al., 1999; Chiva & Alegre, 2009; Dickson et al., 1995; Perks et al., 2005; Roy & Potter, 
1993; Roy & Riedel, 1997; Swink, 2000). A new trend nowadays tends to value design 
management research. For instance, Johansson has been appointed in 2009 as the first 
permanent professor in design Management in Scandinavia (Johansson, 2010).  

2.2.1. Design Management – a changing term 
 
The term “design management” gains a lot of attention nowadays. Still there is not one overall 
suitable definition for this concept. Even Peter Gorb, considered as one of the founders of 
design management, sees it as a "jungle" (Gorb, 1987, p. 1). More likely there are several 
attempts to find a suitable definition according to these backgrounds (e.g. Management, 
Design) that are dealing with the topic. The literature could not agree on a common definition 
for the term design, so defining design management becomes difficult as well (Koppelmann, 
1993, p. 65). The journey of its development started a long time ago and still has not reached 
its end. 
 
Back in 1964 the Royal Society of Arts increased the attention paid to design management by 
launching a presidential Prize for the new category “Design Management”. This early 
development started from a design perspective. Farr (Farr, 1966) concentrated on design 
problems that needed to be managed and thereby solved, stressing design as a resource, which 
has to be managed in an effective way. The focus on product design was set by Oakley 
(Oakley, 1984) with the main idea to create a bridge between the production engineers, the 
market and the design. An early step in the challenging process to find a suitable definition 
was by Gorb (Gorb, 1986). As the founder of the Design Management Unit at London 
Business School he tried to structure the terms in this complex environment. Even though he 
acknowledged that the topic is still in progress and will expand in its popularity he gave a 
classification for the several meanings of design management. He clustered the terms as 
following: 

• Design office management 
• Educating designers for management 
• Educating managers for design 
• Design project management 
• Design management organization 

 
This outlines design management in a rather operational part. The increasing interest in 
strategic management in the 90’s also affected the perspectives in which design management 
was seen (Meier-Kortwig, 1997), resulting in a sub-division between operational and strategic 
design management.  

Table 1 - Strategic / Operational 
Strategic Design Management 
 
Development of design principles, goals and 
strategies 
Coordination of design statements & expression 
Organization 
Personnel management 
Design control  

Operational Design Management 
 
Generation of ideas and choice 
Market analyses with respect to design 
Task assignment 
Choice of designers 
Coordination of the design process 
Design assessment 

According to (Meier-Kortwig, 1997, p. 37) 
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Agreeing with this division in two levels, Blaich & Blaich (1993, p. 13) describe design 
management as “the implementation of design as a formal program of activity within a 
corporation by communicating the relevance of design to long-term corporate goals and 
coordinating design resources at all levels of corporate activity to achieve the objectives of the 
corporation”, trying to cover the whole spectrum of the topic. For our study it is essential to 
narrow this topic down. Concentrating on these segments of design management separately 
allows us to make it tangible. According to the improvement of the product design, Ahire & 
Dreyfus utilize that design management efforts are targeted towards improving products 
designs while process management strives for quality improvement in manufacturing 
techniques and processes (Ahire & Dreyfus, 2000, p. 550). Still product design is only one out 
of many disciplines taken into account while applying design management. So it is important 
to highlight the fact that design management affects the majority of the companies. Individual 
connections between design management and added value can be pursued comparable to 
financial management (Olins, 1987, p. 11). This comparison once more emphasizes the 
complexity of this topic, a complexity that has to be managed by focusing on its different 
elements, keeping in mind the overall vision while making decisions. It is these details that 
makes the difference and allows a company to differentiate in a successful and competitive 
way. So it is not about the overarching idea, but it’s detailed execution that makes the 
difference (Bernsen, 1987, p. 8). When it comes to achieving this difference, it is important 
that its design is managed within all levels of the company. Communication of the company’s 
corporate values inside the company becomes essential resulting in the need of a vital 
dialogue between management and the company’s divisions (Mozota, 2003, p. 68). The 
management has to ensure that all the factors such as finance, marketing, communication and 
production are well organized (Ahopelto, 2002, p. 18). Consequently, in this study design 
management is understood as a multidisciplinary approach considering the organization as a 
whole aiming for a corporate creation of new offers.  
 
The following chapters will thoroughly focus on the strategic and operational perspective to 
allow a deeper understanding of design management. 
 

2.2.2. The operational aspect of design management 
 
Operational design management is not as developed as its strategic aspect. As we will explain 
in this part, it is about having someone who is in charge of managing design and ensuring that 
the idea is well implemented, which is the step after idea generation and selection. For this 
reason, we will not develop this part as extensively as the strategic part. However, it is good 
to have an overview of what operational design management is.  
 
Design seen as: “a course of action for the development of an artefact or a system of artefacts; 
including the series of organizational activities required to achieve that development.” (Gorb 
& Dumas, 1987, p. 53). Artefacts are seen as man-made things, taking into account the 
contribution of the surrounding planning, strategies and goals, to their creation. In the 
development of design management it was the operational design that firstly gained most of 
the attention. Developing from the idea of design as a competitive advantage the resulting 
interest of its manageability is a logic consequence.  
 
The operational side of design management can be seen as managing the everyday business of 
design. According to a definition provided by Gorb we can see it as: “...the effective 
deployment by line managers of the design resources available to an organization in the 
pursuance of its corporate objectives. It is therefore directly concerned with the organizational 
place of design, with the identification of specific design disciplines which are relevant to the 
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resolution of key management issues, and with the training of managers to use design 
effectively” (Gorb, 1990, p. 2). One of the main aspects of operational design management is 
that the design team, project or department is working in an effective way. Thereby it ensures 
the firms access to this resource (Lawrence, 1987, p. 1). As a consequence, the importance of 
these decisions within the company needs to be understood. These decisions affect the design, 
but are mostly made by managers that seldom belong to the design’s domain, still they have 
the responsibility (Mozota, 2003, p. 187), the responsibility to take care of operational aspects 
as the coordination of the design process as such and thereby ensure its practical realization 
(Ahopelto, 2002, p. 89). This is done by analyzing the needs of the market with respect to 
design, setting up the task force and coordinate of the whole process. For example Sheu and 
Chen developed a set of practices to shape the processes and thereby try to reduce the 
occurring problems (Sheu & Chen, 2007). It contains setting up guidelines concerning design 
policies, checklists and procedures leading through the process in a practical way. The design 
process is then streamlined, manageable and measureable by setting up a cross-functional 
mechanism. Such an input from managers or different actors lead Gorb to assess that some 
employees are not aware of their contribution to the design work, what is called silent design 
(Gorb 1987). 
 
It goes along with the traditional management discipline as such, which has to be taken into 
account. We can see design as an individual department or integrated through the whole 
organization but it needs to be managed. Planning and budgeting, performance evaluation, 
communication are some of these tasks. Only if these are manageable, the company is able to 
coordinate them in an efficient way (Mozota, 2003, p. 222). And this coordination is what the 
operational aspect is mainly about.  
 
Finally we can see operational design management as a set of tools and processes within the 
organization to achieve the goals set by the strategic perspective that we are going to explain 
in the following. 
 

2.2.3. The strategic aspect of design management  
 
Taking the same definition of design management as previously, we can see that design 
management has a strategic aspect that we cannot neglect. To be more precise, design 
management is a way to maintain a competitive advantage. The purpose of this part is to 
explain it.  
 
To clarify what design management is, we can link this way of innovating with the theories of 
the Resource Based View - also written RBV - which are more commonly taught than design 
management in Business Schools such as USBE (as we had to study it during the last 
semester in our course Business Development & Internationalization). Explaining the link that 
exists between design management and the resource based view it enables us to share an 
accurate conceptualization of design management.  
 
The Resource Based View is a way to understand the strategic advantages of the companies. 
Companies have a set of capabilities that make them having a sustainable competitive 
advantage (Barney et al., 2011). Some strategic capabilities exist as "capabilities of an 
organization that contribute to its long-term survival" (Johnson et al., 2010, p. 84). With the 
same logic, the aim of design management is to create a coherent and sustainable offer 
(Chaptal de Chanteloup, 2011) which is built incrementally as "generally, design management 
has been concerned with individual design projects and with incremental developments" 
(Cooper et al., 2009, p. 50). Etymologically speaking, capability is the willingness to act as -
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ability is about action and its power or capacity to act (according to the Webster's Universal 
Dictionary). If we conceive that design management is a capability, this underlying action is 
then designing, and especially for the subject we would like to focus on; generate and select 
ideas.  
 
To analyze further the link between the RBV and design management, we can say that design 
management uses resources which have to be Valuable, Rare, Inimitable, Non substitutable, 
hence have to fit the VRIN criterion to be strategically relevant, or in other words to create a 
sustainable competitive advantage. We can explain to what extent design management uses a 
set of VRIN resources in order to develop new differentiated offers.  
 
Design management is about creating new offers, it is then by essence taking advantage of 
opportunities and aims differentiation (Mozota, 2006). Design management aligns the product 
innovation with the corporate strategy and identity (Chaptal de Chanteloup, 2011), thereby it 
decreases or can even neutralize threats. For this reason, design management is about using 
some "Valuable" resources that are difficult to "Substitute". Hence differentiation and brand 
recognition enables margin then, "Good design is good business" (Mozota, 2006, p. 46). 
Design processes start also from a customer need, explicitly or implicitly (French, 1999, p. 2) 
for instance by "quantifying" this problem (Cross, 2011, p. 121). Also, design management 
values a philosophy (or a vision) that aims for long-term goals (Gorb, 2001). In this way, 
design management uses some "Rare" resources.  
 
Still, the "Inimitability" of the used resources has to be clarified. It is mainly due to the 
dynamic aspect of design management. Design management can be seen as a dynamic 
capability which "change as the dynamics of a market or needs of customers change, (which 
are) more difficult for competitors to imitate" (Johnson et al., 2010, p. 93). Also, a dynamic 
capability is the ability "to renew and recreate its strategic capabilities to meet the needs of 
changing environments" (Johnson et al., 2010, p. 85) which leads design management to be 
considered as a dynamic capability (Fernández-Mesa et al., 2012). An interesting perspective 
is that "Organizations that wish to be new market leaders, to innovate and create new markets 
must do so on the basis of dynamic capabilities" (Johnson et al., 2010, p. 93), and design 
management fits well as a tool to reach or create new markets (by differentiation, as seen in 
the beginning of this part which deals with the general framework of the link between the two 
concepts).  
 
The design management itself then can be considered as a process, which creates competitive 
advantage. Giving VRIN attributes to a process is not foolish as it can be considered as a 
resource per se (Helfat et al., 2007, p. 45). Especially for a small company, having such 
competitive advantage is critical. By a continuous process improvement it creates some 
barriers, avoiding that a part of the business model will be copied (because it is quite internal 
to the organization, whereas a product can be analyzed in a laboratory with experts) (Bhidé, 
1996, pp. 125-129). 
 
As we said that design management is a way to innovate involving strategy and the 
organization, we can assume that design management is a dynamic capability. Indeed, 
"Dynamic capabilities provide an organization with the capacity to purposefully create, 
extend or modify its resource base" and "are about change" (Helfat et al., 2007, p. 30). Also, 
design management is by essence linked to dynamic capabilities since they add "There is an 
inextricable link between dynamic capabilities and the organizational and management 
processes that underpin them" (Helfat et al., 2007, p. 30). Other definitions of dynamic 
capabilities fit as well as the ones of Teece et al. (2004) and Eisenhardt et al. (2000), which 
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are processes that use resources to match or create markets and consequently have an 
important organizational and strategic aspect, changing the configuration of their resources as 
markets are evolving. Our reasoning that design management can be understood as a dynamic 
capability is reliable because it has already being underlined: "We argue that the different 
elements of Dickson et al.’s (1995) design management framework - basic skills, special 
abilities, participation of others, organizational change, and innovation skills - include the 
notion of reconfiguring competence, and therefore could be considered a dynamic capability" 
(Fernández-Mesa et al., 2012, p. 6) 
 
According to Fernández-Mesa et al., all definitions of design management "emphasize the 
need for particular managerial activities or skills to optimize the design process" (Fernández-
Mesa et al., 2012, p. 5) that fits the definition of dynamic capabilities written above. It is also 
in line with the statement of Ahopelto which assesses that "design management is an 
important function for a firm because it reacts efficiently to the changes that are happening at 
the moment in the management practice and in the structure of the business life" (Ahopelto, 
2002, p. 51). Another interesting statement concerning the link underscored by Fernández-
Mesa et al. (2012) is that they use Dickson et al. theory (1995), which is one of the clearer 
definitions of design management we found in the literature. Also, as us, they focus on small 
companies. Then, design management can be seen as a dynamic capability in a small 
company. We will check if it is the case in practice.  
 
Product innovation is enabled by the capabilities of a company. As design management can 
be viewed as a dynamic capability, it is possible to conceive that product innovation can be an 
outcome from design management. It is coherent with our statement that design management 
is a special way to innovate. This will be summarized and visualized in the following part. 
 

2.2.4. Link between design management and product innovation 
 
It's possible to conceive that small companies integrate design management principles as well 
as using some other principles. The following figure shows design management principles 
and how we can compare design management and product innovation. Our sample of 
companies should integrate all the aspects of design management according to how we 
defined design management in this part (Section 2.2). This definition is summarized inside the 
circle in the Figure 1 (next page). The statements inside the grey rectangle are some ways to 
innovate that do not fit the definition of design management.  
 
As it has to be a harmonious co-development gathering design, marketing and R&D, it is not 
possible to conceive that one of these three aspects has to have a strong lead on the others. For 
instance, a pure exploitation of the technology without marketing and design input does not fit 
what design management stands for. With the same reasoning, a product innovation that is 
strongly led by marketing or design as an aesthetic tool is not fitting to what we would like to 
study.  
 
For our study, we conceive design management as a way to create new offers (Figure 1), 
which has some organizational and strategic aspects (sections 2.2.2 and 2.2.3). The link 
between Networking and design management is clarified in the next section (2.2.5). 
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Figure 1 - Design Management & Product Innovation - own development 

 

2.2.5. Our research platform 
 
Our definition of design management (2.2) and our view of the innovation process (2.1) lead 
us to stress some links between the two concepts that will frame our data analysis. 
 
The theoretical frame enabled us to develop the link between the process of product 
innovation and design management. It is the basis of our research platform. So it is mainly the 
generation and selection of new ideas that will be researched by conducting this study. 
Furthermore we take, as earlier mentioned, the following contextual factors into account: 
Strategy, Organization and Networking. Each of theses factors can be linked with design 
management: 

• Strategy, that connects to the corporate vision and its strategic stake. 
• Organization, that gathers design, marketing and R&D as a whole while creating new 

offers by a set of processes and people,  
• Networking, that ensures the involvement of different skills outside the organization.  
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Taking these aspects into consideration we finally can come up with the supporting platform 
for our study. The following Figure (Figure 2) visualizes the platform. 

 
Figure 2 - Link between Design Management & the Product Innovation Model  

(own development) 
 

2.2.6. Implications of this theoretical perspective on small companies  
 
According to Ireland (Ireland et al., 2003, p. 963) entrepreneurial SMEs are able to scan their 
environment for opportunities and also identify them. The problem starts when it comes to the 
development and generation of competitive advantages out of them. Depending on external 
sources, it is important for SMEs to create their own specialized capacities to clarify their 
position in the business environment (Bougrain & Haudeville, 2002). A lack of internal 
design departments resulting from the small company’s size may lead to the use of external 
resources resulting in collaboration with design consultancies to overcome this gap. Still 
success is not for granted, potential hurdles for example were found in cost concerns, the 
lacking clarity of the design brief or the company’s overall risk aversion (Davide & Stigliani, 
2011, p. 234). And even if these hurdles were overcome, the company needs to provide a set 
of internal capabilities to manage these inputs in a successful way (von Stamm, 2011, p. 327). 
However there is an inconsistency within these arguments since the direct link between a job 
and its actual involvement in design often stays unrecognized, even by the executive itself 
(Gorb & Dumas, 1987, p. 155). So it is the size of their organization and the lack of resources 
that influences the company by their choice of strategic decisions (Keizer et al., 2002, p. 7). 
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So it is especially the management that differs from large companies. Not least by talking 
about the individual management skills, which undeniably change from company to company 
and thereby vary. Being compact and centralized are two characteristics of small companies' 
management (MacGregor, 2004; Penn et al., 1998). Combined with the often stated lack of 
resources, financial and organizational (Caputo et al. 2002; Shiels et al., 2003) this might 
result in threats. Still these companies have a notable ability to innovate. Reacting quickly in 
changing environments and thereby satisfy upcoming demands also provides them 
opportunities (Ferneley & Bell, 2006, p. 232). So it is possible, that small companies gain a 
competitive advantage especially in markets that are highly innovative and thereby improve 
the importance of the individuals' knowledge and abilities (Acs & Audretsch, 1990, p. 117). 
In capital intense markets in contrast they undergo a competitive disadvantage. An engrossing 
area for the further development of this study, we therefore collected the SMEs characteristics 
according to their innovation abilities. Also we took into account the definition of a small 
company according to the European Union standard (Appendix 4). 
 
Thus we focus on the companies’ capabilities according to the previously mentioned terms of 
Networking, Strategy and Organization.  
 
 

Table 2 - SME's abilities  
 

Networking 
 

Strategy Organization 

 
Close to customers (Oakey, 
2003) 
 
Strategic alliances (Narula, 
2001)  
 
Co-operative R&D (Bougrain 
& Haudeville, 2002) 
 
Seeking external advice 
(Oakey, 2003) 
 

 
Less long term strategies 
(Westhead & Storey, 1996) 
 
 
Rapid learning, adapting 
strategies (Bougrain & 
Haudeville, 2002) 
 
 
Lack of formal strategies 
(Tidd et al., 2005) 
 

 
High flexibility (Nicolescu, 
2009; Vossen, 1998) 
 
Central decision (Nicolescu, 
2009)  
 
Little bureaucracy (Vossen, 
1998)  
 
Rapid decision (MacGregor, 
2004; Penn et al., 1998) 
 
Cost avoiding (Bard, 2007) 
 
Management skills vary (von 
Axelson, 2007) 
 

(own development) 
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3. Methodology 
 
This part deals with the theoretical and practical methodology in connection with our 
research question. Our data collection design and process is described to increase the 
transparency of the study. 
 

