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OPINION

This first edition of Iterations presents 
fine examples across a broad spectrum of 
design activity, from reflections on setting 
up consultancy, to insights into established 
professional practice. Articles in the 
education section reflect on live projects 
which highlight the benefit of collaborative 
work. Curatorial and policy issues are 
explored in detail through innovative case 
studies and critique. The review also seeks to 
contextualise quality artefacts and crafted 
visuals as part of the essential language of 
design practice and research.

Writing does not come naturally to many 
designers. Reflection on design is something 
we regularly do in private or verbally with 
colleagues and clients, yet we are often 
reluctant to present our reflections in the 
written format. We would much prefer to 
be sanding, sewing, sketching or building, 
experimenting with materials, textures, inks 
or images, we like to allow the artefact to 
speak for itself. In some instances, writing 
becomes one of those necessary evils that 
has to be endured in order to compliment 
design work. Writing can sometimes be 
seen as an activity that ‘others’ do, in order 
to sell design work, promote a brand or 
demonstrate impact. 

Conversely, there are design practitioners who 
have evolved into researchers and academics, 
applying their design skills in research and 
educational arenas. Traditionally these people 
have had limited platforms through which 
to present their work. Design research can 
at times make for an unconventional output 

and the dialogue between practitioners and 
design researchers can be disconnected. 
Iterations seeks to enrich practice and inform 
research through a presentation of both, on 
the same stage. 

Iterations is testament to the fact that 
design research has come of age in Ireland. 
Our educational institutions and public 
funding agencies recognise this, and are 
realising the potential of design by providing 
focus and funding. Irish Design 2015 is 
providing a platform for collaboration and 
engagement in design across the island 
and has placed Ireland confidently on the 
international stage. The blurring of the 
traditional disciplinary and geographical 
boundaries is refreshing, displaying 
a confidence and mutual respect for 
uniqueness and diversity. Hence Iterations’ 
place as an Interdisciplinary design review. 

We would like to express our deep gratitude 
to the authors who trusted us to present 
their work in an open, accessible context; 
those who went through the blind peer 
review process with a view to critiquing and 
improving their written work and who gave 
form to the first Iteration of the review. We 
also thank Irish Design 2015 for seed  
funding the initiative and providing the 
voluntary editorial board with support and 
wisdom throughout.

The journey has been incredibly enriching 
and we hope this presentation is of long-
term value to Irish design and our society  
as a whole.

Welcome to the inaugural 
edition of Iterations!
Iterations is a forum of considered reflection, critique and presentation for design practitioners and 
researchers. While there is plenty of noise and self-promotion in the fast moving digital world, this is 
perhaps the first time that Irish design practitioners and researchers have the critical mass to tell  
their stories on a local and international stage in a formal publication format. Interesting spaces lie 
between design practice and research. By working in these spaces we can collaborate to inform design 
education and emergent practice, while demonstrating research that impacts meaningfully on users, 
citizens, policy, society and our environment.

Adam de Eyto, Lead Editor

Adam de Eyto
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Irish Design 2015 (ID2015) is a year-long programme exploring, promoting and celebrating the best 
of Irish design, research and creativity through events and activities on the island of Ireland and 

internationally. By raising awareness of the benefits of design in everyday life and the growing 
importance of design-led innovation to Ireland’s culture, society and economy, the programme aims 

to encourage both investment in design and the use of design as a methodology to enhance other 
disciplines or domains. ID2015 is supporting over 200 projects within Ireland during this year of design, 

and Iterations is a highly significant project within this overall initiative.

Alex Milton, Programme Director for Irish Design 2015

Design research focuses on engaging 
stakeholders at all stages of the 
research process, from shaping initial 
questions through developing methodologies 
to sharing findings and recommendations. 
As a result, design research can achieve 
substantial impacts on public and 
institutional policy and professional 
practice, as well as raising awareness and 
understanding among the public. 

Innovation is essential to the sustained 
prosperity of Ireland, but discussion of how to 
foster an innovative mindset has so far focused 
on Science, Technology, Engineering and Maths 
– the STEM subjects. Design research is by its 
very nature innovative: it involves examining 
how things work and how they can be 
improved, a process that continually generates 
new ideas and combinations. Investment in 
design research is essential to ensure that this 
creative mindset can contribute to driving 
innovation across disciplines and throughout 
the Irish economy. 

Scientific research provides information 
and theories to explain the nature and 
properties of the world around us. It makes 
practical applications possible. Unlike 
scientific research, design research is not only 
concerned with what exists but with what 
ought to be. Research in a design context 
breaks with the determinisms of the past; it 
continually challenges, provokes and disrupts 
the status quo. 

The establishment of Iterations creates 
the impetus for a series of collaborative 
relationships to emerge and blossom. 
Collaboration demands a level of trust and 
openness; there can be unknowns, surprises 
and unintended outcomes. It is a collective 

process made and remade, revised and 
reiterated, reinterpreted and reimagined. 
Design research - whether in the studio, 
laboratory or street - is an evolutionary 
process, presenting, archiving and 
transforming new design processes, methods 
and concepts. Iterations will become a 
key forum for investigating the process of 
designing in all its many fields, and building 
a research platform to better understand and 
improve the processes, products, services and 
systems being collaboratively designed. 

In recent years, design research within 
and beyond Ireland has evolved into three 
distinct forms – research into and about 
design, research as design and research 
through design.

Research into and about design (history, 
theory and context) is the most established 
and still the most common type of work 
undertaken in design research circles. There 
are many precedents for this type of scholarly 
work that look closely at some specific area 
of practice, most notably Ireland, Design 
and Visual Culture: Negotiating Modernity 
1922-1992, edited by Dr. Linda King and Elaine 
Sisson, which collated essays on Irish design 
and visual culture and drew upon a number 
of interdisciplinary fields to address Irish 
design history. Such research usually employs 
a method of critical investigation to evaluate 
and interpret a specific body of knowledge and 
its signification. In this type of design research, 
the researcher is unlikely to also be the creator 
of the work in question. The theoretical 
perspective taken is generally from a position 
external to the work being investigated. 
By reflecting on existing design work from 
outside the creative process, the researcher is 
able to take a more objective view. 

Foreword

Alex Milton
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Research as design (innovative design 
methods) is a slightly more contested 
category. In recent years, a number of design 
researchers have claimed that making 
designed objects is, in itself, a process of 
research. This category refers to the notion 
that the outcomes of the research are, in 
some way, embodied entirely in the designed 
artefacts. The research is likely to involve the 
gathering and testing of ideas, materials 
and techniques required to make the 
artefacts. While research of this type is vital 
to the production of some original design 
work, it does not necessarily imply that the 
artefact makes an ‘original contribution 
to knowledge’ in the traditional sense of 
research. In this category the designer, who 
is the researcher, is operating almost entirely 
within the field of interest. The artefacts are 
unlikely to be interpreted from an external, 
objective position. The growing number of 
PhDs by Practice supervised at the University 
of Ulster and the National College of Art 
and Design demonstrate the increasing 
significance of this form of design research.

Research through design (experimental 
practice) is considered the taking of 
‘something’ from outside the design work 
and translating it through the medium. Such 
work, commonly termed ‘practice-based 
research’, is often interdisciplinary in nature 
and can range from an idea or concept to 
a new material or process. In this case the 
researcher will be engaged in making work 
within a field of interest as well as reflecting 
on it and contextualizing it. This reflective 
method engenders a viewpoint that is both 
internal and external to the subject of the 
research. In practice-based research new 
knowledge is generated by a combination 
of artefacts and the reflection that they 

engender. In this type of research the 
uniqueness and/or value will be contained 
in the nexus between the written text and 
the designed objects. Prime examples of this 
approach include the work of Irish trained 
designer Anthony Dunne who with his 
partner Fiona Raby has done so much to help 
develop a critical approach to design over the 
last decade through their writing, teaching 
and creative outputs.

Irish design research and practice will 
benefit enormously from the establishment 
of a peer-reviewed journal. Iterations will 
help establish reputational yardsticks and 
benchmarks for the design industry and 
higher education sectors, and inform and 
engage public sector policymakers and 
research funders. Iterations will create an 
invaluable archive, resource and platform for 
the publication and dissemination of critical 
thinking & practice led insight, within the 
discipline of design.

Ireland has a vibrant design research 
community reflecting the diverse expertise 
within third level institutions and the 
commercial design sector. Design research 
being undertaken within Ireland’s Higher 
Education institutions is increasingly 
attracting significant funding from the 
public and private sectors, and operating on 
an international stage through large scale EU 
funded projects.

The Iterations editorial panel is drawn from 
across the island of Ireland, representing 
the diverse range of design disciplines, 
research traditions and approaches. As 
such, the journal is ideally placed to help 
foster trans-geographical collaboration 
and communication, and place Irish design 

research on the global stage. Through 
encouraging the development of scholarship 
and knowledge in design, Iterations can 
make a real contribution to the development 
of doctoral education and research training, 
alongside sharing knowledge across the 
boundaries of design disciplines. 

2015 is a highly significant year for design in 
Ireland, marking as it does the year of Irish 
design, 50 years after the establishment of 
Kilkenny Design Workshops. I am delighted 
that ID2015 has been able to support the 
establishment of Iterations – both through 
funding and assisting in the development 
of a design research network across Ireland. 
I look forward to seeing the journal play a 
pivotal role in archiving Irish design research 
and helping to inspire, inform and develop 
Ireland’s design research capacity and culture 
into the future. 
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EDUCATION
This section presents articles that 
report on research that has been 

conducted in collaboration between 
industry and education



Con Kennedy / Dublin Institute of Technology & IT Carlow
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This timeline covers the periods of early 
Modernism to Postmodernism and the 
various design styles and influences 
contained within each. Interactions of style 
and influences are shown which charts 
design’s relationship to popular culture 
and history. This poster indicates the major 
design milestones of the 20th and early part 
of the 21st century and identifies key design 
practitioners active and influential in each 
decade. It indicates the multidisciplinary 
nature of design but also highlights 
major disciples including: Vehicle Design; 
Architecture; Product & Industrial Design, 
Visual Communication & Graphic Design.

Details, artefacts, practitioners, design 
movements, historical & cultural events 
were identified as part of an ongoing series 
of Design History workshops with first 
year Product Design and Industrial Design 
students. Debate, discussion and evaluation 
was undertaken by the group in order to 
establish what would be considered for 
inclusion in the timeline. In some cases, 
certain practitioners or artefacts were 
removed from earlier drafts as their work was 
included in the discipline specific time line 
and vice versa. For example, Marc Newson was 
not included as a key practitioner, however, 
the Lockheed Lounge Chair is indicated in 
place of the designer. Similarly with dates 
where multiple events have happened or 
artefacts published. The author acknowledges 
these limitations as there can only be a 
specific number of items included in each 
decade. Issues or conflicts were resolved 
through discussion with the class group and 
were also triangulated with the help of cross 
disciplinary peers in an attempt to get the 
widest possible balance of disciplines and 
inclusion of detail.

Literature from national and international 
sources were investigated in order to develop 

a multidisciplinary approach in identifying 
key moments in design history and how 
these relate to current world and national 
historical events, and events within poplar 
culture. These influences are mapped against 
identified key design artefacts of the period. 
Considerations on how colour is utilised 
within each decade is also included. The time 
line looks at design in both an international 
and Irish context and charts key design 
moments from the foundation of the state up 
to the Year of Irish Design (ID 2015).

Once mapped out, patterns, themes and 
influences can be identified. Notably, from 
an international view, the influence of Dieter 
Rams’ work on Jonathan Ive and and how, in 
Ireland, government reports on the design 
sector led to representation and action 
within industry. The example here is the 
Scandinavian Report in 1962 which led to the 
foundation of Kilkenny Design Workshop 
in 1963 and in 1999 Enterprise Ireland’s 
Opportunities in Design led to Design Ireland 
being established a year later. With 2015 being 
designated as Year of Irish Design, it begs the 
question, what will it’s lasting legacy be?

This poster indicates how design is constantly 
evolving, how the different design disciplines 
are responding to the environment in 
which it lives and is part of. Here we see a 
representation of the link between design 
history, it’s culture and contexts. This poster 
in not intended as a definitive design history 
timeline. e.g. timelines of key moments 
fashion design, photography or scientific 
discovery may be included in later versions. 
However, it does add to the discourse and 
further debate and offers one perspective 
on the connections to the various design 
disciplines and practitioners, as well as their 
place in history and culture.

 Design History:  
Culture & Contexts

Design in it’s widest definition, does not exist within it’s own paradigm. Many things affect design and 
it’s outcomes. Specific design disciplines influence, and are influenced by other creative areas and also 

by wider culture. Historical, societal and political events effect design and vice versa.
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A printed version of this time line is available 
as part of the first issue of Iterations. This is 
intended for you to add your own suggestions 
to the chart. Readers are encouraged to return 
suggestion to the author for considerations in 
further iterations of this project.

A large format version of this time line will 
be presented at Faultlines Conference with 
the purpose of creating further discussion, 
discourse and inclusion as part of this 
continuing co-design project.
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This research explores the role of scenarios in 
design and how they are used to empathise 
with and understand the needs of users 
to develop and test design solutions. We 
describe how scenarios were used and 
outline the techniques needed to build 
compelling scenarios. The findings show that 
to use scenarios effectively and probe beyond 
the surface elements of user understanding, 
student teams may require these techniques 
to support and guide scenario creation. 

Introduction
Designing for user experience begins with 
creating a rich, empathic understanding of 
the users’ desired experiences and only then 
designing concepts and products to support 
them. Empathy can be described as the 
ability to understand what it feels like to be 
another person and relating to that person’s 
situation from his/her own perspective 
(Kouprie and Visser 2009). Empathic design 
is about making interpretations of the 
needs, desires and motivations of people 
and envisioning possible future situations 
of product use (Steen 2011, Battarbee and 
Koskinen 2005). Nielsen (2002) states that 
it is important to understand the users 
environment, the character traits of the user, 
their goals and tasks.

Scenario-based design is used in software 
development to predict and test how users 
will interact with design solutions. They 
are typically used to describe the future 
use of a system or web site from a specific, 
and often fictitious, user’s point-of-view 

(Carroll 2002). Scenarios can also be used 
for a variety of purposes; at the beginning 
of the  design process to illustrate user 
needs, goals and actions, and later  to 
evaluate system functionality, to design 
attributes and features and test solutions 
(Nielsen 2002). Scenarios are stories that 
must consider the setting, the actors, their 
personal motivations, traits, behaviours, 
knowledge, capabilities, goals and their 
interactions with various tools and objects 
(Rosson and Carroll 2009). An effective 
technique for generating scenarios is to first 
describe a set of hypothetical stakeholders 
- individuals who can represent the people 
involved in the product or service (Rosson 
and Carroll 2009). These may be used then 
to create personas of archetypal fictional 
users or stakeholders to depict fleshed-out 
characteristics.  An effective approach can 
be to identify  extreme situations of both 
positive and negative situations as this may 
lead to  hidden opportunities (Schoemaker 
1995, Gruen et al. 2002).

Much of the literature on scenarios shows that 
they are a pre-planned activity to evaluate 
how users might interact with concepts. This 
paper shows how scenarios can be adopted 
in a variety of ways from spontaneous 
use in discussion to a pre-planned activity 
throughout the process to identify user needs 
as well as evaluate concepts. 

Research method
This case study explores a collaboration 
project which was conducted between 

How Scenarios Support 
Empathy In Design:  

A Case Study Of Undergraduate Students
In user-centred design, there is recognition that designers must understand the perspectives of the 

users for whom the product or service is being designed. Sometimes however, designers may not have 
direct access to end users or their environment and must rely on techniques to evoke their own and 

others experiences to uncover user needs.  The purpose of this paper is to explore the role of scenarios 
in developing empathy for the users in an undergraduate design project where there was a lack of 

access to users and the context of use.

