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Executive Summary

In today’s world companies rely heavily on external partners like suppliers, 
customers, research partners or external designers to develop innovative 
products, as they cannot possess all resources internally. Existing research 
in innovation management highlights the importance of the external net-
work during the product development, especially in design-driven innovation 
(Verganti, 2009). However, network characteristics such as the relationship 
strength between different actors, for example the external designers and a 
company, and their influence on the product development and the success of 
a product are to a great extent unexplored.
 
One of the few companies that does design-driven innovation but does not 
employ in-house designers is Bang & Olufsen. B&O outsources the entire 
design process to external designers and, therefore, depends on their ability 
to create innovative product ideas. By looking comparatively at the design 
process of successful and less successful products evidence showed that 
network characteristics like the relationship strength between the external de-
signers and B&O have had an influence on the success of a product.
 
It was found that external designers who had a weak relationship were able 
to create more successful products than designers who had strong relation-
ship to the company. A look at the designers work process showed that their 
design research, the design discourse, was influenced by indirect knowledge 
sources, such as previous work experience and not by other network partners 
such as experts or users.

Established literature (Verganti, 2009) points out that design-driven com-
panies make use of a wide and diverse external network during the design 
discourse. However, this was not observed in the case of B&O and another 
Scandinavian design company, Stelton (Lauritzen, 2012). This indicates the ex-
istence of a Scandinavian design-driven innovation approach, however, further 
research will be needed to confirm this. 
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1. Introduction

No one is able to posses or grasp all knowledge alone. That is why networks 
are so important in most aspects of life being private or professional. This is 
also reflected in most processes within a company and especially when it is 
about new product development. In todays market more products are pro-
duced than ever necessary. To differentiate and stand out in the crowd the 
right inspiration and knowledge is needed.

Especially, small companies are often faced with the fact that they cannot 
possess all capabilities internally that are required to stay competitive in the 
market and are, therefore, dependent on collaborations with external partners 
to acquire new knowledge. While a great extent of research studies support 
the idea of customer co-creation, a market-pull strategy or early supplier in-
volvement, a technology-push strategy (Tidd & Bessant, 2009), in the creation 
of innovative products, the collaboration between companies and external 
designers was almost ignored by the research world.
 
The strategy of design-driven innovation is relatively new and still developing. 
A well known researcher within design-driven innovation is Roberto Verganti 
(2009), who discovered that the success of a design-driven company is influ-
enced by the diversity of its external network. Verganti’s research about Italian 
design companies revealed that these companies facilitate and engage in a 
wide design discourse with different actors from across industries to develop 
new visions that can be turned into innovative product ideas, and will turn out 
as successful products.

Scandinavian design companies have collaborated with external designers 
for many years, but only limited research has been conducted. The Danish 
producer of luxury hi-fi products, Bang and Olufsen (B&O) became, among 
others, famous for its unique collaboration strategy with external designers. 
Designers are not only involved from the very beginning of the product de-
velopment process, as idea creators, but they also have the right to veto all 
decisions made during the development process (Greene, 2007).
 
During the company’s 89 years of existence it has received many design 
awards and created innovative products with a lifetime of up to 20 years (B&O, 
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2014). However, besides the many successes the company also experienced 
downturns and is currently not only challenged by radically changing consum-
er habits, but was also hit hard by the recent financial crisis, as a producer of 
luxury products (Mortensen, 2013).

This thesis will use B&O as a case company to further investigate the role ex-
ternal partners play in the new product development process at design-driven 
companies. While existing research highlights the importance of the external 
network to acquire new knowledge, it is unexplored in how far the external 
network, especially the designers, can actually influence the success level of 
a product. What characteristics of the network are important and does the 
relationship strength between the design-driven company and it’s external 
partners affect the product design? These facts and considerations have lead 
us to the following research question:

1.1 Reserach Question

What influence does B&O’s external network have on the process and suc-
cess of new product development? 

•	 How does the network affect the design discourse?
•	 To what extend does the relationship between B&O and the external   
 designers influence the innovativeness of a product? 

1.2 Research Justification and Motivation

Bang & Olufsen is one of the most well known design-driven companies in 
the world, however, an ever more dynamic market and increased competition 
challenge the existence of the company.  We found it an interesting topic to 
investigate how the company and its network cope with the increasing com-
plexity of innovation and the fast changing market dynamics, not at least 
caused by the fast changing technologies. 
 
The motivation behind this study is the strong interest in design companies 
and how they make use of external partners to create successful products. 
The topic relates to a field where only a limited amount of research has been 
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done before, namely on how design-driven companies use external relation-
ships in new product development phase.
 
The design-driven innovation approach by Roberto Verganti is the only well 
known study about how design companies make use of their external network 
to create successful products. However, his study was focused on large Ital-
ian companies and it is unknown in how far his approach applies to design 
companies in a different geographical or cultural setting. Further, Verganti’s 
approach only touches upon the overall importance of the external network 
but does not go into details about the networks structure and relationship 
between different partners.
 
The aim of our research study is, therefore, to investigate what role external 
network partners (especially external designers) play during the product de-
velopment, and in how far the relationships among the different actors affect 
the outcome of the product development process. 

A previous master thesis (Lauritzen, 2012) investigated the role of design 
networks in the Danish design company Stelton, the findings showed that the 
company used a different approach than the one described by Verganti. The 
study also pointed out that direct contact to external partners were not the 
only sources used to create successful products; knowledge sources were 
equally important parts of the network.
 
In relation to our research it will also be interesting to explore how applica-
ble Verganti’s approach is to the product development processes in another 
Scandinavian design company. If there are similarities in the findings to the 
previous master thesis this could lead to the development of a Scandinavian 
design-driven innovation approach. 
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1.3 Definition of Key Words
  
Design Discourse

“A collective research process on meanings and design languages (i.e., a con-
tinuous dialogue on sociocultural models, foreseen and desired) and its impli-
cations on patterns of consumption and product languages, occurring through 
several explicit and tacit interactions among several actors both in the global 
and local setting”. (Verganti, 2008:445)
 
Direct Contact

In this thesis we refer to a direct contact as a personal connection between 
two or more actors who are involved in the design or product development 
project.
 
Human-centred innovation 

The human-centred innovation approach includes the users as main source 
for inspiration for new products and services. Users are studied with design 
techniques for example through observations in their daily life or they may be 
involved in workshops for example to visualize their thoughts. (Ideo.com, 2014) 
 
Interpreters

“[They] are forward-looking researchers who are developing, often for their 
own purposes, unique visions about how meanings could evolve in the life 
context we want to investigate” (Verganti, 2009:52) They conduct research 
about the same customer or user group but in a different context.

Meanings

Meanings are the underlying reasons for why customers buy specific prod-
ucts; meanings are often bound to cultural and emotional values. (Dell’Era & 
Verganti, 2010) 
 
Network

“A social network consists of a set of actors (“nodes”) and the relations (“ties”) 
between these actors. The [actors] may be individuals, groups, organizations, 
or societies.” (Katz et.al, 2004: 308)
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Tie strength

“The strength of a tie is a (probably linear) combination of the amount of time, 
the emotional intensity, the intimacy (mutual confiding), and the reciprocal ser-
vices which characterize the tie” (Granovetter, 1973: 1361)
 
Weak tie designer

Weak tie designer are designers who only designed one or two products for 
B&O.
 
Strong tie designers

Strong tie designer are designers who have a long relationship with B&O, and 
who designed a lot of products for the company.
 
Successful product

In this study, a successful product is defined as a product whose outstanding 
performance is mentioned in a company’s annual report or that received one 
or two prestigious design awards for its innovativeness. 
 
iF Product Design Award

The award is given every year to products that deliver excellent design, great 
usability and innovative solutions. Renowned experts judge over 2.000 differ-
ent product entries from more than 35 countries each year.
“Representing excellent design and outstanding design achievements, the iF 
seal of quality is recognized the world over, with registrants ranging from au-
tomotive companies to individual design studios.” (iFdesign.de, 2014)
 
RedDot Design Award

“The submitted products are evaluated according to the highest standards. 
The adjudication process follows a canon of strict criteria, which is constant-
ly adapted to the latest findings in formal, technical, manufacturing, societal, 
industrial, and ecological requirements.” (red-dot.de, 2014) Among others the 
criteria are the degree of innovation, functionality, formal quality, durability, 
symbolic, and emotional content, and the self-explanatory quality. 
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1.4 Delimitation

In order to create the frame of this study, this section will elaborate on the 
delimitations made to answer the research questions.
 
Firstly, the focus of this thesis will be on the internal and external network re-
lationships that are involved in the new product development The analysis will 
look at the overall network structure and will not go into depth with all external 
network partners. The main focus will be on the external designers, since they 
are seen as the most important influencers and idea givers in the new product 
development process. Therefore, the analysis will include the different design 
processes of the external designers, but won’t go into depth with the suppli-
ers’ role.
 
Secondly, the study is temporarily bound to the products of the current prod-
uct portfolio, hence, we will not analyse products that were successful ten or 
twenty years ago. This is due to the fact, that the company’s strategic chang-
es over the years and the changed macro environment would make a compar-
ison difficult and imprecise.
 
Thirdly, we do not distinguish between the two B&O brands, although, prod-
ucts of the B&O Play brand are sold at a lower price than the traditional brand, 
which may influence the number of units sold. We decided to leave out the 
brand aspect as we noticed in the early research phase that some products 
were first assigned to a specific brand after they had been developed. Hence, 
the brands were not seen as relevant factors during the product design pro-
cess, and therefore, products of both brands will be analysed and compared 
to each other.  
 
Lastly, to make a comparison easier we decided to mainly look at audio 
products for the home (i.e. loudspeaker). This decision was made during the 
research phase, since differences in the development process of different 
product categories were detected. B&O’s core capabilities were found in the 
sound design, where the company’s internal expertise gives designers much 
more freedom in the development of audio products. When developing new 
televisions B&O heavily depends on the technology developed by its suppli-
ers, which might limit designers in their ability to create visionary ideas.    
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1.5 Structure of Thesis

Chapter 1
Introduction

Chapter 2
Literatur Review

Chapter 3
Methodology

Chapter 4
Theory

Chapter 5
Empirical 

Presentation

Chapter 6
Analysis

Chapter 7
Discussion

Chapter 8
Conclusion

This chapter will present the research question 
and motivation behind this thesis. Specific terms 
that are used throughout the thesis will be shortly 
defined.

Relevant literature within the field of innovation 
and knowlegde management, networks and 
design-driven innovation will be reviewed.

Chapter 3 will present the research structure and 
methodological choices made to answer the rese-
arch question. It will give specific insights into the 
scientific approach, data collection and analytical 
tools used.

This chapter will present Verganti‘s design-driven 
innovation approach, as well as, aspects from 
general network theory.

This chapter will shortly present the case company 
and introduce the interviewees.

We will look at B&O’s network and product 
development process and analyse the design 
process and networks of different external 
designers. The different design processes will be 
compared to each other. 

The aim of this chapter is tol discuss the findings 
of the analysis in the light of existing theories and 
present new insights in design-driven innovation. 

The last chapter will conclude on the research 
study and present further research topics. 

Figure 1.5 - Chapter overview
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2. Literature Review

This chapter provides an overview of some important research studies pre-
viously done within the field of innovation. A short introduction to the main 
theories of innovation including open innovation, networks and design-driven 
innovation will be presented.

2.1 Innovation

Tidd and Bessant (2009:19) define innovation as a “process of turning ideas 
into reality and capturing value from them”. This process consists of four 
steps (search, select, strategic choice, and implementation) that all have to 
be managed well to create successful innovation. The innovation process 
is mainly characterized in innovation literature as a linear process, the most 
common model used is the stage-gate model (Hislop, 2009 and Tidd & Bes-
sant, 2009). However, other researchers (Hislop, 2009 and Berkhout, Hart-
mann & Trott, 2010) point out that the innovation process is more of an inter-
active nature with many iterations between the different stages and between 
“a diverse range of actors from both within the innovating organization, and 
from external actors such as customers, suppliers, consultants, universities 
and public and private sector research institutions” (Hislop, 2009:115).
 
In recent years the focus of innovation studies shifted from closed to open 
innovation. Chesbrough is probably the most important researcher within the 
field of open innovation. 

Closed innovation derived from the underlying philosophy that successful 
innovation only comes from within the firm; idea generation, development, 
production and commercialization had to be controlled by the firm (Ches-
brough, 2003). “For years, the logic of closed innovation was tacitly held to be 
self-evident as the “right way” to bring new ideas to the market and successful 
companies all played by certain implicit rules.” (Chesbrough, 2003:36) Heavy 
investment in companies’ R&D facilities and hiring the brightest mind of the 
industry was a common strategy for most technological companies. 

However, the rise of a knowledge society and the increasing mobility of knowl-
edge workers, made it difficult for companies to control important ideas and 
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expertise (Chesbrough, 2003. Hislop, 2009). Also the increasing availability to 
finance new companies with venture capital caused the paradigm shift from 
closed to open innovation, entrepreneurs were offered new opportunities to 
realize their own ideas and threatened existing companies by radically chang-
ing the market. Since existing companies cannot hire all the brightest minds 
anymore, it is important for them to look for new ideas outside their boundar-
ies (Chesbrough, 2003).

Chesbrough (2003: 37) defines the new paradigm ‘open innovation’ as a pro-
cess where “[…] a company commercializes both its own ideas as well as 
innovations from other firms and seeks ways to bring its in-house ideas to 
market by deploying pathways outside its current businesses.” 

This paradigm shift has caused that in recent years the importance of es-
tablishing innovation networks internally, as well as, externally has increased 
tremendously (Hislop, 2009). Mainly, due to two main factors: first, most inno-
vations affect the entire company and require an effective interorganizational 
knowledge exchange and collaboration across different functions and de-
partments. Second, the complexity of innovation has made it impossible for a 
company to provide all the resources needed internally and hence, demands 
the company to establish networks with external partners (Hislop, 2009).
 

2.2 Knowledge Sharing Networks

Hislop (2009), further, examined the importance of social dynamics within 
an innovation network, “[…] the character of the social relationship between 
people in these [networks] has been found to be a crucial factor influenc-
ing knowledge sharing processes.” (Hislop, 2009:123). He points out that the 
knowledge shared and created within innovation networks is mostly of tac-
it nature and can hence, only be accessed through rich social interactions. 
This means “[…] from a managerial point of view, the way to facilitate such 
processes is to create and sustain a social environment which facilitates the 
development of trust-based social relations.” (Hislop, 2009:124).
 
Further, for managers it is crucial to know the key persons within the network 
to identify people with the required skills fast and to ensure the key person 
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stays in the company (Stamm, 2008). However, not much focus has been on 
informal networks within the management literature, since the importance got 
first acknowledged in the recent years.
 
In knowledge management literature innovation is often seen as the result of 
a knowledge creation and exchange process (Hislop, 2009). However, “while 
knowledge creation is an important aspect of innovation processes, so is the 
ability to search for and identify relevant external knowledge, apply existing 
knowledge to new contexts, understand and absorb unfamiliar external knowl-
edge, and blend and integrate different bodies of knowledge together.” (His-
lop, 2009:113)
 
In general, knowledge distinguishes from data and information in that an inter-
pretation is applied to it and especially tacit knowledge is hard to codify into 
documents that can be shared easily. (Stamm, 2008) The importance of tacit 
knowledge in the innovation process was also recognized by Nonaka (1991) 
who says: “Creating new knowledge is not simply a matter of processing 
objective information. Rather, it depends on tapping the tacit and often highly 
subjective insights, intuitions, and hunches of employees. The means of mak-
ing use of such knowledge are often soft - taking the form of slogans, meta-
phors, and symbols - but they are indispensable for continuous innovation.” 
(Nonaka (1991) in Stamm, 2008:252).
 
In regards to design intensive companies it can be said that tacit knowledge 
plays a crucial role in the innovation process as external designers bring tacit 
knowledge and their own interpretations about the world to the project, which 
are an important asset for developing new innovative products (Stamm, 2008).
“Tacit knowledge has an important cognitive dimension. It consist of mental 
models, beliefs, and perspectives so ingrained that we take them for granted, 
and therefore cannot easily articulate them.” (Nonaka (1991) in Stamm, 2008: 
253) These mental models, values and beliefs are the same that influence the 
meaning creation of products by its users and create the reasons for why cus-
tomers buy products (Verganti, 2009).
 