3.1. Our paradigmatic position  
 
When it comes to our research, we mainly want to understand how small companies, using 
design management, generate and select their ideas. Because the phenomenon studied is quite 
tricky, we have a research strategy that includes an in-depth qualitative study. By having this 
point of view, we have the ambition to explore deeply the research object we want to study. 
We decided accordingly our paradigmatic stance, which summarizes both our epistemological 
position and our ontological position.  
 
The principles we follow and the process we apply to make our research have to be clarified. 
In other words we want to present our epistemological position (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 15). 
We would like to do an in-depth qualitative study so our epistemological position is then 
more interpretivist than positivist. In effect, we would like to take into account the context in 
which the data was collected and the environment of the research objects we would like to 
study. Then it would follow the naturalist tradition developed by Gubrium and Holstein back 
in 1997 (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 387). The naturalist tradition seeks "to understand social 
reality in its own terms as it really is", by providing rich descriptions “of people and 
interaction in natural settings" (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 387).  
 
With such an approach, we think that our work is more willing to create some new knowledge 
rather than just checking if an existing theoretical framework fits to our sample studied, even 
if some authors such as Dickson et al. (1995) and Chiva & Alegre (2009) already did some 
research with a positivist approach dealing especially with design management in small 
companies. It is our intent to create new knowledge taking into account the environment of 
our research object. We believe that such a viewpoint fits the explorative aspect of the study. 
Consequently, we do not follow the positivist orthodoxy (as realism) (Bryman & Bell, 2011, 
p. 15) as these authors see positivism as a set of hypotheses.  
 
Positivism implies that only knowledge confirmed by the senses can be considered as 
knowledge, where the practical experiences have to be the basis to build a theory. 
Deductivism (where the aim of the theory is to come up with hypotheses that can be tested to 
create laws) and objectivism of the study (where science must be conducted impartially) are 
also important to define positivism (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 15-16). We consider it as a 
constraint, restricting too much our data collection and analysis. For instance, applying the 
phenomenalist principle is difficult for us as design for instance has a subjective aspect 
(Buchanam, 2001). As stated since the beginning of our thesis, only a few studies have been 
done on design management in small companies and we think that it is wiser not to start our 
study by doing assumptions or hypotheses in order to keep an open-minded view on our topic. 
We do not want to narrow it down too much before even starting our empirical part. This anti-
positivist epistemology, where "the social world can be only understood from the point of 
view of the individuals who are directly involved in the activities that are to be studied" 
(Johansson & Woodilla, 2010, p. 41) allows us to have two distinct sets of interviews. One 
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first step, studying design consultants in order to have some insightful viewpoints and as a 
preparation for the second set of interviews with the managers of the small companies 
(Section 1.6).  

 
To state our ontological position, we need to clarify how we conceive the object of our 
research (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 20). Concerning the ontological principle we would like to 
undertake, we follow the constructivist approach by acknowledging small companies as 
dynamic research objects. We assume that the individuals interacting with (or within) the 
organization are changing, so the organization changes as well (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 21). 
In other words, we are not studying a social phenomenon on its own, as objectivist principles 
stand for (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 21). 
 
We do not want as well to pretend that our findings after this study will be a list of criteria a 
small company using design management has to meet to generate and select ideas in order to 
succeed because we would like to take into account the context of each company we study. 
Our paradigmatic stance is more regulatory, meaning that we want to understand what 
happens inside the organization and what to improve (rather incrementally) (Bryman & Bell, 
2011, p. 21). Our logic is not to find some requirements the companies have to meet but rather 
to suggest an incremental improvement. Our paradigmatic position is therefore interpretative 
(Burrell & Morgan, 1979). For this reason in the field we are studying, our paradigmatic 
stance is "underrepresented" (Johansson & Woodilla, 2010, p. 65), which will contribute to 
encompass "different paradigms so that the range of underlying assumptions can become 
broader and deeper" (Johansson & Woodilla, 2010, p. 63) in design management research.  
 

3.2. Research Approach 
 
Even if the theoretical background we use is quite wide by essence (design management being 
by definition a concept gathering organizational, networking, strategic and creative aspects), it 
will just ease us asking better questions having in mind his theoretical background. This part 
of our study is deductive ("proving that something is or must be" (Narayanswamy, 2010, p. 
169)). However we have chosen an inductive analysis (by "proving that something actually 
operates", (Narayanswamy, 2010, p. 169) to create new knowledge. This blend makes our 
research "abductive" (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009, p. 4), where "the empirical area of 
application is successively developed and the theory is ... also adjusted and refined" 
(Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009, p. 4). Further lines after, they say "abduction starts from an 
empirical basis, just like induction..." (as our approach) and continues with "... but it does not 
reject theoretical preconceptions and is in that respect closer to deduction". Indeed, we aspire 
to create new knowledge based on in-depth interactions with the research object, not only by 
analyzing it on numbers or statistics. We are convinced that it is the best way to understand 
how small companies using design management are generating and selecting ideas.  
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3.3. Our research design: A Multiple Case Study 
 
We found that it was a multiple case study design which was the best research design for us 
given two main factors: our topic and our paradigmatic position. 
 
Our research subject is about understanding how small companies using design management 
generate and select their ideas. We want to understand mechanisms and for this reason 
research designs aiming for finding correlations such as an experimental design are not 
suiting to what we would like to find. A longitudinal study (which implies several interviews 
with the same company to see the evolution) is interesting however the evolution of idea 
generation and selection in a small companies using design management seems to be too time 
consuming for us and not exactly fitting our research questions.  
 
Implementing a meaningful field experiment is not feasible because there are to many 
contextual factors influencing the generation and selection of ideas to successfully isolate the 
dependant variable. Our objective is rather to develop and outline how small companies using 
design management generate and select ideas. 
 
Consequently we have chosen the case study design because it fits our topic and our 
paradigmatic stance. A case study design focuses on one company, then our reasoning is only 
applied taking into account the context of our study (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 59). Giving 
such importance to the context is what we wanted while having an interpretivist 
epistemology. It also gives the possibility to the interviewees to strengthen their arguments if 
they think it is necessary. It is quite critical when we speak about terms that can be ambiguous 
such as design, management or organization as you probably noticed in our theoretical frame. 
We think that it could be better to choose in particular a multiple-case study design. The 
multiple case study includes sundry smaller cases. It is appropriate to our topic since we 
attribute the increase of external validity and the ability to compare companies. Especially 
their design management principles, speaking about their idea generation and selection 
process. The idea is to understand what aspects constitute the uniqueness of each company 
and also to see what their similarities are, taking into account their context. It is for this reason 
that we have chosen a multiple case study. It goes along with the conclusion of Löfqvist in his 
methodology part that when it comes to analyzing innovation and design processes, "case 
study methodology suits well" (2009, p. 25). Our study is about innovation and design 
processes that are complex and have unclear boundaries (Cross, 2008). Furthermore, these 
processes are influenced by their contexts (Bessant & Tidd, 2007, p. 28). Additionally this 
method is usually linked to qualitative research and conducting that kind of research seems 
more suited to our research topic as such an approach includes questions of how processes 
emerge. A "How-question” usually implies an open question that is difficult to put into a 
scale. It goes along with the statement that case studies are fitting exploratory research 
questions as "How" questions (Yin, 2003). Finally, it follows the statement of Cooper et al. 
while studying design management in SMEs:  
 
"Case studies remain a popular tool for analysis. Yet there is still a need for design case 
studies that enhance our understanding of how products come into being and how this 
development process pushes and pulls the organization in unfamiliar ways into unfamiliar 
territory." (Cooper et al., 2011, p. 545). 
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3.4. Data collection  
 
In this part we will speak about the process of how we gathered the primary data of this study.  

3.4.1. Two sets of two semi-strutured interviews  
 
Also, we thought that for such a multi-disciplinary subject (after having an email exchange in 
2012 with Christophe Chaptal de Chanteloup (CEO of CC&A, design management 
consultancy)), we realized that it could be interesting to have two sets of interviews. We used 
snowball sampling to find respondents. For confidentiality reasons, we do not want to go 
more into details regarding which respondent(s) that gave us some contacts. However, this 
non probability technique was useful for us because our subject led us to find respondents 
with a precise profile with tight time constraints. We interviewed as much companies as we 
could, having in mind our short time constraint and the quality we wanted for this thesis.  
 
Consequently we have chosen to do semi-structured interviews in two steps. We wanted to 
give to our interviewees a "great deal of leeway in how to reply" (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 
720), having as well some freedom to pick up what they said in their own words and in order 
to ask precise questions out of the interview guide. We followed a general structure by 
speaking mainly on one hand about the interactions between idea generation and networking, 
organization and strategy and on the other hand about the interactions between idea selection 
and networking, organization and strategy. These qualitative interviews facilitated a 
productive interaction between the interviewees and interviewers. We preferred face-to-face 
interviews for all our interviews. This was chosen to increase the overall quality of the data 
collection. In order to increase our credibility (or internal validity, enabling more 
trustworthiness), we were both present during the interviews and then the one who was not 
asking a question was making sure that the questions were well understood. The semi-
structured interview design also helped us to be more understandable. It also makes the 
analysis easier by giving a structure to the researchers if we compare to an unstructured 
interview where the interviewee and the interviewer have both more leeway to speak about 
different topics (Bryman & Bell, 2011, pp. 474-477). We clearly aim to know how companies 
generate and select ideas given their network, their strategy and their organization. So it was 
another reason to choose a semi-structured interview compared to an unstructured interview. 
It was also a way to enhance the transparency of our study.  
 
All our respondents agreed to be recorded to ease our transcription and be quoted under their 
name and the name of their company. In order to analyze the data, we fully transcripted the 
four one-hour interviews. However, we promised to our respondents not to publish the 
transcripts and to erase the records once the analysis is done. We shared with our respondents 
the work once the final paper was finished, so they can check how we interpreted their own 
words.  
 

3.4.2. Size of the sample  
 
As the research is a multiple case study, our data collection was ultimately small (two sets of 
two interviews). It follows the statement that “Qualitative samples are usually small in size” 
(Ritchie & Lewis, 2003, p. 83). We wanted to keep a small sample size to increase the depth 
of our findings (Patton, 2002, p. 244) given the time constraints we had and the quality we 
wanted for this paper. The purpose of such study is not to deduce a general trend by gathering 
a lot of figures from different companies as a quantitative study would do but having a rather 
in-depth study of how small companies who are relying on design management are generating 
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and selecting ideas by taking the opportunity to clarify some aspects of the research with the 
interviewee himself. It enabled us to collect some complex data, trying to really understand 
the mechanisms of idea generation and idea selection in these companies. When it comes to 
validity, LeCompte and Goetz recognized that such a study is debatable as all case studies are  
(Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 387).  
 
Our point is that we did not limit our study with only one case so that we could compare the 
cases between each other and then try to find some similarities and differences among the 
cases.  
 

3.4.3. Interview Guides 
 
The interview guides used to collect the data were built based on the theoretical framework  
(Figure 2, section 2.2.5). The two interview guides for each set of interviews are different 
because in the first one, the questions are asked to design consultants to have their view of our 
research question given their experiences with their clients. In the second set of interviews, 
our questions were more concerning the respondent's company.  
 
Both interview guides gather six themes. We wanted to see how small companies select and 
generate ideas given their network, their strategy and their organization. In this context 
networking is considered to be a set of contacts, strategy is the corporate vision and 
organization is a set of people and process (Section 1.1). Then we crossed the variables to 
obtain the six following themes:  
 
• Idea Generation and Network, i.e. how open is the organization while generating ideas,  
• Idea Generation and Strategy, i.e. how strategy is taken into account while generating ideas,  
• Idea Generation and Organization, i.e. how the organization influences idea generation,  
• Idea Selection and Network, i.e. how open is the organization while selecting ideas, 
• Idea Selection and Strategy, i.e. how strategy is taken into account while selecting ideas, 
• Idea Selection and Organization, i.e. how the organization influences idea selection,  
 
As we are crossing idea selection and idea generation with network, strategy and organization 
we can easily think to present each interview guide (one for the design consultancy companies 
and one for the small companies using design management) in a table (Appendix 6; Appendix 
7). 
 

3.4.4. Coding 
 
According to the model we presented at the end of the theoretical framework (Figure 2, 
section 2.2.5), we will show our analysis crossing our factors (Networking - as a set of 
contacts, Strategy - as a vision and Organization - as a set of people and process) with the two 
first steps of the innovation process (Generate and Select) for our first set of interviews.  
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Table 3 - Matrix 1 
 
 Networking Strategy Organization 

Generate 

 
Idea Generation 
and Networking 

First set of interviews  

 
Idea Generation 

and Strategy 
First set of interviews 

 
Idea Generation 

and Organization 
First set of interviews 

 

Select 

 
Idea Selection 

and Networking 
First set of interviews 

 
Idea Selection 
and Strategy 

First set of interviews  

 
Idea Selection 

and Organization 
First set of interviews 

 
 
 
The same frame will be applied for the second set of interviews. We will gather this data in a 
second matrix:  
 

Table 4 - Matrix 2 
 
 Networking Strategy Organization 

Generate 
Idea Generation 
and Networking 

Second set of interviews 

 
Idea Generation 

and Strategy 
Second set of interviews 

 

Idea Generation 
and Organization 

Second set of interviews 

Select 

 
Idea Selection 

and Networking 
Second set of interviews 

 

Idea Selection 
and Strategy 

Second set of interviews 

Idea Selection 
and Organization 

Second set of interviews 

 
Even if the matrixes have exactly the same structure, we wanted to have two distinct matrixes 
to underline that the two sets of interviews have different interview guides. Then the data 
collected in each cell of the two matrixes is different. 
 

3.4.5. Respondent selection 
 
We knew while choosing this subject before Christmas that choosing good respondents was 
critical for the credibility of our study and its quality. We began quite early (before 
Christmas) to pick some people that could interest us for our research. It was done by talking 
about our subject to friends in the Umeå Institute of Design who helped us to find some pieces 
of information and via websites of the companies we wanted to interview, listed on a file 
shared via a cloud computing software.  
 
Then we contacted the companies through email. This email to ask for an interview was 
always personalized. It introduced our thesis subject and that we were from Umeå School of 
Business and Economics. We also mentioned why we selected their company for an 
interview. The email was sent to the individual we wanted to interview inside the company, 
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mainly CEOs or directors, either for the first or the second set of companies. When having a 
positive answer, we replied by asking for an appointment and that the interview would take an 
hour. We took an appointment with the first companies who answered.  
 

3.4.6. First set of interviews  
 
The first set of interviews was with design consultants who already worked with SMEs. We 
had this idea to interview in a first place design consultants who are sometimes hired by small 
companies relying on design management. The purpose of such initiative was to have a broad 
view of what in small companies prior to interview the small companies themselves. Then we 
had face-to-face interviews with Luke Hawes - director of the design agency Priestman 
Goode in London - and Patrik Westerlund - CEO of Shift Design & Strategy in Gothenburg. 
Beyond giving us a vision of what design management is, it gave us some hints to streamline 
our interview guide when asking questions directly to small companies. Both consultants gave 
a general overview of what is idea generation and selection in small companies. This first 
wave of interviews has a double meaning for us: having an expertise from practitioners to 
have more insightful interviews and having indirectly a broad empirical idea of design 
management in small companies (because both Luke Hawes and Patrik Westerlund were 
seeing small companies having their clients in mind). Indeed both companies were dealing 
with the same business but one was British (gathering 35 designers), dealing internationally in 
general with rather big companies and one was Swedish (four consultants), having more 
Swedish clients and small companies as customers. Beyond the insights as such we had from 
both companies, it gave us the opportunity to see different viewpoints between the two design 
consultancy companies which helped us for the analysis of the second set of interviews (with 
small companies). We interviewed Luke Hawes on April 26th in London and Patrik 
Westerlund on May 4th in Gothenburg. 
 

3.4.7. Second set of interviews  
 
The second set of interviews was directly with small companies' managers. According to us, 
our sample should gather some small companies' representatives (less than 50 employees). 
The purpose of such interviews was to see in reality how small companies were generating 
and selecting ideas. It is for this reason we needed to speak with managers who have a more 
strategic viewpoint. Mr. Rehnström is the CEO of Hello Future and Mr Wilén is the Strategist 
of Helikopter. While choosing our sample we could not follow any industry codes since we 
had to meet very precise criteria. Unfortunately we discovered by having some email 
exchanges and interviews with professionals that design management is scarce in small 
companies (Löfqvist, 2012) but possible to find since even start-ups can use design 
management services from a consultant (Chaptal de Chanteloup, 2012). We mainly selected 
the companies for having well-developed use of design management by the strength of their 
vision (for Hello Future) or their partnership with DMI (for Helikopter). The interview guides 
we settled gathered some information about the questions and main themes we had to review 
with the interviewees. We interviewed CEOs because they have a broad vision of their 
company, which was useful as we studied networking, organizational and strategic factors. 
They were all agreeing to be quoted (not in an anonymous manner). We interviewed Leif 
Rehnström on April 7th and Daniel Wilén on May 14th, both in Skellefteå.  
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3.5. Overview of the cases 
 
Consequently our study is composed by two interviews with design consultancy directors and 
two interviews with small companies' managers, and each one took about an hour, not 
including informal talks from 15 minutes to 1 hour depending on the interviewee, speaking 
about the activity of the organization, introducing ourselves or going more in details about the 
subject of our study with them. 
  

Table 5 - Characteristics of the interviews 
Company 

 
Priestman 

Goode 
Shift Design & 

Strategy Hello Future Helikopter 

Interviewee 
Luke 

Hawes 
(Director) 

Patrik 
Westerlund 

(CEO) 

Leif 
Rehnström 

(CEO) 

Daniel 
Wilén 

(Brand Strategist) 
Set of 

Interview First set First set Second set Second set 

Type of 
interview 

Face to face 
semi-structured 

interview 

Face to face 
semi-structured 

interview 

Face to face 
semi-structured 

interview 

Face to face 
semi-structured 

interview 
Duration of 

the interview 51 minutes 55 minutes 1 hour 1 hour 

Type of 
Business 

Design 
consultancy 

Design 
consultancy Web developer 

Brand 
management 

company 

Place of the 
interview 

UK 
(London) 

Sweden 
(Gothenburg) 

Sweden 
(Skellefteå) 

Sweden 
(Skellefteå) 

Date of the 
interview April, 26th May, 4th May, 7th May, 14th 

Recorded 
and 

transcripted 
Yes Yes Yes Yes 

 

3.6. Respondent profiles 
 
We interviewed two types of companies, design consultancy companies and small companies 
using design management. Given that the nature of the companies differs and our expectations 
during the interviews were different as well, we had two distinct interview guides for the two 
types of companies (Appendix 6; Appendix 7).  
 