References
Battarbee, K. and Koskinen, I. (2005) ‘Co-experience: user 
experience as interaction’, CoDesign, 1(1), 5-18.
Buchenau, M. and Suri, J. F. (2000) Experience prototyping, 
translated by ACM, 424-433.
Carroll, J. M. (2002) Scenarios and design cognition, translated 
by IEEE Computer Society, 3-3.
Gruen, D., Rauch, T., Redpath, S. and Ruettinger, S. (2002) ‘The 
use of stories in user experience design’, International Journal 
of Human-Computer Interaction, 14(3-4), 503-534.
Keller, I. and Stappers, P. J. (2001) ‘Presence for design: 
conveying atmosphere through video collages’, 
CyberPsychology & Behavior, 4(2), 215-223.
Kouprie, M. and Visser, F. S. (2009) ‘A framework for empathy 
in design: stepping into and out of the user’s life’, Journal of 
Engineering Design, 20(5), 437-448.
LeRouge, C., Ma, J., Sneha, S. and Tolle, K. (2013) ‘User profiles 
and personas in the design and development of consumer 
health technologies’, International journal of medical 
informatics, 82(11), e251-e268.
Nielsen, L. (2002) From user to character: an investigation into 
user-descriptions in scenarios, translated by ACM, 99-104.
Rosson, M. B. and Carroll, J. M. (2009) ‘Scenario based design’, 
Human computer interaction. Boca Raton, FL, 145-162.
Schoemaker, P. J. (1995) ‘Scenario planning: a tool for strategic 
thinking’, Sloan management review, 36, 25-25.
Steen, M. (2011) ‘Tensions in human-centred design’, CoDesign, 
7(1), 45-60.
Suri, J. F. (2003) ‘The experience of evolution: developments in 
design practice’, The Design Journal, 6(2), 39-48.



students from Hogeschool Utrecht [HU] 
in the Netherlands and the University of 
Limerick [UL], Ireland. The data analysis 
draws insights from group observations, field 
notes, review meetings and focus groups 
with six student teams. 

The project design brief entailed the 
redesign of an Aircraft Crew Rest area (a 
section located in the underbelly of a large 
aircraft that is fitted out with sleeping and 
recreation facilities for flight attendants) to 
create an improved resting experience for 
long haul flight crew. The added complexity 
was to understand human behaviour and 
the issues for people of both genders, from 
culturally diverse backgrounds, sharing a very 
small space and sleeping in close proximity 
to one another. As part of the brief the teams 
were provided with three personas of Flight 
Attendants; Jasmine, Braham and Irene 
created from in-depth primary research. 
These were used to act out scenarios by 
exploring the routines and activities that 
the personas may follow in their interaction 
with the crew rest. Personas are fictional 
characters created to represent the different 
user types within a targeted demographic 
(LeRouge et al. 2013). 

Findings
This section describes how scenarios were 
used throughout the process as well as 
the techniques that supported their use in 
creating an empathetic approach during  
the project. 

The scenarios were used in two distinct ways. 
Firstly, as a spontaneous activity that the 
teams used to understand the perspective 
of the Flight Attendants, empathise and 
uncover their needs and in turn generate 
solutions. This was facilitated by group 
discussion. Secondly, the scenarios were used 
as pre-planned and constructed activities 
which were supported by the use of mock 
ups and role play. 

Techniques to support scenario creation
A number of techniques and tools provided 
support, in the creation of the scenarios. 

Stories and personal experiences 
From a social perspective, stories are the 
means through which human experience 
has been shared for generations. Given the 

right social environment people can find 
sharing stories to be a natural, effortless, 
and compelling experience (Gruen et al. 
2002). To appreciate what it was like to 
sleep and spend time in a crew rest the 
team members were prompted to draw on 
their own related experiences of spending 
time in similar circumstances and share 
the experiences as stories. The experiences 
ranged from spending time on planes, trains, 
buses, in hostels, at festivals, in college 
accommodation and in hospitals. When 
user experiences resonate with personal 
experiences a deeper understanding of the 
user experiences is obtained (Suri 2003). In 
the following example, through questioning 
a tutor, draws out one student’s story about a 
related experience to depict a scenario.
Tutor A: “Did you ever have experience where 
you did not feel safe going to sleep?”
P: “Yeah I was inter-railing on a night train 
where you just have a seat in a carriage with 
fifty other people so that’s not the best place”.

The students began to use story telling 
spontaneously to draw out issues such as 
cultural differences that may emerge when 
people are sharing confined spaces.
‘When you have to sit next to someone that 
smells very bad, I had that on an 8 hour  
flight. At dinner time he was burping and 
made strange sounds. In some countries  
that’s normal’.

Analogies
As the students did not have direct access to 
a crew rest the scenarios were enriched by 
making analogies to related environments. 
The following scenario is embedded with the 
analogy of going on holiday in a cramped 
car to empathise with the conditions of 
a cramped crew rest. By drawing on this 
related experience the students were able to 
identify the issues of sharing a crew rest such 
as restricted space, overheating, crowding 
and a lack of oxygen: “Going on a holiday 
is always a disaster. The car is stuffed with 
useless things with no room to move. The car 
always makes noise and there is always light. 
Mostly the driver is listening to some music 
and has the most comfortable seat of all. The 
back seat is narrow and you are almost sitting 
on each other which increases body heat and 
decreases fresh oxygen.” 
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Metaphors
At the beginning of the process the use of 
metaphors within the analogy also added to 
the teams understanding of the needs of the 
users. In the following example the teams 
used the metaphor of a ‘sea breeze feeling’ to 
imagine the desired experiences of the Flight 
Attendants. “You want that sea breeze feeling, 
the freshest air you’re going to get, straight 
off the water so it’s got a really nice smell.”

Personas
Personas were provided to the teams to 
support the mapping of ‘a day in the life 
technique’ of each of the three characters. 
While the Personas did not explicitly cover 
every conceivable user they highlighted the 
different, and sometimes conflicting, needs 
of individual users: “We looked at personas 
particularly Jasmine as she is the most 
important one. She wants men and women 
separated in her culture. She doesn’t want men 
seeing her, she feels uncomfortable with it.”

Mind maps and process flow diagrams 
documented the scenarios in detail (see 
Figure 1). 

To dive deeper into the persona profiles and 
understand why a Flight Attendant would 
act in a certain way the teams used the 

technique of the ‘5 Ws’ (who, what, when, 
where, why) and how.  This facilitated the 
team to understand the type of interaction 
of the crew users along with identifying the 
barriers to positive interaction. While the 
teams were provided with personas, new 
ones were also created on the fly and given 
names. This also provided richer character 
depictions as they were drawn from the 
students own frame of reference. In the 
following example instead of using the 
personas provided the teams spontaneously 
use two new personas named Mary and 
Paddy. This scenario highlights the conflicting 
needs of the two characters where Mary 
wants to take over the elevator for a much 
longer period of time. This then forces the 
teams to evaluate the viability of a solution 
and how issues might be resolved:
L: “Mary opens the door and goes down the 
elevator and she wants to change her clothes, 
get into her pyjamas, take off her makeup, get 
into bed and watch television. And you have 
Paddy who’s going in and he is changing his 
clothes, he has no hair and makeup and he 
just wants to play on the play station.”  
B: “That’s fine, so he uses a stairs of some 
description or a rope ladder.”  
L: “No because you can have Mary inside 
changing and he wants to come down  
the stairs. 

Figure 1:  
A section of a mind map 
incorporating scenarios

Page 12



M: “It’s very hard for it to be an elevator at 
the same time. If someone is changing and 
someone else wants to go up or down, that’s 
not possible because someone is changing.”

Using extreme situations 
By depicting extreme situations the students 
were also able to identify the negative and 
positive consequences of proposed solutions. 
By depicting a worst case scenario, as in 
the example below, the students were able 
to in turn devise a solution to the problem 
identified in the scenario:
L: “What do I do if others are resting and the 
baby is crying?”
J: “They could have on board child facilities like 
a child area or something down the back.”  
 
Conflicting forces
Using pairs of conflicting forces was another 
tool that helped the teams to uncover the 
conflicting needs of users. Some pairings 
uncovered by the teams were: size vs. 
personal space, light vs. darkness, noise 
vs. silence, introvert vs. extrovert and 
functionality vs. flexibility. An example of 
using a conflicting force within a scenario, as 
defined by one team, is where someone may 
want to sleep while others want to engage 
in activities that may conflict with that, like 
talking, moving about or using electronic 
devices.

Experience prototyping
Experience Prototyping is a term given 
by Buchenau and Suri (2000) to any kind 
of representation, in any medium, that 
is designed to understand, explore or 
communicate what it might be like to 
engage with a product, space or system. 
It is a method that allows designers to 
experience something directly. This involves 
role-playing techniques sometimes 
supported by theatrical props to create user 
scenarios (Keller and Stappers 2001). 
The teams found not having direct access 
to an aircraft and a Crew Rest area difficult 
and to overcome this built a full scale model 
from cardboard and using props such as 
chairs and tables carried out a series of role 
play and scenario building exercises. The 
teams enacted various social situations 
and activities such as sitting, reading, 
listening to music, talking to a colleague 
preparing and eating meals and sleeping. 

This proved invaluable to identify with 
users and understand the issues associated 
with the crew rest. Experience prototyping 
also enabled the teams to evaluate the 
ergonomic and physical constraints of the 
space envelope (see Figure 2). 
“It’s pretty cramped. You couldn’t really stand 
up. The cardboard is the actual height of the 
ceiling. So out of four of us we were all above 
the ceiling height which was a big issue.”

Experience prototyping, through the role 
play of scenarios, was also used to test and 
validate proposed concepts.  One team, by 
trying out a proposed solution in the area of 
services, were able to reveal flaws with their 
concept which needed to be redesigned: 
“We implemented the kudos point system 
into our lives. We delegated certain points 
for favours that we did for each other. This 
created a competitive atmosphere between 
the three of us which we believe made the 
concept a bit too much about competing and 
not about providing services for each other”.

Conclusions
The teams did not have direct access to an 
aircraft with an existing crew rest (these 
are not standard in large aircrafts) in which 
to conduct research which limited their 
understanding of the user’s experience. 
However the scenarios outlined above 
and the techniques employed to support 
them: stories and recounting personal 
experiences, analogies, metaphors, personas, 
using extreme situations, conflicting forces 
and experience prototyping compensated 
greatly for this shortfall. These techniques 
supported the teams to create scenarios to 
fully scope out the problem area and uncover, 
not just issues associated with the physical 
aspects of the crew rest, but also the deeper 
emotional and physiological needs of Flight 
Attendants from diverse social and cultural 
backgrounds. The scenarios also facilitated 
the teams to develop and evaluate concepts 
later in the process. These finding have 
implications for design education and the 
techniques described can act as guides and 
prompts to instil an empathetic approach in 
studio projects in both design education and 
professional practice.

Figure 2:  
Role play with props to replicate the crew rest experience
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Harvard business professor Theodore Levitt 
once said  “People don’t want to buy a 
quarter-inch drill, they want to buy a quarter-
inch hole”  This quote, often used by design 
thinking promoters, re-prioritises human 
needs in place of traditional market data. 
This has the effect of repositioning design 
thinking from ‘supplying a solution’ for a 
defined problem to ‘serving a need’ to an 
open ended problem. Here, design thinking 
takes the role of a strategic driver at the 
front end of innovation processes. By this 
emphasis design offers its full potential, 
where one can identify a problems root cause 
and work towards ‘the right design’.

Characterising ‘getting the right design’ v. 
‘getting the design right’
Design thinking (DT) puts us close to 
people, and being close to people helps 
shift our thinking and understanding. 
People influence us to view projects from a 
needs perspective as opposed to a solution 
perspective - shifting us from drills to holes. 
Design utilises cognitive processes, tools and 
methodologies that are very well suited to 
identifying deep routed unmet needs. This 
affords a bird’s eye view of opportunities 
and is not bound by existing fixes. It is 
about “considering many other ideas and 
then choosing between them” (Greenberg 
et al. 2011). In fact, key to a successful DT 
initiative is the ability to refrain from ‘fixing’ 
oneself on a solution or idea too early. This 

can happen at any point in the process, as 
Tohidi et. al. (2006) point out, “once a design 
is prototyped and tested, it hardly ever gets 
rejected by the users. Rather, it typically leads 
to an iterative improvement of the same 
design, rather than a return to the drawing 
board (which might lead to an alternative 
right design)”. 

Unfortunately, the full potential of DT is 
often missed when participants utilise the 
process to work primarily, or even solely as 
an add on at the back end of innovation 
processes for the purpose of ‘getting the 
design right’.

In the 1980s Henry Mintzberg famously 
characterised two distinct patterns 
of strategy formation; emergent and 
deliberate. A deliberate strategy sticks 
to its starting goals and pre-determines 
the project outcome at the point of its 
initiation. An emergent strategy allows 
new learnings throughout the process to 
gradually influence and shape its strategic 
direction. Through emergence, the outcome 
is only truly known at the point of project 
completion (Mintzberg & Waters, 1985). We 
relate Mintzberg’s two polar ends of the 
‘strategy continuum’ to differences observed 
in DT approaches, where emphasis moves 
between ‘getting the right design’ and 
‘getting the design right’. 

Getting the right design or 
getting the design right: 

An observation of 18 industry projects 
progressing through a structured design 

thinking process
“Even if you do a brilliant job of building what you originally set out to build, if it is the wrong product, 

it still constitutes a failure. Likewise, you also fail if you build the right product the wrong way. Stated 
another way, we must adopt an approach that inherently aspires to get the right design as well as get 

the design right. The former, which is one of the prime objectives of the up-front design phase, is the 
part that is too often absent in today’s practice.” (Buxton, 2010).
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Following 18 innovation projects with 
real organisations, this paper provides an 
observation on how DT is operationalised. 
In the next sections we situate DT in 
management discourse for the purpose 
of business innovation. To delineate the 
business elements available for innovation, 
we draw on the business model canvas. We 
identify assumptions as key anchors of an 
innovation project at different points of its 
progression. To track these assumptions, we 
draw on Klein’s triple insight model (Klein 
& Jarosz, 2011) and identify, measure and 
describe the assumption shifts throughout 
the DT process over five business model 
dimensions. 

The project focuses on two overarching 
process scenarios; ‘getting the right design’ 
and getting the design right’. We have 
identified three key drivers of the DT process 
that impact these two scenarios. The three 
key drivers include; a designers investment at 
each process phase, the designers acceptance 
of tool findings, and the designers position 
relative to the organisation. In conclusion, 
we offer suggestions and implications for 
further research. 

What is Design Thinking
Today, the globalisation of markets and the 
socio-cultural factors controlling them pose 
both increasing challenges and opportunities 
for business. A creative void has opened 
in a management practice dominated by 
analytical tools. A model of design has 
formed to consolidate this void and deliver 
innovation. Design thinking has evolved at 
the nexus, where business management 
and design practice overlap. Because of its 
simplicity, it is learnable and transferable 
across disciplinary boundaries and enhances 
existing skillsets. According to one strong 
proponent; “We are on the cusp of a design 
revolution in business. Today’s business people 
don’t [just] need to understand designers 
better. They need to become designers.” 
(Dunne and Martin, 2006 p.513)

In fact, the discipline of design has always 
been impacted by trends outside of its field 
(Findeli 2005, Heskett, 2001). Today’s design 
theory is moving towards a strategy concept, 
as a knowledge building and interpretive 
process informed by social science methods. 

Here, its value lies in its ability to interpret 
observations and transform them into 
ideas, visionary scenarios and concepts, 
services, new products and processes (de 
Mozota, 2008). A growing body of work in 
the areas of design management, design 
science, and design thinking in particular 
reinforce a paradigm shift towards the 
business application and the focus on 
social science methods (Findeli, 2005). 
This is further endorsed by a number of 
governmental reports (Kretzschmar, 2003, 
Intertrade Ireland, 2009, Lawlor, et al., 2015) 
positing design as strategy to be of greater 
importance when compared against design 
as styling or design as process. In this 
paper we explore further two schools of 
thought dominating design thinking, but 
for a comprehensive introduction, overview 
and analysis we recommend the work of a 
number of authors (Brown, 2009; Martin, 
2009; Liedtka & Ogilvie, 2011; Boland and 
Collopy, 2008; Ryan & Devitt, 2014).

Two schools of thought
Within the DT literature there are, what 
Johansson and Woodilla (2010) refer to as 
two distinct discourses, a “design discourse” 
and a “management discourse”. The former 
looks at “the way designers think as they 
work”, the latter sees design thinking as 
a “method for innovation and creating 
value”. The focus of this paper is on the 
management discourse of DT, but the 
authors, as both academics and experienced 
design practitioners draw from both,  
seeing distinct value in bringing the two 
even closer together.

