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Designers as Interpreters in
Co-Creation Processes

Eskild Hansen, who is a member of the board for the Danish De-
sign Council and head of Cisco Consumer Products’ European
Design Center, has no doubt that design will come to play a ma-

jor role in innovation in many companies. At Cisco, a global man-
ufacturer of network solutions and consumer electronics, design
has a central position in the organisation.

“In consumer electronics, for example, which is one of Cisco’s
business areas, technology is no longer the only competitive pa-
rameter; design also plays a major role. Ten years ago, electron-
ics companies were competing on features, that is, what was go-
ing to be the next killer application, like the built-in camera and
thermometer in mobile phones, etc. Today, we are competing
more on the overall concept —target group, user friendliness, de-
sign and functions. Technology is still important, but other proc-
esses are also involved in driving innovation now, and in the fu-
ture, design will come to play a larger role,” says Eskild Hansen.

He points to the international study New Nature of Innovation,
which was carried out on behalf of the OECD by FORA, the Di-
vision for Research and Analysis of the Danish Enterprise and
Construction Authority together with the Finnish Ministry of



Employment and the Economy. The study identifies four new
innovation drivers for companies, including co-creating value
with customers and tapping knowledge from users. And in meth-
ods based on user interaction, for example in development proc-
esses, the role as an interpreter of consumer input is crucial, says
Eskild Hansen.

“Designers have the professional insight and experience with
synthesis thinking that make them skilled interpreters and thus
key participants in co-creation processes. They have the abil-
ity to place consumers’ responses and input into a context and
grasp the larger picture in the process. They are able to under-
stand and communicate the users’ needs to the companies,” he

says and adds, “Designers often work with tasks such as gener-
ating ideas, visualising data, developing concepts and establish-
ing scenarios — all key elements in user-driven processes. Fur-
thermore, designers often use interdisciplinary methods, since
in development projects they often work with, say, engineers, re-
searchers and sales and marketing specialists, and this interdisci-
plinary approach is essential in co-creation.”

With design as a new competitive parameter, companies are fac-
ing new demands, says Eskild Hansen.

“Design should be given a central position in the company, an-
chored on the strategic level, on par with other essential areas.
It’s also important to provide the design area with resources and
investments continuously in order to keep the area updated with
knowledge,” he says.

According to Eskild Hansen, this new development also places
new demands on the designers’ competences in the future. “It is
essential to strengthen the basic competences, the designers’ pro-
fessional profile. Designers also need to be able to adopt an inter-
national mindset and work in interdisciplinary settings, and they
should gain experience in working with companies,” he points out.

Jergen Rasmussen, associate professor and head of the Depart-
ment of Design at the Aarhus School of Architecture, agrees and
underscores the importance of establishing a research basis for
the design education programmes.

“The integration of research, education and business is cru-
cial if we are to realise the innovation potential inherent in the
design field,” says Jorgen Rasmussen. As an example he men-
tions a user-focused project which the Department of Design at
the Aarhus School of Architecture is involved in. The research
project, AUTO, addresses user inclusion in relation to business
development in companies. In the project, the students are ac-
tively involved in the process along with the participating com-
panies and thus also involved in research. Thus, the project be-
comes a learning experience for the students and helps integrate
research in educational activities. At the same time, there is a
transfer of knowledge and experience to the participating com-
panies, as they learn about design processes and the resulting
outcomes of the process.
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“This produces a very fruitful flow with a build-up of gen-
eralisable knowledge that is transferred to the educational pro-
grammes and to the companies. The result is a build-up of re-
search, the students gain relevant knowledge and insight, and
the companies are introduced to new knowledge and new ways
of thinking. I see this integration as a landmark for future educa-
tional institutions to aim for,” he says.

Like Eskild Hansen, Jorgen Rasmussen believes that design can
play a key role in innovation processes, both in companies and
in society at large: “In co-creation processes, for example, design
offers a natural meeting place for technology, business thinking,
and human values,” he says and adds, “In the design process there
is an exploration of background, context, user needs and imple-
mentation options in relation to the company as well as the con-
sumer. Additionally, the design process links this with a goal for
the process and specific visions of the future, which ofters gen-
uinely useful, communicable solution models. This applies not
only to challenges related to form but also to strategic and or-
ganisational challenges. Here, designers have a holistic under-
standing and work with visual tools, which lets them create im-
ages that are capable of handling complexity and hence useful in
a strategic context.”

Jorgen Rasmussen points out that design research facilitates
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this process, among other things by generating knowledge and
sharing this knowledge with research institutions, educational
institutions and businesses.
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