Even though innovation and knowledge management literature characterize 
tacit knowledge as an important source for innovation, it can also be prob-
lematic since the tacit knowledge of persons “reflects the past we are trying 
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to escape from.” (Stamm, 2008:253) Hence, existing knowledge can hinder 
innovation if people have too many constraints of what is possible and what 
not, or simply misinterpret the market dynamics due to their own values and 
believes. (Stamm, 2008)

2.3 Network Theory 

Since Granovetter’s research about the strength of interpersonal network 
relations in the 1970s the field of social network analysis has become popular 
and widely discussed among researchers. Granovetter’s concept of weak and 
strong tie relations in networks has been the foundation for a great number of 
network research studies. While Granovetter (1973) sees weak ties as bridges 
(connectors) among different networks, and as important actors to acquire 
new knowledge within a network, Burt (1997, 2004) extended that view and ar-
gued that weak ties can not only be bridges between different networks, they 
are also able to see the value of establishing new contacts in order to acquire 
new knowledge. 

However, Granovetter’s, as well as, Burt’s studies mainly focused on the 
aspect of knowledge novelty in networks, but ignored the complexity of the 
knowledge sharing process within and between networks. The complexity of 
knowledge sharing in company networks was investigated by Hansen (1999). 
Hansen’s study about interorganizational knowledge sharing in complex proj-
ects found out that while weak ties may lead to new knowledge, they were 
less suitable for projects with complex knowledge than strong ties. Although 
weak ties are more cost efficient since they do not require an extensive main-
tenance like strong ties, the loose relationship makes sharing of complex tacit 
knowledge difficult.       
 
Not only has research within network theory looked at the relationships 
among different actors and the complexity of sharing knowledge; research 
was also conducted on the different network configurations and their suitabil-
ity to different innovation targets (e.g. product or process innovation). Accord-
ing to Gemünden et.al (1996) it depends on a firm’s innovation target and its 
industry context what kind of external knowledge and network partners are 
needed. They further point out that it depends on a company’s resources, ca-
pabilities, and willingness if the company engages with many or only few ex-
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ternal partners during the innovation process. It is important to acknowledge 
that external resources are not free and demand a huge investment of time to 
build trusted and lasting relationships (Gemünden et. al, 1996).
 
However, Dell’Era and Verganti (2010) says it is important for companies to 
establish relationships with different kinds of external partners (i.e. suppliers, 
customers, designer, research institutes, and other private and public sector 
business) since “a company’s innovation is significantly affected by the diver-
sity of its direct contacts.” (Dell’Era & Verganti, 2010: 126).
 
2.4 Design-driven Innovation

The innovation management literature largely defines only two knowledge 
sources for innovation; knowledge about available technologies and knowl-
edge about customers and their needs. (Tidd & Bessant, 2009) Depending 
on the knowledge source used, the company either pursues a market-pull 
or technology-push strategy. However, Verganti (2010) has identified a third 
knowledge source, which can lead to successful innovation, the design-driven 
approach. In the design-driven approach knowledge about user needs and 
technological opportunities is combined to unfold a new meaning of products 
(Verganti, 2010).
 
Verganti (2010:36) defines design-driven innovation as an approach where the 
“novelty of message and design language are significant and prevalent com-
pared to novelty of functionality and technology.” According to him a company 
needs to radical change the meaning of a product to create a radical new user 
experience.
 
A great part of the innovation management literature puts emphasis on the 
importance of customer co-creation and lead-users during the innovation 
process (Tidd & Bessant, 2009). However, Verganti (2009) argues that user 
involvement can only lead to incremental innovations, since users for example 
are not aware of the technological opportunities that exist and, hence, are not 
able to express what they want until a new product meaning is embraced.
 
An important aspect of Verganti’s research is that the success of an innova-
tion is not depended on one single star designer, but rather on a large net-
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work of different designers and interpreters and the efficient management of 
those. A good example is the Italian company Alessi that built up a network 
of over 200 external designers. Alessi’s success cannot be traced back to 
one single designer, but rather to the company’s capability of managing its 
external network to find the most suitable interpreters when developing new 
products. (Dell’Era & Verganti, 2010) The theory part of this thesis will go more 
into depth with Verganti’s design-driven innovation approach and the role of 
network structures.
 
A previous master thesis by Helle M. Lauritzen (2012) investigated the role of 
design networks in a Danish context, although the study only looked at one 
design Danish design company the findings can be seen as complementary 
to Verganti’s design-driven innovation strategy. Lauritzen (2012) found that it 
is not necessary for a design-driven company to actively engage in a wide 
design discourse with different interpreters to create successful products. Her 
study showed that external designers will make use of their own networks to 
acquire the knowledge they need. A comparison of successful and unsuc-
cessful products revealed that designers of successful product used a wid-
er network than designers of unsuccessful products. A significant outcome 
of her thesis was furthermore the fact that designers mostly used indirect 
knowledge sources during the design process than direct contacts to other 
interpreters. In contrast to Verganti’s network of interpreters she came to the 
conclusion that design-driven companies can also create successful products 
if they include diverse knowledge sources in their network. 

 
Summary of chapter

Within the field of innovation management and the role of networks in innova-
tion many different theories and approaches exist. This chapter shortly intro-
duced some of the main thoughts on innovation networks, the role of knowl-
edge management and design-driven innovation.
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3. Research Design and Methodology

The following chapter will present the research philosophy and methodolog-
ical approach used to answer the research question. The chosen research 
strategy and research design will be discussed and justified throughout this 
chapter. The research structure of this thesis consists of three main parts; the 
research philosophy, research approach and research design. To guide the 
reader, a general overview of the chosen research structure is presented at 
the beginning of the chapter.
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3.2 Research Philosophy

The underlying research philosophy of the study is pragmatism. The prag-
matic approach was found to be the most suitable one as it allows us to work 
with different approaches and to use multiple methods when answering the 
research question.

This is much in line with Saunder, Lewis and Thornhill (2009:109) who argue, 
that “[…] if the research question does not suggest unambiguously that either 
a positivist or interpretivist philosophy is adopted, this confirms the pragma-
tist’s view that it is perfectly possible to work with variations in your epistemol-
ogy, ontology and axiology.”
 
The main research focus is on individuals who are involved in the product 
development process at Bang & Olufsen, hence, the research study will reflect 
on these individuals’ own perspectives on the product development process 
and is, therefore, based on subjective empirical data. Even though the aim of 
this study is to explore and develop new knowledge which can support the 
development of a new theory we believe it is inappropriate to adopt a purely 
positivist approach. The pragmatist’s view allows us to combine both per-
spectives positivism and interpretivism.
 
We believe that human beings process information differently, present differ-
ent worldviews and that every person is influenced and formed by unique life 
experiences and situations, be it in personal or professional circumstances, 
which will lead to different views of the same situation. Another important fac-
tor for applying partly the interpretivists’ view is more concerned with the fact 
that the case company under research is constantly influenced by internal and 
external factors and changes all the time, hence, the research study is pointed 
at one unique business situation at a specific time (Saunder, Lewis & Thornhill, 
2009).
 
The positivistic character in this study is rooted in the fact that the researched 
phenomenon, the network’s influence on product design, is partly “an observ-
able social reality and the end product of such research can be law-like gen-
eralisations” (Remenyi et al.,1998:32 in Saunder, Lewis & Thornhill, 2009:113).
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Ontology and epistemology

This section will shortly discuss the different perspectives of the world and 
reality, and which perspective this master thesis is based on.
Ontology deals with the nature and conception of reality, whereas epistemolo-
gy deals with the questions “what is knowledge and what are the sources and 
limits of knowledge?” (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008).

In ontological terms we try to take an objective perspective on the research 
data, in order to be able to avoid being biased in the construction of new 
knowledge. However, due to the fact that the design process at B&O is cre-
ated through the social interactions between B&O, external designers, and 
co-operation partners. We are aware that primary data collected in interviews 
is subjective, hence, based on the individuals’ point of view and their role in 
the design process. 

Furthermore, we are aware of that our own values might affect the research 
results and agree with the interpretivist’s perspective of axiology, which 
claims that all research is value bound and the researchers cannot be com-
pletely objective (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2009).

In regards to epistemology, we believe that both observable phenomena and 
socially constructed knowledge is acceptable knowledge. The insights gained 
in interviews about the design process of a product are highly subjective and 
differ for each designer. However, the success and the level of innovativeness 
of a product is an observable phenomenon, which can be measured and ob-
served based on sales numbers or the achievement of prestigious awards.
This view, further, supports the analysis of the network structure, since we 
assume that a design network consists of two dimensions; one is observable 
in regards to the partners who are actively involved in the product design pro-
cess and the other one is unobservable and contains impersonal knowledge 
sources.
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3.3 Research Approach

The second part will shortly explain the research approach of this study.
Since this study relies to a great extend on primary data collected in 
semi-structured interviews, we think simply testing an existing theory could 
have misguided us and interesting aspects detected on the way might have 
been ignored or overlooked. Therefore, we have decided to use an abductive 
research approach.

“Abduction is a type of inference that operates ‘bottom up’: individual facts 
are collected and connected together in order to develop hypotheses […] the 
process of associating data with ideas is abduction [and] existing theory can 
be used as a tool to develop such ideas.” (Richardson & Kramer, 2006: 500).
 
We see the abductive approach much in line with pragmatist’s research phi-
losophy and the method of grounded theory. Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008) 
describe abduction as “the process of moving from the everyday descriptions 
and meanings given by people, to categories and concepts that create the 
basis of an understanding or an explanation to the phenomenon described.” 
(Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008:20). This fits very well with the research strategy 
of this study, since the collected data was analyzed, categorized and used for 
concept creation during the research process. 

Grounded Theory

A modified version of grounded theory will be used, the original idea devel-
oped by Strauss and Corbin (1988) states that the researchers do not read 
about the topic before it is investigated to avoid preconception. However, we 
have conducted a literature review to gain insight and inspiration in the field 
of study at the beginning of the research process. This step is also supported 
by Suddaby who argues that “grounded theory is not an excuse to ignore the 
literature, or defer reading existing theory until the data is collected and anal-
ysed.” (Suddaby, 2006 in Saunder, Lewis & Thornhill, 2009:149).
 
The main elements of grounded theory will still be used with the aim to create 
new knowledge through the constant revision of data collection and analysis. 
An advantage of grounded theory is that it allows us to use a wide range of 
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qualitative data, such as B&O’s annual reports, press releases, interviews, 
literature research, and other secondary data, as long as, the data is relevant 
to study (Goulding, 2002). 
 
This study is a cross-sectional one, it will only look at the product develop-
ment process of products that are currently part of B&O’s product portfolio. 
Therefore, it is important to mention that the knowledge that derives from 
using grounded theory is temporarily constrained and may become out-dated 
or in need of further research (Goulding, 2002).
 
Last but not least, we are well aware of the cautions named by Suddaby 
(2006) that “the seamless craft of a well-executed grounded theory study, 
however, is the product of considerable experience, hard work, creativity 
and occasionally, a healthy dose of good luck” (Suddaby, 2006:640 in Lewis, 
Saunders & Thornhill, 2009:149).
 
3.4. Research Design and Strategy
 
The following section will presents the chosen research design and strategy.
The overall research design of this study is exploratory. The exploratory na-
ture of this study results in the fact that only very little research has been 
done about the network’s role in design-driven innovation, and only one pre-
vious study (Lauritzen, 2012) investigated the research topic in a Scandinavian 
context.
 
To create a deep understanding and explore new knowledge within the field of 
interest, a case study will be conducted.

A case study is “a strategy for doing research which involves an empirical in-
vestigation of a particular contemporary phenomenon within its real life con-
text using multiple sources of evidence.” (Robson 2002:178 in Saunder, Lewis 
& Thornill, 2009:145) Our sources have a broad span and involve interviews 
with different stakeholders, articles, books and webpages.

The case company for this study is the Danish company Bang & Olufsen, a 
producer of high-end luxury consumer electronics. We decided to study B&O, 
since the company got famous for its design-driven product development pro-
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cess. Furthermore, the company never employed in-house designers, which 
made the company dependent on external relationships during the product 
development process and an interesting object of research about external 
network structures. The company was, further, seen as ideal for an in-depth 
study, due to its small size.

To investigate what role the external network plays in product development of 
design-driven companies, we decided to use extreme case sampling. Ac-
cording to Patton (1990) extreme case sampling is especially useful to collect 
insights and learn from unusual situations “Unusual or special cases may be 
particularly troublesome or especially enlightening, such as outstanding suc-
cess or notable failures.” (Patton, 1990:169) 

This study looked at seven products of B&O’s current product portfolio, which 
were divided into two groups. One group contained successful products, 
which were pointed out as bestsellers in B&O’s annual reports and award-
ed with prestigious design awards, whereas, the second group contained 
products, which neither were mentioned as best-sellers nor received design 
awards. The performance of the products in the second group remained un-
known to us, these products are assumed to perform on average (they may 
break even, create a little profit or even a loss). Therefore, the second group 
serves as a reference group in order to find out what role the network plays 
in the development of exceptionally well performing products compared to 
products that are performing on average or below. This is based on our belief 
that a company’s goal in the product development is to produce innovative 
products that perform well on the market.
 
3.4.1 Data Collection

Multiple methods were used to collect qualitative data, such as in-depth inter-
views, literature research, company reports, newspaper articles and academic 
research papers. The use of a multi-method approach allowed us to triangu-
late the collected data. Triangulation not only helps to validate the received in-
formation, but it is also a useful method to obtain a more holistic understand-
ing of the studied phenomenon (Ghauri in Marschan-Piekkari & Welch, 2004).

The main data sources were a combination of primary and secondary data. 
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Primary data was collected through interviews, which were arranged by snow-
ball sampling, networking and direct requests. In case no primary data could 
be collected, secondary data was used to formulate qualified assumptions.

Eight interviews were conducted, three with employees of B&O and five with 
external designers, who have designed products for B&O. The interviews were 
semi-structured and only the employees of B&O were told the exact purpose 
of the research study. This decision was made to obtain the most valid in-
formation from the company and an internal perspective on the company’s 
network relationships. The designers were only told the research was about 
the product design process of B&O. They were not told to which of the two 
groups their product belonged to. This was done to ensure the designers 
would express their design process of the product as realistic as possible 
without preconceptions and without trying to defend their work process.

Semi-structured interviews supported the exploratory nature of this study. 
Broad questions were used as a starting point to guide the conversation, 
when needed additional questions were added or existing ones revised. The 
use of semi-structured interviews allowed us to be flexible and to adapt to the 
conversation as it evolved (Lewis, Saunder & Thornhill, 2009).

Furthermore, all interviews were held in the interviewees’ native language, 
Danish, to minimize the risk of being lost in translation, to reduced the chance 
of misunderstandings and to make sure that the interviewees had the best 
possibilities to express themselves clearly.
 
Five of the interviews were conducted on the telephone, either due to time 
constraints or a large geographical distance. The remaining three interviews 
were conducted face-to-face at the designers’ design studios.

3.4.2 Field Notes, Diagrams and Visualizations

“The externalization of research data allows for a progressive escape from the 
mess of content that has been gathered.” (Kolko, 2010:19) 
During the research process we constantly created field notes and tried to 
visualize our collected data in diagrams and figures (e.g. network structures), 
which helped us to analyse the data and to detect emerging categories and 
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concepts along the way. 

This way of working is important in the grounded theory method, Corbin and 
Strauss (2008) argue that visualizing the collected data in form of diagrams 
will help the researcher to think beyond the level of pure facts. However, it 
is important that the field notes are of high quality, since the better the field 
notes are, the easier it is to construct memos and a visual overviews.

Since we were both present at all interviews, it was possible for one to write 
down the most important facts during the interview, while the other one asked 
the interview questions. After all interviews we shared our thoughts and notes 
to cover all perspectives from the interviews. The field notes we developed 
during the interviews were combined with the findings in secondary sources, 
such as articles, to get a more holistic perspective. Further, we compared the 
field notes to each other and constantly revised the identified categories and 
concepts. We tried to visualize the collected insights on paper, as well as, on 
a whiteboard to get a better overview of the data set. Kolko (2010) describes 
this process as one of the basic tools in creating meaning out of data.