Today, two dominant schools of thought 
have emerged in applied design thinking; 
the Stanford d-School method, driven by 
professor David Kelley and the Darden 
Business School method, driven by professor 
Jeanne Liedtka. While both schools consist 
of a similar set of broad stages, Darden most 
successfully situates design in management 
discourse and speaks through some familiar 
strategy concepts. By this, the reach of DT 
is expanded beyond simple user benefits to 
a strategic driver of business growth which 
includes operations appraisal. The Darden 
school was selected as the primary method 
for the DT module structure and for this 
study. Figure 1 below presents the Darden 
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They need to 
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school process model showing the four key 
phases and the tools recommended for use 
in each phase. Table 2 describes briefly the 
tools used in each phase.

Relating DT to business model 
While DT can be used in many situations, 
its primary value is in the identification 
and development of new innovations for 
organisational gain or improvement. In 
order to propose innovations that fit the 
‘Business viability’, ‘Human desirability’ 
and ‘Technical feasibility’ requirement of 
a successful DT initiative (Brown 2008), 
one needs to consider a full spectrum of 
activities and variables which may impact 
upon an organisation. DT and business 
design have been aligning in recent years, 
aided by the advent of methodologies such 
as Customer development (Blank & Dorf, 
2012), lean-startup (Ries, 2011), Business 
model generation (Osterwalder & pigneur, 
2010) and work from authors such as Martin 
(2009). We believe the business model to be 
useful for this role. 

Al-Debei et.al (2008) define a business 
model as an abstract representation of 
an organization, be it conceptual, textual, 
and/or graphical, of all core interrelated 
architectural, co-operational, and financial 

What is? What if? What wows? What works?

Figure 1: The Darden design thinking process

Table 1: The Darden design thinking phases and 
tools

Phase Tool Description
Overarching Visualisation: Using imagery to envision possibilities 

and bring them to life

What is?
Phase
Explore current 
reality

Journey Mapping Assessing the existing experience 
through the customer’s eyes

Value chain analysis Assessing the current value chain that 
supports the customer’s journey

Mind mapping Generating insights from exploration 
activities and using those to create 
design criteria

What if?
Phase
Envision a new 
future

Brainstorming Generating new possibilities and new 
alternative business models

Concept development Assembling innovative elements into a 
coherent alternative solution that can be 
explored and evaluated

What Wows?
Phase
Makes some 
choices

Assumption testing Isolating and testing the key 
assumptions that will drive the success 
or failure of a concept

Rapid prototyping Expressing a new concept in a tangible 
form for exploration, testing, and 
refinement

What Works?
Phase
Takes into the
marketplace

Customer co-creation Enrolling customers to participate in 
creating the solution that best meets 
their needs

Learning launch Creating an affordable experiment 
that lets customers experience the new 
solution over an extended period of time, 
to test key assumptions with market 
data
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arrangements designed and developed 
by an organization presently and in the 
future, as well as all core products and/
or services the organization offers, or will 
offer, based on these arrangements that are 
needed to achieve its strategic goals and 
objectives.  This definition fits our need for 
a non-complex gathering of key elements 
suitable for mapping and understanding 
new innovation proposals. For this study, the 
Business model canvas (BMC) as proposed by 
Osterwalder & Pigneur (2010) was selected 
as the means of collecting the key elements 
that could make up a innovation proposition. 
Five components have been selected as 
measurement tools as they represent the 
consumer facing elements of the canvas 
(Table 2).

Tracking process through assumptions 
Next we need to monitor the individual’s 
input to the DT process, and to do this we 
will track assumption modification. Because 
of its close connection to innovation, we 
draw from current insight theory, and in 
particular the constructs as delineated by 
Klein & Jarosz (2011)

As the designer collects and combines DT 
project data with his pre-existing knowledge 
and experience, he begins to construct 
mental frames - underlying structures of 
belief, perception and appreciation (Schön 
& Rein 1994) through which he sees and 
understands the project. Throughout every 
phase, and at multiple points he is faced with 
two options 1) stay within the exisitng frame 
‘to believe the story’ he is being told, or 2) 
question the story and choose to reframe it 
and ‘come up with a new story’. Recognising 
frames and deliberately choosing to 
question and reframe is imperative in the 
identification of new opportunities. 

The term ‘insight’ is often used in design to 
describe a clear and sudden understanding 
of how to approach a problem. Insight is 
thought to arise when a solver breaks free 
of unwarranted assumptions, or forms 
novel, task-related connections between 
existing concepts or skill (Bowden et al 2005).  
Insight is defined by klein as a ‘discontinuous 
discovery, a nonobvious revision to a person’s 
mental model of a dynamic system, resulting 
in a new set of beliefs that are more accurate, 
comprehensive, and useful’ (Klein & Jarosz, 
2011). Sharing obvious similarities with the 
concept of reframing, Klein also describes  
an insight as  “an unexpected shift to a 
better story”.

To explain how these shifts come about, Klein 
has developed the triple insight model (Figure 
2) where he proposes that various factors 
contribute to insight when encountered, 
namely ‘contradictions’, ‘connections’ and 
‘creative desperation’. Klein states that these 
encounters act to either strengthen existing 
anchors, add new anchors to the ‘story’ or 
contradict existing anchors.

In this study we will use Klein’s shifting of 
anchors through assumption modification 
as a means of tracking an individual’s input 
across the DT project. 

Table 2: The five ‘customer-facing’ components of 
the business model canvas

Figure 2: Kleins triple path model of insight 

Outcome

Activity

Trigger
Contradiction
Find an inconsistency

Connection
Coincidence

Curiosity
Spot an implication

Creative
Desperation
Escape an impasse

Use a weak anchor to 
rebuild story Add new anchor Discard

a weak anchor

Changes in how we 
UNDERSTAND

act - see - feel - desire

(Change the story 
that anchors your 
thinking)

Business Canvas 
components

Description

Customer segments The primary customers for whom the project will be 
developed

Value proposition The key promise of value offered to the customers segments 

Customer 
relationships

How you intend to build and maintain relationships with 
customers

Channels How you intend to deliver value propositions to the customers

Revenue streams The means of generating revenue from supplying value to 
customers
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Section summary
In conducting this study, we set out to learn 
how DT is actually operationalised under real 
project pressures. We sought to investigate 
the external drivers that influence and 
sometimes override the DT process, in what 
circumstances design thinking is heeded or 
rejected and how this dynamic influences 
the strategic priorities of the innovation 
project. As a first step, we have selected 
Darden DT model as suitable for this study, 
secondly, we have established dimensions 
by which innovation can occur through 
adopting elements of the BMC, allowing us 
to measure any re-orientations which impact 
the overall strategic direction. Thirdly, we 
have considered the role of the individual 
in shaping the process by tracing their 
assumptions. We then assembled a set of 
18 quasi-naturalistic projects to see these 3 
elements interact to shape the process. 

Methodology:
Study cases & participants
This research is conducted on the back of a 
12-week MSc. module ‘The applied innovation 
lab’. Each participant was required to work 
with a real organisation to develop new 
innovative initiatives utilising a design 
thinking methodology. Participants were 
given the choice of working with their 
current employers or a new organisation of 
their choosing. 7 from 18 participants worked 
with their current employers, 10 participants 
worked with new organisations and 1 case 
was discarded due to an incomplete survey. 
All of the participants were experienced in 
the design thinking methodology having 
undertaken a generic 12 week “dry run” 
module the previous semester. 10 of the 17 
participants filled management roles in their 
most recent period of employment which 
ranged from small indigenous organisations 
to a number of multinational organisations, 
including; Intel, Hewlett Packard, Tomra, SAP, 
Veolia, & Icon Healthcare. 

Method
All participants followed the four phase 
structure of the Darden DT process. On 
completion of each phase the participants 
presented back the work they had 
completed, received project guidance 
and were briefed on the next stage of the 
process. Immediately on concluding the 

project the participants completed a survey 
which included a number of open ended 
questions. The survey was designed to gather 
data concerning the project assumptions 
as the idea progressed through the various 
phases of the DT process. Each case was 
documented by three data sets: 

Data set 1 - Key assumptions held by the 
designer prior to starting the process, but in 
the knowledge of their partner organisation
Data set 2 - Key assumptions held by the 
designer on completing the process, reflected 
in the final innovation proposal. 
Data set 3 - Points of the process where key 
assumptions were modified. Participants 
connected any modification to a source tool 
(be it DT or an alternative tool) and described 
the nature of the assumption shift.  

Because of our small sample size one concern 
is whether this study group is representative. 
Exploratory studies such as this will normally 
constitute a trade-off in study rigour with 
the need for new learning. In this study 
we believe this trade-off is necessary 
to establish constructs for future, more 
rigorous investigations. We encourage more 
exploratory studies similar to this in order 
to more quickly establish future avenues for 
design thinking research.

Data coding
Once the survey was completed, all 17 cases 
were coded independently by the two 
authors. Coding was organised by three 
stages of analysis. Firstly, we conducted 
micro analysis where we coded each business 
element independently. We compared the 
participants starting assumptions against 
their outcome assumptions and categorised 
each element by one of two options; change 
occurred (1), no change occurred (0). 

Secondly, we conducted macro analysis by 
measuring change at project level, assigning 
each study case to one of two groups; change 
occurred (1), no change occurred (0). In order 
to achieve this we combined the micro 
analysis results for each case and reviewed as 
a complete project set. Where we observed 
changes in 2 or more of the business 
elements we recorded a strategic level 
change. While change in one BM element 
is relatively common, change across two or 
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more elements is less so, and we believe can 
be considered unplanned. For this reason we 
consider such an approach as an emergent 
strategy and identify it as ‘getting the right 
design’. Where we observed no change 
above one business element we recorded 
no strategic level change. We consider 
this approach as a deliberate strategy and 
describe it as ‘getting the design right’. 

Thirdly, we compared these patterns 
against the DT tools that were reported by 
participants to have influenced any change 
in assumptions. To do this we explored 
3 relationships, including; 1) impact by 
tool, 2) impact by process phase, and 3) 
impact of participant position relevant to 
organisation. From this we distinguish how 
Design Thinking tools both contribute to an 
innovation process and are susceptible to 
other external factors. We draw on Table 3 
to assess the nature of assumption change 
affected by DT tool.

Fourthly, we took two study cases whose 
process represent the two polar ends 
of the strategic approaches.  Here, both 
participants were managers within the 
organisation (insiders) on which the project 
was based. This means they both face 
comparable pressures and responsibilities in 
completing such a project and equally, both 
start with a comprehensive knowledge set 
related to the project. 

Results
In table 4 we contrast insiders against 
outsiders by rate of business model 
assumption change. We found an 80% 
average rate of change across all five BMC 
components for projects coordinated by 
outsiders compared to a 34% average change 
rate for insiders. Of the five components 
measured, ‘value proposition’, ‘customer 
segment’ and ‘customer relations’ all 
experienced a 90% change from the starting 
assumptions to the final project proposal for 

‘outsiders’. In comparison, insider projects 
measured 57%, 29% and 29% respectively 
for the same components.  Revenue stream 
assumptions saw a 70% change for Outsiders 
compared to 14% change for insiders. The rate 
of change for the ‘channels’ component was 
closer, 60% for outsiders and 43% for insiders.

Next we contrast the nature of insider 
assumption changes against outsider 
assumption changes (Table 5). We found 
60% of outsiders total assumptions changed 
because of design thinking tools, this 
compares with 43% change for insiders. 
Addition of new assumptions accounts 
for 53% of all insider changes whereas, 
strengthening of additional assumptions 
accounted for 47% of outsider changes, the 
largest type of change. 

Emerging themes & discussion
From the above results we have identified a 
number of key themes with implications for 
the operationalisation of DT. These findings 
are very much preliminary and require 
further study to establish their validity 
however, we believe they deserve attention. 
2 patterns observed show significant 
consequences for the DT process: 
•	 Designer	position	relative	to	organisation	

(insider/outsider)
•	 Level	of	DT	tool	and	phase	integration	

(restricted phase influence/holistic phase 
influence)

We discuss both in this section and deliberate 
on possible causes. We try to enhance this 

Table 3: Categories of assumption change to be 
assigned to source tool

Change 1 Change 2 Change 3

Tool impact on an existing 
assumption

Strengthened a weak 
assumption (strengthened x 
assumption with y assumption)

Contradicted and replaced a 
weak assumption (replaced x 
assumption with y assumption) 

Added a new assumption 
(expanded on x assumption 
with y assumption)

Consequence for innovation 
project

Increased confidence in the 
existing mental model shaping 
the overall project

New mental model 
transforming the overall 
direction of the project

Extended and refined the 
mental model clarifying project 
elements

Table 4: Total business model 
assumption shifts Insiders & Outsiders

Business model components OUTSIDERS
Change

INSIDERS
Change

Value proposition 90% 57%

Customer segment 90% 29%

Channel 60% 43%

Revenue streams 70% 14%

Customer relationships 90% 29%

Total change across all components 80% 34%
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discussion by ‘spotlighting’ two opposing cases, 
one representing ‘getting the right design’ 
focus, the other ‘getting the design right’. We 
conclude this paper with key contributions and 
recommend further research. 

Designer position relative to organisation 
(Insiders vs outsiders)
Our results identified notable differences 
between how ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’ are 
influenced and projects are shaped by DT. We 
recorded a significant difference between 
outsiders and insiders in terms of the 
quantity of assumption changes, the nature 
of assumption changes and the focus of 
assumption changes. 

In terms of quantity, outsiders changed their 
starting assumptions almost 3 times more 
than insiders. There are a number of possible 
explanations for this. Firstly, outsiders were 
clearly less knowledgeable on the project 
at the outset. It is likely that they had a 
bigger learning curve and early assumptions 
were established on a weaker knowledge 
base, therefore more susceptible to change. 
Secondly, this may be explained by a ‘theory 
preserving’ bias (Chinn and Brewer, 1993) 
sometimes described as a “knowledge shield”. 
Chris Argyris (2004) talks about productive 
and defensive mindsets. A productive 
mindset seeks valid knowledge that is 
testable. A defensive mindset is self protective 
and self deceptive - seeking information that 
will protect them and shutting down truth 
when its seen as threatening to existing 
assumptions. It is possible that this explains 
a degree of organisational inertia facing 
insiders. This is supported by findings for 
the nature of assumption changes, which 
saw insiders mostly strengthen existing 
assumptions by design thinking tools, 
whereas outsiders main source of assumption 
change had been the addition of new 
assumptions. While a strengthening effect 
is possible, we believe there are occasions 

where it may have resulted from a bias. 
That said, some insiders were clearly able 
to mitigate against any biased tendencies. 
One insider reports: As i work for the 
company and had prior knowledge of the 
customer requirements, i had made many 
assumptions. [but] These were disapproved by 
the customers when shown prototypes and 
radically changed the design. 

In terms of focus, the value proposition was 
the key business element to change for both 
groups. This was expected as it is the starting 
point of an innovation concept. We do note 
however, insiders had their lowest levels of 
change along dimensions of revenue stream, 
customer segments and relationships. 
This may suggest greater reluctance to 
change from their current customer bases 
and models of capturing value, restricting 
opportunities for innovation. This is 
supported by some of the participant reports, 
with one insider noting: “In some ways my 
pre-existing knowledge was an issue. I felt as 
though I was too close to the company and 
would instinctively rule out ideas based on 
what I knew the company would do or not do” 

Level of DT tool and phase integration 
(restricted phase influence/holistic phase 
influence)
After analysing the general data, we 
identified a number of interesting cases for 
further analysis. In choosing two cases we 
noted, for outsiders this was mostly 

a hypothetical project, for insiders this 
was a real project. We realise outsiders 
may be comfortable in this knowledge 
and therefore results may not reflect the 
pressures of reality. We recognise this is a key 
vulnerability of the study and in an effort to 
limit weaknesses we turn our attention to 
the ‘insider’ case studies.  

In particular, we draw on two inside cases 
in an effort to further explore patterns 
highlighted by our data. We have selected 
2 cases that we believe determine reality, 
as both participants hold management 
positions in their organisations, are directly 
funded by their organisation and used the 
process to conduct innovation exercises that 
would otherwise have been undertaken. On 
completing the process, both have reported 
immediate plans by their organisation to 
implement the design at significant resource 
and financial commitment. 

For this particular study we focus on two 
participants who arrived at different 
outcomes even though they were 
characteristically similar. Manager A 
emphasises a ‘getting the design right focus’. 

Manager B emphasises a ‘getting the right 
design focus’. Manager A’s assumptions 
across the 5 business model components 
shifted 20% from the beginning of the 
project to the conclusion whereas, Manager 
B’s assumptions shifted 80% (Table 6).  So 
what has brought about this difference?