3.6.1. Priestman Goode (First set of interviews)  
 
Priestman Goode is a consultancy company based in London, having an international client 
portfolio. Priestman Goode worked on a lot of different projects. They are renowned in the 
airline industry, worked in airplane interiors with an array of different airlines including for 
example Luftansa, Thaï Airlines, Turkish Airlines and TAM Airlines. They also worked in 
interior design for hotels companies such as Accor but also SMEs such as Vinoteca (British 
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hip wine bars) and Boa (British manufacturer). The respondent was Luke Hawes, director of 
the company and designer.  

3.6.2. Shift Design & Strategy (First set of interviews)  
 
Shift Design & Strategy is a design consultancy company based in Gothenburg, having some 
customers mainly in Sweden. This company offers also some design management servicies. 
Shift Design & Strategy worked as well on many projects, notably with Thermotech, Ascom, 
Alphalaval... The respondent was Patrik Westerlund, CEO of the company and designer.  
 

3.6.3. Hello Future (Second set of interviews)   
 
Hello Future is located in Skellefteå, North Sweden. The company’s main task is to design 
and develop digital services. Therefore they mainly focus on the combination of design, 
technology, strategy and innovation. With their offers they can attract companies like Adidas, 
Brokk, Nuiteq… Hello Future is member of the Lodge (Jargon, appendix 5).  
 

3.6.4. Helikopter (Second set of interviews)   
 
Helikopter is a company located in Piteå, North Sweden. The company is specialized in brand 
design and started as an advertisement agency. Some of Helikopter’s customers are e.g. 
Composite Scandinavia, Jordbruksverket, the Terminal… Helikopter is member and sponsor 
of the Design Management Institute (henceforth: DMI) (Jargon, appendix 5).  
 

3.7. Quality criteria 
 
Through considerations about the credibility, the transferability, the dependability and the 
confirmability of the study, we will discuss the trustworthiness of our findings (Guba & 
Lincoln, 1985)  

 

3.7.1. Credibility of the study 
 
Our findings are credible because they are the result of four one-hour in depth interviews in a 
quiet place, which increases the quality of the recording. Also, all the respondents were 
agreeing to be recorded.  
 
Further, we were helped by building up our different theoretical knowledge and empirical 
insights from a scholar (Löfqvist, 2012) and a professional (Chaptal de Chanteloup, 2012). 
After having these email exchanges, we had in mind that small companies using design 
management were rare and that some of these were using services from design consultancy 
companies. Our sample was built on this knowledge.   
 
We used snowball sampling in this study. It does not mean that our sampling was not 
seriously done. Consequently we used this sampling technique by asking professionals who 
were aware of design management. In effect, all our interviews were introduced by a 
presentation of our topic and an informal discussion with the respondent. It was a way to 
ensure that we had the same definition of design management. Another proof of the quality of 
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our sample selection is by checking the different respondents we have interviewed. They all 
have a special profile: 
 

• Luke Hawes, (director and designer in Priestman Goode), was chosen because he has 
an experience on design management at an international scale, 

• Patrik Westerlund (CEO of Shift Design & Strategy), was chosen because he came to 
Umeå during the first semester to share his expertise with students from the Umeå 
Institute of Design especially in design management, 

• Leif Rehnström (CEO of Hello Future) was chosen for the strong vision the company 
was communicating via its website (see Our Beliefs), 

• Daniel Wilén (Brand Strategist in Helikopter) was chosen because Helikopter is a 
member of the Design Management Institute (henceforth: DMI).  

 
One hour face-to-face interviews enabled us to cover the subject of our research questions. 
Both researchers were always present while conducting the interviews. Then the one who was 
not asking a question made sure that the questions were well understood. Also it enabled us to 
have an intensive interview because both researchers were thinking to the next question while 
hearing the respondent. Finally we are aware that “Validity permeates the whole research 
process” (Flick & Kvale, 2007, p. 123) and therefore ensured its improvement through the 
whole process by keeping track of its development and evaluation. 
 

3.7.2. Transferability of the study 
 
The real business of case is particularization, not generalization. We take a particular case and 
come to know it well, not primarily as how it is different from others but what it is, what it 
does. There is emphasis on uniqueness, and that implies knowledge of others that the case is 
different from, but the first emphasis is on understanding the case itself (Stake, 1995, p. 8). 
 
The idea of a case study is not to come up with findings that are easily transferable. But our 
multiple case study is slightly different than a classical multiple case study as we already 
discussed it (section 1.6). 
 

3.7.3. Dependability of the study 
 
Reliability refers to the question whether or not the outcome of the study is repeatable 
(Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 41). The concern about reliability, especially for the semi-structured 
interviews we conducted is also related to the problem of bias (Saunders, 2012, p. 381).  
 
To overcome this bias we used treatments provided by Saunders (Saunders, 2012, p. 382) 
such as choosing appropriate locations for the interviews. Three interviews took place inside 
the companies’ conference rooms that provided us a calm atmosphere. It was a good 
environment for the respondents to answer to our questions. Due to the fact that we met one 
respondent while visiting clients in a different town, we could not use their office. Still we 
found a quiet café (Lilla Mary, in Skellefteå) that provided us with a separate room. All 
interviews were fully recorded in a digital way for the analysis of the data. We were glad to 
speak with open interviewees in a relaxed atmosphere that enabled to speak freely about our 
research topic. To steer the interview we set up open, closed and specific questions, and made 
sure to have the same understanding by broaching the subject again.  
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Recording the interviews in a digital format allowed us to have verbatim transcripts. Further 
we could take into account pauses, repetitions and the interviewees’ tone of voice which are 
also relevant for the interpretation (Flick & Kvale, 2007, p. 98). Since both researchers 
themselves did the transcripts it was needed to agree on a common procedure to transcript 
verbatim (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2008, p. 180).  
 

3.7.4. Confirmability of the study 
 
When it comes to the confirmability of the study it is about ensuring that the researcher is not 
influenced by its personal values or belief while conducting the study. Doing research in 
business makes this at a certain stage impossible (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 398). For this 
reason we strictly followed our research path, trying to leave aside our values or beliefs. We 
focused on the data, the analytic process to follow our research purpose.  
 
Also we conducted a qualitative study since it allows detailed understanding of the issue. 
Details which only can be discovered by getting in contact with people (Creswell, 2007, p. 
40). “Qualitative researchers have pressed for understanding the complex interrelationship 
among all that exists” (Stake, 1995, p. 37). Therefore “subjectivity has not to be seen as 
failure but as understanding” (Stake, 1995, p. 45).  
 
While looking for correspondence (Stake, 1995, p. 78) we where mainly coding the 
transcripts to be able to have a high involvement during the interview. Further this allowed us 
to decrease the influence by the direct interview since later we could follow our pre-set table 
while coding. 
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4. Empirical Data 
 
We will summarize in this part our four interviews following the structure of our interview 
guides explained in the methodology part. 
 

4.1. Disposition of the Empirical Data 
 
In section 3.4.4, we presented you our way of coding, highly linked with our interview guides 
(Appendix 6; Appendix 7). We will present our findings summarizing the four interviews and 
dealing with one theme after another. Then, we follow the logic of the table below.  
 

Table 6 - Empirical Data Disposition 

 
 

Networking 
 

Strategy Organization 

Generate 
 
 

 
4.2.1 

Idea Generation 
and Networking 

First set of interviews  
 
 

4.2.2  
Idea Generation 
and Networking 

Second set of interviews 
 

 
4.3.1 

Idea Generation 
and Strategy 

First set of interviews 
 
 

4.3.2 
Idea Generation 

and Strategy 
Second set of interviews 

 

 
4.4.1 

Idea Generation 
and Organization 

First set of interviews 
 
 

4.4.2 
Idea Generation 
and Organization 

Second set of interviews 
 

Select 
 
 

 
4.5.1 

Idea Selection 
and Networking 

First set of interviews 
  
 

4.5.2 
Idea Selection 

and Networking 
Second set of interviews  

 

 
4.6.1 

Idea Selection 
and Strategy 

First set of interviews  
 
 

4.6.2 
Idea Selection 
and Strategy 

Second set of interviews 
 

 
4.7.1 

Idea Selection 
and Organization 

First set of interviews 
 
 

4.7.2 
Idea Selection 

and Organization 
Second set of interviews 
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4.2. Idea Generation and Networking  
 

4.2.1. Idea Generation and Networking - First set of interviews 
 
The clarity of the brief (Jargon, appendix 5) given by the companies leads both consultants to 
work at different stages of the product development, for different types of ideas.  
 
"Some companies know what they want and some companies don't know what they want" 
(Luke Hawes). These differences influence the scope of works of Priestman Goode. 
Sometimes, the brief is rather clear and the consultants are asked to get in details quickly. 
Priestman Goode's mission is then to "make it happen" (Luke Hawes). Other times, 
companies give more leeway to the design consultants. "In the UK and in Europe particularly 
companies are quite focused" (Luke Hawes). But in both ways, Mr. Hawes sees himself as a 
problem solver in the early stages of the product development, gathering different actors as 
their clients, suppliers or contacts in other companies. 
 
"Product ideas as such usually come from the customer" (Patrik Westerlund). In general, 
companies come with a main idea for a precise project but sometimes, Shift Design & 
Strategy is contracted for a more exploratory work, when the client needs to fill a customer 
need. Still, most of the time, companies come with a product to develop in mind, after a 
market analysis and "That’s the normal way of working" (Patrik Westerlund). Mr. Westerlund 
says that they provide in general sub-ideas; ideas to solve the problem but seldom find the 
problem to tackle itself. To find these sub-ideas, Shift Design & Strategy gathers data from 
customers and lead users by doing focus groups and interviews. But companies "have usually 
done that and they give us a brief and we do their design work" (Patrik Westerlund). 
 
Networking is critical for small companies. 
 
It is needed "to integrate different disciplines in the product development not just to use the 
engineers" (Patrik Westerlund). Small companies "from 20-up persons, have specialized 
functions and someone can be responsible for implementing the result from our design 
strategy work" (Patrik Westerlund). But 20-up persons companies still need some expertise 
from outside to have people "coming from a different branch with a different perspective" that 
can contribute to the design process (Patrik Westerlund). It is not only concerning a design 
consultancy company. For instance for clients which have outsourced their branding to a 
brand management bureau, a cooperation is usually needed between Shift Design & Strategy, 
his client and the brand management bureau. 
 
According to Luke Hawes, the less the product development follows a platform logic, the 
more networking is important. A part of the product development is then to convince 
suppliers or manufacturers to produce a new-new product: "for new-new ideas we need a 
manufacturer on board who feels as if he has got this partnership with design; then (...) we 
can be the creative, they can be the engineering and technical side - and it becomes a sort of 
joint-development" (Luke Hawes).  
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4.2.2. Idea Generation and Networking - Second set of interviews 
 
Both companies involve externals to find new ideas. 
 
In Helikopter, the work is done in a collective way, especially for the ideation process. "We 
never have the complete set of skills inside the organization. Never. We try to work very 
collectively. We have a model for collective design to bring in non-designers, outside the 
organization, to either design stuff or to design ideas" (Daniel Wilén). For instance, 
Helikopter designed the logo of the last DMI collective design conference (April, 26th). 
Helikopter used a collective design process by finding some inspiration in some logos created 
by a large amount of people, always trying to integrate people outside the organization with 
different skills in their ideation process. In general, ideas are shared with people "From 
Skellefteå (...) from DMI, from wherever actually. People we have met and we think have 
special skills". Helikopter gains a lot of inspiration from its DMI membership. Through DMI 
the company attains access to new networks, further it enables them to exchange information 
as well as experiences. It allows them to refine their offer and skills by changing their models. 
It helps them to innovate and to reposition their own company.  
 
Hello Future is member of the Lodge, an association for the creative industry in Skellefteå, 
consisting out of 15 companies. This network is extremely open, so they can quickly come 
together and share their expertise. For some projects, members of the Lodge can collaborate 
for the ideation process with companies belonging to the network. Idea generation is shared 
within the Lodge. An example is the following ideation process shared between Hello Future 
and North Kingdom (another member of the Lodge): "Last year for instance we did a thing 
for a telecom company: they asked us to come up with an idea but they had very little time. 
They were fully involved in many other projects so we had a team with an ideation process: 
we were one from North Kingdom and three from Hello Future that came up with a concept 
and ideas. So it can also work like that." (Leif Rehnström). With the expertise provided by 
their partners, Hello Future has quick access to external knowledge. In Hello Future, it is 
essential to do as much research and interviews as possible to really get the need of the client 
or the final customer. Hello Future shares the ideation process with them if the project they 
are working on is an ongoing collaboration: "When we know each other well, then yeah. 
That's done in common" (Leif Rehnström). Further Mr. Rehnström is opposed of the idea of 
the lonely inventor: “To me it’s just false advertising, it doesn’t work like that.” (Leif 
Rehnström). In Hello Future, people work collectively and do not hesitate to involve the 
expertise they need from outside the company (inside or outside the Lodge).  
 
Both companies have a collaboration based on trust to have such openness. 
 
This is the result of an ongoing and established collaboration based on trust in Hello Future: 
"We are extremely open. Especially within the Lodge and especially within our core group we 
are extremely open. (...) We have respect for each other. And we know that they will not take 
advantage of us and we will not take advantage of them. Because we mean so much for each 
other, so showing respect is very important." (Leif Rehnström) 
 
The same in Helikopter, when asked how they can keep the ownership of the idea by sharing 
it, Daniel Wilén said: "You can't make sure! That's the thing, you can't make sure, but that's a 
risk we are willing to take because if someone steals an idea from us, well ok that's their 
problem, we won't work with them again... But an idea will always grow if you share it. If you 
keep an idea for yourself it will never - or harder - be reality" 
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4.3. Idea Generation and Strategy 
 

4.3.1. Idea Generation and Strategy - First set of interviews 
 
Investment in design is in general more operational for small companies. 
 
Having a clear strategy is vital "If you don’t have a clear strategy, you could network yourself 
to death" (Patrik Westerlund) but paradoxically enough, small companies most often ask Shift 
Design & Strategy for product design, which is more operational. According to Mr 
Westerlund, small companies in general avoid investing a lot of money in design but the ones 
who do it can integrate incrementally a design approach, from the product design to more 
strategic aspects. "Small companies don’t talk about design management. If you mention 
design management they see 'cost'. Because as soon as you have something called 
management, they associate that it would cost, but if you talk product design, they look at it 
more as buying an engineering service." (Patrik Westerlund). When describing the companies 
contracting Shift Design & Strategy especially for strategic services, Patrik Westerlund said: 
"they are at least some 30/40 upwards in the companies". However in Shift Design & 
Strategy, "even if we are not contracted for design management or design strategy work, we 
do it, it is in us" (Patrik Westerlund). 
 
Also, according to Mr Westerlund, it exist some small companies that have a good design 
management without contracting a design consultancy company; but these companies have a 
transversal view and a good network to gather the expertise needed to develop new products. 
It depends also on the individual.  
 
Various strategic aspects affect the design process. 
 
Also, Patrik Westerlund, when asked about the interaction between his consultancy and 
companies having a good design management: "We have several companies, when you start 
working with them, you might be kind of nervous in the beginning, since you know they are 
already doing good work (...) It’s a pleasure working with them too, because it’s quite fluent" 
(Patrik Westerlund). 
 
For Mr. Hawes, vision is vital for the company. "No matter what you are designing, pencils 
or super-jumbo jets, you got to have a vision, and the strategy is huge" (Luke Hawes). Most 
of the companies who succeed in design management have a strong vision. Priestman Goode 
seeks to translate this vision even in terms of shapes and used materials for the final product 
to fit the brand of the company called internally 3D branding (Jargon, Appendix 5). There are 
several factors that influence the product development such as culture, lifestyle, and 
perceptions of luxury or brands. In Priestman Goode, idea generation comes after an analysis 
of these aspects. This is partly why in Priestman Goode the concepts and ideas are highly 
linked with the essence of the company.  
 
For this reason, sometimes, the vision has to be refined.  
 
To refine the vision, Shift Design & Strategy mentions "what happens sometimes if they ask 
for our strategy services, it’s that they had a vision but they realized that the market has 
changed and their vision isn’t vital anymore" (Patrik Westerlund). 
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In the Priestman Goode case, if the brief is not clear enough, "We have to (...) come up with 
some strategy and come up with ideas that really represent their brand; where we think they 
should be" (Luke Hawes). 
 

4.3.2. Idea Generation and Strategy - Second set of interviews 
 
The vision of both companies influences their idea generation. 
 
Hello Future has a strong and well-established vision that influences idea generation. Ideas 
developed in Hello Future follow this vision by combining four trends: "The social functions 
that's really important for us. Another thing is of course cloud computing (...). A third big 
thing is of course the mobile explosion. (...) then we also have something called the "internet 
of things" which is not really common knowledge but it's the thing where processors and 
sensors are becoming so small and so cheap that everyone can have them now. Today, we can 
add a small chip to this pencil so it becomes as powerful as a laptop used to be 4 or 5 years 
ago. (...) The interesting thing (...) happens when you combine these four " (Leif Rehnström). 
Yet Mr Rehnström complements that they do not value their ideas too high, since ideas in 
general are seldom unique, it is their development that makes the difference. 
 
Helikopter’ strong and well-expressed passion throughout the company enables them to face 
their mission to “try to add through design more value than anyone” (Daniel Wilén) already 
in the ideation process. "What we share is a passion for design" (Daniel Wilén). According to 
Mr. Wilén the company relies on their core values, namely: Passion, Aesthetics, Ethics and 
Våga (to dare). These allow them to come up with new ideas in a relative free way, as long 
they focus their beliefs. Further this allows them to make use of their differentiated 
perspective since they still have a large freedom according to Daniel Wilén: "We have total 
ownership of our ideas and what we do with our lives, what we do with our company". 
Helikopter also has the long term goal to design and innovate in a more strategic way. 
 

4.4. Idea Generation and Organization  
 

4.4.1. Idea Generation and Organization - First set of interviews 
 
The knowledge about design differs from one client to another.  
 
