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Executive Summary

According to the literature about design-driven innovation (DDI), networks are said to be a 

key success factor. The influence of these, however, has not been investigated in other settings 

than those provided by Verganti (2009). The theory dares to claim that companies need to get 

involved with a design discourse, which must include interpreters from a variety of industries 

and fields. The network of interpreters should be integrated in the research process of the 

product to enhance the chance of success. To investigate these claims further, an in-depth, 

network study of Stelton (a prominent and successful Danish design company) was 

undertaken. Both the location and industry of the company is different from the ones 

researched by Verganti. The investigation strives to answer the following research question: 

How do Verganti’s claims around the interrelationship of design networks and design success 

hold true within a different research setting (non Italian, not furniture design)?

Building the research on a positivistic stance, the purpose of the research is to observe general 

patterns within the design processes of the products head developers. These patterns can then 

give indications of similarities between the two groups of products (successful and 

unsuccessful). Through analysis and discussion the researcher will unfold how different 

network factors influence the design success. The findings will then be compared against 

Verganti’s theory of DDI (2009).

Contrary to the literature, it was found that a design discourse is not the key success factor. 

Design driven companies are able to produce successful products without the involvement of 

a design discourse. Instead, it was encountered that the company’s network should include 

greater amounts of specific types of information sources. 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. The research is exploratory and is only  

based on seven product cases and the results can therefore not give any general conclusions. 

Given these results, it can be stated that there is a tendency that networks do influence the 

success of a product and that there is an interrelationship between design networks and design 

success, though not in the way first anticipated.
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“Problems cannot be solved by the same level of thinking that created them”

           Einstein

1. Nature of Study 

“Common for design today, is that it shall improve life - either in a concrete way or through 

experiences and emotions. Design does not only characterize the world we have, but also the 

world we would like to live in…” (Danish Design Center - Denmark by design)1.

Networks have become an important element in people’s daily lives. Not only do they use 

networks to search for a new job, but also to keep in contact with old friends. Networks are no 

less important for companies, where it is crucial that the best people are found to work on a 

project.

Every year hundreds and hundreds of new products see the light of day, and behind these 

products is a well-oiled machine to ensure that everything runs as it is supposed to. Along the 

way a number of people are involved in the process, in the hope of creating a successful 

product. The strategies are numerous. One relatively new strategy is the strategy of design-

driven innovation (DDI), where it is design innovation and not innovation in functionality that 

drives the company. One theory of DDI was developed by Roberto Verganti, who asserted 

that the core process in design-driven strategy was to use networks, consisting of key 

interpreters (Verganti 2008; Verganti 2009). Without the networks, or in Verganti’s words, the 

design discourse, a product’s chance of success is decreased. Companies need to be able to 

attract and communicate with a large network, thereby obtaining knowledge and ideas in 

order to think outside of the box. Is it therefore fair to say, that if a design-driven company is 

not interacting with the discourse, then their products will be unsuccessful?

Stelton is a Danish company focusing on designing tableware products. They have existed for 

fifty years, and throughout the years they have experienced a great deal of success and won 

several awards for the design of their products, but there have also been downturns. Design 
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has always been a core element in the success of Stelton, and in order to keep up with their 

competitors they use external designers. The designers and Stelton must therefore use a large 

network and interact with a design discourse in order to live up to the requirements of 

Verganti. Though one could ask, how much networks influence the outcome of a product. 

There are many steps involved from an idea being born, to getting placed on a shelf, to a 

customer carrying it home and placing it safely on the table. Some products never make the 

final step. Hence, is there a difference in the networks used, when the product turns out to be 

unsuccessful from when it is successful?

To answer the research question, an in-depth network study of Stelton will be carried out. The 

analysis will take a point of departure in a few very successful cases of DDI, followed by a 

few unsuccessful cases. These will subsequently be compared and analyzed to determine if 

the network of the companies and designers had any influence on the success of the product. 

Do Stelton and the designers need to gain knowledge from people far away from their natural 

environment to ensure success, or is it enough to rely on their own intelligence and 

surroundings to create a successful innovation through design?

1.2 Motivation

The motivation behind this research is derived from the researcher’s interest in design and the 

creative industries. In the creative industries, networks are perceived to be important due to 

the industries’ extensive use of external employees. Hence the question emerged: “What 

influence do networks have on the products from the creative industries?” the theory of DDI 

apparently answers this question by stating that the use of a design discourse can enhance 

success. As a result, even though no investigation of it was made, this theory has been 

adopted in the creative industries within Denmark. The theory (DDI) is developed with a 

great focus on Italian manufactures, and the researcher therefore became curious to 

investigate if the theory would be applicable in Denmark and on a different kind of firm, 

though still design-driven. Stelton was thereby chosen as it is a successful design brand 

known from the researcher’ childhood.
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1.3 Research Question

How do Verganti’s claims around the interrelationship of design networks and design success 

hold true within a different research setting (non Italian, not furniture design)?

‣ How are the networks used during the design process?

‣ What other network characteristics, other than Verganti’s, are important during 

the design process?

1.3.1 Limitations

The theory of DDI emphasizes the importance of networks during the research and 

development (R&D) phase. The research has therefore been limited to the research of this 

phase, which means that it is the networks of the key persons in this process that will be 

investigated. 

During the research process, the researcher has excluded other external factors, that may have 

an impact on the success of a product. The researcher is well aware that, the amount of money 

spent on marketing especially, price elasticity or exposure for each product is different and 

can thereby have an influence on its success. Theoretically, one could assume that each 

product regarding marketing had the same possibilities since the amount of marketing spent 

on the product depended on the consumers’ reactions. If the reaction were bad, the money 

would have been spent elsewhere (Surel and Christensen, December 2011).

There is little research within the area of DDI, which makes it hard to validate the findings 

through existing theory. This research is exploratory, a new theory will be developed, but at 

the same time the findings will provide areas and topics, within networks and DDI for further 

investigation.
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1.4 Justification of Research Question

There are many theorists who have investigated how a person’s position in a network can 

influence creativity or productivity, but very few have looked further into how it actually 

influences the outcome of a creative product. Roberto Verganti has developed a theory about 

design-driven innovation (DDI), which is based on the investigation of several large and 

successful companies from Italy. 