In table 7 below we contrast how the two 
participants integrated DT tools into their 
projects. Across the four DT phases, the 
assumptions of Manager-A were most 
influenced in the back-end of the process. 
All of the DT tools Manager A credited with 
aiding the process appeared in the phases 

Table 5. Nature of assumption change of 
Outsiders and Insiders

Strengthened Contradicted Added Total 
involvement

Rate of change 
for OUTSIDERS

18% (n =11) 28% (n = 17) 53% (n = 32) 60% (n = 60)

Rate of change 
for INSIDERS

47% (n = 20) 21% (n=9) 33% (n = 14) 43% (n = 43)

Table 6: Business model component change of Manager A & Manager B

Business model components Manager-A
Assumption Change

Manager-B
Assumption Change

Value proposition 1 1

Customer segment 0 0

Channel 0 1

Revenue streams 0 1

Customer relationships 0 1

20% 80%
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‘what wows?’ and ‘what works?’. These 
phases are associated with making choices 
and taking a solution to the marketplace 
for refinement. Manager B in contrast, was 
influenced by tools spread evenly across the 
front 3 phases of the DT process - phases 
associated with exploration, envisioning 
futures and synthesising ideas.

We note Manager B’s holistic use of DT aligns 
with his high rate of assumption change 
(80%). Inversely, manager A’s limited use 
of DT aligns with a low rate of assumption 
change (20%). While we cannot determine if 
there is a causal correlation, it certainly begs 
some questions for future studies and may 
re-confirm the possibility of a cognitive bias at 
play. From these tentative findings, we posit 
that the level of DT tool integration directly 
impacts the strategic emphasis of its process. 

Conclusion
In conducting this short exploratory study we 
have contributed new insight on the control 
factors of Design thinking. We identify that a 
designers position relative to an organisation 
impacts the DT process focus because 
of probable bias affecting organisation 
insiders. We posit, that a discount version 
of design thinking may be appropriate for 
some organisations with well-defined briefs 
founded on a depth of experience. Here, 
design thinking as ‘getting the design right’ 
still brings value to the process. However, 

it is difficult to distinguish if this is on the 
back of good judgement or the result of 
bias - the later can be a dangerous gamble. 
In this case a DT process may have been 
executed, but its effects are diluted unless 
findings are allowed to inform assumptions. 
We recommend further micro analysis of 
the design thinking process under realistic 
organisational pressures in order to help 
explore this observation further. 

Over a period of 12 weeks we have seen 
18 designers navigate a design thinking 
process with rigor and creativity. Of the 
18 projects presented in this research, we 
can confirm that many are currently in, 
or being considered for development. As 
experienced design practitioners and design 
educators, we can vouch for the quality and 
the potential of the outcomes presented 
and indeed the participants. There is no 
doubt in our their minds that the new tools 
and skills that these designers will bring to 
their respective organisations will have an 
extremely positive effect on future business 
performance. However, if we hope to 
continue improving how design is applied so 
that it delivers on its promise of innovation, 
we must continue to challenge it under 
unique stresses. Although any findings from 
this short study must be seen as preliminary, 
we wanted to give an overview of what we 
believe to be an interesting and promising 
line of study.

Phase Modifying 
DT tool

Manager-A
Latter process 
influence

Manager-B
Distributed 
influence

Overarching Visualisation - -

What is?
Phase
Explore current 
reality

Journey Mapping - Strengthened

Value chain 
analysis

- Strengthened

Mind mapping - -

What if?
Phase
Envision a new 
future

Brainstorming - Added

Concept 
development

- Added

What Wows?
Phase
Makes some choices

Assumption testing Strengthened Contradicted

Rapid prototyping Strengthened Strengthened

What Works?
Phase
Takes into the 
marketplace

Customer co-
creation

Added -

Learning launch - -

Table 7: Process influence on Manager-A & 
Manager-B
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PAPERS
This section presents research 

articles that explore interdisciplinary 
aspects of design research in Ireland. 
We have sought articles that discuss 
emergent themes in design practice 

as well as articles that address  
the policy context



Javier Burón / Fab Lab Limerick Director, School of Architecture, University of Limerick &
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John Turner in his book “Freedom to Build” 
estimated that almost one third of the 
world’s dwellings are constructed by 
amateurs, their future occupants, with 
no architect intervention. Despite this 
staggering figure, architects and designers 
have paid little attention to self build and 
it has been normally considered a sort of 
natural phenomenon outside architects 
competencies and normally circumscribed to 
vernacular architecture using traditional and 
labour intensive construction methods.

The researched initiatives described in this 
article use self-build as a social tool for 
strengthening communities. Some of them 
focus on creating innovative construction 
methods which reduce intensive labor and 
facilitate the adoption from non-skilled 
self builders, such as the Segal method and 
Wikihouse Rio. Others initiatives design 
complex social mechanisms to empower 
communities in creating their own built 
environment, such as the traditional Barn 
Raising during the colonisation of North 
America and Recetas Urbanas, where the 
latter also seeks for new ways to apply and 
understand regulations.

Segal method
This simple and yet sophisticated timber frame 
construction system developed by German-
born architect Walter Segal in the 1960’s 
gained some popularity among individual 
self-builders in the 1970’s. Thanks to British 
anarchist architect and writer Colin Ward, 
who introduced Segal to Lewisham Borough 

Council’s planning authorities, the method 
evolved into a great tool for social housing 
provision and community development.

Lewisham Borough Assistant Architect Brian 
Richardson, together with Walter Segal 
developed a system in which people in need 
of social housing were able to take part 
in a collective self-build housing scheme 
regarding their lack of skills, age or income 
level. The Council picked seven plots that were 
unbuildable using traditional construction 
techniques. They formed random groups of 
self-builders taken from the Council housing 
waiting list and selected by ballot. More than 
twenty years later these self-build housing 
schemes show an unprecedented level of 
community engagement and improved 
social and economic conditions. Since then, 
the method has been applied in larger scale 
community projects such as civic, day care and 
skill centres.

Wikihouse Rio
Wikihouse is an open source construction 
kit by “00 [zero zero]” studio that enables 
anyone to create, download and build 
houses. This houses can be easily fabricated 
using a Computer Numerically Controlled 
(CNC) router and assembled without the 
need for formal training. Wikihouse was 
brought to Rio in 2014 in collaboration with 
Dharma agency and Estúdio Guanabara 
as a way to empower youth from suburbs 
and favelas of the city of Rio de Janeiro and 
enable creativity and active citizenship.  
This initiative combines the use of digital 

An open-source, low-cost 
& digitally fabricated 

geodesic dome system
Self-build as a social tool: Communities need collective spaces to gather for group activities and social 

support. The lack of a collective space to meet, discuss and perform group activities, especially at the 
early stages of the development of the community, can generate negative consequences in the future. 

Self-build can be a powerful social mechanism for strengthening communities. Examples of these 
communities are families, neighbours or young people in need of spaces for developing creativity, 

social actions or educational activities.
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fabrication techniques and an open source 
construction system to enhance community 
youth development and their quality of life. 
WikihouseRio is at its early stage, however 
shows great potential as a social integration 
mechanism. In March 2015, they built the 
first wikihouse in Latin American and they 
are continuously working on enabling access 
to more open source CNC machines.

Barn raising 
Barn raising is a collective action in rural 
communities in which the barn of one 
farmer is constructed collectively by all the 
members of the community. It normally 
takes a couple of days in which the entire 
community is involved: men participate 
in the build, women cook, children watch 
and teenagers bring tools. Barn raising was 
common during North American colonisation 
as it was almost impossible for a single 
family to self-build such big structures in 
a reasonable time frame. Current building 
technologies and modern labour division 
have made barn-raising redundant and 
impractical but in some rural communities in 
United States and Canada it is kept as one of 
their most important community traditions 
and engaging social activities.

Recetas Urbanas
In 2004, Recetas Urbanas studio was 
founded by Santiago Cirugeda, architect and 
activist from Seville (Spain). They carried out 
numerous occupation projects, prosthesis 
and opening-up of spaces to the public. 
Santiago Cirugeda purported with the 
concept of “alegality”; referring to occupation 
or construction strategies that use methods 
which are neither regulated nor prohibited, 
in other words, “alegal”. They can be defined 
as occupations or constructions to empower 
citizens to create their own build environment 
by taking advantage of those areas where 
regulation does not exist or is unclear. 

Lately Recetas Urbanas have been working 
on self-building classrooms for primary and 
secondary schools. They develop self-building 
workshops to perform construction by taking 
advantage of the energy of students, families 
and teachers. The reuse of public and private 
materials keep the cost low while supporting 
recycling. These social-educational projects 
created strong links within the school 

community while always promoting working 
in a safe and creative environment.

Self-build temporary collective spaces
Frequently, years will go by before the 
communities can take care of their collective 
space needs. Usually, the goal of community 
self-build projects is a permanent building 
which requires a considerable amount of 
planning and financial resources. By self-
building a temporary collective structure 
the community could enjoy all the benefits 
of a collective self-build project which 
can be started in a very early stage of the 
community development and ensure a 
healthy development for the community.

This could represent a more organic and 
decentralised approach to city equipment 
design in which physical infrastructures 
not only represent existing communities, 
but help to create and strengthen those 
communities at an early stage.

There is abundant literature about the 
design of temporary structures in recent 
architectural history, but it reduces 
considerably when we narrow the search 
to design for self-build. For example, the 
geodesic structures designed by Richard 
Buckminster Fuller were not designed with 
self-builders in mind but their inherent 
lightness, strength and the use of small size 
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components have made them extremely 
popular among self-builders of temporary 
structures all over the world. Also, the 
fascinating research on paper as a structural 
material developed by Shigeru Ban over the 
course of more than two decades has created 
a fantastic opportunity to consider paper as a 
plausible material for temporary self build.

Buckminster Fuller, the Whole Earth Catalog 
and the geodesic dome
Richard Buckminster Fuller was an American 
architect, engineer and philosopher born 
in 1895 and well known as the inventor 
of the geodesic dome. Fuller was very 
interested in high-strength-to-weight 
designs, environmentally sustainable with 
minimum use of resources. One of his fields 
of work was the development of a system 
for building temporary domes applied to 
shelters,  greenhouses and trade fairs. The 
United States Pavilion at Montreal’s Expo 
1967 is an outstanding example; a three-
quarters measuring a sphere of 76 m in 
diameter and 60 m height.

Geodesic domes became extremely popular 
among self builders during the 60’s and 70’s 
with dozens of Do-It-Yourself publications 
and step by step manuals. The Whole 
Earth Catalog and the latter Domebook 
are outstanding examples of this period 

which compiled vast amounts of practical 
information on how to self build geodesic 
domes with a wide rage of materials and 
construction methods. 

Paper buildings by Shigeru Ban
Shigeru Ban is a 58-year-old Japanese 
architect awarded with the Pritzker 
Architecture Prize in 2014 for his work on 
building temporary emergency shelters 
and facilities using recycled cardboard 
tubes. He has done a lot of pro bono work in 
disaster zones by building temporary homes 
and schools for the homeless survivors of 
earthquakes and genocides, such as the 
temporary Takatori Catholic Church built 
after the earthquake in Kobe 1995 and 
the paper emergency shelters for Byumba 
Refugee Camp in Rwanda 1999. In many of 
these cases the system has been developed 
specifically with self builders in mind. The 
use of paper is determined by its low cost, 
recyclability, low-tech and replaceable 
capabilities. Ecological architecture and 
humanitarianism are key aspects in Ban’s 
work. Later, Ban has also introduced paper 
as a structural material in permanent public 
buildings and villas.

Community innovation hubs
Innovation in building technology in the 
past decades has been principally produced 
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in formal research spaces such as industry 
laboratories, university departments and 
design offices. For this reason, innovations 
have tended to concentrate in the high 
end spectrum with sophisticated material 
developments and more efficient industrial 
processes. This approach has relegated self-
build construction to vernacular methods 
and amateur informal research with almost 
no input from professionals or industry.

In recent years, new hybrid spaces such as 
hacker spaces and living labs are defining 
new innovation models in which formal 
and informal research blend together, and 
professional and amateurs share space 
and equipment. These new spaces are 
producing notable innovation in fields 
like energy production, computing and 
manufacturing as they put together research 
and the challenges of our societies. Fab 
Labs are becoming the best spaces for 
fostering innovation in building technology 
for communities as they are at the same 
time innovation hub and workshop space; 
research laboratory and community centre; 
manufacturing facility and local library. 
Architects and designers could participate in 
these new innovation hubs by envisioning 
systems based on low-cost materials using 
new fabrication technologies for simplified 
manufacturing and assembly by the end 
users themselves.

Fab Labs
Fabrication Labs are spaces for engineering 
and invention, allowing individuals to design 
and produce tangible objects on demand. 
Some of the tools that communities can find 
in a Fab Lab are CNC routers, laser cutters, 3D 
printers and electronics assembly capabilities. 
More important than the technology are 
the new ways of self-expression that a Fab 
Lab enables. Fab Labs are conceived as a 
community resource offering open access 
to the space, the equipment and adequate 
training. The real strength of Fab Labs 
grounded in their social consequences: 
decentralised and low-cost ways to make 
things can help building better communities.

In 2014, there are more than 270 
independent Fab Labs in 70 countries around 
the world. To achieve the full potential of 
the maker movement, cross collaboration 
between different labs and types of users 

is needed. Fab Lab Limerick started in 2012 
when students and lecturers began building 
their own 3D printers, CNC routers and laser 
cutters as part of the elective programme at 
the School of Architecture of the University 
of Limerick. In 2014, Fab Lab Limerick moved 
to an empty building in the city centre 
owned by Limerick City Council. Since then, 
the space offers, to everyone in the city a 
continuous cultural program, open access to 
digital fabrication tools and a broad range of 
tutorials and courses.

Fab Lab Limerick provides the community 
with flexible and high precision tools needed 
for scale prototyping and full size building. 
These computer controlled tools are no 
longer limited to R&D laboratories or mass 
production, digital fabrication technologies 
accelerate the process of invention and 
ideation giving back means of production 
to everyone, in other words, democratising 
advanced building technology.

Geodesic Domes
The Geodesic dome is a type of structure 
that meets many of the requirements for a 
self-build construction system. First, a geodesic 
dome is one of the strongest, lightest and 
most efficient means of enclosing space so 
it represents an extremely efficient and cost 
effective use of materials. Second, it works 
best when used to cover large collective spaces 
and compared to other long span structures, 
the construction elements are small and light 
enough to be assembled without auxiliary 
equipment like cranes or scaffolding. 

The sphere is nature’s most efficient shape, 
covering the most area with least amount 
of surface. Additionally, geodesic domes 
constitute a special case of tensegrity 
structures in which each structural member 
is either in pure compression or pure tension 
with no structural member experiencing 
a bending moment. This means that the 
geodesic dome is not only the most efficient 
structure for its spherical shape but also 
because it replicates most effectively the 
tensional integrity of soap bubbles and sea 
shells skins.

Geodesic domes are mathematically derived 
structures and the mathematics required 
to describe them geometrically have 
not been widely available until recently. 
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Moreover geodesic dome structures need 
to be fabricated much more precisely than 
traditional building construction methods so 
they normally have been relegated to mass 
industrialized manufacturing facilities or 
highly skilled and specialised crafts persons. 
Domestic digital fabrication technologies can 
overcome these obstacles and make geodesic 
domes more accessible to the general public 
and communities all over the world.

First prototype: bamboo and 3d printed dome
In the summer of 2013, colaborativa.eu 
developed a first prototype for temporary 
structures based on low-cost components 
and digital fabrication. This first geodesic 
dome was based in bamboo struts and 3d 
printed bio-plastic connectors. A small group 
of people with several 3D printers was able to 
print out the necessary connectors for a 6.5 
meters diameter dome in just one day. The 
assembly was carried out by three people in 
less than two hours and the prototype had 
an approximate cost of 4€ per square meter.

Another advantage of this system is that 
both assembly and disassembly did not 
require specialised training and could 
be made collectively: the more people 
participating, the faster the assembly.
The connectors were a design derived from 
the domekit.cc project by Effalo.com adapted 
to work with bamboo struts. The connector 
was based on a socket-ball design which 
allowed  rotation on each strut correcting 
small differences in length and curvature. Since 
each ball was 3D printed instead of cast or 
injection moulded, the part could be adapted 
to each unique bamboo strut diameter. In the 
end this method proved too time consuming 
during the prototype development. A complete 
parametric design could facilitate this process 
and it has been considered by the authors for 
future prototypes.