Small companies' briefs are in general less clear than the ones from big companies for Patrik 
Westerlund: "visionary entrepreneurs are usually solo or maybe have one or two other guys 
with them, and they are not mature enough". But with time, entrepreneurs refine their ideas: 
"A year or two later, they come back and they might have more technology or a more defined 
idea" (Patrik Westerlund). There are some differences between these entrepreneurs who can 
work with three or four people and companies up to 20 people according to Mr Westerlund as 
the one described Section 4.2.1. 
 
Some companies contracting Priestman Goode have not a precise brief, leading the 
consultants "almost to write the brief" (Luke Hawes). Customer research is done very detailed 
by some of the companies; others leave it to Priestman Goode. The main difference according 
to Luke Hawes is more cultural wise than related to the size of the company. "In the UK and 
in Europe particularly companies are quite focused, they have done their own research, they 
know their market, they know their competition, they know their price point (the final price of 
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the product). If you go to some parts of Asia, some parts of South America, North America 
(...) we have to really do a lot of foundation, ground work." (Luke Hawes). Also, the 
generation process of the ideas is not linked to the size of the company: "the generation of the 
ideas doesn't matter if you are small or large. We still generate the ideas the same way" 
(Luke Hawes). For Luke Hawes, the different cultural aspects of the clients' organizations tell 
a lot on how to differentiate their products as well: "globally you find a lot of cultural 
differences which really impacts on the product" (Luke Hawes). 
 
Ideas coming from the design consultants represent an investment for small companies. 
 
When asked for the willingness of small companies to use design consultancy services, Mr 
Hawes answered: "If they come to design in the first place, it means they are paying for a 
service that they wouldn't normally do. They could go straight to manufacturers who can offer 
them more standard products but maybe change the color, the material, they can brand it 
(they can put their badge on it) and it looks like the companies' own product but that's a 
manufacturing standard product. (...) These companies (...) got the budget to do something 
different" (Luke Hawes). 
 
Mr. Westerlund, when speaking about venture capitalist financed small companies, said: "they 
get in and usually focus on the product and not on the market because they think they have a 
lot of knowledge about the market themselves and they don’t have enough money or 
organization to involve us for that because that’s more expensive" (Patrik Westerlund). 
 

4.4.2. Idea Generation and Organization - Second set of interviews 
 
Some process or routines inside the organization foster idea generation. 
 
Helikopter works with a set of different models that support them in their ideation process. So 
is it for example a model for collective design, which brings in non-designers from outside the 
association to enrich their organization by using a network. When asked about the idea 
generation process inside the company, Daniel Wilén said: "We would like to design and 
innovate in a more strategic way. Then reality hits you. And you realize that there are things 
that have to be done, there are things for clients that have to be delivered and so on. (...) 
When growing as well, it is hard. It is a lot of work and things are easier on paper and as I 
said, when reality hits you it is something else." (Daniel Wilén). However, Helikopter has 
some routines and a culture that makes it innovative: "in our culture there is kind of an idea 
box, surrounding the company. Because every time we sit around for a cup of coffee, we have 
our weekly meetings, new ideas and innovation is part of the agenda. Both of the weekly 
meetings but also outside these meetings I mean just when sitting like this and someone says 
that: 'did you see this article in the newspaper this morning? – No what was it about? – Yeah, 
this and this. Shouldn’t we or couldn’t we? What if someone?'... And so it starts. It is more 
about a cultural thing" (Daniel Wilén). According to Mr. Wilén this provides a huge pool of 
inspiration but at the same time makes it harder to manage the process in a strategic way. 
 
Hello Future has a pool of methods when it comes to idea generation. Ideation processes 
mostly follow common structures in Hello Future: "We follow almost the same process but 
with different tools; it's not always brainstorming" (Leif Rehnström). They remain unique 
since they are influenced by the environment of the situation which seldom is the same. 
Therefore they might choose different tools such as the "five whys" method: "It's kind of 
basic that you ask the question 'Why?' a lot. If you get like five instances down with the why, 
you should be really close to the core of the problem". Always in Hello Future, they try to 
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read their customers needs, even try to understand how and in which context they are 
thinking. Therefore this might take several instances to come close to the core. New internal 
ideas are usually the result of an informal discussion: "A lot of our internal ideas just come up 
at a lunch or at something different if someone just said; wouldn’t it be cool if we could do 
this? Yeah should be really fun. So maybe only one or two of us look into this deeper and we 
write it down" (Leif Rehnström) 
 
Both companies promote their expertise.  
 
According to Mr. Rehnström it is important to be best at something, instead of being good at 
everything. Therefore Hello Future concentrates on keeping up their core competences, to 
ensure their role within their collaboration with other companies inside or outside the Lodge. 
Hello Future is aware of how important it is also to have a strong internal team, ensuring the 
company’s success also from a business perspective. 
 
This point of view is also shared in Helikopter: "Without our employees we are not much 
actually" (Daniel Wilén). 
 

4.5. Idea Selection and Networking 
 

4.5.1. Idea Selection and Networking - First set of interviews 
 
Priestman Goode and Shift Design & Strategy are hired for reasons that differ among their 
clients.  
 
In general, they are more problem solvers for a precise project. However, it is not always the 
case: Mr Westerlund is hired mainly for two distinct tasks. If it comes to product design Mr 
Westerlund is contracted as a problem solver, if it comes to strategic design, he is more 
managing the project. In general, the bigger the small company is the more accurate is the 
task given to the consultants. For Mr Hawes, the clarity of the design brief is more linked to a 
cultural aspect than the size of the company at an international scale. When the task is rather 
precise, the work given to Mr Westerlund can be then more strategic, adding some design 
thinking to the organization. It changes their way of thinking while innovating.  
 
Some companies using design consultancies as an external input to develop new products rely 
on the expertise of consultants to ease their decision-making.  
 
Even if it is important for the design consultant to give some ownership of the idea to his 
clients which was stressed by Mr Hawes and implied by Patrik Westerlund notably by "Our 
work is a contribution", some companies ask for support while making their decision and ask 
for a confirmation. Both consultancies try to help them to come up with decisions "we take a 
lot of pressure of them and that happens quite regularly" (Luke Hawes) and "we do help them 
by doing workshops and by helping them to define the target groups in way that it's not just a 
text describing a person who is very anonymous we're helping them by doing a precise 
description picking up pictures and doing the workshop, everybody gets acquainted with it. 
We're trying to make a segment or a target group from an anonymous and broad group to one 
individual that we can all focus on; even though the target group is not one individual or 
individuals with exactly the same properties or ways of being - it's rather a group of course - 
but by focusing on one everybody can have the same goal" (Patrik Westlund). Since most of 
the small companies do not have their own design department or design specialist inside their 
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company they use the consultants to steer them through the whole process and therefore also 
involve them in their decision-making process. "We have to lead them through the process" 
(Luke Hawes). However, some small companies, especially entrepreneurial startups rather 
know what they want: "There is another group of entrepreneurs too that are maybe three or 
four persons who has got venture capital, they are buying all their services from companies, 
from subcontractors. They are usually business educated, young guys, who really, really know 
what they're heading" (Patrik Westerlund). Companies working with venture capitalists are 
aware of what services they can buy and where their network can support them to ease 
decision-making. They know about their core competencies and try to overcome their lack 
with external input. By knowing where to go they set up or develop the network in the right 
way.  
 
Also, consultants ease communication between the different actors of the product 
development (Section 4.2.1). 
 

4.5.2. Idea Selection and Networking - Second set of interviews 
 
Both Hello Future and Helikopter have a set of contacts that makes their decision-making 
easier.  
 
The Lodge provides to Hello Future some expertise to ease idea selection. The Lodge enables 
its members to access to human resources easily among all the companies involved in this 
loose partnership. Then Mr Rehnström knows whom to contact for what task. To remain an 
efficient network, each member has to know which door to knock so the members of the 
Lodge meet informally to update their knowledge about their own network: "So we have these 
not formal meetings but we meet maybe four or five times a year within the Lodge and every 
company does three to five minutes presentations on what they have been doing lately, if 
anything changed, if they hired new people or things like that so everyone gets a kind of 
update on what's going on, what kind of new skills they have and things like that." (Leif 
Rehnström) Testing ideas is done in Hello Future by processes but also by using networks 
such as having in-depth feedback from the final customer, doing some interviews to find 
accurately the need of their clients.  
 
In Helikopter, Daniel Wilén knows as well where to find the skills to ease the decision-
making, passing by a set of contacts outside the company for instance through DMI. Mr 
Wilén also has some contacts in the Lodge even if Helikopter does not belong to it. Keeping a 
good relationship with this set of contacts is something very important for Helikopter since 
they recognize their skills. For this reason, Helikopter tries to keep the "connection" going by 
finding some missions for these contacts. Helikopter has as well the ability to create smaller 
sub-organizations to continue developing an idea, involving people from outside the 
Helikopter organization, for instance on a current project, Sales and PR are useful to organize 
a conference in Norrland, as well as the event marketer to manage the project. "We have a 
model for collective design to bring in non-designers, outside the organization (...) to try and 
test ideas" (Daniel Wilén). 
 
Both companies take the opportunity to jointly develop their network and select their ideas. 
 
The wish of Helikopter is to open the organization beyond its core team of employees and to 
really share their ideas. They take the risk to loose their ownership of the idea with their 
clients, their partners and people that can have a good use of it or develop the idea. The 
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relationship Helikopter has with his contacts is based on trust and ethic (one of the core values 
of Helikopter): "We always share ideas; that's our way of working. We share it with mentors, 
with clients, with partners we have, with people that we think have a good use for the idea or 
could help us to develop the idea. That's how we work." (Daniel Wilén). 
 
Networking has also a great strategic aspect in Hello Future. It is by networking that Hello 
Future can expand its reputation, sometimes willing to accept small margins to invest in their 
brand and international reputation (overseas with Disney for instance). Selecting this kind of 
project is also a good opportunity for Hello Future to work with different experts. People 
which they usually cannot employ. Hello Future can benefit from this in two ways, foster 
their expertise and "have fun" (Leif Rehnström). These strategic projects lead Hello Future to 
access to new networks and resources to be more aligned with their strategic vision. 
Networking to develop ideas can be difficult and for this reason, Mr Rehnström prefers to 
wait to find the good match. Mr Rehnström has in mind (or in the Hello Future's idea "vault") 
a lot of ideas that he can link with the new profiles he meets and eventually finds some ways 
to concretize it with people (creating a joint-venture), combining "people (...) and skills to 
make it happen" (Leif Rehnström). Of course, here the human resource is critical: "people are 
usually more worth than ideas!" (Leif Rehnström). 
 

4.6. Idea Selection and Strategy 
 

4.6.1. Idea Selection and Strategy - First set of interviews 
 
Design is a tool of differentiation. 
 
If clients have a precise brief, according to Mr Hawes, they know exactly where they want to 
go and due to their strategic choice of differentiation they take higher expenses into account, 
but they are motivated to create a Unique Selling Proposition (USP - Jargon, Appendix 5) to 
grow by following their vision, seeing it as an investment that will get them closer to their 
aim. Then, an in-depth analysis of the client from the design consultancy is required to find 
different "design routes". Sometimes, when the vision is not clear Priestman Goode needs to 
do some research, and create the vision accordingly.  
 
Mr Westerlund has the same idea by seeing design as a way to differentiate the offer of the 
companies, describing the need of his clients by "aiming better" (Patrik Westerlund), looking 
for "a slightly different market". For Patrik Westerlund it is also a positioning tool that 
complements marketing tools. The strategic vision can have a dynamic aspect according to 
Mr Westerlund, for instance niche companies that have one type of product and several 
versions have to slightly adjust their vision to fit the change on the market by repositioning 
their offer. 
 
A clear vision eases decision-making of the companies (small or large) according to Shift 
Design & Strategy and Priestman Goode.  
 
However, a clear vision - or "direction" - does not mean to have only one strategic option: 
"there are a lot of possibilities to create goals on the way to towards that direction" (Patrik 
Westerlund). According to Mr Westerlund, the strenght of the vision of the clients differs. 
Some companies even think that they have a vision but in reality they do not or it needs to be 
adjusted. Some companies experience these inconsistencies on their own and especially ask 
for strategic services. Small companies that were first looking for product development often 
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do not realize that what they really need is business development as well; "You need to do a 
product development since they are aiming at different markets. Either different segments or 
different markets, so you need to do different product designs, and you need to put in different 
product messages. That is where you need the corporate overhead vision, which is usually 
defined through the brand management work" (Patrik Westerlund). For this reason, a 
corporate overhead vision can be seen as a basis to select the ideas in a successful way. Some 
tools to ease decision-making are provided by Shift Design & Strategy, notably to see if the 
product is aligned to the strategic objectives of the company. "It is a way to have a common 
aim for a product development team. In a more strategic way they are analyzing the fit of 
what the company and the product are communicating to define a common language to reach 
the target group" (Patrik Westerlund). 
 
The expression of the company’s vision and thereby their strategic behavior varies a lot 
according to Mr Hawes's experience. Some companies are focusing on the price of the final 
product at the strategic level. "Badging" strategies, consisting in going directly to the 
manufacturer to produce standardized products and put the brand logo on the final product, is 
one of the strategic options that companies can take. Some others opt to differentiate their 
offer, notably by a strong 3D branding to "manage to design something that represents their 
brand" (Luke Hawes). When companies are aware of their vision it is more likely to have a 
straightforward design process. Its goes along with Mr. Westerlund's statement that the more 
the small companies are aware of their vision and their goals, the more efficient they can use 
and implement the inputs they receive from the consultants.  

4.6.2. Idea Selection and Strategy - Second set of interviews 
 
The vision of both companies is important to select ideas. 
 
Hello Future's offers and decision-making are driven by a clear vision: "Our vision is that we 
are at the point where we can create a digital layer on the top of the physical world that can 
help us in our daily lives and that can make it easier, make it more fun, or interesting." (Leif 
Rehnström). "That is how we see the future, what we are heading (...) That's a clear mission 
for us, that's where we are going - and we think that is where the world is going - and we 
want to be that company that you call we you want to develop a service like that" (Leif 
Rehnström).  
 
The vision is important for Helikopter since every idea they have has to fit it: "if we keep 
aiming for our vision, that idea will be a good idea" (Daniel Wilén). Vision gives the 
different members of Helikopter "the same perspective" (Daniel Wilén) given their 
differences. Passion for design for instance leads them to make decisions; by "falling in love 
with the idea" (Daniel Wilén). Still, some other factors such as the cost of implementing the 
idea are also taken into account. However, some ideas can be chosen even if it is not that 
profitable, when the idea "brands Helikopter even more clearly" (Daniel Wilén). Here, it has 
to be mentioned that Helikopter is at a stage of investing in its vision to be able to grow 
afterwards. This type of decision is possible according to Mr. Wilén because in Helikopter 
because the ownership of the ideas inside the company is shared among its employees and 
they share the same strategic vision. This kind of strategic options are more difficult to 
implement in a big company with a lot of decision makers, where "passion" is overcome by 
consensus. 
 
The idea is selected once some practical criteria are met for Hello Future and Helikopter.  
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An idea in Hello Future has to be as near to the need as possible, it is "the core idea": "the 
first idea you have is usually too broad and general" (Leif Rehnström), so refining it is 
needed to end up with an idea which is unique and interesting. Hello Future selects ideas to 
develop, once this phase is complete. Another important factor to select the ideas is to involve 
the people to make it happen. "A couple of month ago we invested in a startup in Stockholm, 
called Spiderdash and we are helping them develop a product right now. (...) We could build 
it and they could sell it. This is just a good match." (Leif Rehnström) People are more 
important than ideas for Mr Rehnström because the ideas are not that valuable unless a good 
team supports them.  
 
This last approach is also supported by Daniel Wilén: in Helikopter, if the idea is perceived to 
be good, Helikopter will try to put more effort to make it real. For instance, if the idea is 
remarkable according to Helikopter but they do not have the skills internally to develop it, 
then they create a new organization outside Helikopter that aims to make this idea real, 
gathering some skills from outside and inside the organization consisting of "our company, 
some of our clients and some of our partners" (Daniel Wilén).  
 
Some ideas are in accordance with a long-term vision. 
 
For Hello Future, some projects have an important strategic aspect because it enables the 
company to deal with new challenges. A good project selection is also a way to continue 
learning and pursuing the vision of Hello Future. Sometimes, it means that "some clients go in 
other directions, so maybe we just have to say goodbye to them and focus on what we believe" 
(Leif Rehnström) and sometimes if margins are too small to be financially profitable, it is 
seen as something "fun" and insightful for Hello Future to pick some really precise projects 
that are considered more as a learning and networking investment. But this investment is done 
to meet the strategic goals of the company: "Closing doors is as important as opening new 
doors I would say" (Leif Rehnström).  
 
Some design thinking was incorporated inside the Helikopter's organization through processes 
and it makes their offer different from their competitors. DMI is very important for them. 
They see it as a way to learn about design and about design management, giving them a new 
perspective on design. The DMI partnership is also a reason why people choose to work with 
Helikopter. Their positioning, a result of a big change in the company, is to consider design as 
a way to “take a situation and make it preferable” (Daniel Wilén).  
 

4.7. Idea Selection and Organization 
 

4.7.1. Idea Selection and Organization - First set of interviews 
 
Decisions are made faster in small companies according to both consultants.  
 
The smaller the company, the smaller the decision-making teams usually become, "I guess 
with smaller companies who are more likely to have only one owner - you're more likely to 
have a few decision makers" (Luke Hawes). According to Mr Hawes, it makes their decision-
making process faster but also iterative compared with a board of experts developing it 
through different departments. Mr Westerlund also agrees on this statement: "if they leave the 
room, half a day later they decide what they should do with the information they got" (Patrik 
Westerlund).  
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However, small companies are more likely to change their mind.  
 
"It is an iterative process. The smaller the companies the more iteration you find. The bigger 
companies take a longer time, a slower process. But once they decided they checked through 
everybody and say ok now let’s go." (Patrik Westerlund). The risk for smaller companies is 
bigger and "when they are investing it means it is their biggest thing in history of decision-
making and it becomes quite stressful for them; they have to get it right" (Luke Hawes). For 
Mr Westerlund money is also an important factor for the smaller companies. It is not seldom 
that such a project brings them to their financial limits for Mr Hawes. Also according to him, 
the selection is critical for small companies because they need to have "the desire, the 
motivation, the expertise, the budget to select the correct idea" (Luke Hawes). But Mr 
Westerlund clarifies that some small companies, often led by business-educated 
entrepreneurs, "really know what they're heading" (Patrik Westerlund).  
 