The theory states that a company must interact with a design discourse and make it a part of 

the company’s network in order to produce a successful product (Verganti 2009). It is a theory  

about the impact of networks which has not been further justified by an investigation of 

networks in other surroundings. The theory can, therefore, only claim an interrelationship 

between design networks and design success in the setting provided by Verganti. 

The aim of this research, therefore, is to contribute a theory that can extend or illuminate the 

network concept of the theory of DDI. This will be achieved through investigating the 

interrelationship of design networks and design success in a design-driven company in 

another setting.

1.5 Definitions

Creativity - Creativity refers to the creation of something new. It will, therefore, be equated 

with innovation when applicable (see definition of innovation). It will be stated if the word is 

used differently.

Design discourse - “A collective research process on meanings and design languages (i.e., 

a continuous dialogue on sociocultural models, foreseen and desired) and its implications 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).
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Innovation - The word innovation derives from the Latin word innovatus, which is the noun 

form of innovare ‘to renew or change’ and according to the dictionary the definition of 

innovation “is the introduction of something new. A new idea, method or device: 

novelty” (Merriam-Webster, 2011).

Interpreters - are researchers that research how people can give meaning to things. The 

research is conducted in the same life context as the research the company executes. (Verganti 

2009:12) 

• Key interpreters “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 2009:13).

Network - “a group or system of interconnected people or things”(Oxford dictionary 

online). In this project, the group of people are not necessarily closely connected.

Success - is defined in many ways. Stelton define a successful product as a shooting star2, a 

product with a long life-cycle, that makes a good profit, and is a commercial success (Surel 

and Christensen, December 2011). This is the definition that will be applied throughout the 

project.

Tie strength - is either weak or strong. 

• Weak ties are “ direct relationships between two actors at the low end of the tie 

strength continuum that involve relatively infrequent interactions, comparatively 

low emotional closeness, and one-way exchanges” (Perry-Smith and Shalley 

2003:92). 

• Strong ties are defined as, “Direct relationships that involve relatively frequent 

interactions, high emotional closeness, and reciprocity” (Perry-Smith and 

Shalley 2003:93).
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Structural bridge - is a network tie, “When person A is connected to person B but is not 

directly connected to any of the people in person B's network” (Perry-Smith and Shalley 

2003:93).

1.6 Structure of Thesis

• I - Nature of study and research question

• II - Literary review 

Chapter 2 gives an overview of the research field of open innovation, networks and 

DDI.

• III - Methodology

Chapter 3 will outline the methodological approach regarding this research. This will be 

followed by any concerns about the scientific approach, choice of data collection, and 

methods for data analysis.

• IV - Empirical presentation

Chapter 4 presents the case company, Stelton, and gives a brief introduction to the 

interviewed designers and the products chosen for analysis.

• V - Theory

Chapter 5 gives a review of the theory of DDI, with a main focus on the network 

concept of the theory.

• VI - Analysis

Chapter 6 provides an analysis of the seven product cases. The cases will be analyzed 

and compared to find similarities and dissimilarities. 
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• VII - Discussion

Chapter 8 will discuss some of the findings from chapter 6. The chapter is divided into 

two main sections. The first section will discuss the findings and compare it to the 

theory of DDI, while the second, will discuss issues related to the product networks.

• VIII - Conclusion and further research
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2. Literary Review

This chapter provides an overview of the research field by presenting relevant theories and 

studies related to innovation, networks and design-driven innovation (DDI). This includes an 

introduction to Verganti’s theory of DDI, which is relevant to answer the proposed research 

question.

2.1 Innovation 

As described earlier, innovation is the introduction of something new, something novel. Many 

companies try to create something truly novel, which will make their competitors bend over 

backwards in their attempts to follow the development. There are theories about open and 

closed innovation, and many of the newer theories revolve around the idea of open innovation 

“Firms commercialize external (as well as internal) ideas by deploying outside (as well as in-

house) pathways to the market” (Chesbrough 2003:35,36). This kind of thinking sends 

companies searching for the right kind of people to help them in their innovation process. As 

Beltz states in his article, many fresh ideas come from other sectors, and established parties 

have often become blind towards new solutions (2011:117). Furthermore, a company has to 

be ready to invest in the process of using external people. “Genuine and radical innovation is 

only possible if you have a vision of the future and can communicate that vision through 

services and products” (Beltz 2011:114). 

One of the principles of open innovation is that all of the smart people you need may not 

necessarily work for your company, and therefore, companies must tap into the knowledge of 

those individuals outside of the company (Chesbrough 2003:38). One way to do this, is to use 

lead-user involvement, which has become an attractive innovation method for many 

companies. The leading users of a certain industry or product are found to help the company 

in the innovation process, for example, the mountain bike was a result of lead-user 

innovation. By using lead-users, the companies get fresh perspectives and user experience, 

although it can be difficult for the companies to manage this method and identify the ‘right 

people’ (Heinerth et al., 2007).
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User innovation and design is another method used by companies. Here it is ‘normal’ users or 

customers of a product that are used in innovation process instead of the lead-users (Franke 

and Piller 2004:2). This method reduces risks, seen that companies reduces R&D costs, as 

well as, the customers get a product, which fulfill their needs. “A major group of customers 

remains somewhat dissatisfied with standard offerings, even in seemingly mature 

markets” (Franke and Piller 2004:3). Due to the customers’ dissatisfaction, they are given 

toolkits and the opportunity to influence the innovation and design of a product. However, 

users often lack technological and industry insights and are consequently better at solving 

need-based problems (Poetz and Schreier 2009:14). 

Other companies, nonetheless, find it better to rely on an array of external expertise, which 

includes, amongst others, both lead-users and users. Design-driven companies rely on an 

understanding of a product’s sociocultural- and technical context. “Firms that develop design-

driven innovations step back from users and take a broader perspective” (Verganti 2009:11). 

To get a broader perspective, the design-driven companies use a network of interpreters, the 

design discourse. 

“Does the product reflect an incremental or radical change? Everyone (employees, 

customers, suppliers) might have suggestions for minor changes, but if a company is looking 

for a radical change, a fresh view from an external designer might lead to better 

results” (Stamm 1998:43).