Second prototype: Cardboard tubes and CNC 
router
In August 2014, colaborativa.eu partnered 
with Fab Lab Limerick, part of the School 
of Architecture University of Limerick, to 
develop a second iteration of the design. 
Following the same principles of low-
cost and digitally fabricated, the second 
iteration used cardboard tubes and digitally 
fabricated plywood connectors. This change 
of materials allowed bigger for domes with 
a span of up to 14 meters and 150 square 
meters covered area.

Geodesic Geometry
The proposed design is based on the 3V 
5/9 Fuller-Kruschke method. This method 
–developed by Buckminster Fuller in the mid 
50’s and later described by David Kruschke 
in his 1970s book “Dome Cookbook of 
Geodesic Geometry”– is a more complicated 
variation of the 3-frequency geodesic division 
of the icosahedron. The Fuller-Kruschke 
method introduces a fourth length strut 
which generates a flat base making it very 
adequate for architectural applications 
as weight is evenly distributed through a 
circular flat base and its 15 vertices.

The 3V 5/9 Fuller-Kruschke method is 
formed by 165 struts of 4 different lengths, 
and 61 connectors. To determine the dome 
chord factors and angles –chord factors are 
numbers that when multiplied by the radius 
of the dome give you the length of a strut– 
several mathematical formulas described 
by David Kruschke were used as well as 
geometric projections using 3D modelling 
software. A complete mathematical model of 
the Fuller-Kruschke method would facilitate 
the geometric description of the structure 
and will be developed by the authors in 
future prototypes.

Materials
Paper tube is a construction material that has 
gained popularity since Japanese architect 
Shigeru Ban started to experiment with it 
at the end of the 80’s. Paper tube has been 
described by Ban himself as “evolved wood”. 
This material is easily available in many parts 
of the world and its manufacturing process 
does not require complex technology. Paper 
tube is manufactured from rolls of recycled 
paper that are cut into strips, saturated 
with glue, and wound spirally around a solid 
metal rod that creates the hollow core of the 
tube. Tubes can be made to any diameter, 
length and thickness, and used tubes can be 
recycled afterwards.

For this second prototype and due to time 
constraints, tube diameter and wall thickness 
dimensions were based on Shigeru Ban’s 
emergency shelters from 1995. The authors 
recognise than a more analytical approach 
for the tube sections calculation is needed 
and they are currently working with the civil 
engineering department at the University 
of Limerick to devise a simple structural 
calculation model.
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Paper tubes have great mechanical 
properties if they are kept with low  
moisture content –an increase of just 1% of 
moisture content produces a loss of strength 
of around 10%– therefore finding a viable 
method for waterproofing the paper tubes 
is crucial. A two step method was found in 
the paper “Portals to an Architecture: Design 
of a Temporary Structure with Paper Tube 
Arches” by Preston: first a moisture barrier 
ply is included below the first few paper 
layers, this waxy layer prevents moisture 
from penetrating deeper into the paper 
tube. This first step was not used on the 
prototype due to time constraints but this 
technical possibility is being discussed with 
an Irish manufacturer for future prototypes. 
The second step is to apply an external 
waterproofing layer of a low volatile 
organic compound polyurethane. A more 
environmentally friendly solution is  
being considered for the next iteration  
of the prototype.

A plywood hub detail, which differed greatly 
from the 3D printed ball-socket connector 
from the first prototype, was developed 
based on two principles. First, it had to be 
able to be rapid prototyped using laser 
cutting so each design iteration could be cut 
and tested at 1:1 scale as quickly as possible. 
Second, the hub needed to support the 
position of the paper tubes rigidly during 
the assembly process as the whole system 
was meant to be assembled without the 
need for auxiliary structures such as cranes, 
scaffoldings or additional supports.

A flat-pack two-parts joint was developed, 
this detail is loosely based on Shigeru Ban’s 
roof detail for the Paper Log Houses built after 
Kobe earthquake of 1995. One part has a cross 
section and it is attached at the end of the 
paper tube; the other consists of two plates 
connected with a twisting rope tensor which 
clamps the tubes together locking them into 
place. Twelve millimetre furniture grade Birch 
plywood was selected over solid timber for 
cost and ease of manufacture. The design 
evolved rapidly in a five day period thanks to 
very quick iterations using 6mm hardwood 
faced plywood prototypes layered together.

Conclusions
The final prototype was successfully 
assembled at the Global Green area 
during 2014 Electric Picnic Music Festival. 

The prototype stood rain and adverse 
climate conditions with no apparent loss of 
structural strength although further tests 
in a more controlled environment need to 
be carried out to ensure stability in the long 
term. Additionally, structural analysis of the 
dome and finite element simulations for the 
connectors will be required to adjust paper 
tube sections and connector dimensions. 

Finally, a skin solution based on low 
cost materials and digital fabrication 
manufacturing is required to be developed 
before the design can be used as a temporary 
structure for communities. A third prototype 
of 14 meters of diameter and covered with an 
inflatable transparent skin and a solid base is 
planned to be prototyped and manufactured 
this summer 2015 at Fab Lab Limerick. 

This prototype is the first step towards a 
complete construction system which will 
allow communities to independently design 
and fabricate collective enclosed spaces 
based on geodesic structures without any 
later intervention by the designer. The next 
steps will be releasing the construction 
system under an open source license, 
allowing for further improvements and 
more flexibility to the system, as well as 
developing a software tool which will 
facilitate end users to customise the 
geometry and cut all the necessary parts 
in any Fab Lab equipped with a CNC router. 
The authors believe that full-scale structural 
systems using Fab Labs for both rapid 
prototyping and manufacturing could open 
up innovation in building technology to 
communities all around the world.
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Introduction
Most official Northern Ireland 
documentation highlighting statistics and 
reviews for the Creative Industries (CI) fails to 
specifically recognise design as a distinct and 
essential factor in economic success. Design 
in Northern Ireland is characterised by micro 
and macro businesses of up to 4/5 people, 
medium-sized agencies and consultancies, 
and freelance focused networks which 
constitute the current professional sector. 
Unlike other areas such as the built 
environment and education, there is no 
policy or ministerial advisory committee 
that promotes the value of creative design 
practice in Northern Ireland. Similarly, 
where many economic strategies have 
recognised and adopted a creative cultural 
space within capital cities as a driver for 
tourism (e.g. Shoreditch, London; Temple Bar, 
Dublin; Guggenheim Bilbao, Spain) Belfast 
does not have a physical space nor a clear 
government-backed advocate or advisory 
body to lead design policy or commission 
academic research for the creative industries. 
According to the Northern Ireland Science 
Park Knowledge Economy Index Report 
(NISP Connect, 2014), the key impediments 
to economic success are talent, culture, risk 
capital, although knowledge sharing within 
a collaborative environment/network which 
has been recognised globally as a catalyst for 
growth. For example, Co-Society produced a 

report on the best 50 examples of business 
collaboration, which highlighted that design 
and innovation is at the core of the process 
of the majority of the highlighted companies. 
According to Turiera and Cros, collaboration 
is the key to a better economy, “The future 
is in multiplying the capacities of individual 
companies to allow for new products and 
services to emerge, and with them, a new 
economic power”. Moreover, John Maeda 
highlights design as a key constituent 
within the entrepreneurial ecosystem and 
FastCoDesign advocate its importance within 
knowledge/technology transfer:  “With 
design capturing more and more venture 
capital dollars, there’s a shift occurring in 
tech. Before, tech companies saw design as 
something to spray on a product at the end—
think of the generic beige case you might 
slap a desktop PC into, but increasingly, the 
companies that are making the biggest splash 
are integrating design into every product from 
the beginning” (Fastcodesign, 2015).

Given the evolving nature of the design 
discipline and newer modes of practice 
(e.g. Service, Experience Design, and App 
Development), this article outlines existing 
Northern Ireland networks and proposes a 
new sustainable design ecosystem which 
accommodates evolutionary, collaborative 
and contemporary practices and research. 

Design as a driver for 
economic growth in 

Northern Ireland
Northern Ireland’s creative industries are a powerhouse of economic activity which require dynamic 

and sustainable collaborative networks, but are compromised by limited understanding and support at 
government level. This is further compounded by an immature and unconnected network of creative 

communities, many of whom are unfamiliar with the concepts of collaboration and innovation as a 
positive and embedded part of their design and business processes. In Northern Ireland, the legacy of 

socio-political difficulty and a pervading risk-averse culture has resulted in low innovation league table 
rankings which has led to a reduced confidence in its ability to compete globally using design as a driver. 

The study uses international exemplars to propose a new paradigm for how innovation, design, and 
the development of a sustainable creative ecosystem can work in an advantageous way for Northern 

Ireland’s economic growth. It offers a novel model of design and innovation and develops proposals for 
future policies and practices in the pursuit of sustainable internationally-focused creative excellence.
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Context
Moggridge stated “Few people think about it 
or are aware of it. But there is nothing made 
by human beings that does not involve a 
design decision somewhere.” (IDEO, 2015)

In recent years, the emergence of a 
technology-literate world of smart cities, 
mobile technologies, and new working, 
governmental, societal, and cultural 
structures has created a renaissance in 
the design sector. Emerging disciplines 
are coming to the forefront to keep up 
with the demand of a fast evolving sector 
including User Experience (UX), Service 
Design, Organisation Design, User Interface, 
Interaction Design and the use of additive 
manufacturing and other digital prototyping 
software tools are now regular practice. 

Not only is the design sector an inherently 
collaborative network where multi-
disciplinary professionals work together to 
solve a problem, but design thinking is also a 
key component used within other businesses. 
It is common practice for designers who 
take a user-centred approach to their work, 
to co-design alongside their user group 
and combine forces with other disciplines 
(engineers, psychologists, anthropologists) 
to achieve a more effective solution. An 
example of this type of design practice is 
IDEO, one of the world’s largest and most 
successful design and innovation companies 
who originated the term ‘design thinking’ and 
place as much emphasis on solving business 
and cultural needs as the more standardised 
expectation of brand and product solutions. 
“We identify new ways to serve and support 
people by uncovering latent needs, behaviors, 
and desires…We help organizations build 
creative culture and the internal systems 
required to sustain innovation and launch 
new ventures”(IDEO, 2014).  In Northern 
Ireland, there is little evidence of comparable 
practices using innovative processes or 
methodologies to companies like IDEO. The 
region’s design sector is compact with the 
majority of its most progressive companies 
based in Belfast (Northern Ireland Design 
Alliance, 2014) (Digital Circle, 2014), and 
smaller practices serving regional and 
localised needs. The dominant models of 
innovative practice are based on larger multi-
disciplinary corporations (Kelley, 2008) yet 
the majority of the Northern Ireland design 
industry are operating in micro business 
format: companies with less than 5 people 

employed (Creative & Cultural Skills, 2014). 
The aim of this research is to gain insights 
and understand the dynamics of the NI 
design sector, and to describe the operating 
eco-system and its relationship to strategy 
and policy.

Almost all of the official Northern Ireland 
published government reviews and 
documentation in the past 10-20 years to 
2014, show a lack of focus on design as a 
contributing sector in the CI. It has been 
the focus of one recent mapping report 
by Creative and Cultural Skills (Creative 
& Cultural Skills, 2014) and given minor 
recognition in a handful of Government 
reports (Committee for Culture, Arts & Leisure, 
2013). When undertaking scoping research 
to determine the value of design in the CI of 
Northern Ireland, there seems to be a lack of 
understanding or appreciation of its value 
from within government. This was reflected in 
the ‘All Ireland Creative Industries Conference 
2014’, hosted by the Department of Culture 
Arts & Leisure (DCAL), when it omitted the 
design sector from its agenda and chose 
instead to focus on NI Screen and animation. 

Although DCAL are the responsible 
government body for the Creative Industries, 
there is still no policy or ministerial advisory 
committee that promotes the value of 
design in Northern Ireland. There is no 
physical space or council that advises on 
design policy or academic research for 
the Creative Industries. However, more 
recently the Committee for Culture, Arts 
and Leisure have acknowledged the need 
to drive design as sub-sector of the Creative 
Industries referring to “The commissioning 
of a cross-departmental design policy, in 
collaboration with the NI Design Alliance, 
and that consideration is given to developing 
and supporting a design hub from which 
government departments and other public 
authorities could seek advice on how best to 
enhance the design industries within their 
remit. The Committee welcomes the work of 
Invest NI in advancing the design agenda” 
(Committee for Culture, Arts & Leisure, 2013).

The holistic overview of the CI in Northern 
Ireland seems generally reassuring, with 
at least fourteen industry bodies and/or 
centres promoting various strands of the 
nine sectors: NI Screen, Creative & Cultural 
Skills, NORIBIC, Nerve Centre, Digital Circle, 
Royal Television Society NI, Honeycomb, NI 
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Theatre Association, CultureTECH, Generator 
NI, Creative Skillset, Craft NI, Oh Yeah Centre, 
NI Design Alliance. However, only one of 
these syndicates truly supports design (NI 
Design Alliance), whilst others connected to 
design, have a more fragmented and cross-
disciplinary allegiance to digital technology. 

Due to the growth of a fast moving tech 
and digital industry, the design sector is 
becoming increasingly disorientated with 
how to present itself, how it’s perceived and 
how it fits into the new and emerging world 
of technology and knowledge economy. 
When investigating how major cities/
countries officially represent design, it is 
understood that the sector is seen as more 
of an engine or ‘umbrella brand’, which 
allows for different disciplines to be housed 
‘under one roof’. The Design Council in 
London has evolved into a design thinking 
hub where “Working with designers and 
other disciplines, we tackle major issues like 
health, ageing and community cohesion. 
We help foster innovation in business 
and public services, and improve our built 
environment” (The Design Council, 2014). It 
is at the forefront of using a more intelligent 
approach and methodology in helping to 
make people’s lives better through design. 
In the ‘design disciplines’ section of their 
expertise, they have highlighted twelve 
categories including diverse fields like 
digital, architecture, policy and service. In 
the USA, Fast Company magazine is revered 
as one of the most innovative publications 
for design and innovation in the world: 
“Fast Company inspires a new breed of 
innovative and creative thought leaders 
who are actively inventing the future of 
business” (Anon., 2014). It acknowledges the 
prominence of design in ‘CoDesign’ which is 
one of its major online sub-sectors, alongside 
CoExist, CoCreate and CoLabs. These four 
sectors are all interlinked using innovation at 
their root and use interdisciplinary influences 
amongst all of their categories. 

In comparison, the design sector of Northern 
Ireland includes traditional categories like 
graphics, branding, communications, product, 
and web (Northern Ireland Design Alliance, 
2014) as part of their portfolio of expertise. 
It is slow to grasp the relevance of emerging 
user-centred disciplines like Experience and 
Service Design and its relevance to successful 

digital solutions, with only a handful of 
jobs currently available in this field. In 
comparison to the London market, there are 
multiple companies offering UX roles with 
a continuous demand to fill job vacancies 
(Just UX Jobs, 2014), claiming a large 
percentage of the UK design workforce from 
various backgrounds. However, when seen 
as a separate community, the digital (web 
and games) sector is strong in NI and has 
good networks showcasing platforms and 
incentives like Refresh Belfast and CoderDojo.  

In the initial stages of this research there 
was a focus on collating the current stance 
on Northern Ireland government creative 
industries, cultural and proposed innovation 
policies. It investigated current creative 
eco-systems, including established and 
emerging design cultures. Future research 
will look at the contribution of micro creative 
businesses to the social, cultural and economic 
environment. How do their ripples form? 
What are the support mechanisms for their 
initiation, maintenance and growth? What 
are the behaviours in the workplace of 
design companies? What sort of early stage 
eco-system needs to be put in place within 
NI society to nurture confident risk-takers 
entering in to the private sector? How does the 
historic difficulties of Northern Ireland culture 
affect the life and work of designers who train 
and work in the country? How diverse is the 
skillset and mind-set of the NI designer? How 
does NI Government react to the challenges 
of becoming a ‘creative country/city’ given the 
cultural and political hindrances?