“By taking the data out of the cognitive realm (the head), removing it from the 
digital realm (the computer), and making it tangible in the physical realm in 
one cohesive visual structure (the wall), the [researcher] is freed of the natural 
memory limitations of the brain and the artificial organizational limitations of 
technology […] the entire set of data can be seen at one time.” (Kolko, 2010: 
19) 

The visualizations not only help to get an overview they also help to detect re-
lations and links among different data, links that might otherwise be overseen 
by the researcher. To give a better idea some of our field notes and visualiza-
tions are presented as part of the appendix. 

During the research process we did not conduct observations about the prod-
uct development process. This was due to the fact that B&O usually keeps 
on-going projects secret. However, when interviews were conducted at the 
designer’s work place the surroundings of the design studios were noticed as 
they gave a good insight into how inspirational their workplaces were.
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3.5 Validity, Reliability and Reflexivity of Research

We tried to be as objective as possible when collecting and analysing the 
data. The validity of the collected data is increased by the use of the trian-
gulation method, where different independent data sources and collection 
methods are used to ensure that the data is telling the truth. Furthermore, to 
increase the validity of the research outcome, we will conduct a cross-case 
analysis. This is done in order to minimize “the danger that investigators reach 
premature and even false conclusions as a result of […] information process-
ing biases.” (Eisenhardt,1989:540). Therefore, we define general dimensions to 
which all selected cases are analysed, to find similarities and dissimilarities. 
The dimensions used in the network analysis are: the direct contacts involved 
in the product design process and the impersonal knowledge sources used in 
the design process.
 
The data sources are seen as reliable; all the interviewees within B&O hold job 
positions that were or are connected to the product development process. 
Since all of them are placed in different departments it is possible for us to 
compare the different statements, to get a holistic view on the company’s 
network structure. The primary data collected in interviews with designers is 
assumed to be reliable, since they are describing their own work and design 
processes.

Furthermore, secondary data is used to compare the findings in the prima-
ry data collection to increase the validity and reliability. The selection of the 
cases, especially, the successful products can be said to be based on reliable 
data, since the outstanding success was mentioned in B&O’s annual reports.
 
Critical reflections of the findings in this study are undertaken constantly 
during the research process. Reflexivity is an important tool in the creation 
of new knowledge, it “means the careful reconsideration of knowledge: how 
it is produced, described, and justified.” (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008:6) Our 
work process of this study can be described as an iterative one, where we 
collect data, analyze it, and discuss it with known literature and continue with 
the data collection. The final findings in the analysis will be, further, discussed 
and held up against with existing theories.
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Theoretical Reflections

Considering the abductive research approach and grounded theory methods, 
we will not use a theoretical framework to guide the analysis phase. The liter-
ature and theories presented throughout the study will be used to discuss our 
empirical findings. Since not much research has been done about the network 
of design-driven companies we will use Verganti’s research as basis for com-
parison. Further, we will use existing network theories to discuss and validate 
our findings, and touch upon further research topics.

Summary of chapter

During this chapter we explained and discussed the scientific approach of 
our study; the research philosophy, the method of data collection, and analy-
sis, as well as, the reliability and validity of our data. Pragmatism as research 
philosophy was found to be the most suitable one as it allows us to work with 
different approaches and to use multi methods when answering the research 
question. The study is based on qualitative data collected in semi-structured 
interviews combined with secondary data. To analyse the data methods from 
grounded theory and case study research were used, the findings of the anal-
ysis will be discussed in the light of existing theories, which will be presented 
in the next chapter.  
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4. Theory

This chapter will explain the design-driven innovation approach, developed 
by Verganti, and introduce different aspects of network theories that are seen 
as good complements to the design-driven innovation approach. The de-
sign-driven innovation approach, as well as, the network theories will be used 
to deductively discuss the findings of the analysis.

4.1 Design-Driven Innovation 

The design-driven innovation approach is the result of different research stud-
ies about design-driven companies, conducted by Roberto Verganti. The aim 
of Verganti’s research was to explore what role external partners plays in the 
development of radical innovative products in design-driven companies.
 
Design in product development can play many different roles; it may be used 
as a marketing tool to convey certain brand values in a product, to solve func-
tional problems or solely to give the product a nice look, there are numerous 
possibilities. However, Verganti’s research about design-driven companies 
revealed that these companies use design to develop radically new products 
by changing the meanings and symbolic values of these products.

The design-driven innovation approach by Verganti provides a framework of 
how companies can make use of design to achieve radical innovation by em-
bracing new meanings. While radical innovation was usually seen as the result 
of the development of breakthrough technologies that were pushed on the 
market. Radical innovation can also come from the creation of new meanings, 
which create substantial value to the end-users. (Verganti, 2009) This is based 
on the believe that  “people do not buy products but meanings.” (Verganti, 
2009: 26) and most of the time people use a product because they attach an 
emotional or symbolic value to it and not simply because it looks beautiful. 
Therefore, he suggests, that meanings should be a matter of companies’ R&D 
activities, just like technology (Verganti, 2009).

In Verganti’s design-driven innovation approach radical innovation happens at 
the interplay between technology push and market pull which can lead to the 
creation of a new meaning. 
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“When a novel technology emerges, short-sighted companies simply substi-
tute it for an old one, leaving existing meanings untouched. But a new tech-
nology often hides a more powerful meaning. Eventually a company discovers 
and reveals that quiescent meaning—celebrating what I call a technology 
epiphany—and in so doing becomes the market leader“ (Verganti, 2009: 204). 
The Apple iPod is a good example for that, although, Apple did not invent the 
mp3 player it was able to turn the iPod into a radical innovation by combin-
ing the mp3 player with a user-friendly online platform (iTunes), and by that 
changing the meaning of how people listen to music radically. 
 
This also shows that design-driven companies do not have to develop the 
new technology themselves. Rather than introducing new to the world tech-
nologies on the market, design-driven companies are able to transfer existing 
technologies across industries and by that changing the meaning of them 
radically (Verganti, 2009).
 
At the heart of the design-driven innovation approach is the design discourse, 
which can be understood as a research process. The design-discourse is a 
network activity with the aim to detect valuable knowledge that can be inter-
preted and used to create a new meaning. Verganti argues that a company is 
not alone in the search for new meaning, companies are surrounded by inter-
preters, external collaboration partners, who study the same customer group 
but from a different perspective (Verganti, 2009). 

Figure 4.1.a - Radical inno-
vation through technology 
epiphanies (Verganti, 2009)
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Companies that want to successfully innovate and create new meanings of 
products should look for and listen to key interpreters. As illustrated in the 
figure below, interpreters ideally come from two different groups; they may be 
important influencers in the cultural production or support the development of 
new technologies.

Furthermore, those key interpreters do not only conduct research on how 
people live and create meaning, they have at the same time a seductive pow-
er and influence how people create meaning, through their own products and 
services, technologies, designs, or artworks. (Verganti, 2009)
 
What makes design-driven companies successful is not just their access to 
knowledge across the industry, but also the ability to interpret and transfer 
that knowledge into visions that can lead to the creation of new meanings 
(Verganti, 2009).
 

Figure 4.1.b - Network of interpreters (Verganti, 2009)
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If a company has found a new meaning of a product, it cannot simply launch 
the product and wait for the user to embrace that meaning. Radical de-
sign-driven innovation creates products that are new to the world, their 
meanings have to be communicated before they are launched on the market. 
However, Verganti (2009) argues that traditional marketing communication will 
not be enough, as they provide too little room for explanation and are mostly 
based on current market trends.
 
Instead, design-driven companies use cultural prototypes, and use the se-
ductive power of their interpreters to communicate and facilitate a discussion 
about the new meanings. Books, journal articles, exhibitions, product con-
cepts, showrooms, websites, as well as, design competitions are all examples 
of cultural prototypes.  “A cultural prototype is a medium that embeds the 
results of a manufacturer’s research. It codifies and diffuses the company’s 
new interpretation and vision” (Verganti, 2009:338).  
 
Design-driven innovation is much in line with the open innovation approach, 
and Verganti (2009) agrees with the fact that it is impossible for companies to 
possess all skills and knowledge needed to be innovative and, hence, com-
panies have to open up and look for network partners outside the company’s 
existing boundaries. Since knowledge about socio-cultural dynamics (e.g. 
product meanings) is tacit and cannot be codified into books and articles, it 
is important for companies to identify and co-operate with the right external 
partners in order to access that knowledge (Dell’Era & Verganti, 2010).
 
However, the design-driven innovation approach requires companies’ to take 
a long-term perspective, since the development of a successful design dis-
course can take years. This might be in conflict with companies’ existing 
innovation strategies, and the demand to shorten the product development 
time due to fast changing market conditions. Furthermore, the radical innova-
tion of product meanings demand a lot of experimentation and uncertainty, it 
is important for companies to establish networks that are flexible enough and 
willing to experiment (Verganti, 2010).
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Critical reflection of Verganti’s design-driven innovation approach 

The design-driven innovation approach presented by Verganti seems like a 
reasonable but complex process; however, effective network management 
requires a lot of resources from a company, financially and time wise. The 
research by Verganti is mainly based on large Italian and international com-
panies that can afford to engage with many external partners and take on 
the risk of experimenting with different visions over a long time. How suitable 
the design-driven innovation approach is for smaller companies, like B&O, 
remains an open question. Further, many of the investigated companies were 
Italian furniture manufacturers; hence, the design-driven innovation approach 
by Verganti might be culturally bound and not universally applicable.
 
Therefore, it is important to mention that Verganti’s design-driven innovation 
is not a theory in itself, it is rather an approach to describe one way of how 
companies can use the power of design to achieve radical innovation. Fur-
thermore, the research field about design-driven innovation is still young and 
evolving, and further research will be needed to see if Verganti’s design-driven 
innovation approach can be used as long-term strategy for successful innova-
tion.
 
Verganti mentions many examples of successful companies that were able 
to become market leaders by creating a new meaning, however, it remains 
uncertain if their success was really based on the design-driven innovation 
process or simply luck.  A short follow up research about case companies 
mentioned in Verganti’s research, indicated that some of these companies 
actually struggle to come up with further radical innovations. One example is 
Nintendo’s Wii, which was seen as the result of a successful design discourse 
by Verganti. However, if Nintendo was so successful with its design discourse, 
how could it overlook the emerging trend of smartphone games, which be-
came a major threat to Nintendo only few years later? (Curtis, 2014). 

Even the popular example of Apple does not provide a sufficient answer, Ap-
ple may have radically changed the meaning of how people use music in their 
life by introducing the iPod, but the iPhones and iPads in all their different 
versions can be seen as being just incremental innovations of the iPod, with 
adding more and more functions.
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Last but not least, Verganti emphasizes the importance of the network of 
interpreters in the design-driven innovation process, however, he does not 
touch upon the actual network structure and relationships between different 
interpreters and the company. Therefore, it is unclear what influence the net-
work structure of a design-driven company actually has on the design dis-
course. To further explore the network of interpreters and its role in the design 
process, the next section will present different aspects of network theory.

4.2 General Network Theory

The following section will shortly describe different aspects of general net-
work theory, as well as, the findings of a study about the efficiency of sharing 
knowledge between strong and weak ties, that are seen as good complemen-
tors to Verganti’s approach.

Strong and weak tie relations

A research study about the strength of interpersonal network relations con-
ducted by Granovetter (1973) revealed that the efficiency of a network is influ-
enced to a great extend by strength of the different connections within it.
 
Granovetter argues that all networks consists of strong and weak ties, the 
strength of a tie is determined by “a combination of the amount of time, the 
emotional intensity, the intimacy, and the reciprocal services which charac-
terize the tie.” (Granovetter, 1973: 1361). He found out that the strength of the 
tie influences the knowledge flow within the network; according to his study 
weak ties are better in acquiring new knowledge than strong ties.

According to him, networks that consist mainly of strong ties are not very 
efficient in accessing a lot of new knowledge, since the different actors within 
the network know each other too well and chances are high that all partners 
are connected to each other. Strong ties become unable or even unwilling to 
establish weak tie connections outside their network, because they are too 
concentrated on the activities within their network and may not even see the 
necessity to establish new contacts (Granovetter, 1973). 
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Weak tie connections, however, are able to connect with many different ac-
tors as they seek heterogeneous connections rather than homogeneous ones, 
and since they do not concentrate on only a few strong connections, they are 
much more efficient in establishing new connections and gaining new knowl-
edge. Granovetter’s explanation for this phenomenon lies in what he calls 
“structural bridges”. Weak ties are able build structural bridges to other net-
works.  A structural bridge is “a line in a network which provides the only path 
between two points” (Granovetter, 1973:1370). 
 
As shown in the illustration by Granovetter (1973) the weak tie between A and 
B is a structural bridge. This is because A and B both have their own local 

networks consisting of strong and weak ties, and it is only possible for B to 
reach someone in A’s network through a structural bridge between A and B’s 
network.
 
According to Granovetter weak ties are much more flexible and have better 
opportunities to move between different networks and by that can support 
social cohesion. “When a man changes jobs, he is not only moving from one 

Figure 4.2 - Weak and strong tie networks 
(Granovetter, 1973)
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network of ties to another, but also establishing a link between these. Such a 
link is often of the same kind which facilitated his own movement.” (Granovet-
ter, 1973: 1373) Hence, the man becomes a structural bridge, which can en-
able a knowledge exchange between the two networks.
 
This is similar to Veganti’s network of interpreters in design-driven companies, 
the interpreters (i.e. designers) create structural bridges for example when 
working with different companies and transferring knowledge and insights 
from one industry to another.
 
Much in line with Granovetter’s study about the tie strength is the research 
conducted by Burt (1997 & 2004) about network structures and structural 
holes. Burt argues, that the more contacts one has in its network, the more 
valuable knowledge can be accessed. However, it is important to expand and 
diversify one’s network, otherwise, the contacts become too redundant and 
will lead to same knowledge sources, since contacts overlap each other.
 
This is the same phenomenon as having too many strong ties, as described 
by Granovetter. While Granovetter saw weak ties as structural bridges, Burt 
extends that view with structural holes. “A structural hole is a relationship of 
non redundancy between two contacts […] As a result of the hole between 
them, the two contacts provide network benefits that are in some degree ad-
ditive rather than overlapping” (Burt, 2004:65).  

Structural holes

One of the most important findings in Burt’s study is that people who are 
near structural holes in their network are more likely to have good ideas, than 
people who are far away from structural holes. The reason for that is that 
people who are close to structural holes can access knowledge from different 
networks quicker by bridging the hole between the networks. In regards to the 
network illustration shown before, the weak tie between A and B is bridging a 
structural hole between A and B. According to Burt, A has a greater chance 
to have a good idea, than D, because A can much faster access knowledge or 
emerging trends in B’s network than D can.
However, one important requirement is that A notices the existence of the 
structural hole and sees the value it can create by bridging it. In an earlier 
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study, Burt argued that companies often fail to bridge structural holes, as they 
have a too narrow focus on their own activities, which means that they have 
no time or capabilities to look outside their network. (Burt, 1997) In regards to 
open innovation, this means that companies that want to access new knowl-
edge to come up with innovative ideas and new visions should establish a 
network of mainly weak ties. Further, they should be aware of the value weak 
ties can create when they bridge structural holes and make knowledge flows 
across different networks possible. Focusing only on a few strong ties, can 
hinder the company to see the necessity to expand the network and estab-
lish new connections, hence, new knowledge and emerging trends might be 
overlooked or ignored, which can create a substantial disadvantage for the 
company (Burt, 2004).

Knowledge flow within networks

While general network theory mainly deals with what kind of knowledge (re-
dundant or non-redundant) can be accessed through strong and weak ties, 
Hansen (1999) looked at the efficiency of transferring knowledge between 
weak and strong ties in interdivisional relationships in a product development 
project. The main findings of his study are that weak ties not always will lead 
to innovative products. In fact he found that weak and strong ties have both 
their advantages and disadvantages in the search for and sharing of knowl-
edge in new product development. He found that the “net effect on project 
completion time of having either weak or strong ties is contingent on the com-
plexity of the knowledge to be transferred.” (Hansen, 1999: 105) The transfer 
of complex knowledge requires a closer relationship between the different 
actors since all partners need a common understanding of the problem to be 
solved. In his study the level of codification defines the complexity of knowl-
edge, “knowledge with a low level of codification corresponds closely to the 
concept of tacit knowledge” (Hansen, 1999:87). 