The word ‘might’ in the quote is very interesting, as it states that it is not with certainty that an 

external designer is able to produce the desired outcome. Indirectly, the quote also states that 

it is possible to make radical innovations with only in-house employees, but the chances are 

greater if external people are employed. Again the key is external expertise. 

The methods for creating successful innovations are endless. The method chosen should 

depend on the company’s industry, market profile and internal innovation profile (Nambisan 

and Sawhney 2007:118). Whether one method is better than the other might be difficult to 

argue on, because it often depends on the kind of company. 
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Roberto Verganti has developed the theory of “Design-driven innovation” (DDI), and even 

though he does not use the explicit expertise of users, he does not question the importance of 

them. “Yet this is just one piece of the puzzle”, states Verganti (2008:437). His theory 

extensively uses the concept of open innovation, thereby tapping into the knowledge and 

expertise of a large design discourse. It is through the design discourse that the company 

interacts with possible users, and it is the discourse or the network that is the key factor of ddi. 

The above theories all have one thing in common; that companies need external people to 

help them in the innovation process, it can be lead-users, customers or external key 

developers. “How widely a firm explores external knowledge strongly influences a firms 

performance in creating new products and services” (Prügl et al. 2009:1). However, it is not 

enough to simply hire an external employee. That employee must also have a certain 

understanding of the company and, for that matter, also the brand they are working for 

(Stamm 1998:52).

The use of external employees is praised over and over in theories about innovation and it is 

easy to see why. External employees are not colored by what is going on inside the company. 

They also come with fresh perspectives and have experiences from other projects and 

companies. On the contrary, external employees lack inside knowledge of the brand, its values 

and capabilities. Many designs are, therefore, often rejected when external designers pitch 

their design to a company. Consequently, many external designers are hired, by the same 

company, on a regular basis, to prevent this disadvantage. Verganti suggests that companies 

should open up to the world of interpreters and use their networks, because this is the key to 

success3.

2.2 Networks

“The challenge is to be able to identify the key interpreters before the competitor, that is 

something that requires investment and support” (Verganti 2009:160). Networks and 
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especially social networks have become a phenomena widely discussed. By using networks, 

people or companies are given the opportunity to get in contact with and use external people 

outside of their own industry. Networks are used for a number of different reasons: to search 

for jobs, get information or share knowledge. It is within networks that the core of the DDI 

theory lies. 

“The key capability in design-driven innovation is to access and to share knowledge with the 

design discourse and, more precisely, to identify the key interpreters, to attract them and 

develop with them a privileged relationship…” (Verganti 2008:445-446). The design 

discourse is a network of interpreters from different industries and fields of interest. These 

interpreters are said to play a significant role, for the innovation process of a design-driven 

company. It is interpreters who are consulted every now and again to gain information on the 

sociocultural terms and technical terms, to “explore how the context in which people live is 

evolving” (Verganti 2009:11).

Perry-Smith and Shalley argue that it is not always beneficial to develop strong ties or 

develop privileged relationships to the other links in the network, because weak ties have 

greater effect on creativity (2003). “The more weak ties one has, the more diverse information 

and the more people one is exposed to, and the more opportunity one has for autonomy and 

flexible thinking” (Perry-Smith and Shalley 2003:95). If the same interpreters are consulted 

over and over they will eventually develop a strong tie to the company. However, if there are 

too many weak ties it can also become a problem. The number of ties can become so 

extensive that it will be distracting and meaningless, instead of enhancing creativity (Perry-

Smith and Shalley 2003:95). 

Perry-Smith and Shalley investigates the social side of creativity (2003). They find that the tie 

strength between the actors in a network are important as well as the centrality of the actors. 

“If an individual has contact with a diverse group of people, the likelihood that he or she has 

knowledge or can obtain knowledge of different approaches to a given problem is 

increased” (Perry-Smith and Shalley 2003:92). A network can consist of many, or few ties, 

with closely related professionals, or with professionals far from their own industry. 

“However, in any kind of network, ties are expensive to maintain” (Kastelle and Steen 
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2010:80). A company has to figure out what the most beneficial solution is for them and how 

big a network they can maintain.

According to Perry-Smith and Shalley, many start in the peripheral of the network until it is 

fully constructed and then they slowly move closer to the center (2003:90). In the peripheral, 

there are many weak ties, which according to Granovetter (1973) and Perry-Smith and 

Shalley (2003), enhance creativity. Weak ties are often people with a knowledge different 

from your own and it can therefore be more beneficial (Granovatter 1973). Though 

eventually, the spiral effect of centrality slowly sends an individual from the peripheral to the 

center, where they can become so entrenched that the individual will constrain creativity 

(Perry-Smith and Shalley 2003:90).

The research of Perry-Smith and Shalley (2003) was conducted by investigating individual 

persons, but even so the concept should be applicable for a company, seen that they act as a 

single unity, surrounded by a network of individual people. Perry-Smith and Shalley (2003) 

believe that a company should remain in contact with a lot of people, but the relationships 

cannot be too tight. Contrary, Verganti suggest that the relationships to the interpreters should 

be a long time relationship and that the company should be in the center, surrounded by the 

linkages to the many interpreters. The network of interpreters is the crucial element in 

Verganti’s version of DDI. However, the Danish Design Center is of another opinion.

2.3 Design-Driven Innovation (DDI)

Not much theory has been developed about DDI but Danish Design Center (DDC), an 

independent Danish organization4, has recognized that there is a need to focus more on this 

area. After extensive research, DDC has developed a model to help companies be design-

driven. 
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The model is based on a design-driven approach that leads to results with maximum 

innovation, accuracy and successful implementation of products and services (Danish Design 

Center, Design driven approach, 2011). The model, called DIN-model, is developed for both 

private and public companies. It is developed to ensure better implementation and is divided 

into several stages to secure that the user of the model comes all the way around the problem.

The model goes through six main stages, and these are followed by a gate. The gates evaluate 

the stages. The six main stages are:

‣ Innovation-space

‣ Front end (what is the problem?)