Some different explanations of this difference in decision-making processes for small 
companies were suggested during the interviews.  
 
External and internal analyses are very important to select ideas. In general, "Bigger 
companies usually know more what they want because they have done some pretty good 
research before" (Patrik Westerlund). According to Luke Hawes, even though "smaller 
companies often do not do market research on their own, it does not mean that they do not 
know their market". The justification of the idea is very important for both consultants. Mr 
Hawes says that a good idea has to fit the DNA of the company and Mr Westerlund always 
starts his work by analyzing as well the company's vision.  
 
There is also a difference in terms of internal processes, more defined in general in bigger 
companies. "The big companies ask you in the process, first they do some of their research 
because they have an organization that’s good at that, to ask the customers what the 
customers want. The thing is you never get the right answer from the customer. So what we do 
is, when we get into the product, we are more about to observe and see what they really do 
and see if we can find some extra values to deliver into the product and so on. It takes them, 
the products for big companies, usually longer." (Patrik Westerlund) Also small companies 
often have a different kind of involvement in the decision-making process: "My gut feeling is 
that the smaller companies are much more 'hands on', more involved, which means that they 
can play with the idea, the design when actually it has been approved six weeks ago and we 
need to stop playing!" (Luke Hawes). In bigger companies it is often like this: "if you present 
it to the boss, and the boss has approved it then everybody else gets in line. And they make it 
happen." (Luke Hawes). Conversely, in a small company "they might awake one morning and 
say 'Wait a minute, why is it blue, it should be red!' or whatever it is; he has a diner with 
somebody who said 'Hey you should do this way!' and the whole process changes again" 
(Luke Hawes).  
 
Idea selection is fuzzier because of the lack of internal expertise of small companies. When it 
comes to the integration of different skills, small companies usually have more universal 
employees, doing different tasks at the same time according to Mr Westerlund. In "smaller 
organizations, meetings are probably with two or three persons (...) and the organization can 
take decisions" (Patrik Westerlund). But usually they do not have an in depth knowledge 
concerning all the topics. Due to the scarce resources of the small companies, the idea 
selection process might be affected by doing more compromises according to Luke Hawes, 
arguing for balance between design work to make enough effect on the market and keep the 
costs down, summarized by himself with: "Excellent design and high costs won't go 
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anywhere". According to Mr Westerlund, bigger companies select more precisely what they 
want to outsource because their internal managers are aware of a precise need, keeping in 
mind that decisions are taken inside the company. According to both consultants, the lack of 
expertise inside the organization makes them taking the decision faster. But also it restricts 
the perspective they take into account, which makes the process more "iterative" (Patrik 
Westerlund), and increases the risk of bigger "unforeseen problems" (Luke Hawes).  
 
Sometimes, a bridge between the design consultants and the company is missing in a small 
company. "The core team of people", gathering experts from different fields ease the idea 
selection for Luke Hawes. Mr Westerlund welcomes a design manager inside the company of 
his client because the development of the product will focus more easily on the need of the 
company rather than a product development manager who is more interested by the features 
of the product.  
 
Idea selection is also a matter of personality inside the organization.  
 
Some small companies, according to Patrik Westerlund, "are led by competent individuals 
who have a clear vision of what they want and that can buy services by giving clear briefs 
'We're heading that way'". These small companies can have a good design management 
without contracting design managers and it makes the design process more fluent. The 
personality of the people involved in the project is also important for Mr Hawes. When we 
asked Luke Hawes what was the difference between small companies and big ones in terms of 
selecting ideas he concluded: "Generally, it's not the size of the company, it's the personalities 
within". Some other quotes from both design consultants are coherent with this idea such as 
"The smaller the organization is, the more you have to rely on the individual" (Patrik 
Westerlund). However, some profiles can be drawn such as: "When entrepreneurs financed by 
venture capital take a decision, they go 'all-in' they don't question themselves after having 
taken the decision.  Since they are usually focused on the product and not on the market 
because they think they have enough knowledge about the market themselves and they don't 
have enough money or organization to involve us for that because that's more expensive. It is 
quite fast processes." (Patrik Westerlund). 
 
But for both consultants, their role is not to take a decision. 
 
At the end of the day, the decision has to be taken by the client, giving some ownership of the 
idea: "What we like to do with companies very quickly is get them to select the design route 
and options" (Luke Hawes) and "We like if they select because it gives them a little bit of 
ownership, they feel like being part of the process". Patrik Westerlund summarizes this 
concept as "our work is a contribution".  
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4.7.2. Idea Selection and Organization - Second set of interviews 
 
Both companies open their organization to select new ideas.  
 
Both companies are rather open and it helps their idea selection. When we asked Mr Wilén if 
the company has the skills internally to select ideas, he answered: "We never have the 
complete set of skills inside the organization" (Daniel Wilén). Helikopter's organization aims 
for openness by bringing non-designers to test ideas. Helikopter is also developing the idea by 
sharing it that brings value to it: "If you share the idea, it will grow" (Daniel Wilén).  
 
Leif Rehnström says also: "That’s usually how it goes, you need to combine people and things 
and skills to make things happen". The idea selection in Hello Future is done quite early in the 
development process because ideation is always done with three perspectives: design, 
technology and business. "Those three need to be combined in everything that we do 
otherwise it wouldn’t work. So it needs to support the business logic, if it’s for the client or us. 
What’s their business model and how can we support that or broaden it? And design-wise it 
needs to be very user friendly. And technology-wise also user friendly but also connected with 
other things like systems. So these things are very important." (Leif Rehnström). While 
selecting the ideas, Hello Future has in mind who inside or outside the Lodge can make it 
happen (Section 4.5.2).  
 
Some idea selection processes that are unequally used.  
 
The idea selection is something critical for Hello Future because ideas "are usually not that 
unique" (Leif Rehnström) and "many people have the same ideas all over the world at the 
same time" (Leif Rehnström) so how the idea is presented and concretized is much more 
critical than the big idea itself. In general, for Mr Rehnström a good idea is a refined idea. It is 
for instance by having in mind the three perspectives design, technology and business when 
ideas are selected. If one of these three perspectives cannot be taken into account while 
realizing the idea, then the development stops. Furthermore idea testing is partly done 
internally by doing some sketches, wireframes and deeper researches (such as doing some 
research to understand why a website is working better than another for instance). Timing is 
also taken into consideration when it comes to select an idea in Hello Future. Such a decision 
is a combination of data and some kind of “fingerspitzengefühl” (Leif Rehnström's instinctive 
feeling). For incremental innovations, it is easier to use some data but for more disruptive 
ideas, the feeling has a strong role in decision-making. In case an idea is good but not possible 
to realize yet, Hello Future stores it in an idea box shared among the members of the 
organization. An idea usually needs to "mature" and to come back several times to it in order 
to be exploitable.  
 
An idea to be selected inside Helikopter has to be first and foremost involving: "If we feel 
passion for an idea we will do it; and if we feel passion for it and we think it will help us to 
take the next step, we will definitely do it." (Daniel Wilén). Market data is not always used, it 
is more about how much the idea is motivating the team in Helikopter which is important 
when selecting the idea: "Often it can be too expensive to find the correct data" (Daniel 
Wilén). As a result: "you usually get rough ideas that you think could work and then you take 
it to the next step and talk to people as I said or do more research" (Daniel Wilén). Some 
internal processes or tools to ease decision-making inside the company are about to be created 
by both the CEO and Mr Wilén, tested and implemented to harmoniously go with the growth 
of the company and streamline the decision-making while choosing a new idea, such as a 
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formula to judge if an idea is good or not: "like you have a formula for math, but this is a 
formula for creativity. We are working on this formula for creativity now as we speak. And we 
are testing it to see how it works with things we have done in the past when we didn’t knew 
about this formula trying to use this every time we are doing a new project." (Daniel Wilén). 
This design management tools are in progress but still Mr Wilén says "if we wouldn’t be part 
of the DMI we would not know that it might be called something like design management. We 
would not have a clue about it." (Daniel Wilén).  
 
A collective decision is taken in both organizations. 
 
The decision-making is done collectively inside the organization, following the vision of the 
company. When we asked how they decide, Leif Rehnström answered "It’s not my decision, 
or Jonas’s decision. It’s something that we need to feel confident with." This fluent collective 
decision is explained by Leif Rehnström "... since we have a really strong vision of where the 
world is heading and we also work a lot with; what are our principles and how do we look at 
the world". Sometimes, some decisions are taken for more practical reasons but always the 
group comes up with the same idea about it without a great debate: "... we got paid well to do 
this, it wasn’t fun, it wasn’t developing but yeah, at least it was well paid. Those things 
happen as well. Sometimes it can be quite the opposite, we are doing this because it is really 
fun and it helps us growing but we are not getting paid much." (Leif Rehnström).  
 
According to Mr. Wilén, ownership and vision enables Helikopter's employees to avoid 
consensus by having a bold vision to concretize. Decision-making is different from a project 
to another because Helikopter's organization is very flexible, by creating sometimes sub-
organizations project-wise. For instance, to organize a conference in Norrlands, a sub-
organization was created led by an event marketer but including three other decision makers. 
Mr Wilén sees the size of the company as a good environment to take decisions: "It is really 
up to you what you want to do. When you are a bigger company you have so many different 
forces, pushing you in different directions." (Daniel Wilén). 
 
 



5. Analysis  
 
This part seeks to analyze the data presented in the previous part, using the literature of our 
theoretical framework and some tailored literature. Some quotes are also used to ease the 
understanding of the reader and to increase the transparency of the study. 
 

5.1. Introduction of the Analysis 
 
For our analysis, we continue to use the framework we used to collect the data and present it. 
However notice that in this part, we will study at the same time the first set of interviews and 
the second set of interviews. Remember that two interview guides were designed for two 
different types of data (section 1.6). Our analysis will use our empirical data with theories 
using an abductive approach (section 3.3). Below is a table summarizing the structure of our 
analysis. 
 

Table 7 - Structure of the Analysis 
 
 Networking Strategy Organization 

Generate 

5.2 
The loop between idea 

selection and idea 
generation 

 
 
 

5.3 
A strong network to 

innovate both formal and 
informal 

 

5.4 
The strategic aspect of the 

design work for design 
consultants 

 
 

5.5 
A design management 

dynamic capability 
acquired by a corporate 

culture 
 
 

5.6 
Towards a Swedish silent 

design management 

5.7 
A design management 

dynamic capability 
acquired by internal 

processes 
 

5.8 
Design management 

capability vary among 
small companies 

 
5.9 

Internal and outsourced 
idea generation 

 
5.10 

Innovate to build or 
maintain a network 

 

Select 
5.11 

The critical role of 
networks to select ideas in 

small companies 

5.12 
Strategy as the force 

which drives the design 
process 

 
5.13 

Decision-making 
paradigms 

 
5.14 

Design Management: a 
learnt capability 

 

5.15 
A decision influenced by 

estimation and guess 
 
 
 

5.16 
Personality matters 
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5.2. The loop between idea selection and idea generation 
 
The design process is known to be an iteration of ideas and problems during the refinement of 
the idea (Cross, 2011, p. 121). The design process is not linear and this iteration plays an 
important role to develop ideas.  
 
Idea generation can come from outside the boundaries of small companies, if we assume that 
an idea can be "sub-solutions" as we assessed in the Priestman Goode case and in the Shift 
Design & Strategy case, using for example the VDI  model (Verein Deutscher Ingenieure - 
Association of German Engineers, see Figure 3, section 6.2.1). Usually small European 
companies give some rather precise design briefs (Jargon, Appendix 5). However, bigger 
companies make in general more precise briefs in Sweden. Both consultants have usually a 
project-oriented task. Generally the consultant’s client itself finds the broad concept or the 
need, and some small companies ask for design services from a design consultancy company 
to generate sub-ideas for them. It shows that small companies use their networks to find new 
ideas. With this perspective, consultants can be considered as outsourced idea generation 
resources for the small companies.  
 
This iteration between the idea generation and idea selection is more important in small 
companies than we thought. It has been underlined when interviewing the consultants (to 
consider as an external contact for small companies). We had to adapt our model to further 
analyze idea generation and idea selection is small companies (Section 6.2.1). 
 

5.3. A strong network to innovate, both formal and informal 
 
A good set of contacts outside the organization is essential for small companies in the ideation 
process. 
 
Both the Hello Future and Helikopter use resources beyond the boundaries of their 
organization to find new ideas by sharing their thoughts. The use of The Lodge (Jargon, 
Appendix 5) by Hello Future and DMI (Jargon, Appendix 5) by Helikopter, are some proofs 
that a network helps small companies finding more ideas. The Lodge is a good example of 
open innovation. In small companies, open innovation is a shared innovation process among 
different companies where the knowledge is shared to foster innovation (Chesbrough, 2006, 
p. 34). The open innovation concept is interesting for small companies. They have the 
capacity to open their business model and their intellectual property is not as significant as 
bigger companies’ according to Chesbrough (Chesbrough, 2006, p. 42).  
 
As a producing network specialized in the creative industry, companies from the Lodge share 
contracts that they could not reach by working individually. Consequently these companies 
based in Skellefteå such as Hello Future or North Kingdom (an important SME inside the 
Lodge) set up a network to collaborate for their ideation processes. The Helikopter case does 
not belong to the Lodge but it does not mean that they do not have a developed business 
model. They assume that they never have the complete skills inside the organization and that 
they consequently need to involve people from outside the organization in order to generate 
ideas. It goes along with the fact that design management includes different skills (Dickson et 
al., 1995; Ahire & Dreyfus, 2000; Mozota, 2003). As Mr. Wilén (Brand Strategist at 
Helikopter) underlined it, small companies need to open their organizations to innovate 
because innovation, being knowledge intensive, often requires a set of expertise that small 
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companies seldom have internally (Bruce et al., 1999, p. 300). Design management is a way 
to innovate, which is particularly knowledge intensive, and all our interviewees have verified 
this.  
 
In the case of the Lodge for Hello Future, the network is loose but operational. The Lodge is 
an illustration of the strength of Granovetter's weak social ties theory (1985) in which weak 
social ties are more efficient than strong ones. This paradox shows that a network of weak 
social ties leads to more integration between people than strong ties that tend to lead to 
fragmentation. By maintaining a distance but by knowing where the skills are that they need, 
the members of the Lodge show well how Granovetter's paradox can be applied in Northern 
Sweden. 
 
The openness of both Hello Future and Helikopter is based on trust. Mr Rehnström explains 
this trust as a matter of survival. The Lodge enables the companies in Skellefteå, a quite 
isolated region, to reach contracts from bigger companies at an international scale while 
keeping the flexibility of fifteen distinct small companies. A big enterprise gathering the 
fifteen current companies could not employ full-time workers given the variations of demand. 
Helikopter has a practical knowledge about the application of design management theories 
through its partnership with DMI. Helikopter deliberately opens its organization to find new 
ideas, taking the risk of loosing the ownership of the idea. But it is worth doing it for 
Helikopter because sharing the idea fosters its maturity. Networks emphasize reciprocity 
norms, personal relationships, reputation, and trust (Larson, 1992). This is also in line with 
the fact that high trust within small companies' networks becomes important when both 
parties belonging to the network believe in each other. This creates an emotional linkage 
within the network ending up in trust equilibrium. Then, this equilibrium will ensure that no 
one will take advantage of the other (Casson, 1997, p. 815). To summarize the reasoning of 
both companies, their good reputation helps them to build effective networks (Casson & 
Guista, 2007, p. 240). It goes along with the fact that ideas as such - being the broad ideas - in 
general come from outside the organization, through routines (Helikopter) or informal talks 
(Hello Future). 
 
The smaller the company is, the more intense is the networking activity. The main reason 
explaining this is the lack of expertise in small companies. Developing new offers requires a 
large set of expertise that small companies cannot afford. Then small companies need to 
develop their relation with their personal and businesses contacts or build partnerships. To 
increase its efficiency the company needs to share at most its idea, which can create some 
opportunities for the network of the company to grow and build a trust outside the company. 
Money becomes secondary, even if the partnership is not profitable; it "brands" the company. 
It has to be considered as an investment, extending the company’s reputation and internal 
expertise outside its boundaries.  
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5.4. The strategic aspect of the design work for design consultants 
 
 
The input from the design consultancies differs from client to client. Their offer is adjusted 
according to their customers’ need. The range of their assortment reaches from product design 
which touches only the product’s surface over strategy work such as product positioning to 
the full adjustment of a company’s corporate strategic orientation. 
 
Since its early phases, various strategic aspects influence design processes and it has been 
validated by every interview, as we will explain in this part. Shift Design & Strategy is a good 
example of the link between these two concepts: The company offers strategic design services 
and product design services, concerning respectively business development and product 
development. Luke Hawes has to do a strategic analysis if the brief is not clarified. 
 
Due to their limited resources companies sometimes have difficulties to work with a designer 
(Bruce et al., 1999, p. 315). Small companies prefer to invest in product design, which is more 
tactical than design management according to Luke Hawes and Patrik Westerlund. It can be 
explained by a misunderstanding of the design process by the small companies (Bruce et al., 
1999, p. 314). But actually, a designer using design management needs to justify his work by 
strategic facts. According to Brown (2008, p. 86), nowadays companies tend to ask designers 
to analyze directly the need of the customer rather than focusing on the esthetical aspect of 
design. The strategic aspect of design was important in order to make a comprehensive 
product for both consultants.  
 
Theoretically this link between strategy and design can be done as well. Design thinking and 
strategic thinking have a link because this way of finding and testing new ideas seeks to 
achieve differentiation, being the one who finds from a customer need the right positioning 
and the right technology (Brown, 2008, p. 86). As the design brief underlined it, design as a 
strategic aspect. So design management is not only about skills; a vision has to emerge as we 
defined design management (Figure 1, section 2.2.4). As we said before, if the brief is not 
clear it is maybe due to a relatively vague vision. Practically, this vision was very important 
for every respondent. Having a strong vision gives some focus to the design process; idea 
generation has then a frame: ideas are generated while having this focus in mind. For instance 
Hello Future's vision is clear by combining four current trends that they think will have an 
important role in the future. This extrapolation method, comparable to a scenario, is one of the 
methods to examine long-term issues (May, 1996, p. 166). Hello Future is anticipating its 
future environment and tries to gather expertise and knowledge to make the difference 
concerning this anticipated context. A vision is very important in the Priestman Goode case 
for Mr Luke Hawes, setting "the tune for everything else", no matter the capital intensity of 
what has to be designed. 
 