Further, the complexity was also defined on the dependency of knowledge. 
This means knowledge that is independent is less complex than knowledge 
that is part of a larger system. In the context of product development this 
means if one actor has knowledge about a product component, whose func-
tion depends on other product components, the knowledge can only be trans-
ferred efficiently if both actors have knowledge about the larger system (how 
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the different components will influence each other’s functions). Therefore, 
Hansen (1999) argues strong ties are better for projects that require complex 
knowledge, since both parts already have a common understanding of the 
problem and less time is required to transfer the knowledge, which leads to 
short project completion time. 

However, if independent and less complex knowledge is needed weak ties 
are better since they provide a higher net effect. Furthermore, Hansen (1999) 
found that weak ties not only lead to non-redundant knowledge, they are also 
less costly to maintain since the company has to spend less resources on 
searching for new knowledge itself and can spend more resources, time, and 
energy on the actual project and thereby shorten the product development 
time.
 
Although Hansen’s findings are only based on a study about one company, 
we think his arguments offer an interesting perspective on network relations 
in new product development, especially, when investigating the development 
of technical products (like televisions or sound systems) that often require an 
exchange of complex knowledge.

Summary of chapter

This chapter described the main theoretical aspects that will be used to de-
ductively discuss the findings of this study. Verganti’s design-driven innova-
tion approach has an interesting perspective on the innovation process of 
leading design-driven companies.  However, his study does not touch upon 
the network relations between different interpreters. The aspects of network 
theory described in this section can, therefore, be relevant complements to 
further explore the role of design networks and the relationships between de-
sign-driven companies and their external network partners.
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5. Empirical Presentation

This chapter will shortly introduce the case company Bang & Olufsen, we will 
give a general overview of B&O’s development and the current situation. This 
chapter will also present a short background information of all interviewees.  

5.1 Bang & Olufsen

“Bang & Olufsen manufactures a highly distinctive and exclusive range of tele-
visions, music systems, loudspeakers, telephones, and multimedia products 
that combine technological excellence with emotional appeal.” (bang-olufsen.
com, 2014)
 
Peter Bang and Svend Olufsen founded the company in 1925 in the small 
village Struer in the north-western part of Jutland, Denmark. The company’s 
headquarter is still in Struer, however, some of the production plants have 
been moved abroad and the company’s marketing and product development 
(the creative centre) was partly moved the greater Copenhagen area. In the 
financial year 2012/2013 the company had a revenue of DKK 2,813.9 million 
and employed 2,036 people. B&O’s products are currently sold in more than 
70 countries; the business-to-consumer segment consists of two brands, the 
tradition A/V brand and the new B&O Play brand.
 
While the company first only focused on the Danish market, it changed its 
strategy during the 1950s to become competitive on the European market. 
The company decided to focus on the high-end consumer market and adopt-
ed the slogan “B&O – for those who discuss taste and quality before price”. 
(Grant, 2007)
 
The company established strong collaborations with external designers like 
Jacob Jensen and David Lewis, and got not only famous for its design prod-
ucts, but also for the design-driven development process. External designers 
were involved in the development process from the very beginning and given 
a veto right on all decisions made during the product development. The com-
pany was able to transform very technical looking hi-fi products into pieces of 
furniture and by that changed the meaning of them radically. (Verganti, 2009) 
Since then, many of B&O’s products have become design icons shown at the 
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Museum of Modern Art and received many design awards. Further, many of 
the former products had a product lifetime of up to twenty years.
 
For a long time the company’s product development was divided in two inde-
pendent units, the Idealand and Ideafactory. The Idealand primarily worked on 
new product ideas and concepts together with external designers, while the 
Ideafactory explored new technologies. Furthermore, the company divided the 
product development into two sections, the audio group and the video group; 
both had their own idea groups. 

In ‘What now meetings’ the company met every week with its external design-
er to create new product concepts. “What now meetings” consisted of the 
project leader Jens Bang, the designer Jacob Jensen, the marketing manager 
Keld Harder and the product manager Bent Møller Pedersen. The meetings 
were held weekly, in an informal setting the participants talked about and 
discussed different ideas and the current market developments to create new 
product concepts. Usually, the designer brought different prototypes of prod-
ucts along, which were discussed during the meetings. (Jensen, 2014)
 
In the recent years the company experienced more and more problems on the 
European market caused by a fast changing market environment. Stagnating 
sales are not only caused by the recent financial crisis, but also by changing 
consumer habits. Not at least the fast technological developments in the hi-fi 
industry demand shorter product development times. Once the company was 
one out of many northern European hi-fi manufacturers. Today it is almost the 
only one that survived the heavy competition from Asian multinationals com-
pany, especially in the TV business. One of B&O’s competitors Loewe, the last 
German manufacturer of high-end televisions declared bankruptcy in 2013 
(Rossau,2013)        
 
To become more competitive and gain new market growth B&O’s CEO Tue 
Mantoni introduced in 2011 the “Leaner. Faster. Stronger” strategy. The aim is 
to restructure parts of the business to become more flexible and to act better 
on the fast paced market environment. As part of the strategy the company 
introduced its new B&O Play brand, and restructured its distribution channels. 
Products of the traditional brand are only sold through exclusive B&O stores, 
whereas the Play brand is also distributed through third party retailers, like the 
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Apple stores (B&O Annual report, 2012/2013).  
 
Furthermore, the strategy aims to shorten the development time of new prod-
ucts, therefore, the units Idealand and Ideafactory have been merged into one 
unit the “Creative Centre” that handles the new product development, market-
ing, and communication (Funch, 2014). 

“In Idealand we trusted very much one designer and his visions. In principle 
we still have the same system today, but we have adapted some methods and 
structures, to speed up the process. So now every project has a creative lead, 
a project leader with technical know-how, a businessman that can define and 
measure the value of a new product and a project coordinator. So the busi-
ness aspect is now involved a lot earlier in the process than before. Each per-
son has a predefined area of responsibility and handles the contact to other 
departments and experts”  (Funch, 2014).
 
Although, B&O still relies on external designers the company tries to control 
the design process more. “In the Creative Centre some of the employees also 
work with consumer insights. We also involve more designers, than we did in 
the past, to avoid the trap of only relying on one designer. To secure a coher-
ent design language Johannes Torpe, Chief of Design, was hired. He has in 
cooperation with the Creative Centre, worked on this task” (Funch, 2014). Part 
of the strategy is also to focus more on the company’s core competencies 
within audio, acoustic and material technology and establish more relation-
ships to external partners who can provide the know-how and technology 
needed in the development of video and television products. 
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5.2 Presentation of Interviewees

Eight interviews have been conducted with people who are involved in the 
product development process at B&O. The interviewees will be introduced in 
this section; interviewees were B&O employees and external designers. The 
output from the interviews was used to analyse B&O’s overall network struc-
ture, the different design processes, and to what extend designers used their 
local network. 
 
Knud Funch (Concept Developer at B&O)

Knud Funch is a concept developer for the interface of remote controls at 
B&O’s Creative Centre. He has worked for B&O for many years and has had 
different titles like Head of Multimedia and Technology Chief. He was the first 
contact person at B&O and the aim of the interview was to get a general un-
derstanding of the company’s work processes, the Creative Centre, and the 
recent strategic changes of the company. Knud Funch was reached through 
our personal network.
 
Søren Bech (Senior Technology Specialist & Head of Research at B&O, 

Professor in Audio Perception at the University of Aalborg)

Søren Bech is partly employed by B&O four days a week and one day at the 
University of Aalborg. He is responsible for B&O’s research and development 
strategy, which mainly focuses on new technologies. He has worked for B&O 
since 1992 and holds an engineering degree and a Ph.D. The interview with 
him gave us insights into the overall R&D strategy for new technologies within 
B&O and how external knowledge is acquired. 
 
Jørgen Daucke (Concept manager at B&O)

Two months before the interview took place, Jørgen Daucke got a new job po-
sition at B&O, however, the interview focused on his former job as a concept 
manager. He started at B&O in 2001 and has an engineering degree and an 
Executive MBA.
As concept manager he was responsible for creating the design brief, finding 
the best designers and design proposals, and managing the collaboration 
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between the development team and external designers. The interview provid-
ed us with insights into the selection process of designers and collaboration 
partners and the product development process.
 
Timothy Jacob Jensen (Owner and CEO of Jacob Jensen Design)

Jacob Jensen was for many years the external chief designer for B&O. It was 
Jacob Jensen who made the company become one of the most successful 
design-driven companies. Jacob Jensen Design is now run by Jacob Jensen’s 
son, Timothy, who gave us insights into the history of B&O, the process of de-
signing products and how B&O developed over the years. Timothy was an ap-
prentice in his fathers studio and is educated as an industrial designer since 
1981. Jacob Jensen Design studio has made more than 100 products for B&O 
and more than 1500 models have been created in this process individually or 
between father and son (Beoworld, 2014).
 
Øivind Alexander Slaatto (External Designer, Slaatto Design Studio)

Øivind is a relatively new star in the design world; he was the designer behind 
one of the best selling products at B&O, the Beoplay A9. He finished his de-
gree as an industrial designer in 2007.
This interview provided us with insights into the selection phase of B&O for 
new designers, the cooperation between B&O and the designer, and the de-
signer’s work processes and network activities.
 
Anders Hermansen (External Designer, Hermansen Projects)

Anders has worked as an external designer for B&O for 27 years. According 
to himself the basement at B&O’s headquarter is filled with his models and 
design proposals. For the time being his involvement at B&O is off and he 
focuses on other projects. He started working with B&O in 1986, not long after 
he finished his education as an industrial designer.
The interview focused on his design process in general and his previous work 
for B&O. Anders suggested the interview with Jacob Wagner.
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Jakob Wagner (External Designer, Jakob Wagner Design Studio)

The designer has worked for B&O three times. He holds two bachelor degrees 
in design and has received numerous awards; six iF Design awards and three 
Red Dots awards. 
We shortly interviewed him to gain insight into the design process and collab-
oration with B&O.
 
Torsten Valeur (External Designer, Lead designer at David Lewis Design-

ers)

David Lewis was a very appreciated and popular designer at B&O, he had also 
been working with Jacob Jensen in the past. He created many popular prod-
ucts for B&O, among the most famous the CD-player Beosound 9000.
Torsten started to work for B&O when he was a student at David Lewis’ de-
sign studio in 1995. He holds a degree as an industrial designer and is now 
the owner of the David Lewis Studio. Torsten Valeur has been involved in the 
design process of most of the products of B&O’s current product portfolio. 
In the interview he described the design process and explained how some of 
B&O’s recent strategic changes also affected the design process and the col-
laboration with external designers and B&O. Torsten Valeur is also responsible 
for the re-designs of a lot of B&O’s classical products.
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6. Analysis

The following chapter will present the analysis of B&O’s product development 
process, the company’s network, and investigate the role external partners 
play during the product development phase. The design process of different 
external designers who designed products for B&O will be analyzed and com-
pared to each other in order to detect similarities and differences.

6.1 B&O’s Product Development Process 

To give a more holistic understanding of how products are developed at B&O, 
the following section will shortly present the main steps of the product devel-
opment process.
 
At the start of B&O’s product development process is the concept team, 
which is responsible for dafting the first ideas for a new product. The concept 
team also creates the design brief, which is either sent to one preselected 
designer or a couple of designers who are invited to a closed competition. 
The design briefs are usually very open, they include the product category 
and basic technical and functional requirements of the product. The designers 
present different proposals to B&O of, which the best one is chosen by the 
concept team. (Daucke, 2014)

B&O

Designer 1

Designer 2

Designer 3

Concept 1

Concept 2

Concept 3

Sends a
design brief

B&O

Decides for 
best concept 

Concept 1

Concept 2

Concept 3

Concept 1

Concept 2

Concept 3

Figure 6.1. a - The selcetion process: Finding the best design concept by 
sending a design brief to different external designers.
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 The next step is to present the design concept to the engineers in order to 
find out, if the idea is realizable from a technical standpoint. “At this point, if 
the acoustic engineer thinks that it is a feasible concept, then we’ll move on to 
build a first prototype. If not, then we’ll enter into meetings with the product 
definition and design people to start working out the issues.” (Martin, 2013) 
The product design process is an iterative process, based on constant dia-
logues between the concept team, the external designer, and the engineers 
until the best solution is reached.
 
The engineers will create a first prototype to test the basic performance re-
quirements. (Martin, 2013) This prototype should not be confused with the 
prototypes the designer made to present his or her proposal to the concept 
team. The first prototype made by the engineers is not so much concerned 
about the final look of the product at this point; it is usually made out of card-
board or fiberboard and does not have the final shape yet (the prototype of 
Beoplay A8 can be seen in the appendix). 

Geoff Martin, the tonmeister at B&O, describes the purpose of the first proto-
type as the following: “[…] at this point, we are only considering the acoustic 
capabilities of the prototype. So, we won’t spend a lot of time tuning it, since 
there won’t be a lot of listening done to it. A rough tuning is done to clean up 
the serious problems, but the question being asked at this point is something 
like “do we have the hardware that can deliver a sound performance that we 
can work with?” (Martin, 2013) One can assume the research department 
will try to find the best technologies available to be able to realize the prod-
uct idea. Sometimes this process is even done before the designer gets the 
design brief, to speed up the process B&O may decide for the technological 
aspects upfront (Valeur, 2014).
 
To get a better understanding of the technical feasibility a second prototype is 
created, which looks more like the final product design. This helps the engi-
neers to find out how the actual shape of the product influences the product’s 
performance and if customized product parts are needed. According to Mar-
tin (2013), most of the loudspeaker drivers B&O uses have been customized 
for B&O to fit the specific requirement of the final product design.

However, he further points out that “if we see something really problematic 
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at this point, we enter into negotiations with the designer, since it means we 
are going to ask him or her to change the shape of the loudspeaker” (Martin, 
2013).
 
If the product design does not cause any major problems until this stage, a 
third prototype will be created. The prototype will look even more like the final 
product and is usually made out of plastic. The model will run through several 
tests in B&O’s Cube, which is a assessment facility for testing the hardware 
with different sound performances (Martin, 2013). 
 
The next step is to set up the production line and the first models will be pro-
duced, to detect eventual mistakes in the production line. These models are 
still prototypes. However, they almost look like the final product, and “since 
this prototype is basically acoustically identical to the final product, [the en-
gineers] can start working on the sound design of the loudspeaker. This is a 
three-step process, consisting of listening, measuring, and listening” (Martin, 
2013). 
 
When the engineers are done with the sound design, the product’s perfor-
mance will be tested under extreme conditions. “We start playing some tech-
no music really loudly, and we go home for the weekend. When we get back, 
we have a log file on a computer that tells us how hot the various components 
got and how that relates to the music that we were playing. This tells us how 
close the loudspeaker components will get to their thermal limits in real life” 
(Martin, 2013).
 
After all those tests have been conducted, the product will be programmed 
with the final software and sent home with B&O’s employees to test the prod-
uct’s performance in real life settings. Afterwards, the first models can be 
produced on the production line and last-minute details are corrected (Martin, 
2013).
 
The final step is to start the production and to ship the products to B&O’s 
distributors. The product’s market launch will be managed and organized by 
B&O’s marketing and PR department.
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B&O CONCEPT TEAM
(DESIGN BRIEF, CONTACT TO DESIGNER)

EXTERNAL DESIGNER
(DESIGN PROPOSAL, IDEA)

B&O ENGINEERS

1. PROTOTYPE
FIBER-, CARDBOARD MODEL; 
ONLY TECHNOLOGICAL 
CAPABILITIES;
‘DO WE HAVE HARDWARE, 
WE CAN WORK WITH’

2. PROTOTYPE
LOOKS SIMILAR TO FINAL 
PRODUCT;
TESTS ACOUSTICS AND 
SHAPE OF PRODUCT

SUPPLIERS
CUSTOMIZE PRODUCT 

PARTS

3. PROTOTYPE
VERY SIMILAR TO FINAL 
PRODUCT;
TEST HARDWARE IN THE 
CUBE

4. PROTOTYPE
FIRST MODEL FROM 
PRODUCTION LINE;
SOUND DESIGN;
USABILITY TESTS

USER TEST
PRODUCT SENT HOME TO 

EMPLOYEES

PRODUCTION START
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PRODUCT SHIPPED TO 
DEALERS

MARKET LAUNCH
PR/ 

MARKETING ACTIVITIES

If problems appear, 
negotiations with the designer 

start to change the design.