‣ Concept development

‣ Development (of the product or service)

‣ Implementation

‣ Roll-out (into other institutions or industries) (Danish Design Center, DIN model 

2011)

Compared to Roberto Verganti’s DDI theory, the DIN model is a step-by-step model about the 

process and development of a design-driven strategy. Verganti has a greater focus on the 

factors behind a successful DDI and as such is not a “how to” guide. Verganti’s theory of DDI 

is “based on the ability to build and sustain an internal and external network of relationships 

rather than on a specific method or sequence of steps” (Verganti 2009:135). The DIN-model, 

on the other hand, does not mention anything about the importance of external players or 

networks, but instead, that the company itself needs to be ready to use this kind of strategy. 

Accordingly, both of the theories mention the importance of having several thinkers behind 

the development. Verganti emphasizes the significance of external key developers and the use 

of the design discourse, while DIN has a focus on multidisciplinary teams and placing the 

right people together. However, these are not necessarily external people. Another difference 

is that the DIN model revolves around user needs, whereas Verganti’s theory revolves around 

the significance of the design discourse and thereby networks.
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One reason behind these differences seems to be that Verganti focuses on the external factors 

behind a good DDI and how to be successful, while the DIN model focuses on the internal 

factors a company needs to be aware of, in order to use a design-driven strategy. DDC states 

in their exhibition about ‘challenge innovation’, “Does design driven innovation hold all the 

answers? No, but it asks the right questions” (September 2011). Though the two models 

could be a good compliment to one and another.

Summary

There are many theories that explain how a company can ensure innovation and how 

networks should be used in the process to create success. Different kinds of networks are said 

to have a different kind of affect on the process for which it is used. Some of the main topics 

from the theory of DDI such as open innovation and networks have been discussed in relation 

to other theories such as lead-user innovation and tie strength. 
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3. Methodology

This chapter will present the methodological approach used to answer the proposed research 

question. The scientific approach, methods for data collection and methods for data analysis 

will be discussed during this chapter.

3.1 Scientific Approach 

In this section, the researcher will bring forth the reflections that have been made in relation 

to the scientific approach this project has taken, this is important for the end result of the 

study. The scientific approach influences the results and conclusions of the research, which is 

why the epistemological and ontological decisions and delineation of this project will be 

discussed. 

Every research method is concerned with the question of how reality is viewed (ontology) and 

how knowledge is perceived, and gained, about this reality (epistemology) (Eriksson and 

Kovalainen 2008:13; 14).

This research is mainly inspired by positivism. The classical proponent of positivism was 

founded by Auguste Comte (Delanty 1997:25). It later took form after the formalistic social 

science of the Vienna Circle, ‘logical positivism’. In logical positivism, the idea of positivism 

was purity of science (Delanty 1997:13). “One of the key ideas was that there are only two 

kinds of knowledge: empirical knowledge (knowledge derived from experience) and logical 

knowledge (which is derived from logical analysis)” (Delanty 1997:29). The positivistic 

paradigm has now taken many other forms, but these forms still have some general ideas of 

knowledge production in common. 

In positivism “the goal of social research is to discover a set of causal laws that can be used 

to predict general patterns of human behavior” (Esterberg 2002:10). Positivists believe in one 

shared, single reality and desire one universal truth (Eriksson and Kovalainen 2008:17). This 

makes positivism a contradiction to the paradigm of social constructionism, in which social 
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constructionists believe that there exist as many realities as the population on Earth. Since 

reality is a product of people’ constructed realities, and defined by complex and organized 

patterns of ongoing actions (Eriksson and Kovalainen 2008:20).

The progress in positivism “is made from observation to verification by means of the 

experimental method” (Delanty 1997:12). It is only that which can be observed that can be 

accepted as scientific knowledge (Delanty 1997). In relation to this research, the research is 

more exploratory than descriptive seeing as the different product networks will be 

investigated or observed by interviewing designers about their design process. This is to be 

able to recognize patterns of relationships between the groups of products, both within and 

across cases. The research will not, as often seen in positivism, use hypotheses and 

propositional statements due to the fact, that the research is examining the claims of a piece of 

DDI theory. 

The methodology used in positivism is induction, which compliments the approach of ‘theory 

building from case study’, used during the analysis. This method is based on a grounded 

theory approach, which was established using objectivistic assumptions; one of the basic 

assumptions within positivism. “Objectivity enables the researcher to have confidence that 

his or her findings are reasonable, impartial representations of the problem under 

investigation” (Eriksson and Kovalainen 2008:162). 

Though much positivistic research is quantitative, positivistic researchers also take advantage 

of qualitative methods. The use of a qualitative method supports the scientific standpoint of 

the research, and assists in examining the interrelationship between the success of a product 

and the head developers involved in the design process. By conducting qualitative interviews, 

the researcher is able to gain knowledge about these processes, which subsequently will be 

analyzed, in order to find general patterns for the purpose of developing a theory. A 

quantitative research using questionnaires would not be able to provide in-depth answers, 

though more designers could have been approached as it is less time-consuming. 

The role of the researchers is, according to the positivistic view, to be objective. Only by 

being objective will the data be free of bias, which can otherwise affect the theory 
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construction (Eriksson and Kovalainen 2008). The researcher will construct semi-structured 

interviews, which will function as the empirical data for the research method ‘Theory building 

from case study’ “Although sometimes seen as “subjective,” well-done theory building from 

cases is surprisingly “objective,” because its close adherence to the data keeps researchers 

“honest”” (Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007:25).

3.1.1 Theory Building From Case Study Research 

This research requires a deep understanding of the design process behind different design-

driven products. This knowledge is required in order to develop a theory that can illuminate 

the influence of a company’s network, and investigate if there are any regularities that can 

have an affect on design success. Consequently, the researcher will use a methodology 

originating from grounded theory, “...the discovery of theory from data systematically 

obtained from social research” (Glaser & Strauss 1967:2). The products of the Danish 

company, Stelton, serve as cases for the research, from these that the theory will be built. 

“Building theory from case studies is a research strategy that involves using one or more 

cases to create theoretical constructs, propositions and/or midrange theory from case-based, 

empirical evidence” (Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007:25). This method is good, because it uses 

empirical data to build a theory, and the researcher wants to investigate what kind of strategy 

a Danish design-driven company uses to ensure design-success. The cases must be chosen 

with care, a very important aspect of theory building from case study research (Eisenhardt 

1989:536). Because, a random set of cases might not be able to provide any obvious 

similarities or dissimilarities. There are several ways of choosing the appropriate cases, which 

depends on the research. 