In the wider context of country 
representation of the Creative Industries 
in the UK, Northern Ireland is by far the 
weakest region in the UK. In comparison, a 
number of formal design/creative industry 
bodies have been implemented in England, 
Scotland and Wales. Creative Britain was at 
the forefront of establishing the creative 
industry blueprint for the UK. England has 
an array of collectives and quangos ranging 
from The Design Council, NESTA and Innovate 
UK to more focussed initiatives like Tech City. 
Wales has recognised initiatives like Design 
Wales and SEE Platform, championing the 
strategic value of design. Creative Scotland 
also acts as a national advisory agency for 
the arts, screen and creative industries. The 
Republic of Ireland have a good stance in 
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supporting design with an official body for 
design membership (Institute of Designers 
Ireland) and the Design & Crafts Council 
Ireland, which is the national economic 
organisation for the design and craft industry 
in Ireland. In comparison, the current model 
of how design is used and supported by NI 
government is fragmented and confusing.  
Minimal design support is offered through 
the Arts Council of Northern Ireland and 
official government sectors like Invest 
Northern Ireland (InvestNI) who offer design 
advice to businesses. As departmental 
overviews officially show that Design is a 
sector within the Creative Industries (DCAL), 
the most efficient way of gaining support 
as a designer or client who requires design 
services, is via Invest NI (DETI). 

Although Fig. 1 outlines a viewpoint of how 
the design sector works with Government, 
it is not reflective of the general day to day 
operations of how the design sector operates 
and acquires clients. Ongoing research into 
the complexities of how the NI Design sector 
works (internally and externally) will gather 
data using social science research methods 
and will be published in future. 

Although there is limited research into the 
NI design sector, Creative and Cultural Skills 
commissioned a report for the Northern 
Ireland Design Alliance which aimed to map 
the design industry of NI in 2014. This report 
showed that the large majority of thriving 
design businesses in NI were operating in 
the communications/graphics and web/
interactive disciplines, with the remaining 
sectors (Interior, Product etc) not as active. 
It also proved that over half of design 
businesses in NI were operating at micro 
level, “55.6% of respondents to the survey 
where business owners in their own right, 
28.5% of respondents were employed within 
a design business (not as the owner), and 
16% were members of an in-house design 
team in a non-design business…. Over half 
of the businesses who responded were either 
sole traders or businesses that employed five 
people or fewer” (Creative & Cultural Skills, 
2014). The report also acknowledged that a 
large proportion of design businesses (73%) 
collaborate with other designers as a means 
of optimising their range of services and “In 
terms of the NI Design industry, there is clearly 
an appetite for the creation of a formal design 

industry body, with some 44% of respondents 
stating they would like to access support from 
this in future” (Creative & Cultural Skills, 
2014). The large percentage of designers who 
claim to be collaborating is currently being 
examined further to understand whether 
it is a necessity (lack of skills from within 
company) or an intentional part of their 
design process.     

It has been recognised and debated during 
scoping research with the Northern Ireland 
design community that success, recognition 
and growth tends to happen with the 
support of some key influencers. The 
metaphoric use of ‘big fish, small pond’, has 
a particular significance in conversations 
which attempt to underpin the ecological 
make-up of a design culture in a small 
population. It is the assumption that these 
‘key influencers’ help shape the direction of 
current NI design practice and in some cases 
could be associated to the formation of sub-
cultures within an existing, yet small, design 
culture. What must be established is whether 
‘key influencers’ are an integral component 
in the success of comparative creative 
cities and established design cultures? 
Can being an ‘influencer’ be equated to 
either an authoritarian or democratic way 
of influencing? Is the current eco-system 
predisposed by an ‘influenced’ construct or 
by a more ‘fluid’ organic nature? What would 
a utopian vision of a NI Design culture be? 
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Figure 1: Current model of how Design industry works via 
Government support:
*DCAL: Dept of Culture, Arts & Leisure: Creative Industries is 
currently under the remit of DCAL
*DETI: Dept of Enterprise, Trade & Investment: INVEST NI: 
Non Departmental Public Body of DETI
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When discussing the intricacies involved in 
creating ‘micro-utopias’, John Woods argues 
that “a transformation of society can take 
place once we can create visions, ideals and 
proven methods that are desirable, attainable, 
reproducible and maintainable” (Wood, 2007). 
However, we are already accustomed to new 
and emerging ways of sharing information 
using open source, social medias/networks 
and crowdfunding “in which decisions can be 
based on a more local, positive, spontaneous, 
co-creative and emergent process” (Wood, 
2007). He sees a vision for a “different type 
of democracy, one that is a network of equal 
parts, each responsible for the whole” (Wood, 
2007) and one that allows us to dream in a 
more holistic way as designers.

Aside from the socio-political acceptance 
of being part of the UK, Northern Ireland is 
historically one of the more complex political 
regions in the world with its difficult history 
and yet optimistic vision for sustained 
progression. It is also perceived as a safety 
net for public sector workers, who as a sector 
dominate the workforce of Northern Ireland 
“at least 60% of public spending here is on 
wages. There are 220,000 people working in 
the public service as a whole which includes 
the police, teachers and others. The civil 
service alone employs around 24,000 people” 
(Telegraph, 2014). There is an element of risk 
averseness in Northern Ireland society (Dept 
of Enterprise Trade & Investment, 2013), 
and after informal discussions with various 
employees in differing job sectors, it is noted 
that employees in Northern Ireland tend to 
have a preference towards a ‘job for life’. This 
could be to do with various factors including 
a lack of opportunity, cultural behaviour 
or a desire to remain rooted and play safe, 
but it could also be considered a block to 
innovation. Ongoing research is collating 
data on the Northern Ireland design sectors’ 
opinion and attitude to risk, innovative 
practices and perception. 

In ‘Who’s Your City?’, Florida argues that 
citizens of some of the most creative and 
innovative places in the world elected to 
be there, “Some three in four residents 
of fourteen large global cities – London, 
Paris, Tokyo, Sydney, Shanghai, Beijing, and 
others – report that they “chose” their city, 
according to a 2008 survey of more than 
8,500 people” (Florida, 2008). He goes on to 
discuss two different categories of citizen; 

the mobile and the rooted. Mobile people 
are considered more aligned to progressing 
careers and economic opportunities that 
require geographical moves. Rooted citizens 
are tied to place, although it is recognised 
that they may have differing levels of 
fortune that make them rooted. Indeed he 
suggests, “Not all of those rooted are stuck 
because of economic circumstance…some 
are satisfied with their lives, even though 
they know they could potentially do better 
elsewhere” (Florida, 2008). When relating this 
information to the dynamics of a fast moving 
job sector in the broader design industry, it 
is important to gain an understanding of 
how much movement occurs in the Northern 
Ireland job market and investigate the 
patterns of localised job flow (design) both 
nationally and internationally. What is the 
contemporary perception of life in Northern 
Ireland and is it a place that international 
designers would consider living and working 
in? A factor that needs to be considered when 
analysing these questions and responses is 
the notion of Belfast/Derry being a creative 
city. How would it compare against other 
creative cities and does it have the correct 
infrastructure for a successful outcome?

A number of studies have attempted to 
evaluate how creative a city is, with the most 
notable being Landry and Hyams ‘Creative 
City Index’ (Landry, 2014) They developed 
an holistic method of assessing the city 
and in doing so discovered “their creative 
abilities and potential, a precondition for 
downstream innovations and economic and 
cultural vigour. This strategic tool provides 
a rounded framework for thinking so good 
policies become easier to achieve” (Landry, 
2014). The Creative Cities Index uses a 
mixture of methods to evaluate a city, 
with particular relevance to an insider and 
outsider perspective.  Twenty cities have been 
evaluated including Adelaide, Helsinki, Cardiff 
and Seville and the results showed a massive 
diversity of views, particularly where political 
frameworks were discussed between the 
young and the old. “Cities are only creative 
if they display a culture, attitudes and a 
mind-set open to imaginative thinking, widely 
visible. Many cities have inventive projects in 
them, which does not mean they are creative 
as a whole. Uncreative places clearly decline 
and fail, since they do not interrogate their 
past and present or reassess their resources 
and future prospects” (Landry, 2014).

When Richard Florida discusses the ‘creative 
class’ and the key ingredients that help form 
creative societies, he places emphasis on 
diversity and openness. He argues that a 
‘creative class’ favour a more open-minded 
and tolerant viewpoint on society, “What 
they’re seeking is an environment that is open 
to differences – of gender, sexual practice or 
race, or even person idiosyncrasies” (Florida, 
2012). This would place Northern Ireland in 
a creative (ethical) dilemma as it is the only 
UK country that is yet to legalise same-sex 
marriages and has a recent history of ‘hate 
crimes’ and intolerance towards immigrants. 

In the book ‘What Made Now in Northern 
Ireland’, many authors contribute to the 
bigger historical and contemporary picture 
of life in Northern Ireland. In the chapter 
discussing the partition of Ireland, Dennis 
Kennedy compares the ‘Green South’ to the 
‘Black North’, “…even with its imperfections, 
the Republic is still viewed as a model, modern 
European state in stark contrast to a Northern 
Ireland seen as still wrestling with religious 
hatreds more appropriate to the 16thC than 
the 21stC” (Crozier., Froggatt, 2008). However, 
given the political flavour of this book, it 
is relevant to get a more measured social 
outlook from within NI society, allowing for 
interrogation into the past and assessment 
of the present, but also focussing on future 
possibilities which in totality, are a better fit 
to the objectives in Creative City Index. 

Although Froggatt’s book was written 
before the collapse of the Irish economy, 
it acknowledges the strong attributes of 
the Irish brand as seen across the world, 
which still remain in place today. Now that 
the Irish economy is in predicted recovery 
(Duffy et al, 2014), Ireland is starting to 
understand the relevance and value of the 
Creative Industries and with particular 
understanding of the design discipline, is 
showcasing itself as the Year of Irish Design 
in 2015. This is a major accomplishment for 
the Irish Government as it recognises the 
value and outward reach of good design and 
the impact that it can have on international 
perception. In comparison, Northern Ireland 
still has a sporadic and fragmented approach 
to dealing with design. At times it seems 
saturated with start-up workshops and 
InvestNI advisory assistance, but still lacks a 
‘one-stop-shop’ for a design agenda.
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As a ‘new’ Northern Ireland emerges, 
accepting its history and political legacies, 
there is a chance to reconsider identity and 
how the cultural and creative industries might 
shape it, acknowledging its own ‘creative 
class’. With its strengths firmly rooted in 
music, arts, film and TV, the government 
recognises the immediate value of successful 
artists and productions such as Game of 
Thrones and globally recognised musicians 
when portrayed to a worldwide audience. 
Although recognised as a huge economic 
success, these ventures are still relatively 
small in official CI employment statistics 
for Northern Ireland and therefore there is 
a desire and need to capitalise further on 
CI disciplines which are well populated and 
have the potential for future innovation. 
Design industries can act upon this due to the 
strong creative population in NI and can use 
innovation as a core strength, broadening its 
horizons to be acknowledged as an integral 
part of the knowledge economy. 

As ongoing research into this area provides 
new insights, one of the key objectives is 
to propose a new sustainable model of 
operations for how the design industry 
works with Government and its own 
sector. In Fig. 1 the current model shows 
a fragmented approach where Northern 
Ireland Government are seen as the ‘engine’, 
distributing funds and initiatives via 
DETI. As the Creative Industries is housed 
within DCAL, this suggests a confusing 
configuration for how the design sector 
is handled and perceived. Fig 2 suggests a 

new model of operation, which removes the 
sector from both DCAL and DETI, creating a 
new model of how a central design ‘engine’ 
could influence policy, support the design 
sector, collaborates with other business and 
be transparent to the public. Putting a design 
‘engine’ central to the core of the model, 
strengthens its position as an influencer 
and partner to innovation. It also creates 
a foundation structure that can flourish 
through collaboration and be pitched against 
the world’s leading innovative business 
communities. In a recent study (KPCB, 2015), 
Maeda reported designer/engineer ratios 
of 1 to 4 or 1 to 5 in early stage start-ups. In 
previous years this would have been reported 
as 1 to 15 or 1 to 30. The contemporary mixture 
of design, business and engineering / science 
is acknowledged as a catalyst to innovation 
by Maeda, who proposes that “Great design is 
not just about ‘design’. To achieve great design, 
you need great business thinking/ doing — to 
effectively invest in design — and you need 
great engineering — to achieve unflagging 
performance” (KPCB, 2015).

Interaction
Experience
Service
Graphics
Motion Graphics
Branding
Advertising
Illustration
Product
Interior
Exhibition
Other

Policy

{
Public

Government
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Figure. 2 New Model of operations for Design 
sector and associations





ARTEfACT
This section presents insights 

into aretfacts and aretfact based 
research. The articles seek to 

contextualise quality artefacts 
and crafted visuals as part of the 

essential dialogue of design  
practice and research
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In The Fold, an exhibition of emerging 
Irish fashion designers, premiered at the 
International Fashion Showcase as part of 
Irish Design 2015. A joint initiative between 
the British Council and the British Fashion 
Council, the International Fashion Showcase 
was established in 2012 to highlight the 
importance of contemporary culture and 
identity in young designers’ practice. The 
only event open to the general public 
during London’s Autumn/Winter Fashion 
Week schedule, the showcase offers a 
unique platform for the dissemination of 
noncommercial, craft-led garments. Visitors 
in their thousands range from academia and 
students to the fashion professionals and 
industry insiders. 

The current context of Irish students and 
graduates migrating to London to avail 
of specialist masters and internships, or 
establishing their businesses in the city to 
avail of mentoring and financial support, 
places London as the prime location to 
launch Irish Design 2015’s dialogue with 
fashion. Given its positioning among the big 
four fashion schedules as the city for avant 
garde and experimental fashion, London 
Fashion Week also lies at the very heart of 
this dynamic eco system. Continuing with 
this very considered reposition of Ireland 
as a home of avant garde Irish fashion, I 
was particularly excited to hear that the 
exhibition would return to Ireland, thus 
engaging a whole new audience. On display 
at Kildare Village’s retail space the exhibition 
unwittingly acts as a showcasing bridge 
between consumption and culture, the 
components, which continually blur and push 
the boundaries of this discipline.

Curatorial Philosophy
As the curator for the inaugural Irish  
pavilion at London Fashion Week I was 

conscious of the need to craft a compelling 
curatorial narrative.

Living on an island inspires unique parameters 
of self-sufficiency and sustainability, which lie 
at the core of Irish Design 2015. What might 
be considered negatives such as isolation and 
remoteness can arguably be channeled into 
positives, resulting in an indigenous identity 
that is truly unique.

In the Fold sought to showcase a new 
generation of Irish design graduates who 
together are changing the face of Irish 
fashion today. In their collective output 
one can detect the emergence of a singular 
identity. Assured and confident, these 
graduates are addressing issues often clichés 
of Irish identity, navigating them with a 
contemporary bravery. These participants’ 
output recognises the role of fashion and 
making in daily life, for example the make-
do-and-mend tradition, as well as, the 
importance of concept behind a research-
informed design collection.

The exhibition title itself holds special 
significance, representing a colloquialism for 
a group with common beliefs or the feeling 
of being part of a group. It also spoke to the 
sartorial act of constructing and creating 
garments, essentially formed from the folds 
of materials and fabrics.

Process
The selection process for inclusion the 
exhibition was the result of a call out by 
the Design and Crafts Council of Ireland for 
designers with their submitted portfolios and 
personal statements critically reviewed by the 
Fashion And Textiles advisor to Irish Design 
2015, Aisling Farinella and myself as the 
exhibition curator, under the guidance of Alex 
Milton, Irish Design 2015 Programme Director. 

In the fold
For a number of years the discipline of fashion in Ireland has been marginalised by funding agencies, 

trade bodies and arguably the wider design sector and community, often hindering a meaningful 
engagement with dress and costume on a cultural level.

The inclusion of fashion and textiles within the broader remit of Irish Design 2015, a year dedicated to 
the promotion of Irish Design within Ireland and abroad, is a timely and monumental step towards an 

acceptance of fashion as artistic, intellectual and design research expression. 

Gemma A. Williams / Fashion Curator and Author
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Each applicant was considered in terms of 
unique vision, engagement with techniques 
and materiality and predicted longevity 
in and relevance to the industry. The final 
selection included Rory Parnell Mooney, 
Michael Stewart, Caoimhe MacNeice, Naoise 
Farrell, Richard Malone, Jocelyn Murray Boyne, 
Oliver Duncan and Laura Kinsella. During 
the selection a distinct aesthetic, based on 
purity of silhouette, handcraft practices and 
sociological interventions, presented itself, 
helping inform the curatorial approach. 