Figure 6.1. b - The product development process
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6.2 B&O’s Network 

The following section will give an overview of B&O’s network to provide an un-
derstanding of the links and structure within it. For a company the size of B&O 
the network plays a very important role, since it cannot own all resources that 
are necessary to develop successful innovative products.
 
“We do not have the size of Apple and cannot decide upon a new trend. When 
you are not in their league, there are a lot of important parameters influencing 
the decisions in a company”. (Bech 2014)

6.2.1 Research and Development

One of the important links to the Creative Center is the Head of Research, 
Søren Bech, who is responsible for the research strategy within all four main 
divisions e.g. audio, television, remote controller and material processes for 
aluminum. The Head of Research plays an important role in B&O’s network, 
as he functions as a structural bridge to the research world. The Head of 
Research is partly employed by B&O, where he spends 80 percent of his work 
time, and 20 percent at the University of Aalborg. This divided job position as-
sures B&O a very close connection to the research world and leads to import-
ant insights into the research of future technological developments. (Bech, 
2014)
 
Søren Bech works primarily with defining a research strategy and is in a con-
stant dialogue with B&O’s concept managers about needs, ideas and new 
technologies. His job involves finding the right research partners, such as uni-
versities that complement B&O’s interests within the scientific area. Since he 
is partly employed at University of Aalborg he also has the possibility to take 
part in research projects that are not linked to B&O. This provides him with 
a broad knowledge about industry and technology trends within and across 
industry sectors (Bech, 2014).
 
Depending on the research project and the required sources, it also happens 
that B&O collaborates with competitors or players within the same industry. 
“We do also cooperate with competitors research wise, this is due to the 
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extent of the research. The last EU project we applied for was in cooperation 
with eight partners. We need a lot of labor to make a significant impact in both 
academia and product innovation. EU projects usually offer such grand scale 
projects including 20 PhD projects or more. So it is a question about resourc-
es.” (Bech, 2014) From a network perspective the Head of Research identifies 
external partners who can assist in B&O’s research strategy and facilitates 
research initiatives. The last initiative Søren Bech (2014) mentioned during the 
interview was B&O’s Innovation Camp, which was a summer school project 
where design and engineering students were invited to explore and develop 
new concepts together with B&O. The aim of that project was to gain new 
ideas and product concepts, improve the reputation, and receive public rela-
tions.
 
From a research perspective the firm has many initiatives and network part-
ners to collaborate with. The role of external network partners from the re-
search field cannot be underestimated, as stated by Daucke (2014); “We need 
new inputs from the universities to survive in the long run.”

6.2.2 Suppliers

Since B&O is a small company on a niche market, it depends heavily on 
good relationships with its suppliers, especially, because many of the com-
pany’s products’ parts have to be customized. This puts B&O in a position 
where it constantly has to scan the industry environment to get a good offer. 
Since the company does not produce on a large scale its negotiation power 
with multinational enterprises (MNEs) like Samsung, LG, and Sony is limited. 
When negotiating for customized parts the difference in the company size can 
cause conflicts between B&O and its suppliers, after all the sales numbers of 
B&O’s products are much lower than expected by MNEs. “We made a coop-
eration with Samsung and developed a mobile phone, in our view it sold well 
but Samsung was disappointed, so there was a misalignment between us” 
(Daucke, 2014).
 
A strong relationship to suppliers is, further, of great importance since B&O 
does not have the resources and technical know-how to customize all com-
ponents by its own. Søren Bech and Jørgen Daucke both pointed out that the 



54

fast changing technology and limited possibilities of customization in the TV 
industry have made B&O dependent on its suppliers. Nowadays, there are 
only three suppliers of TV display panels on the market, all of them are MNEs 
and primarily develop new technologies for their own products first, there-
fore, will companies like B&O always be behind with the newest technologies 
(Daucke, 2014). 
 
How dependent the company is on its suppliers is also visible to customers, 
for example when the company has to put popular products, like the televi-
sion BeoVision 7, out of production due to the fact that required parts are not 
produced by the suppliers anymore (Larsen, 2013). These fast technological 
changes also challenge the designers, who have to be aware of the techno-
logical developments during the design process. A long product development 
process (up to two years or more) increases the risk of having to change 
the design again at the end of the process since the technology is already 
out-dated. (Valeur, 2014)
 
Some of B&O’s products can be very complex in the design and production. 
Therefore, the external designer may meet with a supplier directly to solve a 
problem. “When we have been in trouble with the design, I have often cho-
sen to bring the designer to the supplier.” (Jørgen Daucke, 2014) This process 
avoids a miscommunication and creates a closer relationship when the two 
parties are working directly together.

6.2.3 Users and sales partners

The Internet and the rise of social media platforms have enabled customers 
to directly interact with companies through brand communities. Brand com-
munities can provide companies with customer insights and customers may 
even share ideas for new products. B&O engages with its brand community 
on social media platforms like Facebook, but has also customer owned brand 
communities like Beophile and Beoworld. From a technological research 
side B&O does not use inputs from these brand communities, as revealed by 
Søren Bech.
The Creative Centre, however, has seen the possibilities. Jørgen Daucke said:  
“Yes, we get feedback on our products and get ideas from them. We review 



55

their ideas and have a dialogue with them.” It is free inputs and user knowl-
edge and some of the users, seem to have a deep knowledge about the tech-
nical sides of the products as well.

However, usually it is the external designer who comes up with a design pro-
posal and product idea, hence, the development process is still design and 
not user-driven. Besides interacting with brand communities, the company 
also collects customer feedback from its sales and distribution partners to 
get a better idea of how products are perceived in the stores (Daucke, 2014). 
However, our interviews with B&O’s external designers revealed that the feed-
back about products B&O collects from customers is not given to the design-
ers, but used internally. 

6.2.4 Designers

External designers have always played an important role in B&O’s new prod-
uct development, since the company never employed in-house designers.
B&O has different approaches when it needs to find new designers or de-
signs. “We look at the target group and the designers that are able to design 
to the specific target group. Some are more suited for the traditional B&O 
brand and others more to the Play brand. It depends on the newness, if we 
need to redesign something, e.g. Beolab 8000 then we chose the original de-
sign studio. Sometimes we ask a number of designers to work from the same 
design brief to get more options to choose from” (Daucke, 2014).
 
As stated in his quote some design studio’s have already been pre-selected 
due to previous projects, while others will be selected through a closed com-
petition. For new-comers or designers without any credibility it can be a long 
process, as stated by the interview with the designer, Øivind Slaatto, who had 
to work hard to get introduced to B&O and it only happened through a recom-
mendation.
 
As external partners the designers have the ability to become structural bridg-
es for B&O, since they bring external knowledge into the product development 
process. The following part of the analysis will go more into depth with the 
designers’ role in the product development process.
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6.3 The Product Portfolio

The following part of the analysis will investigate what role the network and 
the strength of the connection between the designer and the company plays 
in the design process of successful products. B&O’s current  product portfolio 
consists of 37 products, which are classified as sound systems, loudspeak-
ers, headphones, televisions and remote controls. A look at the product port-
folio reveals that there are two groups of designers, the first group consists of 
designers who have a weak connection to B&O, they designed only one prod-
uct for B&O. The other group consists of designers who have strong connec-
tion to B&O; they designed the majority of products in the product portfolio. 
Further, the company’s recent annual reports point out four products in the 
portfolio as bestseller, the same products were also winners of either the Red 
Dot Design Award or the iF Design Award. Interestingly, designers with a weak 
connection to B&O designed three of the successful products.
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Product Designer

BeoSound Essence Frackenpohl-Poulheim
BeoSound 5 Encore Anders Hermansen
BeoSound 5 Anders Hermansen
BeoPlay A9 Øivind Alexander Slaatto
BeoPlay A8 (BeoSound 8) David Lewis/ Torsten Valeur
Beolit 12 Cecilie Manz

BeoLab 14 Torsten Valeur
BeoLab 20 Torsten Valeur
BeoLab 15 Anders Hermansen
BeoLab 16 Anders Hermansen
BeoLab 17 Torsten Valeur
BeoLab 18 Torsten Valeur
BeoLab 19 Jakob Wagner
BeoLab 12 Torsten Valeur
BeoLab 3 David Lewis
BeoLab 5 David Lewis
BeoLab 9 David Lewis
BeoLab 11 David Lewis
BeoVox 2 Anders Hermansen
Beo Lab 4 David Lewis
BeoLab 7-1 David Lewis
BeoLab 3500 David Lewis
BeoLab 8002 David Lewis

BeoVision Avant Torsten Valeur
BeoVision 11 Torsten Valeur
BeoVision 12 Torsten Valeur
BeoSystem 4 Torsten Valeur
BeoPlay V1 Anders Hermansen
BeoVision 10 David Lewis
BeoVision 4 David Lewis

Beo 6 David Lewis
Beo 4 David Lewis
Form2i Steve McGugan
Earphones Anders Hermansen
H3 Jakob Wagner
H6 Jakob Wagner
EarSet 31 Anders Hermansen

Sound Systems

Loudspeaker

Televisions 

Headphones & Remote Controls

Table 6.3 - B&O‘s product portfolio (stand May 2014)
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6.4 Design Networks

The analysis is divided into two groups; group A will look at the design pro-
cess of the four successful products, while group B will look at the design 
process of products that performed on average. Group B only consist of 
three products since the designers of these products designed the majority 
of the product portfolio and it is assumed that they use a very similar design 
approach for each of the products. Furthermore, one designer is part of both 
groups; product A4 can, therefore, be seen as an outlier in group A since it 
was designed by a strong tie designer.

Products in Group A

A1 - BeoLit 12   by Cecilie Manz
A2 - BeoPlay A9   by Øivind A. Slaatto
A3 - BeoSound Essence  by Frackenpohl Poulheim
A4 - BeoSound 8   by David Lewis/ Torsten Valeur

Products in Group B

B1 - BeoSound 5 Encore  by Anders Hermansen
A2 - BeoLab 17   by Torsten Valeur
A3 - BeoLab 11   by David Lewis
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6.4.1 Group A

Group A consists of products that have been identified as successful prod-
ucts, indicated by statements in B&O’s annual reports, as well as, by the 
achievement of popular design awards, such as the Red Dot Design Award 
and the iF Design Award.

A1 - Cecilie Manz 

The first product in this category is the portable loudspeaker Beolit 12. It was 
the first time Cecilie Manz designed for B&O and it was the first time she 
was asked to design a consumer electronics product. The product became a 
best seller immediately and was awarded with the prestigious RedDot design 
award. The design brief given by B&O was very open; it required the design 
of a portable, wireless loudspeaker for Iphones, Ipads and computers at an 
affordable price but without lowering the expectations of the product’s design 
and quality. (Bang & Olufsen, 2012) The open design brief gave the designer 
a lot of creative freedom, but also meant, the designer had to conduct the 
design research herself.
 
B&O’s role in the design process was to provide the designer with basic infor-
mation about product requirements, as well as, supporting the designer with 
the technological know-how.
 
In the design process of product A1 the designer only had direct contact to 
B&O’s development team and her studio assistant. The reason for that was, 
that the designer prefers to work alone. “I’ve always worked on my own. Per-

Figure 6.4.1. a - BeoLit 12 
by Cecilie Manz
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haps because I’ve never found the perfect partner. I don’t know. My work sit-
uation is perfect at the moment: I’ve got an assistant, who I value enormously. 
She questions my designs at critical points in the process“ (Cecilie Manz in 
Schmidt, 2012). 
 
Instead of consulting different people and experts, the designer used imper-
sonal information sources. To assure an alignment with the brand the design-
er conducted research about the company. The designer started the design 
process by studying ‘the long history of Bang & Olufsen to find out what made 
them cool and how she would be able to reinvent a classic.’ (B&O Play Jour-
nal, 2013: 6)  One can assume further inspiration came from the research of 
existing products on the market since she likes to challenge existing solutions. 
The designer stated in an interview: “When I first started working on the Beolit 
12 all speakers made for iPods etc. had docking stations on top. We wanted to 
challenge this and came up with the ‘tray’ solution instead” (B&O Play Journal, 
2013:7).
 
Since it was the first time the designer worked for B&O, the knowledge gained 
from previous projects with other companies might have influenced the de-
sign process. The designer is a well-known furniture and home accessories 
designer, hence, it is likely that the designer used the insights about people’s 
lifestyle gained in other design projects.
 
Even though the designer did not conduct user research, the user friendliness 
of the product played an important role. For example when the designer de-
cided to give the corners a round shape, to make it more comfortable for the 
user when walking around with the loudspeaker. (B&O Play Journal, 2013) 
The illustration below shows the design network, including the different sourc-
es that are likely to have influenced the design process.
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Product A2 - BeoPlay A9 by Øivind Alexander Slaatto

Product A2 is the wireless loudspeaker BeoPlay A9 and the first product 
designed for B&O by Øivind Alexander Slaatto. The designer was not a well-
known and established designer when he contacted B&O. He did not have 
any products to show, because none of his designs had been produced be-
fore. In our interview the designer said he contacted B&O several times for 

DesignerStudio 
Assistant

Previous Experience 
as Designer Users

Existing 
Products

B&O 

Indirect knowledge/
inspiration source 

Direct contact 

Figure 6.4.1. b - The design network of A1
The network has two direct contacts and four inspiration 
sources.

Figure 6.4.1. c -  BeoPlay A9
by Ø. A. Slaatto
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arranging a meeting. After being refused several times, the firm met with him 
and he presented four concepts to them, all four were rejected by B&O. How-
ever, after some time B&O finally asked him to take part in a closed competi-
tion with two other design studios to create a design proposal for a new wire-
less loudspeaker.
 
The designer was able to convince the B&O team with his concept for the 
BeoPlay A9, and the loudspeaker did not only become the new design icon 
for the company, awarded with the iF Design award, but also one of the best 
selling products in the current product portfolio. The designer stated in the in-
terview: “Now my product is one of their best selling products. So I was lucky, 
they were willing to trust a new designer, of course I had a very good recom-
mendation from an insider, but otherwise I did not have anything on paper” 
(Slaatto, 2014).
 
The designer explained that B&O sent out a very open design brief to different 
designers and design studio’s and decided for the best proposal. Slaatto was 
invited to take part in the closed competition, because a former project part-
ner recommended him to Flemming Møller Pedersen, the Head of Design at 
B&O (Slaatto, 2014). The fact that the designer was competing for the project 
indicates that he had to conduct the design discourse on his own to come up 
with a promising design proposal. 
 
The designer only got basic information and requirements from B&O and had 
a lot of freedom during the process. “The design brief included some techni-
cal requirements like how big the volume has to be and some general techni-
calities about how to design good sound. These set the framework for what is 
possible, it included the basic functions the product should have (on/off, vol-
ume and skip function) and it had to be for a younger target group.” (Slaatto, 
2014) All other information needed was collected through own research and 
inspiration sources. However, the designer did not consult experts and neither 
did he look at current market trends.
 
Usually, the designer gets inspired by taking part in social events like con-
certs, movie festivals and design fairs and by talking to different people, 
but not about project specific topics (Slaatto, 2014). Interacting with people 
across industries allows the designer to gain insights and transfer knowledge 
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indirectly between different projects. Another source of inspiration was the 
company itself, the designer explained: “When I did the project for B&O, I 
asked myself what means B&O to me and I looked at their old products and 
what their culture is, but not too much only a little bit.”  The designer tried to 
keep a distance to B&O’s history and culture to avoid getting influenced too 
much by previous products. For the same reason did the designer avoid to 
look at already existing products on the market, he said: “If you look too much 
at different products you risk that your imagination gets locked to what al-
ready exists and then you end up designing the same thing just with different 
buttons” (Slaatto, 2014).
 