Verganti emphasizes the importance of networks and the positive effect they have on the 

outcome of the end product. Hence the researcher strives to enlighten Verganti’s network 

theory, which he uses within DDI. The researcher will choose extreme cases, consisting of 

products performing poorly, as well as very successful products. “It makes sense to choose 

cases such as extreme situations and polar types in which the process of interest is 
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‘transparently observable’” (Eisenhardt 1989:537). By using this method when choosing 

cases, the researcher gets an insight into the affects of the network and whether the developers 

of a successful product take advantage of the design discourse, or other networks. Inevitably, 

the opposite will be investigated if the product proved to be unsuccessful. It is therefore, by 

using polar type cases, easier to observe contrasting patterns (Eisenhardt and Graebner 

2007:27). The cases were chosen by using a one to three rating system, one and three being 

polar cases. Seen in retrospective, the results might have been more similar if the rating scale 

had been one to ten, as it would narrow down the polar cases. However, this scale was chosen, 

because all of Stelton's products belong to one of the three categories: above budget, right on 

or below budget.

The central notion of theory building from case study research is to use the cases as the basis 

from which the theory is inductively developed (Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007:25). The 

developed theory, will hopefully enlighten Roberto Verganti’s network theory of DDI. The 

results will be compared to Verganti’s findings by using a deductive approach, in order to 

prove if his statement on the interrelationship of the design discourse and the design success 

holds true.

3.2 Methods of Data Collection - Empirical Reflections 

Theory building from case study is an inductive and deductive method: Inductive in the way 

that a theory is constructed from the empirical material, and deductive because the 

constructed theory is used to enlighten an existing theory. Hence to explore the presented 

research question in the best possible way, a focus on qualitative methods has been chosen 

when deciding on the proper conduction of empirical material. The qualitative approach can 

capture the processes of creating a product and give answers to Stelton's dependency and 

connections to their network. The researcher has chosen to conduct the empirical material 

herself, by performing qualitative interviews with several head developers from a number of 

specific Stelton projects. This is due to the lack of existing research material related to 

network analysis and DDI at Stelton.
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“Qualitative business research gives a researcher an opportunity to focus on the complexity 

of business-related phenomena in their contexts. It produces new knowledge about how things 

work in real-life business contexts, why they work in a specific way and how we can make 

sense of them in a way that they might be changed” (Eriksson and Kovalainen 2008:3).

Qualitative data deals with interpretation and understanding (Eriksson and Kovalainen 2008), 

which is essential when determining the influence a company’s network has on the success of 

a product. A qualitative dimension is often necessary in social network analysis in order to 

add crucial and consequential concrete details otherwise, the analysis would be too formal and 

abstract to serve its purpose (Mason and Dale 2011:88), which can be the case in quantitative 

research.

The data in this research will be collected through a number of qualitative interviews. The 

purpose of performing qualitative interviews is to capture the interviewees design process and 

experience, to a much greater extent than what is possible with quantitative research. When 

conducting quantitative questionnaires, the complexity is often left out, because the 

respondents have to choose between predetermined answers. “In qualitative interviewing 

‘rambling’ or going-off at tangents is often encouraged - it gives insight into what the 

interviewee sees as relevant and important” (Bryman and Bell 2007:474). The interviewees 

will be able to provide the researcher with information about the environment and influencing 

factors, which might or might not, have an impact on the design decisions. It is important that 

the interviewee feels comfortable and confident to talk back or else will the benefits of semi-

structured interviews get lost.

When conducting qualitative interviews, the interviewer is able to "ask new questions that 

follow up interviewees’ replies and can vary the order or even the wording of 

questions" (Bryman and Bell 2007:474). This provides a certain amount of flexibility and 

gives the researcher an opportunity to go into depth with interesting topics that might arise 

during the interviews. However, the interviewer has to keep the interview within the topic of 

interest, which can be difficult if the interviewee is encouraged to talk freely. Another 

challenge in qualitative interviews “lies in extracting information as directly as possible, 
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without contaminating it” (Silverman 2004:144). Contamination can be prevented through 

having some level of structure in the interviews, as it can give more direct answers. 

3.2.1 Semi-structured Interviews

The focal point of the interviews will revolve around a specific Stelton product and the 

varying factors the designer, of the product, has taken advantage of during the design process. 

This will be investigated in order to determine the influence the developers network has had 

on the outcome of the product. 

The interviews are semi-structured, which means that the conversation or interview takes a 

point of departure in a number of predetermined themes. "When making a guided or semi-

structured interview, you take a preprepared outline of topics, issues, or themes with you, but 

still have the possibility to vary the wording and order of questions in each 

interview" (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008:82). 

It is important to enter the interview with an open mind and to be objective. The researcher is 

aware that there will always be some preconception connected to the knowledge, that is 

strived for in the interview. This is inevitable when gathering knowledge that is controlled by 

a defined problem setting. 

The choice of conducting semi-structured interviews lies within the fact that the interviewee 

will be able to explain, in his/her own words, the factors that had an influence during the 

design development process. Semi-structured interviews also leave more room for flexibility. 

“The more spontaneous the interview procedure, the more likely one is to obtain unprompted, 

lively, and unexpected answers from the interviewees” (Kvale and Brinkmann 2009:131). 

Another reason is that the researcher seeks to answer the proposed research question, and 

needs to guide the interview in the right direction. The interview is, therefore, not guided by 

themes, but instead broad questions. This will allow the interviewee to open up and for the 

interviewer to ask follow up questions. 
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A bias of using semi-structured interviews is, “To compare the empirical materials because 

the participants respond to their own and somewhat varying interpretations of the same 

questions” (Eriksson and Kovalainen 2008:82). This will not influence the empirical data 

since each product is a case of its own. The cases will afterwards be compared, consequently, 

the predetermined questions have ensured that the interviews revolve around the same topic 

of interest. Five overall questions were created to give the interviews a level of structure (see 

appendix 1).

The Danish interviewees are interviewed in their native language, to allow them a better 

chance to express themselves. When interviewed in a foreign language, some words might be 

lost, and the interviewees can have difficulties finding the right expressions to describe what 

they want to say. This way, words will not be lost in translation.