A strategic analysis has to be done prior to the design process. Design is not just about shapes 
and colors: it has to have a justification. In general, giving a large leeway by defining the brief 
roughly to a design consultant will imply more strategic input from him.  
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5.5. A design management dynamic capability acquired by a corporate 
culture 

  
The strategic aspect of design management can be studied using the concept of dynamic 
capabilities. The case of Helikopter provided us with a constantly developing competitive 
advantage, which we can interpret as a reconfiguration of competence. We investigated how 
this corporate culture is utilized as a tool of differentiation. 
 
When we defined design management in the theoretical part, we stressed how much design 
management was related to strategy by defining it as a dynamic capability. This strategic 
concept actually "includes the notion of reconfiguring competence" (Fernández-Mesa et al., 
2012, p. 6), giving to the company using design management a competitive advantage which 
is constantly changing.  
 
Daniel Wilén had a definition of design theoretically near to the one of Simon: “changing an 
existing situation into a preferred one” (Simon, 1996, p. 111). Before joining DMI, the 
company had a definition of design as a tool to create attractive objects. The value level of 
design approaches' model (Appendix 8) of Celaschi et al. can be useful to study the 
Helikopter case. Through joining DMI, the view of the company changed from "Styling" to 
"Product", where design takes the lead in defining the scope of works (Celaschi et al., 2012 p. 
12). It means that instead of using design focusing on the shapes and graphic aspects of their 
offers, Helikopter began to use design focusing on customer's needs and values. The odds are 
that this awareness about design is quite original for a small company. This approach is 
comparable to the one of Prahalad when he mentions "Empathizing with human needs" 
(Hamel & Prahalad, 1994, p. 103) as a way to find new ideas. This different view about 
design is the result of a personal investment by the company, redefining its offer, its vision 
and its clients to shift from an advertisement agency to a brand management agency.  
 
This change illustrates that design management implementation in a small company can have 
consequences far beyond the product design as such. This goes along with the assumption of 
Cooper et al. "Due to the size and structure of many of these companies, a small design 
project can imply a huge potential for organizational change, but also a huge risk" (Cooper et 
al., 2011, p. 543). After the interview we had with Mr Wilén, we interpret that two main 
reasons explain why the employees of Helikopter ventured to change. The two first core 
values shared by Helikopter's employees are passion for design and Våga (to dare), which is 
maybe possible because the structure of the company is rather small (21 people). Decision-
making is highly linked to emotions inside Helikopter. Such a situation, gathering people 
sharing the same values and all owners of the company creates a company with committed 
employees. This is one of the design management principles we took into account while 
defining design management and it is notably supported by Gorb (2001). 
 
This last situation in Helikopter is somewhat interesting. Zollo & Winter (2002, p. 340) define 
a dynamic capability as "a learned and stable pattern of collective activity through which the 
organization systematically generates and modifies its operating routines in pursuit of 
improved effectiveness". Design management was learned by the organization through its 
DMI membership, by meeting some experienced design managers, which highlight a 
transferability of some design management skills (Bruce et al., 1999, p. 307) that could aid 
the design management process, especially in Helikopter. It enabled the organization to set up 
some new processes and models for creativity.  
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"We have a model for collective design to bring in non-designers, outside the organization, to 
either design stuff or to design ideas" (Daniel Wilén, Helikopter). 
 
Having the "model for collective design" as a learned and stable pattern, and as design 
management is about aiming a future differentiation; it is proved empirically that design 
management can be recognized as a dynamic capability. As stated in the theoretical frame, the 
design management dynamic capability is also a set of skills (Fernández-Mesa et al., 2012, p. 
6). We verified this aspect in each company. By gathering some expertise the companies we 
studied find interesting ideas, such as in the Hello Future case where the ideation process 
gathers people from the three perspectives of business, design and technology, suiting the fact 
that design management gathers design, marketing and R&D as a whole (Dickson et al., 1995; 
Roy & Riedel, 1997 and Gorb, 2001). While asking Mr Wilén about an ongoing project of a 
conference in Northern Sweden: "Sales is one, PR - in the sense of this kind of project - and 
event marketing. That's the competence we brought from outside." (Daniel Wilén, Helikopter) 
Also, Patrik Westerlund evoked skills that are supporting their work inside the organization of 
their clients. Patrik Westerlund speaks about a bridge such as a product development manager 
or a product manager. The set of skills design management gathers is then more than a set of 
expertise but also an ability to manage innovation (which is one of the design management 
skills suggested by Dickson et al. (1995, p. 409) for small and high growth companies).  
 
Helikopter has a view of design that is quite original. The in-depth knowledge of the company 
in design management, added to its culture enables the company to differentiate itself from its 
competitors. Such a positioning is rare because the design management perspective takes time 
to be implemented. This is a risk that was possible to undertake because the employees shared 
the same vision. The design management dynamic capability can arise from the culture of the 
company. However, this capability takes time to be implemented. Entrepreneurs who choose 
to implement some design management principles in their company are risk-takers.  
 

5.6. Towards a Swedish silent design management 
 
The interviews led to the conclusion that not everyone is actually aware of the term design 
management or its individual role within this construct. Especially in Sweden, since most of 
the interviews were carried out with Swedish companies. We suppose a linkage to the silent 
design (Gorb, 1987). Therefore we explored this area carefully. 
 
When describing the companies contracting Shift Design & Strategy especially for strategic 
services, Patrik Westerlund said: "they are at least some 30/40 employees or upwards in the 
company". But it does not mean that small companies with less than 40 employees cannot use 
design management because they cannot afford having some strategic services from a design 
consultancy company. Good design management can exist inherently in the company as we 
discovered it while speaking with Patrik Westerlund. Knowing that small companies using 
design management are rare (Section 3.6.7), we can already anticipate that we are speaking 
about a minority of small companies. Also, it is possible to conceive that companies apply 
design management principles implicitly, without knowing the design management theory, or 
even the word. Some companies such as Helikopter before joining DMI can actually apply 
partly design management principles without knowing the word "design management": "... 
when we joined DMI, then we realized, 'ok this, what we have been trying to do there, there is 
actually others, and they know how to do it'" (Daniel Wilén). 
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What is interesting is that "in Sweden in total very few know what design management is" 
(Daniel Wilén, Helikopter). Daniel Wilén has an interesting view of how much design 
management in Sweden is known, as he is a member of DMI; an international network 
gathering design management professionals. Paradoxically, Sweden is known for 
collaborative work between SMEs. The development of a soft infrastructure, driven by Nutek 
(Now Tillväxtverket – the Swedish agency for economic and regional growth), Vinnova 
(Swedish agency for innovation systems) and the European Union, is a good example of this 
collaboration. Some studies such as Lundequist & Power (2002) have been done regarding 
this subject. While defining design management (Figure 1), we assessed that a large part of 
design management is about a collaborative work, gathering expertise from different 
backgrounds.  
 
A silent design management is theoretically possible to conceive. Design management can be 
inherently used in a small company, without referring explicitly to design management 
because the term is not known. As non-Swedish, we stress our view of externals concerning 
the Swedish collaborative culture.   
 

5.7. A design management capability acquired by internal processes 
 
After having studied the origin of Helikopter's design management dynamic capability 
(Section 5.5), we study in this part what explains Hello Future's design management dynamic 
capability. The Hello Future case stresses a dynamic capability underlined when speaking 
about the idea generation processes. 
 
The capacity to generate ideas is also highly linked to the organization of the company. 
Different ideation processes as brainstorming among others (Crawford & Benedetto, 2011, 
pp. 541-542) are also other means to find new ideas. We were asking Mr Rehnström about his 
way of finding the customer need. Sometimes, Hello Future does some in-depth interviews 
before the idea generation to understand the customer need. It clarifies Hello Future’ scope of 
works and enables the organization to match the need of the client. Knowingly, Hello Future 
creates a set of process and methods to extract and interpret information that will create a 
competitive advantage. Leif Rehnström has spoken about in-depth interviews and causal 
analysis to understand the customer need.  
 
To understand the functioning of dynamic capabilities in organizations, there is a need to 
combine "content and process" (Helfat et al., 2007, p. 30). Here, the content is the customer 
need and the process is the interview from Hello Future. It enables them to generate some 
ideas that match the requirements of the customer. An interesting idea is that these processes 
follow a general structure, but differ in terms of tools used from a client to another.  
 
This organizational learning process evolution both develops and deploys the design 
management capability. It fits the definition of a dynamic capability of Zollo & Winter (2002, 
p. 340) in which "the organization systematically generates and modifies its operating routines 
in pursuit of improved effectiveness". This is also for the sake of efficiency of the design 
process that companies (including small companies) have to give clear briefs (Davide & 
Stigliani, 2011, p. 234). In practice, both Luke Hawes and Patrik Westerlund experienced 
some differences regarding the accuracy of their clients' briefs. This difference highlights a 
difference of efficiency of the design process, which is linked to the organization's ability to 
write a precise brief: "Otherwise everybody would just be running around doing double work. 
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If you get a lean organization, you get lean processes, that’s very important." (Patrik 
Westerlund, Shift Design & Strategy). 
 
Hello Future's capability as regards Helikopter is more classical; meaning that it is highly 
linked to a process more than a culture. The aim of such process is to understand the client. In 
Helikopter, the aim was not only customer oriented but also the organization as a whole 
changed, questioning its values and its previous standards. In terms of competitive advantage, 
it means that Helikopter is a step forward Hello Future concerning its capabilities 
management: Hello Future deals with the customer whereas Helikopter is already thinking in 
the organizational level (through routines).  
 

5.8. A design management capability varies among small companies 
 
Analyzing through the variability of the clarity of the brief, design management capabilities 
vary among companies. 
 
By giving clear briefs, in both the Priestman Goode and Shift Design & Strategy cases, 
companies use a design consultant for more precise tasks. In Sweden, according to Patrik 
Westerlund, generally speaking, smaller companies tend to have less precise briefs. But this 
tendency seems to be unequally distributed when he evokes the difference between young 
visionary entrepreneurs, who are not mature enough to have a precise vision, and the venture 
capital financed entrepreneurs, who have a clear focus on what they want. So among small 
companies in Sweden, the clarity of the design brief seems to be more volatile compared with 
big companies. Theoretically, it can be explained by the fact that different types of small 
business managers exist, with a different intensity of networks and the way they use them 
(Mosey & Wright, 2007). Knowing this variation, their use of a design consultant is then 
different: companies giving vague briefs will lead the consultant "to come up with some 
strategy" (Luke Hawes, Priestman Goode) as we saw in section 5.4. We think for this reason 
that the design management capability of Swedish small companies can be more volatile than 
in bigger companies.  
 
The knowledge in design management enables to use design more strategically. When design 
is used as a strategic tool, it can lead to a long-term positioning because design goes beyond a 
way to create attractive products but also the organization itself is influenced by design. The 
long implementation of the design process creates a barrier, a system to lock the business that 
is coincidently changing. The practice of design management as a dynamic capability leads to 
a better positioning of company in its market, at various levels as we saw comparing the Hello 
Future and Helikopter cases.  
 

5.9. Internal and outsourced idea generation 
 
The generation of ideas does not necessarily take place within the company. Our research 
shows us that the involvement of externals is actually quite common. We can distinguish 
between including external resources to support the process and outsourcing the process as a 
whole.   
 
Of course, small companies using design consultancies as an investment are original, because 
the relative cost of this service is higher for small companies. Luke Hawes shares his view 
about it when he speaks about the badging practice (Jargon, appendix 5) implying that some 
cost avoiding companies can choose to lower the cost of design. However, postulating that 
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small companies do not have the financial resources to buy services from a design 
consultancy company is risky. In the Shift Design & Strategy case, a lot of clients were 
companies with less than 50 employees. But as we saw in the beginning of this section, using 
a design consultancy company for a small company is not the only option to develop new 
offers. Hello Future finds ideas notably by gathering data and combining ideation methods 
such as the "five whys" causal analysis and by gathering people from the three perspectives, 
following the same broad process but in details Hello Future does not choose the same tools 
to find ideas. Consciously or not, Mr. Rehnström tends to follow the trend to find other 
ideation techniques than brainstorming, that is also the viewpoint of some other professionals 
for instance Sobol: "We don't brainstorm, we deliberate" (Sobol, 2012). Notice also that 
personalities are important in the ideation process (Callaghan, 2009), and Hello Future seems 
to be aware of this: "it depends on how open skilled and interested they are" (Leif Rehnström, 
Hello Future).  
 
The use of design consultants by small companies is not common. Small companies using 
design management use other ways to make the difference, for instance by using their design 
management dynamic capabilities.  
 

5.10. Innovate to build or maintain a network 
 
The link between networking and the selection and generation of ideas was stronger than we 
expected. This topic is merging the three factors we investigated (networking, strategy and 
organization). We realized that sometimes links are entangled and thereby affect each other.  
It is not only networking that affects the innovation; it is also the other way around.  
 
We choose to close our analysis of the idea generation by dealing with this part. This topic is 
firstly about the expertise of the companies: both companies we studied were partly 
innovating to create contacts, in a strategic way. In the Helikopter case, the organization 
sometimes found some work for valuable contacts outside the organization to stay in contact 
and keep the relationship updated. Then, they created some projects to maintain their network 
instead of using it to innovate. In the Hello Future case, Mr. Rehnström detailed his 
motivations to develop the network of his company. Sometimes, some strategic partnerships 
are developed to foster knowledge development. For instance Hello Future chose to work 
with an experienced consultant who has a precise expertise, which is helpful for them. These 
projects allow them to adapt new knowledge way faster than learning it the traditional way. 
This empirical fact suits the assumption that networks have impact on long-term innovation 
and thereby on the survival of the company through its innovation networks (Gemünden et al., 
2007, pp. 473-474). This investment in human capital to develop the network is interesting, 
especially for small companies with a specialization that can, in case of Hello Future, provide 
some added value for an experienced consultant. Leif Rehnström adds then: "We can also be 
the front for them in Scandinavia." Then, both small companies do not just use networks to 
innovate, but they also innovate for a strategic purpose, to maintain and develop their set of 
contacts outside the organization.  
 
As networking is important for small companies using design management (Section 5.2), a 
hypothetical virtuous circle could be drawn between innovation and networking. Also, using 
the assumption of Gemünden et al. (2007), some strategic capabilities exist as "capabilities of 
an organization that contribute to its long-term survival" (Johnson et al., 2010, p. 84). It is 
another argument to characterize that design management as a dynamic capability has a long-
term aspect - which is not in line with the study of Roberts, where the more successful firms 
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were possessing a product development dynamic capability which rarely led to a long-term 
positioning advantage (Roberts, 1999, p. 666). We assume that, by embodying a vision 
(Section 1.3, but also Gorb, 2001), design management creates a long-term positioning.  
 
This joint development of the network and the innovation was not taken into account while 
building our research-model. We postulated that small companies were using their network to 
innovate (Section 2.2.5). However, we took this practical input to build our reviewed model 
(Section 6.1.3). The relationship between innovation and networking is not unilateral as we 
hypothesized. Small companies also innovate to develop their network. This is done with the 
purpose to increase the number of links for a potential joint-innovation and to reach new 
contracts. Notice that Helikopter and Hello Future also see the development of their networks 
as a way to learn from others. 
 

5.11. The critical role of the network to select ideas in small companies 
 
To ease the decision which idea to develop and which to refuse the companies make extensive 
use of their network. Increasing the number of different skills involved within this process 
becomes important to substitute the internal lack of expertise. 
 
"To me the network makes it happen" Luke Hawes, Priestman Goode.  
 
Both design consultancies use their own network and the one of their clients to work, and to 
come up with decisions by gathering data from different perspectives. This plurality supports 
them to envision the task (Hamel & Prahalad, 1994, p. 95). This idea is also true for the new 
product design process, which needs to have a synthesis from people with different 
backgrounds. Especially when it comes to innovative tasks, such as new product 
development, cross-sectional teams improve the efficiency (Callaghan, 2009, p. 1). In this 
context small companies, having a limited set of internal skills, need to open their 
organization. Consequently, increasing the acceptance of external resources leads to 
increasing success for small companies (Oakey, 2003, p. 687). According to the consultants, 
especially for small companies, a good set of contacts seems to ease the decision-making. For 
Luke Hawes, the size of the company is not as important as the network because the network 
enables to externalize knowledge. In the Shift Design & Strategy case, when speaking about 
the venture capital financed entrepreneurs, Patrik Westerlund said that they tend to outsource 
a lot of services, including sometimes design consultancies (he has some experience with 
these entrepreneurs). Further he thinks that these entrepreneurs seem to know where to find 
what they need to make it happen. This know-how enables them to have a faster design 
process. This has been verified by interviewing Hello Future and Helikopter. Using a set of 
contacts (notably within the Lodge or from the clients) eases Hello Future’s decision-making. 
As well Helikopter partly use collective design to test ideas (Section 4.2), their model that 
incorporates non-designers in the creative process (for our concern notably in the idea 
selection process). Helikopter is aware of design management at a greater extent than a lot of 
companies in Sweden. But involving their contacts outside the organization for such strategic 
decisions goes beyond a simple expertise coming from somewhere else than the company. It 
is also a way to "keep the connection" (Daniel Wilén). We already evoked this subject while 
speaking about strategic partnerships (Section 5.4). 
 
Idea selection is partly done by relying on the company’s set of contacts. The external contact 
is critical for the small companies as well as for the idea generation. Nevertheless idea 
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selection and networking has not the same link than idea generation and networking. The 
knowledge in design management becomes critical for the idea selection. 
 

5.12. Strategy as the force which drives the design process 
 
The strategic aspect of design management is theoretically huge. We wanted to check how it 
affects the professionals while selecting their ideas. 
 
A clear vision as the result of a strategic market analysis is important when it comes to design. 
This was verified in both consultancy cases. Especially, Shift Design & Strategy pointed out 
how important the strategy is for them. It outlines that the best network turns useless if you 
have no strategy to follow and no defined aims to achieve. The credibility of the design work 
of both companies is highly linked with a preliminary analysis. The need of "justification" in 
the Priestman Goode case and the inherent strategic analysis (Shift Design & Strategy) shows 
once more that their work is based on strategic data. We saw in section 5.4 that the companies 
we studied have a long-term strategy. Theories asserting that small companies have less long-
term strategies (such as Westhead & Storey, 1996) are maybe less applicable when studying 
small companies using design management. It fits the statement that design management can 
be understood as a long-term dynamic capability in these companies (Section 5.4). However, 
the vision itself is not sufficient to describe design management. The organization and the 
network are seen as being complementary as well as compulsory in the design process. 
 