Further, the designer had previous experience as a professional musician, 
which can be seen as a source of inspiration when he designed the loud-
speakers for B&O. The designer explained that he tried to think abstractly 
about sound and how sound would look like. He knew that sound waves move 
in circles and got inspired by the round form, which he also found many times 
in the world of music (Slaatto, 2014).

Furthermore, the designer named nature as a source of inspiration; “my in-
spiration source is the nature, designed by nature lasts the longest. In all my 
designs I use some forms or mathematics from nature” (Slaatto, 2014).
 
During the design process, the designer usually does not discuss his projects 
with other people outside the client company. However, he shares his design 
studio with other designers and described it as “an exclusive feedback envi-
ronment” where they support each other, if they have some complex issues 
about a design (Slaatto, 2014).
 
The design network for product A2 consisted of more impersonal information 
sources than personal connections. The designer was in close contact with 
B&O during the product development process, therefore the connection is 
shown as a strong tie. However, only limited research about the company’s 
history and culture was used to seek inspiration, to avoid limiting the imagina-
tion too much by what already exists.

The connection to the other designers in his design studio was found to be 
weak as they only use each other when they have some complicated prob-
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lems, however, one can assume that they can inspire each other and ex-
change knowledge through office “small talk”.

Even though the designer did not have previous design projects with other 
companies, we assume that he used knowledge gained in design projects 
during his design education. At the end of the interview we asked the design-
er, if he received some kind of feedback from the company about the cooper-
ation and how the product performed on the market, the designer told us that 
he did not receive much feedback.

Designer

B&O 

Other 
Designers

Previous Experience 
as Designer

Previous Experience
as Musician

Social Events/
Everyday Life

Nature

Indirect knowledge/
inspiration source 

Direct contact 

Figure 6.4.1. d - The design network of A2

The network has two direct contacts and five inspiration sources.
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Product A3 - BeoSound Essence by Frackenpohl-Poulheim

BeoSound Essence is a remote control device that aims to radically change 
the way people listen to music at home. The device can be mounted on the 
wall and is used the same way as a light switch. The product was designed by 
the German design studio Frackenpohl-Poulheim, which similar to product A 1 
and A 2, worked for the first time with B&O. BeoSound Essence was launched 
in spring 2014 and awarded with a Red Dot Design Award, for its innovative 
design solution.
 
To come up with innovative design solutions the design studio works with a 
human-centered design approach (Frackenpohl-Poulheim.de, 2014). There-
fore, the design studio works different than the designers of the other prod-
ucts, rather than starting the design process from their own intuitive ideas, 
the design studio starts with looking at the users and market trends (Frack-
enpohl-Poulheim.de, 2014). “We enter into a personal dialogue with real and 
potential users to discuss their needs and desires, because for us users of the 
products are the real experts.” (Frackenpohl-Poulheim.de, 2014) Hence, one 
can assume, ethnographic research was an important source of inspiration 
when designing the remote control device. Furthermore, a deep understand-
ing of the client’s brand and the knowledge of the client’s internal experts are 
seen as important sources during the design process (Frackenpohl-Poulheim.
de, 2014).
 
Therefore, one can assume there was a strong connection to the B&O devel-
opment team during the design process. Since the design studio is not a one-
man company, like the designers of product A 1 and A 2, one can assume the 
development of the remote control happened in a team of different designers 
and studio employees.

Figure 6.4.1. e - BeoSound Essence 
by Frackenpohl Poulheim
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Furthermore, the design studio works on projects across different industries 
and has built up a global customer network and can provide insights from di-
verse industry sectors (Frackenpohl-Poulheim.de, 2014). Therefore, knowledge 
gained in previous projects is assumed to have had an effect on the develop-
ment of the remote control device designed for B&O.

Designer

B&O 

Studio
Employees

Previous Experience 
as Designer

Market
Research

User research

Indirect knowledge/
inspiration source 

Direct contact 

Figure 6.4.1. f - The design network of A3
The network has three direct contacts, one of them to the 
users, and four inspiration sources.
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Product A4 -  BeoSound 8 by David Lewis

BeoSound 8 was launched in 2010 and was the first sound system from B&O 
with a docking station for Apple products and, hence, the first product to 
target the Apple segment. The product was renamed BeoPlay A8 after Apple’s 
airplay technology1 was added to the system. In a press release from 2012 
B&O states: “BeoPlay A8 builds on the achievements of BeoSound 8, which 
sold over 50,000 units in its first year and became Bang & Olufsen’s most suc-
cessful sound system ever. The two models share the same design, specs and 
outstanding sound.”
 
David Lewis and Torsten Valeur designed BeoSound 8 together. David Lewis 
has worked as external designer for B&O since the 1960s. BeoSound 8 was 
one of last products he designed for B&O before he passed away in 2011. Tor-
sten Valeur has been designing products for B&O since 1997, when he started 
his career as one of David Lewis’ design students.
 
In contrast to product A1, A2 and A3 did B&O not send a design brief to the 
designers, it were the designers that got the very first idea. “It started with an 
inquiry for a new product that could be in the second room; the first room is 
the living room. So we started to develop it and found the main idea, but the 
electronic hardware ended up being too expensive. We wanted a screen be-
tween the speakers.” (Valeur, 2014) During the development process the new 
airplay technology was launched on the market and B&O decided to add it 
to the sound system since it would reduce the production time and lower the 
costs (Valeur, 2014).

1 Apple’s Airplay lets users wirelessly stream music from iOS devices (i.e. 
iPhones, iPads) to TVs and speakers, it does not only stream music but also informa-
tion about the music.

Figure 6.4.1. g - BeoSound 8
by David Lewis/ Torsten Valeur
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David Lewis worked with a team of six other designers in his design studio. 
He started each project by building prototypes and initiated a discussion with 
his team from the very beginning. “We stand around the object, have an open 
dialogue and modify it as we go along.” (David Lewis in Steinborn, 2008).
 
Further, he explained that during the design process he only met with B&O’s 
development team around three times per month. (David Lewis in Steinborn, 
2008) Since he worked together with the company over forty years, one can 
assume he had a very deep insight into the company. David Lewis designed 
the majority of B&O products, therefore we can assume the knowledge gained 
through previous projects with B&O also influenced the design process of 
BeoSound 8.
 
David Lewis did not support the idea of typical market research, the design-
er’s opinion about user research was that “you can’t contrive good ideas by 
going out and asking one hundred people. It’s really one man thinking a crazy 
idea.” (David Lewis in Steinborn, 2008)  Instead, he found inspiration by vis-
iting art galleries or he went to antiquaries to get inspired from architectural 
furniture made in the 1930s to 1950s. (David Lewis in Steinborn, 2008) There-
fore, we assume his design research was very limited, relying mostly on his in-
tuition and discussions with his team members and B&O’s development team.

Co-designer/
Studio

Art Galleries,
Antiquarians

Indirect knowledge/
inspiration source 

Direct contact 

Designer

Previous Projects
with B&O

B&O 

Figure 6.4.1. h - The design network of A4
Only two direct contacts and two inspiration sources could be 
indentified.
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Review group A

The design networks of the designers in group A are very diverse. The design-
ers of A1 and A2 were only in direct contact with the B&O development team 
and their design studio colleagues or assistant. Whereas, the design network 
of A3 was by far the largest, with direct contact to the B&O development 
team, experts and end users.
 
Since none of the designers (A1, A2 and A3) has worked for B&O before, they 
had to use knowledge gained in other projects with different clients and were, 
therefore, able to transfer knowledge and user insights from different indus-
tries. The designer of A2 had the least experience with design projects, how-
ever, his former profession and social events served as important sources of 
inspiration during the design process.
 
Only the designers of A1 and A3 did some kind of research about existing 
products on the market. However, all weak tie designers (A1, A2 and A3) con-
ducted research about B&O’s brand and culture.
 
Product A4 can be seen as an outlier, the designers used the smallest design 
network, but had the most experience with B&O.
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6.4.2 Group B

Three products that performed on average, all designed by designers with a 
strong tie to B&O, were chosen from the product portfolio, in order to investi-
gate the role of the relationship strength between the designer and the prod-
ucts success level.
 
Product B1 - BeoSound 5 Encore by Anderas Hermansen

Product B1 is a sound system, which allows the users to manage and browse 
through their entire digital music collection and thousands of online radio 
channels. The sound system is a smaller version of BeoSound 5, and it was 
launched in 2011 and put out of production in 2013. It was designed by An-
ders Hermansen, who has been working for B&O since the early nineties. The 
intention of product B1 was to change the way people use their digital music 
system, making digital files touchable like a physical CD collection.
 
The design brief for product B1 was very open, B&O asked the designer to 
come up with an idea for a sound system that allows the user to control a 
large digital music collection. (Hermansen, 2014) B&O gave the designer a lot 
of creative freedom, but also the responsibility of conducting his own re-
search. The designer revealed in the interview, that he did not conduct a lot of 
research, he started to make simple prototypes that he present to the com-
pany. “The first thing I did was to create a wire model. I don’t think that B&O 
understood this model, but they thought it was funny” (Hermansen, 2014).
 
During the design process Anders Hermansen did not consult experts or 

Figure 6.4.2. a - BeoSound 5 
Encore by Anders Hermansen
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conducted user research. When asked about his research process he said: “I 
believe it is only relevant to meet up with many different experts, if the prod-
uct is very complex like medical devices or planes. […] The products I design 
are not that complex. If you mix too many people and try to reach a specific 
target group, you might miss it“ (Hermansen, 2014).
 
The designer’s inspiration source is nature and he usually makes design de-
cisions based on his own intuition, while trying to avoid all external noise in 
the design process. (Hermansen, 2014) The designer explained that he usually 
goes to the countryside2 where he is only surrounded by nature when working 
on a new design proposal or seeking new inspiration. Therefore, the network 
almost plays no role in the design process “I design with my own values and 
from my own perspective. […] So the network you talk about, it only consists 
of me.” (Hermansen, 2014) The only personal connection in the design pro-
cess was with B&O’s development team. 
 
Due to his over twenty years long experience with B&O, we assume the 
knowledge gained from previous projects has also influenced the design pro-
cess for product B1. Similar to the designer of A2 did the designer not receive 
much feedback about the product’s market performance from B&O.

2 See appendix 10.1.5. for picture of design studio 

Designer

B&O 

Previous Projects
 with B&O

Nature

Indirect knowledge/
inspiration source 

Direct contact 

Figure 6.4.2. b - The design network of B1
The network has only one direct contact and two inspiration 
sources.
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Product B2 - BeoLab 17 by Torsten Valeur

The product was designed by Torsten Valeur who is the Chief of Design at the 
design studio David Lewis Designers. The design studio is specialized in elec-
tronic products and has not only designed products for B&O, but also worked 
on projects for companies like Asus (Valeur, 2014).
 
When developing BeoLab 17, it was the first time the designer received a 
design brief from B&O. The design brief asked for a remake of the old loud-
speaker Beolab 4000. (Valuer, 2014) Our interview with the designer revealed 
that he took point of departure in the old product, “the good thing about Beo-
lab 4000, was that it could be in a bookshelf, so we had some measurements 
to work with.” (Valeur, 2014) Furthermore, he knew some users placed the old 
loudspeakers on the wall, so one could see the open sides, which made the 
loudspeakers look unfinished. The designer wanted to change that with the 
new product, therefore, all sides of the new loudspeakers got a round shape 
allowing the user to place it anywhere and to look complete from all angles. 
 
In the interview the designer described his network’s role as narrow, he is in 
close contact with engineers and specialists from B&O and sometimes he 
may discuss ideas with colleagues, depending on the confidentiality of the 
project (Valeur, 2014).
 
Usually he gets contacted by B&O with an inquiry for a new product and is 
part of the idea development from the very beginning. However, nowadays 
B&O decides on the technology part first, and creates a design brief, to speed 
up the process. When the designer is asked to design a remake of an old 

Figure 6.4.2. c - BeoLab17
by Torsten Valeur
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product, he gets most of his inspiration from the old product. He does not 
conduct active research about lifestyles or market trends; however, he does 
research about technological developments out of own interest (Valeur, 2014).
 
One of his main inspiration sources are movies; he observes how people be-
have in certain situations or how technologies are used in new ways in mov-
ies, which gives him new ideas for his design projects (Valeur, 2014). 
 
Furthermore, he explained that he uses “psychological inspiration” by that he 
referred to the inspiration one can get when relaxing, listening to music, or 
doing wellness. However, this requires hard work to be done upfront, since 
the mind needs something to reflect about.
 
The designer explained that designing products for other clients is similar 
to the work an actor has to do. Although the designer will make subjective 
judgments about the design idea, he knows that he is not part of the target 
group. Therefore, empathy and observation capabilities are important tools to 
create a better understanding about the end user. (Valeur, 2014) The interview 
showed that B&O tries to collect more user insights, however, often these in-
sights were useless for the designer since they only showed people’s opinions 
about products but not the reasoning behind them.
 
It is known from earlier product designs for B&O that the designer was in con-
tact with B&O suppliers[8], too. One can assume it depends on the complexity 
of a product if the designer is in contact with B&O’s suppliers. The designer 
said that, compared to the design of loudspeakers, products like televisions 
require a much closer collaboration between the designer and the engineers 
since all technological aspects have a direct influence on the design and vice 
versa (Valeur, 2014).
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Product B3 - BeoLab 11 by David Lewis 

Designer

B&O 

Supplier

Previous Projects
with B/O

Research about
technology

Art 
(i.e. Movies)

Indirect knowledge/
inspiration source 

Direct contact 

BeoLab 11 is a loudspeaker system designed by David Lewis and his design 
studio. The sculptural look was intended to allow users to put the product on 
display in the living room instead of having to hide it. The product was one 
of the last products designed by David Lewis and follows his iconic design 
language.
 
One can assume the design process was similar to the development of prod-

Figure 6.4.2. d - The design network of B2
The network has two direct contacts, one is to suppliers, 
and three inspiration sources.

Figure 6.4.2. e - BeoLab 11 
by David Lewis
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uct A4; the designer did not conduct a long research process but followed his 
own intuition and design language. As mentioned before, the designer was 
not a supporter of any kind of market research (Steinborn, 2008).
 
However, one can assume, due to his 35 year long relationship with the com-
pany, the designer acquired a lot of knowledge about B&O and was also re-
sponsible for developing the company’s iconic design language. Furthermore, 
David Lewis mainly designed products for the traditional A/V brand where 
products are not sold as  standalone products, but have to complement each 
other. This means when designing a new product the product’s design lan-
guage had to fit to existing products in the product portfolio.
 
Therefore, previous projects are seen has influencers in the design process to 
a great extent and the fact that product B 3 targeted the same customer seg-
ment as previous products might even have diminished the design research 
phase, as the designer was not challenged by having to design for a new 
younger customer segment, as was the case for product A4.

Co-designer/
Studio

Art Galleries,
Antiquarians

Indirect knowledge/
inspiration source 

Direct contact 

Designer

Previous Projects
with B&O

B&O 

Figure 6.4.2. f - The design network of B3
The network has two direct contacts and two inspiration 
sources.
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Review Group B

 
The design networks of the designers in group B are very similar to each 
other. None of the designers talked to people who were not involved in the 
project. While the designers of product B2 and B3 consult their design studio 
employees, the designer of product B1 only talks to the B&O development 
team. Since all of the three designers have worked with B&O for a long time, it 
can be said that they all have a strong relationship to the company.
 
It was found that only the designer of product B2 was also in connection with 
B&O’s suppliers during the development of a new product.
 
Even though the knowledge and inspiration sources might be different for 
each of the designers, as they all rely on their intuition and do not conduct 
active research, it can be assumed that previous experience and knowledge 
gained through the work with B&O influenced the design process of all prod-
ucts in group B. 
 
None of the three products were mentioned as best sellers in the annual re-
ports and product B1 was already put out of production after two years. 
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6.4.3 Comparing Group A and Group B

The analysis of both groups showed that the design networks used during 
the design process are diverse. Only very few direct contacts and knowledge 
sources were similar, and group B used a much smaller network than group 
A. To better clarify similarities and dissimilarities between the two groups, the 
two groups will be directly held up against each other in the following section.

Direct contacts

During the design process of the seven products, the designers all used some 
direct contacts within their network.

All designers had a strong connection to the client company, B&O, during the 
design process; this was the only connection all designer had in common.
 