3.2.2 Choice of Interview People

The choice of interviewees was chosen in cooperation with Stelton. A number of successful 

and unsuccessful products were chosen, and the designers or head developers connected to 

these products were selected and interviewed. 

First Stelton rated the products in their portfolio (2011/2012) with numbers from one to three: 

one being a successful product and three being an unsuccessful product. The researcher chose 

a number of unsuccessful products (rating three), which were dissimilar to each other, and 

contacted and interviewed the designers. The same procedure was followed for the successful 

products (rating one). It was exclusively the products rating that indicated which designers 

were to be interviewed. 

3.3 Methods of Data Analysis

To illustrate the later analysis in the best possible way, this section will present the analytical 

strategies that will be used to help answer the proposed research question. 
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“Analyzing social reality is a process of thoughtful reflection whereby the researcher serves 

as a catalyst in the creation of an ordered, conceptual portrayal of the reality at 

hand” (Fisher 2008:211). As an analytical strategy, the researcher will use some of the 

methods from theory building from case study research combined with social network 

analysis. These methods were chosen, because they enable the researcher to capture the 

complexity in the collected empirical material, other methods like hermeneutic analysis would 

not have been appropriate, as it is derived from another standpoint.

3.3.1 Cross-case Analysis

Cross-case analysis is an analyzing method, derived from theory building from case study 

research, it is used together with within-case analysis. “One tactic is to select categories or 

dimensions, and then to look for within-group similarities coupled with intergroup 

differences” (Eisenhardt 1989:540). Each case is analyzed separately (within-case analysis) 

and then compared to the other cases in the same group (cross-case analysis). 

Within-case analysis often involves detailed case study write-ups or descriptions of each case. 

In cross-case analysis, the similarities and differences of each pair, or group, of cases are 

listed (Eisenhardt 1989:540;541). One of the ideas behind cross-case searching tactics is to 

force the researcher to look beyond the first impressions of the data, thereby, allowing them to 

see the new insights it provides. The researcher must constantly compare the new developed 

theory and the case data in order to establish a theory that closely fits the data and is perceived 

as valid (Eisenhardt 1989:541).

“The theory-building process occurs via recursive cycling among the case data, emerging 

theory, and later, extant literature” (Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007:26). It is important to 

examine already existing literature on the newly developed theory. If there is literature that 

contradicts the findings then the confidence in the findings will be reduced, although this will 

provide, the researcher with greater insight into both the emergent theory and the conflicting 

literature.
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To make the data stand out clear and to further emphasize the thoroughness and depth of the 

empirical grounded theory, the use of diagrams are used. An effective way to present the case 

evidence is through tables that summarize the evidence for each theoretical construct 

(Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007:29). They provide the researcher with an overview, which is 

crucial when dealing with several cases. However, each case must be analyzed, before it is 

compared, so if too many cases are chosen it can easily become overwhelming and difficult to 

see the insights that the data provide. 

The researcher will, after the first part of the analysis, select a number of categories or 

dimensions in order to search for within-group similarities and intergroup differences 

(Eisenhardt 1989:540). The differences between selected pairs of cases will also be analyzed. 

The researcher is combining within-case and cross-case analysis, with social network 

analysis. The networks structure of the different products will be outlined, so as to function as 

a dimension from which the data can be analyzed and thus used, to determine how big a 

network the designers use during the design process. 

3.3.2 Social Network Analysis

Social network analysis “emerged as a set of methods for the analysis of social structures, 

methods that specifically allow an investigation of the relational aspects of these 

structures” (Scott 2003:38). The method is “concerned with understanding the linkages 

among social entities and the implications of these linkages” (Wasserman and Faust 

1994:17). By using social network analysis, the researcher is able to find the connections 

between the different parties of the investigation. “Social network analysis is based on an 

assumption of the importance of relationships between interacting units” (Wasserman and 

Faust 1994:4). There needs to be a relation between these units, which is defined by linkages 

among the units (Wasserman and Faust 1994:4). The tie or the linkage between the units or 

actors can be any kind of relationship (e.g., family, information, material flow or group co-

membership) (Wasserman and Faust 1994:8). 
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The linkages examined in this research are the links between the company, its designer (for a 

specific project) and both the company’s and designers remaining network. These networks 

are examined in order to determine if the expertise of the design discourse have been used to 

influence the outcome of the end product and how broad the network is. “One of the major 

goals of social network analysis is to discern fundamental structure(s) of networks in ways 

that (1) allow us to know the structure of a network and (2) facilitate our understanding of 

network phenomena” (Carrington et al. 2005:77). 

Does a design discourse have such an important role, as Verganti states in his DDI theory? 

Also, are the interpreters found within the internal network of Stelton, or is the external 

element of the design discourse used to locate the key interpreters? The strings and 

attachments to the company will be found and analyzed through a series of interviews with 

key developers. “Social network analysis provides a precise way to define important social 

concepts, a theoretical alternative to the assumption of independent social actors, and a 

framework for testing theories about structured social relationships” (Wasserman and Faust 

1994:17).

The connections between Stelton and its actors will be drawn into an individual network map 

with Stelton at the center. The networks of the designers, each regarding a specific product, 

will also be drawn in order to show how the designers use their network. “To a large extent, 

the power of network analysis lies in the ability to model the relationships among systems of 

actors” (Wasserman and Faust 1994:19). The data for this research is based on information 

from the person at the center of the network, it is therefore difficult to determine the 

relationship and complexity of each source.

3.3.4 Memos, Diagrams and Field Notes 

When conducting qualitative research and gathering empirical data, it is of great advantage to 

create diagrams and write field notes. They help the researcher to organize, analyze and to 

think about the gathered data. “It is in thinking that analysis occurs” (Corbin and Strauss 

2008:118).
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Diagrams are “conceptual visualizations of data, and because they are conceptual, diagrams 

help to raise the researcher’s thinking out of the level of facts” (Corbin and Strauss 

2008:124). Once again, this helps organize the data and to map out the connections. This is 

especially advantageous during the analysis. Mapping is based on the empirical data and is 

therefore grounding. 

