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Design research should understand, challenge and de-
velop design practice. In order to achieve this, design 
development activities and design research should be 
brought into close interaction. Through this interaction, 
design research will find its unique identity. That is the 
vision as it is described by Professor Poul Rind Chris-
tensen, head of research at Kolding School of Design, 
Denmark. The school recently developed a research 
strategy with guidelines for the school’s research activ-
ities until 2014. Design’s contribution to innovation, wel-
fare and sustainability is a key theme for the school’s 
researchers who aim to collaborate with companies 
through so-called learning circles. 

By Hans Emborg Bünemann

The objective for Kolding School of Design is to become a univer-
sity that generates new knowledge through development-based 

research by strengthening the interaction between research and 
practical design work. For the school’s head of research, Profes-
sor Poul Rind Christensen, the key is the crucial role that design 
plays for society’s innovation dynamics. The understanding of 
this role should be a pivotal theme for research at the school in 
the years to come.

Interaction Can Promote Innovation in Companies
“Design development work almost always involves challenges 
where research can contribute with new knowledge. That’s why 
we apply the term development-based research. On the other 
hand, it should be a characteristic of design research that it ap-
plies design methods and experiments in research and incorpo-
rates empirical knowledge from real-world design work,” Poul 
Rind Christensen explains. “This interaction between design 
practice and design research has a huge potential for promoting 
innovation in companies.” 
In the future, Kolding School of Design will be more selective 
with regard to the research projects that the school chooses to 
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become involved in. The projects will always have a finite time 
frame, but they must contribute to the long-term development of 
knowledge within a number of basic themes of disciplinary sub-
stance under the overriding interdisciplinary headlines of inno-
vation, sustainability and welfare. One of the means for pursuing 
this is to include Industrial Ph.D. scholars in the projects. An-
other is to establish strong learning circles to connect research-
ers, design professionals and companies or public organisations. 

Mapping Hospitalised Children’s Experiences 
As an example, Poul Rind Christensen mentions Ph.D. scholar Eva 
Knutz’ project, which uses the development of a computer game 
to generate methods for mapping hospitalised children’s feelings. 
“It’s hard for young children to express their feelings verbally. 
In their efforts to offer every child the best possible treatment, 
hospital staff would benefit greatly from knowing an individual 
child’s feelings and expectations in relation to the various phases 
of the hospital stay and to the less pleasant aspects such as exam-
inations, blood samples and the experience of spending the night 
away from home,” he says. The project is anchored in real life in a 
children’s ward and thus interacts directly with the outside world 
rather than with abstract, constructed models.

In collaboration with the Paediatric Ward and the Research Unit 
at Kolding Hospital, Eva Knutz has developed a pilot version of 
the computer game. After the trial she adjusts the structure, pro-
gramming and visual design of the game to improve its ability to 
pick up information on specific emotions; the next step is to test 
the revised version of the game in the hospital, analysing and inter-
preting the outcome of the children’s interactions with the game.
“It’s an iterative process where experiments and research com-
bine to generate knowledge in a way that I would call interactive 
perception,” Poul Rind Christensen explains. “A learning circle 

has been established that involves Eva Knutz, the nursing staff 
and the medical professionals, and which promotes the produc-
tion of knowledge. Eva not only studies what is but that which is 
coming into being.”

Interactive Perception
“Much research is driven by theory and carries out empirical 
studies with the purpose of testing hypotheses”, says Poul Rind 
Christensen. “In addition to this deductive method, which uses 
the real world as its test field, research often takes an inductive 
approach where the researcher’s empirical studies form the ba-
sis for the development of theory. In contrast to both these ap-
proaches, the development-driven projects in our school apply a 
so-called interactive method. We develop new knowledge in close 
collaboration with the projects’ stakeholders.” 
Poul Rind Christensen explains that the strategic emphasis on 
this interactive approach at the design school is motivated by 
the fact that design is an act that arises in and generates an open 
space. But it is also related to research funding. A growing share 
of the design school’s research funds comes from outside sources.

Companies in Learning Circles
“In order to attract interested companies, we give priority to de-
velopment activities that have the potential to lead to design con-
cepts, patents and new understandings of the ways in which com-
panies can use design,” he says. “We provide the link with research 
and create learning circles to connect researchers as well as devel-
opment projects of direct relevance for the projects’ stakehold-
ers, whether we’re talking about private or public organisations.”
As an example, Poul Rind Christensen mentions the develop-
ment project etrans, which has a key position within the design 
school’s research theme sustainability. The project, which is co-
funded by DONG Energy, aims to generate knowledge about 

Poul Rind Christensen, head of research at Kolding School of Design, 
considers researchers’ interactions with practitioners to be crucial 
for the capacity of design research to contribute innovation in society.
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the future design of sustainable transport in Denmark – includ-
ing infrastructure for electric cars – in order to make it success-
ful with consumers.
“In the development process, knowledge needs arise that can only 
be met through research. Here, Associate Professor Anne Flem-
mert Jensen, who is in charge of research in the etrans project, 
contributes with user analyses and anthropological field work. 
Her research-based knowledge about user segments, for exam-
ple about the users’ transportation perceptions and needs, have 
an important influence on the approach to design aspects of in-
frastructure development,” says Poul Rind Christensen.

Research that is Effective in Practice 
The learning circles that are established to connect researchers, 
DONG Energy and other business partners ensure that the de-
velopment project rests on research-based knowledge produc-
tion. The intensive involvement of the partners also ensures that 
the proposed solutions developed in the project will be applica-
ble in practice.

“Companies such as Peugeot, Aarstiderne and the car rental 
firm Sixt ensure the implementation relevance of the design solu-
tions. In this way, they contribute to new knowledge of substan-
tial and often overlooked relevance: knowledge about the imple-
mentation of new design solutions. The learning circles are the 
means for creating the interactive insights that can enrich both de-
sign research and design practice. This enables research to make 
a substantial contribution to the dynamics of an innovative soci-
ety,” says Poul Rind Christensen and continues with a reference 
to the German researcher C.O. Scharmer’s ideas about the new 
university: “In the design school of the future, researchers are not 
just distant observers of that which exists but creative co-design-
ers of a new practice.”

The 2009-2014 research strategy for Kolding School of Design (PDF) 

Eva Knutz’ Ph.D. project Spilbaseret Design med fokus på pædiatriske 
patienters emotionelle værdier (Game-based design with a focus on paediat-
ric patients’ emotional values) is scheduled for completion in 2012. The part-
ners in the project are Enhed for Sundhedstjenesteforskning (Unit for health 
services research), Kolding Hospital, and Institute of Regional Health Serv-
ices Research, Faculty of Health Sciences, University of Southern Denmark.

Read more about the development project etrans, which aims to help make 
the electric car an environmental as well as a commercial success in Denmark.

Read the article from Mind Design #23: Design Researchers Want to Turn 
Danes on to Electric Cars.
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The computer game E-Game (Emotion Game) is pilot-tested at Kolding Hospital, 2009
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Cover illustration: Screenshot from the computer game E-Game (Emotion Game), 
which Ph.D. scholar Eva Knutz is developing with a view to uncover hospitalised 
children’s emotions.
Copyright: Eva Knutz 2009
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