Exhibition design by ABGC created an 
installation subtly reinforced the curation 
and content, and created an holistic design 
presentation and spatial narrative that 
enabled the garments engage audiences 
in a meaningful discourse. An emphasis 
on the power of the object, abstracted 
from the body, was foremost within the 
display while the audience, guided by the 
exhibition layout, was left to draw their 
own conclusions and interpretations. The 
accompanying catalogue offered another 
level of interrogation. 

The 8 selected designers represented 
design Universities from the UK and 
Ireland and cover accessory, menswear and 
womenswear sectors. Each of the designers’ 
creative approach is based on intellectual 
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considerations of function, fabrications and 
cut as well as intricate tailoring.

The effects of living on an island inspire 
unique parameters of self-sufficiency, 
illustrated in the collective creation and 
manipulation of material as a basis 
to practice. Just as the Antwerp Six 
revolutionised Belgium’s national identity 
in the 1980s, instigating a purchase-local 
mentality, these designers embody a fresh 
new outlook questioning the possibility of 
reconstructing identy through design. Thus 
the legacies from In The Fold are manifold. 
Networks have been expanded amoung 
the young design community while fashion 
curation and fashion-led exhibitions are key 
to this communication and transformational 
process. Moreover Ireland should be engaging 
fashion tourism as a means to support 
indigenous crafts and techniques as well as 
positioning itself in relationship to and within 
the wider international fashion network. 

What is interesting for practioners in Ireland 
is that much like other emerging fashion 

hubs, the scope for designers here to identify 
alternative career paths is far more flexible 
than more established centres. Winner of 
the Deutsche Bank Award, Wexford-born 
Richard Malone’s focus is on sustainability 
and although London-based he currently 
produces small quantities of his first 
collection in his hometown. Dublin-based 
milliner Laura Kinsella operates on a bespoke 
basis only, while LSAD graduate Michael 
Stewart has chosen further study at London’s 
Royal College of Art as his next step. 

Conclusion
Once fashion design is accepted on an artistic 
level it facilitates the integration of fashion’s 
ancillary trades, photography, styling, curation, 
and so on, which in turn foster the creation of 
a supportive infrastructure. Once this is firmly 
in place, the economic benefits of trade will 
filter through, illustrating the importance of 
culture and the creative industries. In the Fold 
is a vital first step in supporting, mentoring 
and disseminating Ireland’s fashion designers 
and growing the creative sector.
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PRACTICE
This section presents reviews of 

Irish design practice. The articles 
have been written by designers and 
offer insights into their work while 

highlighting the process, outputs 
and outcomes of design practice.



Sean McNulty & Frances Mitchell / Dolmen

A design consultancy 
intervention: how  

strategic design thinking 
delivers in practice

A case study overview
Dolmen has, over the past decade, evolved its process to include exploring and testing the thinking 

behind a variety of published theories in Design Leadership, Design Thinking, Strategic Thinking and 
Creativity. This article looks at how Dolmen have developed a toolset and applied their Strategic Design 

Thinking process (Discover, Develop, Deliver) to a number of companies, from start-up entrepreneur to 
dynamic SME, delivering tangible outcomes through a structured process. The case stories ultimately 

explain why and how Strategic Design Thinking works for a variety of sizes of businesses.

The Dolmen team have been trained to 
solve problems and identify market needs/
gaps in services and products. They solve 
these problems using a variety of tools and 
processes to deliver to these needs in better 
and more efficient ways. 

The mind-set change Dolmen is focused on 
in order to deliver these solutions is one that 
puts the leadership role first in how ‘design 
as a structured process’ is applied to deliver 
business growth and value. It focuses on 
defining ‘what is the task/ job to be done’, 
what outcomes the key stakeholders require 
and understanding how they measure these 
outcomes. With this mindset Dolmen can 
creatively explore and envision the next 
generation of services and products that will 
deliver on those outcomes. This ‘outcome 
driven’ approach delivers up to an 80% 
success rate, while research into the ‘ideas 
first’ approach shows that it only delivers up 
to a 20% success rate (Ulwick, 2005).

Introduction
Dolmen, through several years of practice and 
research, have proven the value of applying 
a process of Design Thinking combined with 
Strategic Thinking techniques across a range 
of businesses to consistently deliver successful 
business outcomes and impacts, whether for 
start-ups or for existing businesses who are 

pivoting/ changing/ developing their business 
model to find larger markets/more growth. 
The process is customised to address the 
individual needs of each company and even 
reverse engineer the process for businesses 
whose services and products are static and 
failing to sell to their expected potential in a 
given market.

Dolmen’s Process Definitions 
Design Leadership is about defining the future 
direction of a business and the skill sets this 
role requires to lead the process, people and 
manage the risks involved (Kelley, 2001).

Design Leadership is vital in taking and 
transforming a business’s visions and goals 
into strategies that will deliver tangible 
services, products and new processes.
It defines a structured approach that creates 
a meaningful set of outputs from which a 
business can evaluate and then formulate into 
a brief. The brief is then used to instruct a cross 
discpline team, including designers, to manage 
the creation of a set of tangible solutions.

Strategic Thinking is focused on the business 
model and its drivers, both internal and 
external; on how things can be done in new 
and better ways to create, capture and deliver 
value aligned to vision and goals. (European 
Committee for Standardization (CEN), 2014)
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Strategic Thinking begins when business 
goals are set and it becomes clear that a 
more desirable outcome is required over 
the current business norms. These can be 
around the business model; financial, new 
revenue streams, exploring new routes to 
market, new combination of partnerships and 
collaborations, and using new technologies 
and platforms to transform or change 
how the business operates, delivers and 
creates value. This also includes the level of 
innovation aimed for by the company.

This approach is linked to the vision and 
values of the business and how it wants 
these values realised, while addressing the 
outcomes required by all of its stakeholders. 
From this a number of strategies can be 
developed around the Business Model.
Design Thinking is traditionally focused 
on service and product design. It is a 
methodology that is built around gaining an 
in-depth understanding of the user’s needs 
and the outcomes they require. It involves 
a creative process of generating possible 
solutions and iterative testing of these 
proposed solutions with these users. These 
actions are linked to available technology 
and the practical constraints of business. 
(Kelley, 2001)

Dolmen’s Strategic Design Thinking Process
Key Ingredients
Dolmen’s process focuses on identifying the 
needs of all the stakeholders (including the 
client) in the context of current solutions 
and systems. Dolmen then integrates Design 

Thinking and Strategic Thinking techniques 
and tools to explore and envision potential 
solutions for their clients, aligned with their 
vision and set business goals.

However in order for this to practically 
work the leadership role is essential to 
lead, facilitate and drive the process and 
mindset change involved. Clients need to 
grow their capabilities in Design Leadership 
in order to develop the future direction of 
the organisation, involving new services and 
products that deliver for a variety of their 
internal and external stakeholders, their 
‘desired outcomes’. From this Dolmen can 
develop new solutions, systems and new 
technology platforms that will leapfrog their 
competitors and transform the marketplace 
and deliver significant value for all the 
stakeholders.

Build on the wisdom of others
Dolmen’s approach is sourced from a range of 
international experts that include Steve Blank, 
Ron Mascitelli, Alex Osterwelder, Tim Ogilvie, 
Clayton Christensen  and Tom Kelley. 
The process is also aligned with the CEN/TS 
389 ‘Innovation Management System’. Sean 
McNulty, CEO of Dolmen, leads the working 
group on ‘Innovation Thinking’ for the third 
section of this CEN. This is currently being 
developed into an ISO standard. (European 
Committee for Standardization (CEN), 2014)

Process Overview
The Dolmen process is grounded in the three 
stage approach: Discover, Develop, and Deliver. 

Dolmen’s Process

Dolmen’s Strategic Design 
Thinking Process
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This process looks at the product development 
funnel, from the early stage Discovery work 
needed to understand the end user needs, 
through to Developing and Delivering the 
product or service. 

In this paper the primary focus is on the 
Discovery stage of the process, that early 
stage that really digs deep into the unmet and 
unarticulated needs of the end user. Ideation 
and structured creative techniques are used to 
generate new ideas in a measurable business 
outcome focused manner. The Dolmen 
process is illustrated via case study discussion 
and focusing in on the ‘job to be done’ in a 
highly practical manner.

Process Inputs required:
•	 A	problem	area	that	might	be	 

worth solving
•	 Access	to	a	range	of	customer	types	 

and key stakeholders
•	 Cross	disciplined	team	with	a	champion	 

to lead them through this process
•	 A	open	mindset	to	exploring	better	ways	

of finding new business growth

Process Outputs:
•	 Detailed	information	on	the	current	job	

to be done and which current problems 
encountered are worth solving

•	 Tools	for	transforming	information	into		
knowledge. This identifies the outcomes  
the key stakeholders require, how these 
will be measured, without defining how 
these will be technically solved

•	 A	range	of	solution	hypotheses	that	
incorporate a better business  
model strategy

•	 Rapid	learning	by	testing	with		
Customers/Clients to validate and verify 
the solution for problem fit and the 
solution for market fit

•	 An	early	stage	business	case	based	on	
bringing the selected solution to market. 
This identifies the risk involved and the 
product strategy on how to get, keep and 
grow clients and customers

•	 A	structure	and	presentation	that	the	
champion and their team can present to 
Senior Management for a full evaluation 
prior to implementing a project/ design 
management programme

This is a process that at each step delivers 
outputs that can be measured. The process 
can then be inputted into creating a business 
case evaluation around a future solution.

Ten Types of Innovation (Larry Keely, Ryan Pikkel, 
Brian Quinn, Helen Walters, 2013)

Dolmen’s Key Ingredients
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Case study 1 
Cyc-Lok Limited
Introduction – market problem identified
Cyc Lok Limited is a new enterprise, started 
by an experience business team.They had 
researched and identified  a market problem, 
caused by the high number of bikes stolen in 
Ireland: 75% of these in Dublin. The average 
values of these bikes are in the region of €850.

This prompted them to develop an idea for 
a secure storage system where individuals 
could lock their bikes in an enclosure, safely 
out of the sight of potential bike thieves and 
the weather.

After reviewing the competitive options 
available, Cyc-Lok decided that this was a 
problem worth solving and the scale of the 
problem offered major business opportunity if 
their product had significant differential over 
current competitive options.

They decided to apply professional design 
and innovation services to differentiate their 
product and make it more relevant to the 
range of potential customers from corporate 
companies and public bodies to facilities and 
property managers.

Defining the company goals and vision
This started a process which identified the 
founder’s vision and their financial and 
market goals for the business.

The vision was to offer the users secure 
enclosed and safe bike storage, aligning with 
a European wide strategy to encourage more 
people to cycle to and from work, funding 
infrastructure and technologies to make it 
easy for cyclists to book, secure and access 
these enclosures.

Target costs were set for the development of 
this service based on initial research and the 
plan to maximise the number of bikes that 
could be stored in a standard car park space.

Strategic Thinking
From this, the design team developed a 
business strategy for the desired design 
solution, which consisted of:
•	 A	platform	technology	that	would	allow	

a flat pack assembly, modular unit 
construction, a central lock control system 
and possible unit size variations

 Discover, Develop, and Deliver Stages

Dolmen’s Discovery Stage
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•	 A	range	of	revenue	options	to	attract	a	
range of different customers and markets, 
including co-branding and other business 
model collaborations and partnerships

•	 Sourcing	a	range	of	sub	contract	
manufacturers for parts manufacture, 
supply and assembly right through to its 
installation and ongoing servicing and 
system maintenance

Design Thinking
Directed by these key design strategies, the 
following steps were undertaken as part of 
the design thinking process:

Step 1 - Information gathering. 
Initially the focus was on identifying and 
reseaching the contacts, data and inputs 
that Cyc-Lok had gathered and filtering and 
evaluating these.

Step 2 - Generating solutions.
Dolmen then explored a range of creative 
solution directions, focused on the different 
customer and stakeholder needs and required 
outcomes. These solutions explore User’s/
Stakeholder’s specfic required outcomes 
as well as the Client’s and their Investor’s 
business focused required outcomes.

Step 3 - Rapid learning and validation of 
solution hypotheses. 
These solutions were then evaluated against 
the different customer and stakeholder 
required outcomes, being aware that once 
the solution/ concept is selected, 80% of 
manufacturing costs are locked into the 
product (Fredrikson, November 1994).

The Client had these solutions/ concepts 
evaluated by potential customers to validate 

the best solutions and verify the ‘problem-
solution fit’ and the ‘solution-market fit’ 
with cyclists, different client types and 
key stakeholders

Step 4 - Synthesis of outputs.
These outputs immediately allowed potential 
solutions to be measured and ranked.

Step 5 - Outcomes.
The Cyc-Lok team were then able to evaluate 
all the outputs and make a decision to select 
and proceed through to the management 
of a design development and prototyping 
programme of work. To date Cyc-Lok have 
already exceeded their Year 1 projections for 
sales orders based on a stand at the Facilities 
Management Showcase in Dublin. The 
company is going from strength to strength.

Conclusion
A business model was developed by the 
founders that offers major differential in 
partnership and revenue options for the 
target clients and their customers; Corporates, 
Facilities Managers and Public Bodies.

Case study 2 
AXIOM
AXIOM Limited, an Irish based company, 
was a subcontractor for a multinational 
computer corporation who was their main 
customer. When the multinational company 
relocated its Irish operation, Axiom had an 
urgent need to establish a new customer 
base. Some alternatives included developing 
a new business using the skill sets of those 
employees of the multinational who chose 
to remain in Ireland or to scale down its 
operation and face the possibility of closure.
“We are in a difficult situation right now in 

that our main client is moving a significant 
amount of their production to another country, 
with a consequent reduction in our workforce, 
unless we apply some innovative thinking and 
do something about it”, Managing Director 
Tony Tracy.

Strategic Thinking
The Key Drivers were: Vision: ‘Find a new 
service and product that would sustain their 
current and loyal and highly skilled workforce.’ 
The CEO and his senior management team 
decided that they needed to try and find new 
customers and/ or develop a new replacement 
business model for their organization or 
risk losing the work force, skill resource and 
knowledge that they had developed over the 
previous 20 years.
People: All the people associated with the 
business (ranging from the current work force 
to associates, suppliers and overseas partners) 
who were affected by the situation and would 
gain by a potential solution were included in 
this activity.
Goals: The Company had developed a 
specialised skill set around high speed 
turnaround in technology fault finding, 
custom builds and testing on micro electronic 
parts and sub-assemblies. The skill base 
and enthusiasm of the work force was a 
major driver which motivated the senior 
management team to authorise and apply an 
innovation thinking approach to explore new 
business opportunities.
Constraints: Axiom had limited time and 
capital resources. The business needed 
an approach that would allow them to 
explore service, product and business model 
concepts and at the same time balance the 
various risks and uncertainties. To achieve, 
this, a robust and facilitated approach for the 

Generating Solutions Wall
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generation and evaluation of new business 
concepts was required.

Design Thinking
The following steps were undertaken as part 
of the design thinking process:
Step 1 - Information gathering.
Activities undertaken initially focused on 
identifying the skills and inputs that Axiom 
had developed through its experience of 
working with the multinational organization.

Step 2 - Generating solutions.
A facilitated creativity activity was 
undertaken with selected cross functional 
teams. The outputs and findings from  
step 1 were combined to generate new 
solutions through creative thinking 
exercises. These were developed in a 
template format and documented as 
potential new business opportunities.
The outputs were shared with the groups 
after which the senior management team 
undertook an initial evaluation, selection and 
prioritisation of the ‘best bets’ and ‘best fits’. 
Five teams were then authorised by the senior 
management team to further investigate 
these ideas and run quick market ‘tests trials’ 
within a short set timescale. A champion was 
appointed to lead each team.

Step 3 - Rapid learning.
The teams gathered more specific market 
information around the concept and 
adapted it to their current skill base and 

resource capabilities, identifing any skill and 
knowledge gaps. As part of this research 
they explored competitive product options 
and reviewed all competitive business model 
options. They then undertook a short and 
focused market trial on specfic high risk areas, 
using visualisations and mock-ups to achieve 
feedback and rapid learning outputs  about 
what would be feasible. These rapid learning 
outcomes provided the most crucial learning 
on what worked and what didn’t work from 
the market’s perspective and what created 
new value they would be happy to pay for 
over the competitive options. 

Each team reported back to senior 
management on their findings and defined 
how potential solutions addressed the 
problem including any verification tests 
taken. Three concepts were then selected for 
trial implementation, within a set timescale 
and budget.