Field notes are a form of memos. Field notes are “data that may contain some 

conceptualization and analytic remarks” (Corbin and Strauss 2008:123). They are written 

while in the field. They will primarily be used when conducting interviews, where they will 

help the researcher reflect upon and analyze the answers retrieved during the interviews. The 

notes can contain remarks about the way the interviewee answered a question, or about other 

ideas that came to mind during the interview. “It is almost impossible to be purely descriptive 

when writing about incidents out in the field because we naturally name and categorize what 

we see” (Corbin and Strauss 2008:123). Writing notes during an interview interferes with the 

process of interviewing, but writing them afterwards some important details might be missed 

(Eriksson and Kovalainen 2008:85). The notes will, therefore, be written after the interviews 

to ensure the researchers full attention, with a tape recording of the interviews serving as the 

source for those notes.

Memos, diagrams and field notes can, in the end ,help the researcher retrace the process of the 

research and, by that, lead the researcher to how she arrived at the final findings (Corbin and 

Strauss 2008:119).

3.3.5 Theoretical Reflections

Considering the inductive research approach and the choice of ‘theory building from case 

study’ as the analyzing method, it will not be appropriate to apply any theoretical framework 

in the analyzing phase. However, to further discuss the empirical findings, and give an answer 

to the posed research question, Roberto Verganti’s DDI theory will be used. The theory was 

presented in section 2 and will be further explained in section 5.1. The theory of DDI is 

chosen due to its relationship with the research question, and it gives the researcher an 
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existing theory to compare the empirically developed theory with. A comparison with existing 

theory can validate the findings of the research and provide topics for further research.

3.3.6 Reflexivity, Reliability and Validity

Qualitative research is often accused of being too subjective and, therefore, not a liable 

research approach (Bryman 2004:275). ‘Theory building from case study’ is “surprisingly 

‘objective,’ because its close adherence to the data keeps researchers ‘honest’” (Eisenhardt 

and Graebner 2007:25). It is, therefore, important that the researcher is reflective during the 

research process. Reflexivity means careful reconsideration of knowledge: How it is 

produced, described, and justified (Eriksson and Kovalainen 2008:12). Hence the discussion 

of this research is functioning as a way for the researcher to be reflective, since the empirical 

findings based on theory building from case study method are held up against existing 

theories, especially Roberto Verganti’s DDI theory. 

In the positivistic paradigm, validity and reliability are very crucial evaluation criteria, 

especially because much of the research within this paradigm is quantitative. “Reliability tells 

you the extent to which a measure, procedure or instrument yields the same result on repeated 

trials” (Eriksson and Kovalainen 2008:292). Reliability is whether the study can be replicated 

and if similar findings will be retrieved. The researcher has thoroughly described her methods 

and acted objectively during the process, which should make the research reliable. 

The second criterion is validity, where “the aim is to provide research with a guarantee that 

the report or description is correct” (Eriksson and Kovalainen 2008:292). The researcher has 

fulfilled this criterion through reflexivity and by using analytic induction, which is a part of 

theory building from case study. 
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Summary

Throughout this chapter, the methodological reflections relating to the scientific approach; 

methods of data collection; methods of data analysis; and reflexivity, reliability and validity 

have all been elaborated on. Showing that the research is inspired by positivism, which has 

led to the choice of using semi-structured interviews as the way to collect the empirical data. 

The data is analyzed through the analyzing methods from theory building from case study and 

social network analysis.
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4. Empirical Presentation

This chapter introduces the case company and the interviewees. The products will briefly be 

introduced under the section of the relevant designer.

4.1 Stelton

Stelton, a Danish company established in 1960, designing kitchen and household products. 

Stelton have about 60 employees and a head office in Copenhagen. The majority of the 

production is based in China, but a small part is still managed in Denmark. Stelton is sold in 

42 countries, but primarily in Scandinavia, Germany and the Benelux countries (Vincent 

2004). In 2008, they were found to be the most international design brand in Denmark, with 

only 30 percent of the turnover occurring in Denmark (Finne 2008).

During the beginning of this century, Stelton were experiencing problems. One of these 

problems was that the brands popular coffee jug was not selling anymore and had become 

unsexy in the eyes of the people (Albertus 2011). In 2004, there was a change of owner, and 

Stelton was turned around, from a six million DKK deficit to a 19 million DKK surplus in 

2008 (Søndergaard 2011). The brand is now known to be “The brand that tickle the design-

gene”5 (Stelton 2011).

Stelton are exclusively working with external designers, both old established designers and 

new young designers (Finne 2008). The designers work for royalties and are hired for one 

project at a time. Stelton often reuse the designers. An employee arrangement that allows the 

designers to gain experience through projects with other companies, while still being a part of 

the Stelton team.

Stelton try to further develop products or give them a new dimension (Finne 2008). Every 

year, Stelton receive many suggestions for new designs, and each year about 25 new designs 
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get launched. “Out of ten products, two become blockbusters, six products are okay, while the 

last two are in the ‘unfortunate’ - category” (Finne 2008). 

4.2 Presentation of the Interviewed Head Developers and Products

Two people from Stelton and six designers were interviewed for this research. These people 

are the head developers of the seven product cases. The success of the products determined 

which designers were to be interviewed.

4.2.1 Mads Surel (Stelton) and Henrik Heegaard Christensen (Stelton)

The first and last interviewees, respectively, were Mads Surel, the design director at Stelton, 

and Henrik Heegaard Christensen, the design project manager at Stelton. They were 

interviewed because they are two of the key people in the product development process.

Mads Surel has worked at Stelton since 2004. He was one of the persons who has helped the 

CEO, Michael Ring, to get the Stelton brand back on track. As the design director, Mads Surel 

is the first to judge the design briefs and pitches when they first reach Stelton.

Henrik Heegaard Christensen is the project manager, and responsible for the product line, 

RigTig, but is also involved in the further development of the products.

Surel and Christensen rated the products in Stelton’s current portfolio (2011/2012), which 

were used in order to evaluate the products.

4.2.2 Emil Wegger (Designit - Add On and Thermo Cup) 

Emil Wegger Jensen is a Danish designer. He is the senior product designer at Designit, in 

Aarhus. He has designed several products for Stelton and often in cooperation with Anders 
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Gerts, another designer from Designit. In 2004 Wegger finished his education as an industrial 

designer. However, he started his career at Designit as a model builder in 2000 (Wegger, 

November 2011).