In group A, five different direct contacts could be identified, whereas group 
B only contained three different direct contacts. Contacts in group B were 
all internal or part of B&O’s own network (e.g. suppliers). In group A, the net-
work of A2 and A3 included external contacts. While A3 included the users of 
the product, the designer of A2 named other designer in his design studio as 
direct contact, however, only when he was stuck in the process. The smallest 
network was used in the design process for product B1, where the designer 

Figure 6.4.3. a - Comparison of direct contacts in group A and B‘s networks
The number is presented in percentages, based on four networks in group A 
and three in group B.
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only relied on himself and tried to avoid all external noise during the process, 
therefore, the only direct contact was with B&O. All other designers had the 
possibility to consult someone in their design studio. 
 
A direct comparison of the average amount of direct contacts shows the two 
groups are not that far from each other. Group A had on average 2,3 direct 
contacts, whereas, group B had 2 direct contacts on average. However, since 
the designers of group B all had long experience with B&O it can be assumed 
their direct contacts (i.e. co-designers and suppliers) are also related to B&O.

Knowledge and Inspiration Sources

The design networks contained more knowledge and inspiration sources than 
direct contacts to people.
 
Group A contained overall nine different sources of knowledge, whereas in 
group B only three different sources could be identified.

Figure 6.4.3. b - Comparison of knowledge sources in group A and B‘s networks

The number is presented in percentages, based on four networks in group A 
and three in group B.



80

It was found that the design networks of A1, A2 and A3 included the most 
knowledge sources. They had no previous experience with B&O and, there-
fore, had to use knowledge gained in previous projects with other companies. 
Only in group A users, market trends and existing products were named as 
sources for inspiration.
 
Three of the designers of group A, further, used own research about B&O as a 
source of inspiration. Since the designers in group B can look back on a long 
experience with B&O, it is assumed they used knowledge gained from previ-
ous experience with B&O and relied to great extend on their own intuition.
 
The design networks in group A used on average 3,75 sources of inspiration in 
the design process and group B only 2,3.

The analysis showed that designers in group A, who designed for the first 
time for B&O used a much wider design network than the designers of prod-
uct A4 and group B. The design networks of A1, A2 and A3 included more 
external knowledge sources, such as previous work experience, social events 
and a look at existing products on the market.  It can be assumed that their 
design networks were larger since they had no previous experience with B&O 
and, hence, had to start the design process from scratch and create their own 
interpretation about B&O as a company.  
 
However, the span of the network depended on the designers’ approach; the 
widest network was used in the design process of product A3, the design 
studio applied a human-centered approach, which includes users and market 
research as important sources for knowledge.
 
The analysis, further, showed that a strong connection to B&O, indicated by 
a long shared work experience, led to a smaller design network in the design 
process. It is assumed that the designers based a lot of their knowledge and 
intuition on their previous experience with B&O. 
 
The analysis of both groups showed that the design discourse had to be con-
ducted by the designers themselves. B&O is not directly involved in the design 
discourse and does not influence the designers’ research phase.
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7. Discussion

This chapter will discuss the main findings of the analysis in regards to ex-
isting theories and literature. The analysis shows that both weak and strong 
tie designers have their advantages and disadvantages in the design of new 
products. The discussion is divided into different sub themes discussing 
B&O’s approach compared to Verganti’s design-driven approach, as well as, 
different network characteristics that seem to have an influence on the suc-
cess of a product.
 
B&O’s approach to develop new products differs from Verganti’s de-

sign-driven innovation

“Companies that produce design-driven innovation value highly their interac-
tions with [their] network of interpreters” (Verganti, 2009: 210).

Although, B&O is a design-driven company the analysis of its network and 
product development process showed that the company does not include a 
wide range of different interpreters during the development of new products. 
In fact, only one type of interpreter could be identified – the external design-
ers. External designers are B&O’s most important collaboration partners 
during the development phase. They are the only external partners in B&O’s 
network who are involved in the product development from the very begin-
ning. Other important partners, like suppliers, become first part of the pro-
cess at a later stage.
 
B&O does not actively engage in the design discourse, which is in contradic-
tion to Verganti (2009), who says design-driven companies interact with their 
interpreters during the design discourse. Other than searching for the most 
suitable designers for a project, B&O only spends a few resources on attract-
ing different interpreters. One reason for that is the small size of the compa-
ny, as B&O’s Head of Research Søren Bech explained, there is a limit to how 
many resources the company can use to define a new trend. This also shows 
some of the weaknesses in Verganti’s approach, his study was mainly focused 
on large companies that can afford to engage in a design discourse with 
many different interpreters. B&O, however, is not in a position that would allow 
the company to spend a lot of resources on attracting different interpreters. 
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No matter how weak or strong a connection is an efficient network always 
requires the company to spend resources on maintaining the relationships to 
its external partners. This means the more interpreters a company wants to 
attract the more resources it will need to retain them. 

Furthermore, Verganti’s approach would not only require more resources, 
it would also require B&O to change its long tradition of product design it 
became famous for. B&O never included a lot of different interpreters in its 
network; it only relied on its external designers and their ability to create vi-
sionary ideas. In Verganti’s approach design-driven companies use external 
designers as interpreters, but have in-house designers to create the actual 
products. B&O, however, never employed in-house designers. B&O’s external 
designers are responsible for both tasks – interpreting and creating products. 
Not being part of the company allows the designers to look at it from an out-
sider’s perspective and reduces possible constraints caused by insider knowl-
edge, like the financial performance of the company or internal capabilities, 
which could put extra pressure on the designer.

Interestingly, Verganti refers to B&O as an example of successful radical 
change in the meaning of hi-fi products: “Bang & Olufsen understood that 
people used hi-fi’s not in laboratories but in homes. The company therefore 
asked its designers to consider how people live in these spaces and what 
languages modern furniture was speaking – and then had engineers adapt its 
products to that context. In so doing B&O turned hi-fi’s from pieces of elec-
tronic equipment into pieces of furniture. […] This meaning dominated the 
market for almost three decades” (Verganti, 2009:149).
 
Our interview with Timothy Jacob Jensen, the son of Jacob Jensen who was 
one of B&O’s external designers revealed that B&O did not engage in a wide 
design discourse with many different interpreters to come up with that mean-
ing. It was only the external designers, Jacob Jensen and David Lewis, and 
their weekly discussion with B&O in the so-called “What now?” meetings that 
led to the new meanings. David Lewis, who worked for B&O for more than 
thirty years, even admitted in an interview that “it’s really one man thinking 
a crazy idea” (Steinborn, 2008) instead of going out and talking to different 
people.
The many successful products B&O developed since its existence, some of 
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them are part the collection at Museum for Modern Art, proofs that B&O’s 
approach of design-driven innovation can lead to a success, too. The previous 
success, as well as the success of some of the company’s current products, 
shows that Verganti’s design-driven innovation approach is not the only way 
to succeed as a design-driven company. It is important to acknowledge that 
we do not say Verganti’s approach is wrong or inappropriate; rather we think it 
is incomplete and has some loose ends. Verganti mentions the importance of 
the network of interpreters but leaves out important answers to questions like: 
how many different types of interpreters are necessary to facilitate a design 
discourse – are two enough, three or ten? Or maybe one is already sufficient, 
our analysis shows that B&O only uses external designers.
 
As part of our data collection we found that B&O, before the recent strategic 
changes were made, mainly relied on only one or two strong tie designers 
and became very dependent on them and their ability to interpret the so-
cio-cultural development on the market. However, the struggles the company 
faced since the early 2000s to come up with innovative new products show 
the disadvantages and risks that come with only relying on a few designers 
as interpreters. While Verganti does not exactly say how many different inter-
preters are ideal, it can be said: the fewer interpreters that are involved in the 
design process, the more dependent the company becomes on the interpret-
er’s ability to create visionary ideas. Especially, if the company is not actively 
involved in the design discourse but leaves it as the designer’s responsibility, 
the risks are high of missing important insights and developments in different 
industries and markets.
 
The design discourse is dominated by knowledge sources

 
Verganti (2009) describes the design discourse as a network activity among 
the design-driven company and different interpreters with the aim to detect 
and interpret valuable knowledge that can be used to unfold new meanings 
and develop innovative ideas. The analysis showed that B&O relies to a great 
extent on external designers and sees the design discourse as the designers’ 
responsibility. Designers are contacted by B&O and asked to create different 
concepts based on a short design brief, often, different designers will com-
pete against each other and B&O chooses the best among the presented con-
cepts. This practice not only intends to reduce the company’s dependency on 
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only one designer it also shows that B&O is not actively involved in a design 
discourse, but leaves the search for knowledge to the designers. B&O first 
starts to collaborate closely with a designer when the right concept is found.  
 
While Verganti’s (2009) design discourse depends on the interaction between 
different interpreters and direct contacts, the analysis of the designers’ net-
works showed that B&O’s external designers mainly use indirect knowledge 
sources instead of direct contacts. Most of the designers’ direct contacts 
were internal contacts, like studio assistants or co-designers and B&O’s 
development team. The reason for that was mainly the fact that B&O’s prod-
uct development is kept strictly confidential and often not even the product 
category is revealed until the market launch, which makes it difficult for the 
designer to involve externals in the process. The interview with the strong 
tie designer Torsen Valeur who is part of a small design studio revealed that 
sometimes not even co-workers are allowed to know about a new design proj-
ect.
 
Besides the confidentiality it was found that designers in both groups prefer 
to work alone, and instead of conducting a lot of active research they rely to a 
great extend on the knowledge and experience they already possess. There-
fore, the design discourse of B&O’s external designers happens more as an 
internal dialogue based on the different indirect knowledge sources and is not 
based on the interaction with different interpreters.

In both groups the designers’ knowledge came mainly from previous work 
experiences, everyday life, and social activities. However, the weak tie design-
ers included far more diverse knowledge sources than strong tie designers. 
Although, some designers conducted research actively, it was found that such 
research was mainly concerned with the technological aspects of the product 
or to start a creative thinking process, for example when designers tried to 
reinterpret the meaning of B&O or looked at existing products to find solutions 
that could challenge what already exists.

Since it is generally difficult for humans to completely free their minds and to 
forget or to unlearn knowledge on purpose (Hislop, 2009) we believe the work 
process of designers is influenced by their previous experiences and tacit 
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knowledge that derives from mental activities like thinking, understanding, 
learning and remembering.

While Verganti describes the design discourse as a process of knowledge 
exchange between different actors it is important to mention that such an 
exchange can only include knowledge that can be codified; it leaves out a lot 
of the tacit knowledge, “knowledge that is hard to articulate and can only be 
acquired by experience” (Hansen, 1999: 87). It is that kind of knowledge that 
was found to have a great influence on the success of a product. The weak 
tie designers not only included more diverse indirect knowledge sources they 
also created three of the four successful products analysed, hence, a positive 
correlation was found.  

These findings also correlate with the findings of a study by Lauritzen (2012) 
about the design networks of the Danish company Stelton. Lauritzen (2012) 
found that “knowledge sources and external sources were found to have the 
greatest influence on success and these types of sources should create the 
foundation of any designers network.” While Verganti’s approach is based 
on Italian design companies, the findings of Lauritzen’s (2012) study and the 
findings of this study indicate that there seems to exist a Scandinavian de-
sign-driven innovation approach and the network structure and relations seem 
to be important influencer in the development of successful products.
The following paragraphs will discuss the correlations between the network 
sources used and the success of a product more in depth.
 
Weak tie designers create more successful products because they possess 

more diverse knowledge

 
Based on our analysis we could identify different characteristics of weak tie 
designers, which can explain why they were more likely to create successful 
products than strong tie designers.
 
First, it was found that weak tie designers used a wider and more diverse 
network during the design process than strong tie designers. While the differ-
ence of direct contacts in both groups was not very significant it was found 
that weak tie designers included far more diverse knowledge sources in their 
design process than strong tie designers. Therefore, it seems that weak tie 
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designers were more influenced by their diverse tacit knowledge during the 
design process. Even though the design discourse happens more as an in-
ternal dialogue there is a similarity to Verganti’s design discourse - it is the 
diversity of sources. While Verganti (2009) says the company’s network should 
include many diverse interpreters, it can be similarly said the designers’ net-
works should include many different knowledge sources.

For a better understanding the illustration above shows the knowledge base of 
weak tie designers. The designers receive a design brief from B&O and based 
on that they create a product concept, which they send back to B&O. The de-
sign discourse happens in between and without the involvement of B&O. The 
design discourse is based on the different knowledge and inspiration sources. 
Since the weak tie designers all designed a product for the first time for B&O, 
two never even designed consumer electronics before, the designers did not 
possess a lot of knowledge about B&O and, therefore, had to use knowledge 
gained elsewhere.

This non-redundancy of the designers’ knowledge not only provides B&O with 

B&O

Weak Tie
Designer

Social Events
Everyday Life

Other
Products

Previous Design 
Projects

Previous 
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Nature

Non-redundant 
knowledge

Sends
product concept

Sends
design brief

Knowledge base
that influences
design discourse

Figure 7. a - The knowledge base for weak tie designers when 
designing new products.
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new insights, it also allows the designer to look at the project from the per-
spective of an outsider and with no constraints. This is important as existing 
knowledge can hinder innovation if the people involved in the project have too 
many constraints of what is possible and what not (Stamm, 2008). As outsid-
ers weak tie designers have the ability to challenge the engineers more with 
their ideas. For example, parts of the idea from the designer of product A2 
were first believed to be impossible to realize by B&O’s engineers, therefore, 
the designer had to build a physical prototype of his idea and show it to the 
engineers to prove them wrong.

This is much inline with Verganti (2009) who argues that interpreters should 
be outsiders with no or only limited knowledge about the company to bring 
in new perspectives and insights. While strong tie designers due to their long 
experience possess a lot of insights into the company, weak tie designers 
even preferred not to know too much about B&O and existing products as it 
would limit their imagination and lead to “designing the same product but with 
different buttons.” (Slaatto, 2014) This lack of insider knowledge can be im-
portant when aiming for innovative products.  
 
Since the designers have to use knowledge gained in different projects and 
industries, they become valuable structural bridges for B&O. This was also 
found by Dell’Era and Verganti (2010:134) “the capability to build valuable 
creative networks over time is a critical asset in design-intensive industries: 
the knowledge developed through specific collaborations can be exploited 
in other projects, and even in collaboration with other designers.” This does 
not only apply to B&O but also to the external designers, since it is difficult to 
unlearn and forget knowledge gained in previous projects it is almost natural 
to make use of the same knowledge in different contexts and projects.

Weak tie designers are weak ties because they do not specialize on only one 
industry or one company but switch between different projects, companies, 
and industries. This allows them to establish a lot of non-redundant contacts 
and knowledge sources, which influence their design projects. The ability to 
move between different networks also means that the designers are able to 
detect emerging trends in other industries faster than strong tie designers 
who are specialized on one industry or only focus on very few clients.
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In accordance to Burt (2004) who found that weak ties are more likely to have 
good ideas because they are closer to structural holes and can bridge those 
more easily, one can say the same about weak tie designers. This is due to 
fact that, “opinion and behaviour are more homogeneous within than between 
groups, so [designers] connected across groups are more familiar with alter-
native ways of thinking and behaving, which gives them more options to select 
from and synthesize” (Burt, 2004:350) When working on a design project the 
weak tie designers may find their ideas and solutions in knowledge gained in 
different industries or projects. For example the designer Slaatto, who was a 
former musician, found his inspiration in the knowledge he had about music.
 
Further, weak tie designers cannot only spot emerging trends in different 
industries faster they also have a better chance to collect diverse knowledge 
about a user group or test the knowledge they already have in different set-
tings. “Designers who design lamps, sofas, kitchens, and consumer electron-
ics have iterative chances to collect information about domestic lifestyles, test 
new proposals, gain feedback, and interact with multiple interpreters in this 
context.” (Verganti, 2009:203)
 
It was found that weak tie designers can not only spot new trends, they are 
also able to influence the emergence of new trends with their own work. This 
is similar to Verganti’s idea about the double role of interpreters. Interpreters 
not only conduct research about how people could give meaning to things, 
they also have a seductive power which influences people in their meaning 
creation. It is “because of these two characteristics, interpreters are the key-
stone in radical design-driven innovation.” (Verganti, 2009:209)

This seductive power could, indeed, explain why the products of weak tie 
designers were more successful than products from strong tie designer. For 
example, the designer of A1, Cecilie Manz, is a well known furniture and home 
accessories designer, she not only had a lot of insights into how people deco-
rate their homes, she was also able with her previous design projects to influ-
ence the way people decorate their homes, setting new trends in the furniture 
industry. Her knowledge and insights from the furniture industry were perfect 
complements to B&O’s meaning of hi-fi products as pieces of furniture.