However this process is led by the company’s vision. Without vision, a lack of focus makes 
the design process inefficient and the loop between idea generation and idea selection 
(Section 5.2) becomes more important. Individuals involved in the new product development 
put into questions every detail and see it in different ways because the idea is not clarified.  
 

5.13. Decision-making paradigms  
 
We measured that Hello Future and Helikopter had different ways of taking their decision.  
 
Practically, the companies we interviewed were relying on both network and organization to 
select their ideas. For instance Hello Future selects ideas, which they cannot implement 
immediately, within an "idea vault" where they keep them until they find the right partner for 
its realization. Finding the right people happens often in an unexpected or random way. 
Sometimes these people have already thought about the same or a similar idea but could not 
make it happen. The Spiderdash joint venture is a result of such unexpected meeting. It goes 
well with the Priestman Goode case where Luke Hawes points out that finding the right 
manufacturer can sometimes be a hard job. The product development ideally leads to a close 
partnership between the manufacturer and the idea owner to avoid consensus of the classical 
manufacturer that will "just try to cut a lot of corners and cut the process so they don't spend 
the money and they do reduce the time and produce as quickly as possible" (Luke Hawes, 
Priestman Goode). That shows the relevance of the idea owner maintaining his position: 
including many different skills inside the process is one part, keeping the ownership of the 
idea another. Consequently it is important to follow a clear strategy while passing the 
different stages within the innovation process. In the small companies we studied, these 
strategic partnerships (Section 5.10) influenced the idea selection in different ways. Hello 
Future has an opportunistic way to concretize their idea. Because if it is not possible to 
concretize the idea, they will wait until they find the good contact. Helikopter is more driven 
by the idea itself. It is people that feel passionate about the ideas who select them. Once this is 
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done, they design new organizations, gathering people from outside the company for instance 
in "Sales, PR and event marketing. That's the competence we brought from outside" (Daniel 
Wilén) to organize a conference in Northern Sweden. This joint organization, owned by the 
different actors will still exist after the event. By creating (or joining) a new organization to 
concretize an idea, Helikopter also creates a decision-making entity that takes its own, 
independent decisions. In that case the event marketer does not belong to Helikopter. This 
new organization is more than a project shared by several actors, because the conference itself 
is not the finality of the of the organization’s mission. It was just its start, created out of a 
need. 
 
This difference can be interpreted as two ways of thinking. Hello Future tends to store their 
ideas until they find the right people to make it happen. And Helikopter makes it happen by 
finding the right people. Hello Future is more opportunistic and Helikopter is more about 
concretizing the idea if they feel passionate about it. Then, they follow a causation paradigm 
where causation is a set of “processes that take a particular effect as given and focus on 
selecting between means to create that effect." (Sarasvathy, 2001, p. 245). Hello Future is 
more following an effectuation paradigm where effectuation is a set of "processes that take a 
set of means as given and focus on selecting between possible effects that can be created with 
that set of means." (Sarasvathy, 2001, p. 245). This has a strong strategic influence regarding 
how both companies innovate. Their idea selection process is not the same: Hello Future will 
look for more practical details to select an idea and Helikopter will mainly select it according 
to their passion.   
 
Helikopter and Hello Future seem to follow two distinct paradigms. Hello Future makes its 
decision when the right team is found whereas Helikopter is more about realizing the idea by 
finding the right individuals for the right mission. This finding is interesting because it shows 
a diversity of philosophy between the two companies, even if both are very innovative, as the 
empirical part has shown. 
 

5.14. Design management: a learnt capability 
 
We already saw that Helikopter has a design management dynamic capability acquired by 
culture (Section 5.5) and Hello Future has a design management dynamic capability acquired 
by its processes (Section 5.7). We now show that both design management dynamic 
capabilities are the result of a continuous learning process.  
 
The added value of design is mainly and explicitly to differentiate the offer of the companies, 
in the Priestman Goode case and the Shift Design & Strategy case. Both small companies we 
studied know their speciality, and know that it has a strategic aspect. Being different means 
also to know what is the difference the company makes to select intentionally their 
positioning, speaking about incorporating "some design thinking" inside the organization. In 
the Helikopter case, design thinking is the way designers think. It becomes interesting 
knowing that design thinking is a specific ability acquired with time (Eneberg, 2011, p. 12) 
and that design thinking is the result of a practical experience (Rylander, 2009, p. 10). Design 
thinking is also by essence a capability to create new offers. Knowing that design 
management principles were learnt through the DMI membership and brought design thinking 
inside the organization, we deduce that the capability of Helikopter is a continuous learning 
process. This result is not theoretically foolish. We already argued that Helikopter could have 
a dynamic capability (Section 5.5) when we described how to study design management as a 
dynamic capability and we are not the only ones having this theoretical assumption 
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(Fernández-Mesa et al., 2012). The design management dynamic capability is actually a 
learning capability, especially for Hello Future and Helikopter, learning what is the precise 
need of the client through methods and in-depth interviews (Hello Future, see section 5.7) or 
learning design management to "brand" the organization (Helikopter see section 5.5). 
 
This organizational aspect is a powerful tool of differentiation because a dynamic capability 
inherently changes and makes the difference by being highly linked to the context of the 
organization. It is by studying the client that Hello Future accumulates knowledge. And it is 
by learning some design management theories and practical recommendations of 
professionals belonging to the DMI that Helikopter accumulates knowledge. A learning 
process is required in order to conceive a dynamic capability (Eisenhardt et al., 2000, p.1114). 
Learning from their environment, the companies having such capabilities streamline and 
adapt their organization to their context. In this perspective our theoretical platform is useful 
to study design management as a dynamic capability because we have chosen to study idea 
generation and selection regarding the organization, its set of contacts and its strategy. This 
model enabled us to come up with questions highly linked to dynamic capabilities. 
 
Seeing design management as a dynamic capability is especially interesting for a small 
company. A company as Hello Future (by its processes) as well as Helikopter (by its culture) 
will be harder to challenge than a random company, because the organizational attributes are 
difficult to copy (Bhidé, 1996, pp. 127-129). Interestingly, while speaking about the 
generation and selection of ideas, Daniel Wilén acknowledged:  
 
"It is more about a cultural thing" (Daniel Wilén, Helikopter) 
 
This last argument is coherent with the fact highlighted by Eneberg (2011, p. 12) thanks to 
Ullmark (interpreted by Eneberg) that design thinking is something acquired with time. Patrik 
Westerlund estimates that it can take around two years. Helikopter does not only use design as 
a tool to differentiate their offer but also their organization. It corresponds to the third value of 
the level approach of design (Celaschi et al., 2012, p. 12), the two first ones being design as a 
styling tool and the second one being that design is centered to incorporate a customer 
attribute (such as a value, a customer need) in an object. Always from Celaschi et al., (2012, 
p. 12), the more valuable practice of design is this design thinking - were design has a more 
strategic aspect - meaning that if we consider design management as a dynamic capability, 
then the way Helikopter uses design gives them a dynamic capability which is more important 
than the features of their offers per se. Design management is then a dynamic capability that 
can have a different leverage depending on the depth of the design knowledge and "passion 
for design" (Daniel Wilén) inside the organization.  
 
Both Helikopter and Hello Future continuously learn from their design management. It is 
another proof that design management is a dynamic capability in both cases.  
 

5.15. A decision influenced by estimation and guess 
 
Decision-making in small companies is influenced by several factors.  
 
Decisions are made faster in small companies, which was the viewpoint of Luke Hawes and 
Patrik Westerlund in the Priestman Goode and Shift Design & Strategy cases. This can be 
theoretically explained by the fact that small companies have less bureaucracy (Vossen, 1998, 
p. 5). However, small companies are more likely to change their mind, also verified in both 
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cases, Mr Westerlund speaking about an iterative process in the Shift Design & Strategy case 
and Mr Hawes evoking at what extent the decision of the small company is more likely to 
change through hypothetic everyday life situations. Some different explanations of this 
difference in the decision-making process for small companies were found in the Hello Future 
and Helikopter cases. While speaking about the idea selection processes with small 
companies, both were saying that market data or customer data was not the only criteria that 
influence decision-making (Some idea selection processes that are unequally used). The 
passion as a main component of the decision-making in Helikopter and the 
"fingerspitzengefühl"(intuitive feeling) from Hello Future are both some proofs that 
companies rely also on how they feel the idea. This mix of estimation and guess is illustrated 
by Crawford & Benedetto (2011), notably p. 268 while taking a quote from a manager "If 
there is a good trout stream with lots of trout in it and a good angler with good equipment, we 
don't need an accountant to tell us how many fishes we will catch. Whatever happens it will 
be good". Precise forecasting can often be counterproductive. Daniel Wilén told us this as 
well. In both contexts, we were speaking with the respondent about market research. 
Consequently, we deduce that small companies can take decisions with less market research 
than bigger companies. According to Ireland (Ireland et al., 2003, p. 963) entrepreneurial 
SMEs are able to scan their environment for opportunities and also identify them. Especially 
concerning the design process, small companies need more proofs for their market potential to 
use their financial resources parsimoniously (Acklin, 2010, pp. 54-55).  
 
Their decision-making is more influenced by other factors than market data. Since the very 
beginning of each interview with both small companies, we realized how important it was for 
them to open their organization to test their ideas. When it comes to the selection of their 
ideas, collective decisions are taken in both small companies studied, for instance by having a 
common vision in Helikopter and in Hello Future. Especially in Hello Future: 
 
"It’s not my decision, or Jonas’s Decision. It’s something that we need to feel confident with" 
(Leif Rehnström, Hello Future). 
 
The loop effect, taking place between idea generation and idea selection, is influenced by 
many factors. The speed of the loop seems to be higher in small companies (Section 5.2). 
Since it is influenced by the decision-making process, which regularly is faster in smaller 
companies since less people are involved. It can also be due to the assessment we did that 
small companies tend to take decision without doing extensive and costly market research. 
However, we saw in the analysis that the Helikopter case and the Hello Future case have 
distinctive ways to gather data. 
 

5.16. Personality matters 
 
In London or in Gothenburg, the design consultants stressed the importance of the personality 
of the client and how important the product development team is.  
 
In both Hello Future and Helikopter cases, the organization is rather flat. Decision-making is 
rather simple in these organizations. The vision of both companies is a mean to ease decision-
making, which has been found in the literature (Collins & Porras, 1996). Furthermore, in the 
Shift Design & Strategy and the Priestman Goode cases, idea selection is sometimes a matter 
of personality inside the organization, especially for small companies. For Mr Westerlund in 
the Shift Design & Strategy case, a trend is that the smaller the organization is, the more the 
individual is important in the new product development. Our interviews with the managers of 
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the small companies could not highlight this aspect of idea selection. However theories 
supporting these facts exist. Smaller means less process, maybe because the small companies 
do not need this formal structure (Tidd et al., 2005, p. 126). In a big organization, processes 
are streamlining decision-making, for instance by having a linear product development 
covering all the steps from the opportunity identification to the product launch (Crawford & 
Benedetto, 2011, p. 30).  
 
A small company is less likely to have such decision-making processes and then the character 
of the individual becomes more important. The small structure of the company leads to less 
bureaucracy, which gives more leeway to the manager. This ownership is especially important 
when it comes to selecting ideas because it enables small companies to take some strategic 
decisions that are the result of less consensus than in a big structure which involves generally 
more different actors such as shareholders and ranks of management. As we saw before, 
smaller companies rely more on their network to take their decisions. As the strategic input 
from the design consultancy companies has to be accepted by the organization, it is partly for 
the same reason that both consultancies do not aim to take the final decision. After our 
interviews, we assess that the ownership of the idea during the product development is 
important to develop a new product. Luke Hawes evokes "passion", Leif Rehnström speaks 
about "fun" and Daniel Wilén is about to create a formula of creativity "mainly about 
passion". This is theoretically not new: "With ownership comes enthusiasm, commitment, 
energy and pride" (Crawford & Benedetto, 2011, p. 344). Enthusiasm is a strong creativity 
driver especially in the early phases of innovation where the behavior of champion fosters the 
commitment of the development team (Sandberg, 2007, p. 269) and avoids pitfalls of lack of 
confidence in various aspects of the project (Senge et al., 1999). Le Bars et. al (1998, p. 16) 
highlight the important role individuals have within small companies’ innovation processes. 
The personality is then very important in a product development team. The behavior of the 
champion, sometimes embodied by a champion, who has got the commitment to meet the 
right people to support innovation (product or process champion (Crawford & Benedetto, 
2011, p. 347)) has an important contribution in the product development, in terms of 
economic performance (Howell & Sheab, 2003, p. 15). Then, again, the role of the vision as a 
mean to gather individuals involved in the project together is subsequent (Collins & Porras, 
1996, p. 43), and especially when using design management (Gorb, 2001).  
 
Concerning the knowledge available inside the company we can say that in general the size of 
the company and thereby the number of people inside the organization affects the knowledge 
that is accessible. We found that there are two kinds of knowledge that we have to distinguish. 
Firstly the management skills have an effect on the company in different ways. The main 
difference is that a lack of management awareness leads the company to outsource their 
decision-making. By relying on externals while selecting their ideas, the small companies 
loose the ownership of the idea as such. Secondly, given the company’s size and scarce 
internal skills, we see that small companies rely on the implementation of external skills and 
thereby their network to generate ideas. This attitude does not directly affect the ownership of 
the idea as such but provides access to a pool of experts with different skills, which are 
needed through the ideation process (section 5.11).  
 

6. Conclusion and Discussion 
 
In this part, we will present our findings and the evolution of our theoretical platform when 
confronted to the reality. Afterwards we humbly suggest managerial and theoretical 
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recommendations for entrepreneurs, managers and scholars given the research we have 
done.  
 
In the introduction, we have reviewed the knowledge gaps in regard to design management in 
small companies and we have developed our research questions: 
 

• How do small companies using design management generate their ideas?  
• How do small companies using design management select their ideas? 

 
As discussed in the empirical part, the two small companies studied have a lot of similarities 
as well as the insights of the design consultants. Conversely, the differences are about details 
in general. After presenting the findings, we would like to present the evolution of our 
research platform. Our model, built thanks to our theoretical framework, has been adjusted 
during our research.  

6.1. Our Findings 
 
In this part, we will summarize our findings, the results of our analysis. Please find our 
discussion concerning the quality of the study in section 3.7. 
 

6.1.1. A map of design management 
 
Taking into account Shift Design & Strategy insights, we have deduced that the design 
management capability was volatile among the clients of the design consultancy. We think 
that it is not foolish to extrapolate such customer portfolio diversity to Sweden. 
 
The practical and theoretical knowledge about design management varies a lot from a small 
company to another. Nevertheless, small companies tend not to know design management. 
Comparing to big companies, small companies are in general more tactical in Sweden. They 
rarely invest in design management by contracting a design consultancy. By the same token, 
small companies using design management principles are rare. However we think that a silent 
design management exists, notably in Sweden.  
 

6.1.2. An open design process  
 
From the consultants' experience and the specific cases we studied, small companies using 
design management have an open design process, including idea generation and idea 
selection. The main reason behind it is that small companies need to access to external 
knowledge to gather the expertise to develop a new offer. Possible consequences on the 
business model of the small company using design management (verified in the two Swedish 
companies studied): 
 
- People involved in the design process from outside the organization have to be trusted. A 
long-term relationship with a set of external contacts is important, as Helikopter and Hello 
Future have stressed it. 
- A joint development of the network and the innovation can be chosen (by innovating to 
develop the network and vice versa). 
- A theoretical virtuous circle can be drawn between innovating and networking activities. 
- Consultants are not the only way to innovate for small companies using design management 
principles, but small companies in Sweden and in the UK sometimes contract them.  
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- The set of contacts not only consist of business contacts, but also more informal 
connections. 
 
An open design process seems to be a good match with a small company using design 
management. However, the openness is not the only tool used by the companies we studied.  

6.1.3. A small company using design management has a long-term strategy 
 
All the cases stressed the importance of the vision to drive the design process, from the 
experience of the design consultants and the in-depth proof of the two small companies we 
studied. Some decisions are possible because of their organizational structure and their strong 
vision.  
 
Investing in design has a cost, but the differentiation acquired by using design management 
principles to innovate goes beyond a simple product differentiation. In this study, we have 
considered design management as a dynamic capability in both Helikopter and Hello Future. 
It shows the strategic aspect of design management in practice: 
 
- The long-term mindset implied by developing trust outside the organization is a hint to 
consider design management as a dynamic capability, 
- Helikopter has a design management dynamic capability acquired by a corporate culture, 
- Hello Future has a design management dynamic capability acquired by internal processes, 
- Design management as a dynamic capability can create a long-term positioning 
 

6.1.4. Decision-making in small companies using design management 
 
A loop in the design process between idea generation and idea selection is especially 
important when it comes to European small companies' interactions with both Priestman 
Goode and Shift Design & Strategy. In Sweden the characteristics of this loop vary from a 
company to another, mainly influenced by the size of the company and the profile of the 
entrepreneur. At an international scale, the cultural factor can not be neglected. The speed of 
the loop is higher in small companies compared to big ones. The iterations are more 
numerous if the brief is not clearly defined by the client. This important aspect of the loop 
leaded us to change our research platform as you can read in the next part (section 6.2.1). 
 
Both consultants pointed out that the personality of the decision maker is important in the 
decision-making process. The smaller the company is, the more important is the individual, in 
both companies studied decisions were taken collectively, led by a strong vision. Both Hello 
Future and Helikopter seem to use a blend of more guess and less estimation than bigger 
companies to make their decisions.  
 
A last detail regarding the decision-making is that Hello Future tends to follow an 
effectuation paradigm whereas Helikopter tends to follow a causation paradigm.  
 

6.2. Evolution of our research platform 

6.2.1. The dialectic between idea generation and idea selection 
 
Our model (Figure 2, section 2.2.5) has to be modified to reflect the complexity of the design 
process we experienced.  
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One aspect arose quite quickly during our first interview in London:  
 
What type of idea are you talking about?  
 