Step 4 – Validation. 
The three new concepts were trialled in the 
market place through online sales portals 
with selected lead customers/ clients. This 
was undertaken to validate the solutions in 
the market place and to identify the value of 
the service and products being offered.
Initial trials were undertaken within a 
four week period, with measurable criteria 
identified for each concept.

Step 5 - Synthesis of outputs.
The outputs of step 4 immediately  
allowed potential solutions to be measured 
and ranked.

Step 6 – Outcomes.
The senior management team were 
then able to evaluate all the outputs and 
make a decision to immediately fund two 
opportunities which were deemed worthy of 
further development and investment funding. 
One of the opportunities was aligned closely 
to the existing business (in terms of skill sets 
and expertise required), while the second 
needed new expertise to be brought into the 
business. 

The two opportunities were:
•	 Custom	built	products:	establishing	a	

successful business customising hearing 
aids for B2B customers in Ireland and UK, 
becoming profitable after twelve months, a 
innovative game changing step for Axiom

•	 Partnership	in	the	repair,	recertification	
and selling of branded products that fail 
during their warranty period for a range of 
customers, Creative Industries, etc. A more 
obvious evolution step for Axiom.

Additionally a longer-term opportunity 
around medical device manufacturing in 
cooperation with a regional cluster was 
identified. However, pursuing this opportunity 
will required new procedures, certification and 
team up skilling.

Dolmen’s process applied to Cyc-Lok
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The senior management team prioritised 
the custom built product concept. This 
opportunity was developed into an online 
business to business service and was self-
sustaining within 12 months. 

Conclusion
Within 12 months Axiom developed a new 
business that was financially self sustaining 
and that had major market growth potential 
in the UK and Ireland. The Process involved 
all the employees so that everyone was 
brought into the final solution. Their energy 
was essential to driving the growth, which 
included quickly learning new skills and a new 
business sector. 

Dolmen’s Process was also embedded in 
Axiom as a way to systematically review their 
business as they are in a very competitive and 
dynamic market place.

Process Differential
Dolmen’s process is all about gathering 
information and turning that into knowledge 
and generating solutions to verify and 
test early with potential target clients and 
customers early. 

Through iterations the solutions are tested 
in a structured process against the current 
options in order to confirm that the solution 
selected has significant added value and 
differential and to understand from the 
client and operator/ user perspective where 
they actual see value, and the price they will 
pay for this value.From this solutions can be 
refined and developed for early stage business 
case evaluation.

This approach reduces the level of start-
up failure, currently circa 90% and new 
product development failure 60% - 70% with 
established businesses (Cooper, 2011)

What would have happened without 
Dolmen’s process:
Without Dolmen’s Process there would be 
a higher risk of ‘error of commission’ as all 
key stakeholders’ requirements may not be 
captured at the start of the process.  These 
requirements when added into the process 
at a later stage will be more costly in time 
and resources as they have to integrate 
them after the initial solution hypotheses 
have been selected.

Some other key advantages:
This process can kill off ideas. Two of the ten 
companies Dolmen put through this process 
in the last five years showed that the return 
on investment (ROI) available to be captured 
by solving the specific problem, would not 
deliver on their expectations, so they killed off 
the concept.

This process can be reverse engineered so 
that if a product has failed to sell, and if the 
company is open to reviewing their product 
and market fit, they can then revisit their 
original business model and come up with 
solutions so to identify a new market fit or 
adapt their product offering/services. 

How this process differs or improves on 
others:
Table 1 is taken from Steve Blank Business 
Harvard Review (Blank, 2013), and is integrated 
with Innovation Strategies from M. Mueller 
and Katja Thoring (M. Mueller and Katja 
Thoring, 2012). This table allows us to position 
Dolmen’s Discovery Process and demonstrate 
its practical approach and how it has built on 
the wisdom of the other processes.

Conclusion
The approach to problem solving that 
Dolmen’s Strategic Design Thinking Process 
follows has delivered significant impact for 
our clients throughout the past 24 years. 
The process itself is relatively flexible and 
therefore can be adapted to the needs of a 
variety of clients, depending on their desired 
business outcomes. Dolmen have found that 
clients themselves adopt these processes 
within their organisations long after Dolmen 
are gone, reusing the tools and methodologies 
to continue to grow their businesses.

This inherent flexibility in approach means 
that Dolmen can deliver tangible outcomes 
for businesses no matter the size, whether it is 
for a start-up entrepreneur who needs to find 
the most appropriate offering and busineess 
model to create a market game changeror, 
or a dynamic SME looking to innovate and 
leapfrog competitive options, or established 
multinational who need a next generation 
platform solution and technology.

Ultimately it is about understanding the ‘job 
to be done’ and outcomes required using 
strategic design thinking tools to develop the 
best service and product offerings combined 
with an appropriate business model to create 
products and services that markets see value 
in and will pay for that value.  It is about how 
ideas work.

We should have had this learning two years ago - it has to be 
facilitated in order to change the mindsets and define a process 
which empowers and motivates everyone to identify & explore 
new opportunities and then commercialise within reasonable 
timeframes (Tony Treacy, MD Axiom).
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Lean start-ups Traditional Design Thinking Dolmen’s Process

Goal Innovations - all aspects, 
business model and 
product

Successful new services 
and products.

Better products and 
outcomes

Focuses on
Horizon 1: new to world 
and Horizon 2: new to 
industry innovations

Scope/ focus Hi-Tech innovations Product innovations General innovations All aspects of innovation 
are focused on here

Strategy Business model Business plan Business case Innovative business 
model with business 
case

Approach Customer orientated Problem solving needs… User centred Market desired outcomes

New Product Process Customer development 
get out interview, split 
test Five Whys, Business 
Model

Product management 
linear step by step 
programme. prepare 
offering then

User deep understanding 
process, Ethnography, 
interviews, etc

Market focus around 
the job to be done and 
the key uses. Also uses 
observations, empathy 
and interviews to gather 
information.

Engineering Agile development. learn 
and build iteratively and 
incrementalny

Gate process, some 
build, iteratively or fully 
specific first

Step learning process Spiral learning and 
knowledge building.

Idea generation Not normally part of 
process founder has 
vision / ideas

Yes, brainstorm ideas 
based on needs/ gaps

Core part generated to 
deliver desired outcomes

Core part to develop a 
range of ideas/ solutions 
integrating the business 
models elements.

Testing-product iteration Business model
is core part and process

Implementation mode 
yes, but limited

Complex solutions yes 
core part of process

Business Model is 
combined with design 
thinking to find the best 
solution hypotheses

Target group Customers; Influencers, 
economic buyer, 
Decision Makers, etc.

Customer segments by 
tradition segmentation

Users(Usually End 
Users, sometimes other 
Stakeholders

Customers/ markets by 
desired outcomes and 
how they will measure a 
good outcome.

Qualitative methods Not a focus Major End User research Customer outcomes 
defined as requirement 
statements.

Quantitative Methods Customer development 
teams hired in for speed

Not a focus, Departments 
by function hire for 
experience / pm

Cross functional teams Cross functional teams

Financial Reporting Metrics that matter CAC, 
LCV, churn rates, etc.

Income statement, cash
flow, balance sheet, P&L

Cost benefit analysis, ROI Cost of Acquisition of 
Customer, churn rate, 
Risk sensitivity analysis, 
Strategy on how to 
get, keep and grow 
customers ROI, cost 
benefit analysis

Time/speed Rapid - good enough Measured and complete Efficient Rapid and flexible

Failure Expected, ready to iterate 
pivot away from what 
fails

Exception, fix by firing or 
liquidating as € gone

Solution general found, 
but fall short on ROI 
expectations

Fail early as key part of 
Rapid learning step in 
the process.

Failure 75% failure rate - 
Stanford

98% failure rate To date and over 10 
diverse sector clients, 
85% success rate

Table 1: Process Comparison Table

Page 51

PRACTICE



A want to become more hands-on in my 
work led me away from commercial graphic 
design around 2009 and on a typographic 
journey that is still ongoing today. After a 
two year MA spent exclusively working in 
letterpress with Seán Sills at Distillers Press, 
NCAD I moved to the UK where I spent six 
months working with Justin Knopp at his 
studio, Typoretum. It was here that I was 
able to see the day to day operations of a 
commercial yet creative-driven letterpress 
studio. During this time I concentrated on 
a series of broadsides. One such example 
is based on a quote from Ellen Lupton; 
Typography is What Language Looks Like 
(2012) was produced by building up layers of 
type and colour within the tight constraints 
of a small proofing press.

It was while working with Justin that I 
decided to start The Salvage Press; an 
imprint devoted to preserving, promoting 
and pursuing excellence in design, 
typography & letterpress printing. My 
aim with the press is to actively preserve 
the age old traditions and crafts of 
letterpress printing while at the same 
time explore through practice how this 
technology is relevant in today’s art and 
design environment. The imprint would 
be nomadic, producing work in various 
letterpress outfits in an endeavour to learn 
from these great ambassadors, studios 
and workshops. Produced on my return to 
Distillers Press, the first book under the 
imprint was The Works of Master Poldy 
(2013), a Joycean themed edition utilising 
metal and wooden types to convey both 
atmosphere and narrative.

Although the process is labour intensive, 
difficult and tedious work, the art of 

composing and printing type by hand is one 
that cannot be underestimated. It is a craft 
that lies within the very fundamentals of 
typographic design. The process of realising 
design through letterpress printing is 
one where each and every decision must 
be considered thoroughly and executed 
precisely. Typically, pieces of metal or 
wooden type are composed by hand before 
being arranged on the bed of a printing 
press. Following this ink is applied either 
mechanically or by hand-held roller before 
paper is then ‘letter pressed’ to create an 
impression. It requires slowing down and 
respecting the technology, only then will 
the end result be worth while. That end 
result can be delicate macro-typography, 
bold textured layers of woodtype, or the 
tactility of their intersection. The great type 
families were first cast in metal, their end 
purpose was to put ink directly onto paper.

Since 2012 I have concentrated on fine press 
books with an Irish interest, each one
designed to offer a new learning curve. 
Maldon (2014), a recent book based on 
a translation by Michael Smith of the 
Anglo-Saxon epic ‘The Battle of Maldon’, 
saw calligraphic lettering, wood engraved 
illustrations and hand composed 
typography appear side by side. The time 
between books is spent producing larger 
scale broadsides, mostly typographic, 
sometimes experimental, which have 
themselves been the starting point for 
further projects. A broadside based on the 
Mexican film La Juala De Oro (2014) hints 
at the perilous journeys undertaken by 
the four protagonists through overprinted 
Grotesque wood types.

Typographic design,  
one character at a time

Letterpress printing, the craft once revered as the means by which a message was carried to the masses, 
was how the vast majority printed matter was achieved for over half a millennium. The underlying 

technology changed little from when Gutenberg overcame the problem of movable type in the middle 
of the fifteenth century to its ultimate commercial demise in the latter half of the twentieth century. 

With this demise, I feel, something important was lost; the physical craft of typography.

Jamie Murphy / The Salvage Press
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The only book I have made which has no 
connection to Ireland in its content or its 
authorship was made in Sweden based on a 
local folk-tale, but then when I think about 
it, I only travelled there in pursuit of an 

elusive typeface; The Rooster, The Hand-Mill 
& The Swarm of Hornets (2014) is hand-set in 
12, 16, 20 and 24 point Trajanus (designed by 
Warren Chappel, 1940).
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metal or wooden 
type are composed 
by hand before being 
arranged on the bed 
of a printing press. 
Following this ink 
is applied either 
mechanically or by 
hand-held roller 
before paper is then 
‘letter pressed’ to 
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revered as the means by which 
a message was carried to the 
masses, was how the vast majority 
of printed matter was achieved for 
over half a millennium.
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If You Build It -  
They Will Come

Hannah Fleetwood / Co-Founder and Designer Slice Creative Studio
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Though I valued my time as an intern 
greatly and learned so much from the team I 
worked with, I returned home some evenings 
feeling somewhat deflated; the professional 
world of graphic design wasn’t what I 
had expected. There is not much freedom 
afforded to interns and junior designers 
and as a design hungry graduate I wanted 
something more. 

My housemate, Treasa, a long-time friend 
and fellow designer was in the same 
position. She felt like a tiny cog in the 
corporate design machine. We both shared 
a love of design, craft and illustration and 
dreamt of working at progressive design 
studios such as Hvass & Hannibal or 
assisting typographer Jessica Hisch who both 
have a similar taste in design to ours. After 
careful consideration over a 6 month period 
and several malty beverages one evening, 
we decided to leave our internships and set 
up SLICE, a creative studio that encompassed 
everything we wanted in a studio.

Over a period of several months we grew a 
client base, acquired a studio, and invested 
most of our initial earnings into the company. 

But what I would like to stress at this point is 
that it was not easy. Every year that I attend 
OFFSET creative festival I’m dumbfounded 
by how easy the speakers make starting 
your own studio look. Treasa and I worked 
full-time jobs in hospitality and retail to 
keep ink in our printer and coffee in the jar. 
Our departure from the customary design 
career ladder was met with apprehension 

from some fellow graduates. But we knew 
the kind of design we wanted to create and if 
we couldn’t work at a studio that practised it 
then we would make our own. If we built it, 
the clients would come. 

For the first two months we worked from 
our tiny kitchen, pitching for projects and 
working on our identity. We sought advice 
from the Enterprise Board and applied for 
several grants. We were eventually able to 
afford to rent a studio space in Dublin 7.

I have never attempted to glamorize setting 
up my own business and like to think I am 
honest about the struggles encountered 
on a daily basis. There are good weeks and 
bad weeks, highs and lows. For one of our 
very first meetings with a considerably large 
client, Treasa and I put on our best business 
attire, pitched our idea to the client and 
secured the job. I was elated going into work 
at my evening bar job, but was slightly less 
enthused to see my new client sitting at 
table four looking at the menu. 

As we were initially building interest for our 
company through social media, a cake café 
by the same name opened about 50 yards 
from our studio and so our campaign became 
somewhat convoluted with us receiving 
‘fantastic cake today @SLICEdublin’ tweets. 

In June 2014 Treasa set off travelling for a 
year. I moved to Hong Kong for 6 months 
and continued to work on SLICE projects 
while abroad, I even had the opportunity 
of showcasing SLICE work to the creative 

The phrase ‘out of the frying pan and into the fire’ springs to mind when I think about the summer 
of 2013. I had just completed my BA in Visual Communication and was eager to jump on the graphic 

design career ladder. There were incredible internships available, such as the 3x3 internship which sees 
3 design graduates participate in 3 month internships in 3 esteemed design studios in Dublin.  

Although I applied again and again for internships such as this, my attempts were fruitless.  
After my degree show I began a graphic design internship at a large branding agency and pottered 

away within pre-designed brand guidelines for 6 months.



community in Hong Kong with an exhibition 
last summer. Treasa returns this June and 
I’m excited to reform our team. Even in her 
absence, the company has retained the ethos 
and tone of voice we developed together. 

We founded SLICE as two enthusiastic 
graduates who wanted something more. 
Two years later I can happily say that our 
enthusiasm continues to grow. Two years 
after first dreaming up the concept for our 
company in our tiny kitchen, SLICE continues 
to be a thriving and exciting venture. I work 
part-time as a freelance designer in a studio 
in Dublin as well as juggling my SLICE clients. 

Our clients are varied; some are exciting and 
contemporary, others corporate and rigid and 
some pro bono. I learn from each and every 
job that I undertake and SLICE continues 
to grow because of this. We never turn a 
project down, no matter how big or small. I 
have gained invaluable experience in client 

relations, accounting and copy writing, skills 
that I hadn’t encountered before embarking 
on this journey. I am proud to say I love 
what I do. I can honestly say that I am doing 
something different to carve a path out for 
my career. 

Starting SLICE gave me the confidence and 
experience I lacked when I left college and 
I encourage all young designers to embark 
on their own ventures and embrace the 
unknown. If I’m going to spend 18.5% of my 
life working, then I want to be happy and 
fulfilled. SLICE is not just a job; it was and 
always will be the right choice. Starting a 
business as a graduate has not been easy,  
but it is achievable. 

To view the work of SLICE, visit 
www.SLICEdublin.com
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Clockwise: Ban Beag Packaging; 
Gourmet Kitchen Livery;  
Slice Conceptual;  
Founders Hannah Fleetwood  
and Treasa Burns.
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