Although, the seductive power of the designers was not directly a part of our 



90

study, we believe it also relates to the tie strength. A weak tie designer who 
designs furniture, kitchen products, and consumer electronics, for example, 
can make use of the seductive power in different industries and therefore 
influence the emergence of a new trend more than a designer who is only 
focused on one company or industry.

Strong tie designers use less diverse knowledge and are less likely to 
create innovative products
 
The strong focus on only one company and industry was seen as a character-
istic of the strong tie designers. All of the strong tie designers worked for B&O 
for more than ten years and developed the majority of the products in the 
current product portfolio. The strong tie designers were also found to use the 
smallest networks, one of them did not use a network at all. Since we believe 
it is the knowledge they already possess which influences the design process, 
a lot of the knowledge of strong tie designers is based on their long work ex-
perience with B&O.
 
“Long-term relationships are recognized as powerful positive resources for 
incremental innovation, but under some circumstances ‘the ties that bind may 
become the ties that blind.’’ (Tidd & Bessant, 2009:300)

This quotation illustrates the dilemma of strong tie designers. Strong tie re-
lationships are trustful relationships, since B&O knows the designers well, it 
seems less risky to work together and might speed up the development pro-
cess. Furthermore, based on previous design success the company knows 
somehow what it can expect from the designer. Our research revealed that 
strong tie designers are often asked to redesign the company’s old design 
classics. However, our analysis also showed that only one successful product 
was designed by a strong tie designer.

The long relationship between a company and an external designer might 
cause that the designer develops the characteristics of an in-house designers. 
Although, the designer is still external, it becomes difficult for the designer to 
look at the company from the perspective of an outsider since the designer 
possesses too many insights due to his previous work, which might be a con-
strain for creativity.
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Our results from the analysis showed that strong tie designers knew the spe-
cialists within the company well and were also connected to B&O’s suppliers. 
Since B&O connects the designers with the supplier directly the company 
does not have to mediate between those two stakeholders. This inter-con-
nectedness leads to shorter and more efficient ways of communication be-
tween the different parts involved in the development process. However, it 
also means a lot of the knowledge of strong tie designers is redundant, as 
illustrated in the figure below.

B&OStrong Tie
Designer

Previous
Projects

Nature

Art

Redundant 

New  knowledge

Knowledge base
that influences
design discourse

Customers

Feedback
from customers 

Focusing on only a few strong ties can hinder the company, as well as, the 
designer to see the necessity to expand the network and search for new 
knowledge. The diversity of projects was found to be smaller for strong tie 
designers since they spend a lot of resources on working for B&O. This might 
cause that socio-cultural changes that appear in different industries might be 
overlooked or ignored.
 
While weak tie designers can see emerging trends through their work in differ-
ent industries, strong tie designers stay in one industry. Unless they conduct 
active research outside their own local network it becomes difficult for them 
to understand what is going on in other industries. This was also found in pre-
vious studies about the knowledge exchange in product development projects 
“product developers come to rely on established communication channels 
in which they are strongly immersed” (Henderson & Clark, (1990) in Hansen, 
1999: 86). 

Figure 7. b - The knowledge base for strong tie designers when 
designing new products.
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The strong tie designers in this study did not conduct a lot of research during 
the design process and, therefore, relied to a great extent on the knowledge 
gained in their previous projects and experiences. This has important impli-
cations for the management of the relationship to strong tie designers. Since 
they mainly work with one company and stay in the same industry they have 
fewer possibilities to gain new knowledge from projects outside their local 
networks. Therefore, their knowledge creation highly depends on the knowl-
edge they get from the client company, B&O.

“The ability to acquire, develop or create new knowledge is directly related to 
a person’s ability to begin forgetting through recognizing and acknowledging 
the limitations of existing knowledge.” (Hislop, 2009:131) While weak tie de-
signers acquire and test their knowledge through different projects, strong tie 
designers depend to a great extent on the B&O’s feedback.
 
However, none of the designers we interviewed received feedback from B&O 
about the products’ success. This lack of feedback cannot only be seen as a 
disadvantage for the designers, as they cannot learn from eventual mistakes, 
it also creates a disadvantage for the company, since it lowers the chances of 
coming up with innovative products.  

The importance of feedback and user insights was also pointed out by a 
strong tie designer who said: “Especially user insights would make sense, 
because we are able to find out why a certain product didn’t go so well and 
can use that information in the next product, rather than having to guess what 
went wrong.” (Valeur, 2014)  

According to the strong tie designer Torsten Valeur B&O has earlier made 
attempts to provide the designer with user insights, however, those insights 
turned out to be useless for the designer as the findings were incomplete. The 
insights showed the users’ opinions about different products but not the rea-
soning behind them. This is often the problem with market research compared 
to design research; if designers are not part of collecting the insights, the re-
sults seem useless for the designers. Often it is not the answer to a question 
that gives the designer a valuable insight but the way the user behaves while 
interacting with a product. (Abbing, 2010)
Since strong tie designers include less diverse knowledge sources in their 
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design discourse they rely to a great extend on the knowledge they receive 
from B&O. Therefore, it is important for B&O to become better at providing 
feedback and useful user insights to help the designers to become better in 
thinking new and creating innovative products. Although the analysis showed 
that they were less likely to create successful products their existing knowl-
edge about the technology makes them important collaboration partners for 
the development of complex products.
 
Complex products require a stronger relationship between the designer 

and the company

 
Although, all products in group A and B were similar in their complexity since 
they were all audio products, the interviews with strong tie designers indicate 
there are different levels of complexity across different product categories.

The design process for televisions was found to be more complex and re-
quires different skills from a designer than the design of new loudspeakers. 
Televisions are much more complex and require a good technological under-
standing by the designer and a close collaboration with the engineers since 
every change in the design will directly affect the technical performance of the 
television.
 
It was found that none of B&O’s televisions were designed by weak tie design-
ers. One reason for that could be the complexity and the lack of knowledge. 
The strong tie designer Torsten Valeur said during the interview that B&O once 
assigned a new design studio with the task of designing a new TV. The design 
studio had not much experience with the design of a television and first had 
to acquire the knowledge needed. Therefore, the design process became very 
long and the end result did not match with B&O’s expectations. B&O had to 
hand over the project to the strong tie designer Torsten Valeur, who is experi-
enced with the design of new TV’s. The process not only became longer than 
expected it also required more resources by B&O. This example illustrates 
that although weak tie designers may be able to provide the company with 
valuable new insights and innovative concepts their lack of knowledge can 
also be a disadvantage regarding complex projects.

This is similar to Hansen’s (1999) study about knowledge exchange; he found 
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that projects with complex knowledge were completed in shorter and more 
efficient time when working with strong tie partners. Our analysis showed that 
although strong tie designers included far less knowledge sources in their 
network, they had a solid background about the technological aspects either 
due to the long work experience or because they followed the technological 
developments out of interest. This pre-existing knowledge can shorten the de-
sign process since designers are aware of how certain changes in the design 
will affect the technological performance of the product and will need less 
iteration during the development process.
 
In the case of the development of a new TV a short completion time is crucial 
for B&O, since technology changes fast and B&O depends on the techno-
logical developments of its suppliers. For example, B&O should not spend 
more than two years on the development of new TV since the product would 
become out-dated shortly after the market launch. The fast changes in tech-
nology also require the designers to be able to foresee some of the changes 
in order to create innovative ideas and to be able to adopt their design ideas 
during the process.
 
Since none of the products analysed were televisions further research is nec-
essary to further investigate the role of a product’s complexity and the de-
signers’ ability to create an innovative product idea.
 
B&O’s products are incremental innovations of the meaning it embraced 

in the 1960s

 
“Incremental innovation in meanings occurs much more often than break-
throughs. Companies often update and adapt the language of their products 
to suit gradual changes in taste in the dominant meaning in the market” (Ver-
ganti, 2009:97).

This also applies to B&O’s products, none of the current products in B&O’s 
product portfolio are radical innovations. In fact, most of the products are 
more or less successful incremental innovations of the meaning B&O em-
braced in 1960s, when it turned hi-fi’s into pieces of furniture.
 
Furthermore, numerous re-designs of old B&O classics indicate that the com-
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pany depends heavily on its past and tries to re-embrace the success of its 
design classics.

Although, this study did not differentiate between the two B&O brands, it was 
noticed that the different brand strategies might also influence the ability of 
the designers to come up with radical innovative product ideas. Designers 
who design for the B&O Play brand have much more freedom in their creative 
thinking process, since the B&O Play products are sold as stand alone prod-
ucts. Products of the traditional B&O brand can be combined with each other, 
hence, a new product has to match existing products. It somehow forces the 
designers to look at what already exists and limits the chances of creating an 
innovative product. This difference could explain why product A4 was the only 
successful product by a strong tie designer. Product A4 was intended to be a 
stand-alone product, hence, the designers could think free and independent 
of existing products.   
 
The design brief might influence the level of innovativeness a lot. To speed 
up the development process B&O pre-selects the technological components 
to the product. While this practice is advantageous to weak tie designers, 
as they do not need to know a lot about technology, it also turns the design 
process into a “form follows function” activity.  Designers are primarily asked 
to design a nice packaging for the technology. This lowers the ability of the 
designers to transfer technological know-how between different contexts and 
hence limits the chance to come up with a technological epiphany that can 
turn into a radical innovation.

7.1 Recommendations
 
For implementing our findings B&O should revise the network configuration 
and make sure that the designers are provided with the right knowledge. The 
findings showed that the inspiration sources are very important, so the knowl-
edge and inspiration B&O provides should be optimized and decoded so it is 
easy to transfer to others. This task will be new for B&O and they have to take 
on the responsibility for their external partners. The creative inputs could be 
different fairs, sociologists, presentations by other industry experts etc.  
If managed right strong tie designers may be able to unfold their ability to 
come up with radical ideas, since they the follow technological development 
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but lack socio cultural insights. They may imagine new ways to use technol-
ogy, however to foster that imagination they may need insights from other 
partners than B&O.
 
During all the interviews there was a consistent consensus about the received 
feedback from the firm or lack of it. This important process must be imple-
mented as a normal procedure after a project is finished. For future improve-
ments in the cooperation honesty and feedback are tools that must be used 
to optimize the process. Designers can benefit from feedback about a prod-
uct’s market success, as it will show them if they went in the right direction or 
offer them valuable insights for improvements in future projects. 
 
To challenge the designers B&O should make sure that the designer’s projects 
are not provided in a row. By doing this the designers have to take in other as-
signments in the meantime and thereby get new creative inputs. Furthermore 
they will have time to assess the feedback from B&O. 

7.2 Methodological Validity
 
The findings in our thesis shows that B&O does not work with the same ap-
proach as described by Verganti. The design discourse is not actively con-
ducted by B&O but is the designers’ own responsibility. It was found that the 
designers’ networks did not consist of many interpreters but were dominated 
by indirect knowledge sources from which they get their inspiration. While 
Verganti’s approach is based on research about many Italian design-driven 
companies, our study focused only on one company. This might lower the 
validity of our research results, since our study only focuses on B&O. How-
ever, our findings are similar to the findings of Lauritzen (2012) which points 
towards the existence of a Scandinavian design-driven innovation approach.
 
Abduction and the grounded theory method have proven to be a good meth-
odological choice for the analysis of data. Our study was explorative and did 
not simply test an existing theory our research steps often depended on the 
findings of our interviews and data research. We tried to increase the validity 
of our results by combining primary and secondary data sources. Further we 
tried to be as objective as possible, no personal judgements of the design of 
a product were made.  We were aware of the risks associated to our method-
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ological choices. The risk of not finding sufficient data to build a new theory. 
Based on our analysis we discussed different findings which can be part of 
a new theory around the scandinavian design approach. However, since our 
study only looked at B&O, further research will be needed to see if the find-
ings can be generalized.
A valid theory would require the investigation of more Scandinavian design 
companies, however, the findings of this study can be useful for B&O and their 
network management.  
 
We are aware of that our network analysis might have some weak points 
which might lower the validity of our findings. The network sources of the 
designers could have been explored more narrowly, for example, ranking the 
importance of each inspiration source. Interviews with all of B&O designers 
could have given a more precise insights into the design process and in-
creased the validity of the study.

Since the analysis of the products A1 and A3 was based on secondary sourc-
es, interviews with the designers could increase the validity of the analysis of 
these two networks. Further, the analysis of product A4 and B3 could have a 
low validity because not much information about the designer’s work process 
in regards to these two products was available and since the designer passed 
away in 2011 no interviews were possible. Nevertheless we were able to ob-
tain an interview with Torsten, the heir of the design studio. 
 
The qualitative research data has proven to give good insights, the in-depth 
interviews have provided us with a better understanding of the designers work 
processes  especially when the design studios could be visited, too. There-
fore, we believe quantitative data would not have given us the same insights 
and would have ignored large parts of the design process. Furthermore, the 
semi-structured interviews allowed the interviewees to speak freely about the 
design process, standardized questions would have let to a wrong picture 
since there are no standardized design processes, each designer has his or 
her individual work style.

The validity of our findings seems legitimate, but can be time sensitive due to 
the changes within the firm. At the time of writing a lot of changes were hap-
pening inside the company including the management of the designers.  
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8. Conclusion

There is no doubt that the external network plays an important rol for B&O’s 
product developement process. The analysis showed that B&O does not 
engage in a wide design-discourse. It was found that external designers are 
responsible for the design direction and have to conduct design research on 
their own. Instead of facilitating a wide design-discourse as suggested by 
Verganti, B&O choose to rely on external designers to acquire knowledge and 
insights that can lead to successful products. Our analysis also showed that 
these external designers must be chosen carefully and the strength of the 
relationship between B&O and the designer plays a very important role. 

A certain dynamic within the network is recommended, rather than working 
with only a few designers B&O should diversify its network and work with 
many different designers. Weak relationships to the designers led to more 
successful products than strong  relationships. A look at the designers work 
processes showed that designers with weak-ties tend to include a lot more 
diverse knowledge sources in their network. Whereas designers who have a 
long relationship with the company were relying to a great extend on their own 
intuition and experienced gained in previous projects with the company.

This thesis is based on a pragmatic research philosophy that has included 
the abductive approach within a single case study setting. The reasoning 
behind these choices are based on including all factors that are relevant and 
to be open for new interpretations during the research process. The research 
results seem to be valid and reliable for the time being, however further re-
search within this field is needed.
 

8.1. Further Research

For a more accurate picture of B&O’s network and their work processes a 
stronger cooperation with the management could be explored. This would 
also open up for the access to sales numbers for the products and thereby 
the creation of a framework for the definition of bad, average and good selling 
products. This could be an interesting analysis of the differences in the net-
work configuration and inspiration sources for all three categories.
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To gain a precise work structure of the designers and B&O’s cooperation 
an observational study could be conducted over the entire development of 
a new product. This could also help to further explore the differences in the 
work process of strong and weak tie designers, for example in regards to how 
many iterations are needed and in how far the end product equals the first 
idea.  Furthermore,  a longitudinal study could give insights about the devel-
opment of the network and the relationship strength and answers questions 
like; when does a weak tie designer becomes a strong tie? 

Moreover, it was noticed that some of the weak tie designers were at the be-
ginning of their career, whereas the strong tie designers could look back on a 
long professional work life. A closer look at the designers learning curve and 
level of expertise could give further insights into how willing they are to use 
external network sources in their design process and if a higher level of ex-
pertise leads to a lower willingness to actively conduct research.   
 
Last but not least, established literature points out that design-driven compa-
nies have engage in a wide design discourse with different interpreters (Ver-
ganti, 2009). However, this was not observed in the case of B&O and Stelton 
(Lauritzen), therefore, there are indications that a Scandinavian design-driven 
innovation approach exists. However, further research will be needed to see if 
that is the case. 
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10.3. Prototype of BeoSound 8
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