There is a difference between broad ideas (as a strategic opportunity), sub ideas (for instance 
the ones design consultants have to find) and "core ideas" (Leif Rehnström, Hello Future). 
The loop in the design process (notably underlined by Cross 2000 and Löfqvist 2009) was not 
very clear in our first platform. The VDI – 2221 Model provides more details concerning the 
loop between idea selection and idea generation. The model (Figure 3) shows the process of 
the development from problem to idea and vice versa. It was released by the Association of 
German Engineers (Verein Deutscher Ingenieure – VDI) in 1993. By highlighting the 
interconnections over several stages it allows to visualize the diffuse steps within. The 
problem as such is thereby broken down into its precise sub-problems, achieved through a 
detailed analysis as well as dealing with the task.  This process has not to be seen as a one 
way procedure. It is more a dynamic back and forth over several levels. This supports the 
thought that it is not about the “big idea” that makes its way though the innovation process, it 
is more about subtle characteristics that show up during the process and need to be taken into 
account. Now by focusing on sub-ideas, the procedure covers a higher part of the process’s 
complexity.  
 

 
Figure 3 - VDI 2221 

Adapted from (VDI, 1993, p. 4) 
 
This last model gives us a good impression of how important it is to come up with sub ideas 
to tackle the overall solution, an analysis of the utility of each sub ideas is important to get to 
the core idea:  
 
"Well I mean, I wouldn’t say that the ideas are that difficult, because it is rather rare I would 
say that an idea on its own is so good that it works. Ideas are usually not that unique. Many 
people have the same ideas all over the world at the same time. There were probably hundred 
people that had the same idea as Mark Zuckerberg around Facebook. So a lot of it has to do 
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with how you do it, and that you actually do it. It’s a lot about the small details and really 
focusing in on what is really important. What is the core, what is the essence of this ... 
because it is very easy to just add things and this makes it floated and this diffuses the idea. 
So it is very important to ship away everything that is not necessary and get a good core. It 
needs to be this, then it will work, then you can see what you can add and then you can style it 
in different ways to make it more interesting, but that’s for us the key: finding that." 
(Leif Rehnström, Hello Future) 
 
Then, we stressed this dialectic between the analysis of the problem and the overall solution 
by adding a link showing the development of the idea from Select to Generate in our 
innovation process. Integrating such dialectic in our model enables us to avoid ambiguous 
terms such as "refining" an idea (Cross, 2011, p. 97). 

6.2.2. Two unexpected findings that questioned the model 
 
We hypothesized a unilateral link between Organization, Generate and Select. (Figure 2, 
2.2.5). By the same token, an unilateral link between Network, Generate and Select was 
drawn in the first model (Figure 2, 2.2.5). By drawing these unilateral links we were assuming 
that small companies use their network and their organization to innovate. Practically it is not 
always the case as we assessed while speaking with Leif Rehnström (Hello Future) and 
Daniel Wilén (Helikopter). Innovation can be motivated to develop a network around the 
company, to "brand" it.  
 
We saw that Hello Future and Helikopter gain their reputation through innovation. There is a 
joint-development of the network and the innovation, because the companies develop their 
network to innovate but also innovate to develop their network. This development of the 
network can even fruit in a institutionalization of the partnership: we saw that both Helikopter 
and Hello Future sometimes create joint-ventures, with their own decision-making process, to 
concretize their ideas. We hypothesized that ideas were generated and selected to fit the 
companies' set of process and people. But some generated ideas can not fit to the organization 
and can be profitable. Both Helikopter and Hello Future can find externals to create a 
organizations that fit these special ideas.  
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6.2.3. Reviewed research platform 
 
Given the conclusion of the two last parts (6.2.1 and 6.2.2), our adjusted research platform is 
presented in the figure below. Notice that this figure stresses the inputs of the practical 
experiences we had while interviewing. Please find our final model in Appendix 9.  
 

 
Figure 4 - Reviewed research platform 

 
 

6.3. Research contribution 
 
Prior to address our recommendations, we would like to share with the reader our point of 
view regarding our research contribution. We wanted to have a deeper understanding of the 
idea generation and selection in small companies having design management principles. We 
have created our own model to come up with these results, following a method, with a certain 
interest for the context of the phenomenon we wanted to study; hence our research strategy 
was to do a qualitative research. We have discovered the field of design management while 
writing our thesis so it is humbly (and gladly) that we contribute to the understanding of 
design management. We address our managerial and theoretical recommendations with the 
same viewpoint.  
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6.4. Managerial recommendations 
 
We choose to select one quote for each respondent that shows his point of view about our 
research question. We will comment this quotes thanks to our findings. These comments are 
quite practical and we address it to think about creativity in your company. 
 

"I think in smaller companies you are likely to have an individual with a strong 
character who might just start to claim more then it can be sometimes a little bit 
disruptive to the process." 

 
Luke Hawes, Priestman Goode, London, April 26th, 2012 
 
This sentence is quite interesting for a manager. Yes, personality matters. Anyhow an 
efficient use of design implies having some strategic knowledge regarding inside and outside 
the company and knowing your objectives. Otherwise the odds are that the design process 
will be more iterative, consequently more costly. 
 

"Our work is contribution to their business development and our work is also a 
contribution to their product development." 

 
Patrik Westerlund, Shift Design & Strategy, Gothenburg, May 4th, 2012 
 
Do not expect too much decision taken by consultants, because their work is more about 
supporting your decisions, giving you some tools to ease you decision-making. Even if Shift 
Design & Strategy provides a strategic transversal view while contracted, it will be always as 
a support. Keep the ownership of your idea, or better spread it but never loose your focus.  

 
"We always try to have technology, design and business - those 3 things - present 
when we come up with ideas." 

 
Leif Rehnström, Hello Future, Skellefteå, May 7th, 2012 
 
Matching the customer's needs is important, but how to do it? We found that Hello Future has 
a good strategy to gather data, going in-depth to really understand their clients. This ideation 
rule for instance helps gathering knowledge from different perspectives to select the right 
ideas quicker.  
 

"Våga : to dare"  
 
Daniel Wilén, Helikopter, Skellefteå, May 14th, 2012 
 
Daring to be different is a great challenge for entrepreneurs who want to use design as a 
strategic tool. Design management is a heavy investment in terms of human resources and 
implies to have a good a set of contacts to find information quickly. Våga! 
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6.5. Theoretical recommendations 
 
The design management theoretical field has to be further explored through various angles 
(Johansson & Woodilla, 2010). The enrichment of design management from diverse 
theoretical fields as you can assess while reviewing the literature makes this research subject 
especially interesting. As an exploratory study, our research purpose was partly to write this 
part, crossing our practical and theoretical knowledge.  
 
We underscored with the Helikopter case and the Hello Future case that small companies 
jointly develop their networks and innovation. Small companies innovate to have a good 
network as well as use their network to innovate. Also, the creation of joint ventures with 
externals to make an idea real is an option that Helikopter and Hello Future already took. 
Both companies have an interesting way of development. To understand this phenomenon, 
specific investigations have to be done to study in detail its mechanisms. The external validity 
of our findings needs to be confirmed. The Lodge, an interesting loose network of fifteen 
small companies in Skellefteå, did not appear in the literature. A more in depth and 
specialized study for this network should be very interesting to read.  
 
The decision-making paradigm of Hello Future and Helikopter is not the same. Helikopter 
tends to follow more a causation paradigm whereas Hello Future seems to be more on 
effectuation. It could be interesting to study a larger sample of small companies using design 
management to see which paradigm is more popular in Swedish small companies using 
design management.  
 
Building a “design management dynamic capability” is maybe an easy shortcut. The 
difference in nature of our two design management dynamic capabilities leads us to think that 
the design management dynamic capability has to be broken down in several ones such as 
“fill the customer need”, “find the good technology given the pursued need”, etc. An 
exploratory study has to be done to characterize different design management dynamic 
capabilities. More studies as well concerning the strategic role of the design consultancies for 
small companies could be done.  
 
Entrepreneurs change their mind more often than big companies, but it is not only due to a 
lack of financial resources. It would be interesting to study precisely the factors that influence 
the iterative decision-making in the design process. Also an in-depth study about the role of 
the personality of the entrepreneurs leading small companies having design management 
principles could be very interesting since both design consultants underlined this aspect. 
 
The possibility to conceive a silent design management in Swedish small companies is a 
scholar challenge that we would like to see undertaken, for the findings themselves but also 
for the method used to enhance the credibility of these findings.  
 
Given our theoretical framework and our practical experience with these four case studies, we 
suggest a model for further qualitative research (see the final model in Appendix 9). 
 
We acknowledge that we are not omniscient. We will gladly welcome comments of other 
scholars regarding these suggested paths and we wish a good research to anyone who wants to 
explore (or continue to explore) the design management field. 
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Appendix  

Appendix 1 Four stage model  
 

 
(Cross, 2000, p. 30) 

 

Appendix 2 Innovation process Model 
 

 
(Lars Löfqvist interpretation (2009 p. 11) based on Bessant & Tidd (2007, pp. 24-30) ) 
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Appendix 3 RWW-Screen  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(Day, 2007, p. 8) 
 
 

Appendix 4 SME Definition 
 
 
The European unions definition of SME: 
 
According to the Commission of the European Union in 2003 (2003/361/EC) the actual 
definition of SMEs is the following: 
 
Enterprise category Headcount: Annual 

Work unit 
Annual turnover Annual balance sheet 

total 
Medium-sized < 250 ≤ € 50 million ≤ € 43 million 

Small < 50 ≤ € 10 million ≤ € 10 million 
Micro < 10 ≤ € 2million ≤ € 2 million 

 SME according (2003/361/EC) 
 
As shown in the table above, there exist three determinants for SMEs; the average staff during 
the year, the annual turnover and the total annual balance sheet. For the sake of completeness, 
it needs to be mentioned that the firms can choose between either the turnover or the balance 
sheet criteria. The headcount criterion however is obligatory. This allows us clearly determine 
if a company fulfills they criteria of SME in the European union.    
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Appendix 5 Jargon 
 
3D Branding From Mr Hawes (Priestman Goode): 3D Branding is the materialization of the 
brand by shapes, material, colors and detailing of a product. It links the product to the brand 
beyond the fact that there is a logo on the product.  
"If we are talking about an Apple product, it's a very recognizable brand. The way Apple (the 
Ipod, the Ipad...) the way they are on details, only Apple does it that way. We call it internally 
3D branding. If I present you an Iphone with the Apple logo off, and if we show you on TV 
you'll instantly know that it's an Apple product (...) we manage to design something that 
represent their brand." (Luke Hawes)  
A strong 3D Branding is done after an in-depth analysis of the brand, the culture and the 
country of the company, the lifestyle of the final customers, etc.  
 
Badging From Mr Hawes (Priestman Goode): Badging is going directly to the manufacturer 
to produce a standardized product and brand it by putting the logo on the product. The design 
process is cheap because the product is standardized. However, the brand is only recognizable 
by the logo that is on the product.  
 
Cloud computing From Mr Rehnström (Hello Future): There is not one overall fitting 
definition for cloud computing since the term is still developing. The general idea of cloud 
computing is to outsource the companies computing process. A good explanation is provided 
by (Wang et al., 2008, p. 3)  « A computing cloud is a set of network enabled services, 
providing scalable, Quality of Service guaranteed, normally personalized, inexpensive 
computing platforms on demand, which could be accessed in a simple and pervasive way »  
 
DMI From Mr Wilén (Helikopter): The Design Management Institute (DMI) is an 
international nonprofit organization that seeks to heighten awareness of design as an essential 
part of business strategy. Founded in 1975, DMI has become the leading resource and 
international authority on design management. DMI has earned a reputation worldwide as a 
multifaceted resource, providing invaluable know-how, tools and training through its 
conferences, seminars, membership program, and publications. (www.DMI.org) 
 
Entrepreneur with venture capital From Mr Westerlund (Shift Design & Strategy): In this 
special Case Mr.Westerlund talks about a special set of customers of his company. Groups of 
entrepreneurs that are developing supported by venture capitalists. These entrepreneurs most 
often have high skills within their field (often business backgrounds) and know exactly where 
they want to go. The missing skills the buy-in by contracting for example design management 
consultancies. Their decision-making is straight forwarded and consequent since they focus 
also on the product implementation, not at least because they are financed by venture 
capitalists that most often prefer soon ROI or at least cashflow.  
 
Lodge From Mr Rehnström (Hello Future): The Lodge is a community of companies that 
collaborate on a project base. Their Headquarter is located in Skellefteå, Northern Sweden. 
They sell call them a creative hub within the digital communication industry. Their members 
are mostly small and medium sized companies with strong and specialized skills. This 
combination of different skill allows them to collectively work on extensive projects, which 
each company alone could not handle. Further this union of regional companies thereby can 
compete on an international level.   
 
Product Positioning From Mr Westerlund (Shift Design & Strategy):  Product positioning is 

http://www.dmi.org/dmi/html/conference/conferences_s.htm
http://www.dmi.org/dmi/html/education/education_s.htm
http://www.dmi.org/dmi/html/members/member_s.htm
http://www.dmi.org/dmi/html/publications/pubs_d.jsp
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an strategic marketing tool. Through planned creation and highlighting of a products quality 
and strengths, perceived by the customer or target group its differentiation is analyzed. 
Further it allows to clearly outlining the products position in the market and according to its 
competitors. It helps to analyze the actual stage of the product, further it allows to steer or 
adjust its future development.  
 
USP From Mr Hawes (Priestman Goode): Unique Selling Proposition – a marketing concept, 
which highlights the uniqueness of the product. By focusing on strengths or special attributes 
the product/service is differentiated from the competitor. Further the USP makes a proposition 
to the potential customer or target group.  
 

Appendix 6 Interview guide for design consultancy companies 
 

Questionnaire for 
Consultancy Companies 

I) Networking 
(to understand as e set of 

contacts) 

II) Strategy (vision & 
intelligence) 

III) Organization (set of people 
and process) 

Preliminary questions / 
Coments 

 

We would like to focus on three of 
your clients (SMEs)  
 
Do you select ideas for them?  
 
Do you generate ideas for them?  

Do you work with your clients to 
develop their corporate identity 
and vision or do they impose 
100% of their vision to you?  

 

 
Generate 

 

 
At which stage of their development 
your clients contact you? 
 
With who you get in contact 
(suppliers, customers and so on)?  
 
Where the ideas come from?  
 
How common it is for you to use 
external inputs to select ideas?  

 
When you are looking for ideas, 
have you in mind the strategy of 
the company?  
 
How much time does it take to 
study and clarify the strategy of 
your clients?  
 
Are you contacted for a specific 
project or are you hired for a 
long-term partnership?  

 
How free are you? What kind of 
specification are given to you? 
What is your leeway?  
 
How open the clients are? Is it 
easy to convince small companies 
that your ideas are exploitable? 
Do they share a lot of knowledge 
with you?  
 
Are you more a problem solver or 
a project manager? 

 
Select 

 

Who decides to develop further the 
project? You? Your clients? 
Somebody else? 
 
Are you involved in selecting ideas? 
Do you set up your networks to 
select ideas?  

When you are selecting ideas, at 
what extend you integrate your 
client's strategy?  
 

Who are in contact with you 
inside the organizations of your 
clients?  
 
What is the difference between 
the small companies and big ones 
in terms of selecting and 
generating ideas?  
 
Do the small companies give 
more freedom to you or not? 
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Appendix 7 Interview guide for small companies using design management 
 

Questionnaire for SME 
Companies 

I) Networking (to understand as a 
set of contacts) 

II) Strategy (vision & 
intelligence) 

III) Organization (set of 
people and process) 

 
Preliminary questions 

 

Are you a member of an association? 
Have you a contact with customers 
during the development of a new 
product?  
Open vs. Close 

Do you have a vision? What 
are the core values and unique 
characteristics, the company? 
(Test to compare with 
secondary data) 

 

 
General questions 

 
What are the skills and resources 
unavailable within the organization to 
generate and select ideas? 
 
What forms of communication are 
used in the product development 
process? 
 

  

 
Generate 

 

Open vs. Close (for idea generation)  
What knowledge is shared with 
outside while generating ideas?  
Do you use external databases to 
generate ideas?  
 
Insights: Ideas of customers/suppliers/ 
Partners/ association 
Who is involved in generating ideas?  
Where the « needs » come from? 
Are your ideas linked to the « need » 
discovered? 
 
Do market data and user needs are 
analyzed prior to generate ideas? How 
market data and user needs are 
collected and analyzed? 

What do you have in mind 
while generating ideas? 
Incremental vs. Radical 
Vision « fit » : Do you take 
into account the vision of your 
company while selecting 
ideas? 
 
At what extend the company 
knows its market (customers, 
suppliers and competitors?)  
 
Do you have an idea of what 
your competitors are doing? 
How you collect this 
information? 

 

Who is responsible? 
department ? 
Inside the organization, is 
there a dedicated product 
development team? Is the 
information equally shared 
concerning the product 
development?  
 
How? 
Dynamic structure ? 

 project ? 
Are you working on a project 
basis? Do you settle some 
deadlines to fasten processes? 
Routines + structure Is there 
some job descriptions and 
who is officially involved in 
innovation? Is there a precise 
file/document where to find 
ideas in your organization? 
Who has an access to this? Is 
there a tradition to generate 
ideas?  
 
Have some dedicated time to 
find ideas? Is generating ideas  
Outsourced? 
 
What are the limiting factors 
are the company's product 
and / or service development? 

Select 
 

Who is important to select (test) the 
ideas? Customers/suppliers? 
 
Do you think this concept is a good 
idea using: user test? market research? 
financial plans ? 
 
Who is involved in selecting ideas? 
Who influences the aim of the project? 
 
Do you have a personal link with 
customers? 
 
Is it important to "sell the idea" inside 
the organization? How do you do it?  
 
What knowledge is shared with 
outside the organization while 
selecting ideas? Do you use external 
databases to select ideas?  
Involvement of suppliers 

Do you select your ideas 
according to corporate 
vision/philosophy ? 
 
Do you select your ideas by : 
-financial expectation 
-market expectation 
-technological exploitation 
 
What questions you have in 
mind while selecting your 
ideas? 
 
How flexible are you 
according to your own vision? 
 
Does feasibility studies ease 
your decision making? 
 

Do you have a pre set 
innovation process charter 

 filter ? 
pre-set/ developed network? 
Who is the motivational 
person ? 

 Informal ? 
 Product 

champion ? 
 

How fast is (difficult) 
decision? 
 
Is there a tradition to select 
ideas in your company?  
 
Do you have a structured way 
to gather information to ease 
decision-making? 
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Appendix 8 The value levels of design approaches model  
 

 
(Celaschi et al., 2012, p. 12) 

Appendix 9 Our model 

 
(Own development) 
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