The two products chosen from Designit and thereby Wegger, included the product ‘Add 

on’ (product A3), a jewelry box from 2011 (see appendix 3.1), it was rated a three on the 

rating scale. The other product was a Thermo cup (product B1) from 2008 (see appendix 4.1), 

it was rated a number one.

4.2.3 Rebekka and Karoline Jousselin (Jousselin - Rescue Bracelet)

Rebekka and Karoline Jousselin, from Jousselin, are two young Danish designers, who 

received their education at Design-school Kolding’s, Institute of fashion. They are twin sisters 

and are specialized in men and women fashions clothing (Stelton - Jousselin). Rebekka 

finished her education during the summer 2011, while Karoline has worked as a clothes 

designer for different companies during the last four years (Jousselin and Jousselin, October 

2011).

In 2009, Jousselin got their first job at Stelton. They were hired to create the visual look of the 

Rescue-Journal bracelet (product A1), which entered the portfolio in 2011 (see appendix 3.2). 

It is a bracelet containing a person’s medical journal in case of an emergency. The product 

was rated as a number three.

4.2.4 Markus Jehs (Jehs & Laub - Potter)

Markus Jehs is a German designer. Jehs is one part of the German design duo, Jehs & Laub, 

with the other part being designer Jürgen Laub. Both Jehs and Laub are educated as industrial 

designers, from Schwabish Gmund University. Their studio was established in 1994, and they 

now have a number of employees connected to the studio. Jehs and Laub have worked for 
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several international companies including, amongst others, Cassina, Nemo, Fritz Hansen and 

Belux (Fritz Hansen, 2011).

Jehs & Laub have, amongst others, created the product, Potter (product A3), a teapot, for 

Stelton in 2008 (see appendix 3.3). This product was given the number three. While rating the 

product there was a comment from the Stelton people about the surprise of the products 

failure, because the product supplemented the Stelton brand very well (Surel and Christensen, 

September 2011).

4.2.5 Erik Magnussen (Erik Magnussen Design - Vacuum Coffee Jug)

Erik Magnussen is a Danish designer who has been in the industry for many years. He 

finished his education as a ceramist in the 1960’s and later he started his own design company 

in Copenhagen (Magnussen, November 2011). Erik has designed products for a variety of 

companies and has received many honors and rewards for his work. Amongst others, the title 

of ‘Honorary Royal Designer for Industry’, which he was given by the Royal Society of Art in 

London, and in 1967, he was the youngest designer to receive the Lunning-

prize” (Engelbrechts, 2011).

Erik Magnussen is Stelton’s head designer and he has designed a number of items for Stelton 

throughout the years. The one known by most people is the Vacuum coffee jug (product B2), 

from 1977 (see appendix 4.2), it is praised for its clever closing technique, where the user do 

not have to turn the lid to open. It was rated a number one.

4.2.6 Klaus Rath (Klaus Rath Design - Bread Bag)

Klaus Rath is a Danish designer and the founder of Klaus Rath Design, a small one-man 

consultancy that develops product design (Rath Design, 2011). Rath is educated as an 

industrial designer from the architect school in Aarhus (Rath, November 2011). 
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Rath has worked for many different companies, but has been a reappearing designer at 

Stelton. One of the many items he has designed is the Stelton bread bag (product B3), from 

2006 (see appendix 4.3), a cloth bag with magnets so the user can close the bag and keep the 

bread warm. The product received the Design Plus award in 2007, and is one of the best 

selling items in Stelton’s portfolio. It was rated a number one.

4.2.7 Sebastian Holmbäck (HolmbäckNordentoft - Pure Black)

Sebastian Holmbäck is a Danish designer and one part of the design duo, 

HolmbäckNordentoft. His partner is the Danish designer Ulrik Nordentoft. They have worked 

together for just over three years in their small studio in the northern area of Zealand, 

Denmark. They design both product designs and interior designs for, amongst others, the 

Danish chef, Claus Meyer (Holmbäck, November 2011).

HolmbäckNordentoft has created Stelton’s black kitchen knives, Pure black (product B4), 

from 2011 (see appendix 4.4). The product was awarded with three international prizes and 

one Danish. The knives are also a successful product in Stelton’s portfolio and was, therefore, 

rated a number one on the rating scale.

4.2.1 Knowledge From Interviews

The designers were not made aware of the reason why their product was chosen and if they 

belonged to the group of successful or unsuccessful products. This ensured that the 

knowledge gained during the interview was not colored by the designer trying to make 

excuses for the failure or trying to blame a third party.

All interviews provided knowledge about inspiration sources and work processes, to be used 

for the further research on networks. The designers had difficulty putting into words how their 

design process worked and where they went to get knowledge, inspiration or information. 
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This confirmed the researchers choice of interview method, because as the conversation 

progressed, it became easier for the interviewees.

Summary

This chapter has presented Stelton and the head developers of the seven products chosen as 

the empirical base of data for the analysis. It showed that the background of the designers are 

very diverse and that the chosen interview method was efficient.
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5. Theory

This chapter will explain and elaborate, on the theory of design-driven innovation (DDI). In 

addition, the last section of this chapter critically discuss the theory. The theory of DDI will 

be used to deductively discuss the findings in section 7.

5.1 Design-Driven Innovation (DDI)

Roberto Verganti6 has conducted a research that resulted in the theory of DDI. Design has 

always been an important part of product development, with the help of design, a company 

can express a certain emotion or symbolic meaning, or make the product look luxurious or 

cheap. The possibilities are endless. Radical DDI, is a theory that revolves around the idea of 

changing the emotional and symbolic value of a product through a deep understanding of 

changes in society, culture and technology (Verganti 2008:436). DDI is an innovation strategy, 

based on networks. DDI can be both incremental and radical to the point where form no 

longer follows function.

“Innovation of meanings is incremental when a product adopts a design language and 

delivers a message that is in line with the current evolution of sociocultural models. However, 

innovation of meanings may also be radical, which happens when a product has a language 

and delivers a message that implies a significant reinterpretation of meanings” (Verganti 

2008:441).

As stated by Verganti, “People do not buy products but meanings” (2009:4). Many products 

are bought to express a specific attitude, statement or status. There is always some sort of 

hidden meaning behind the purchase of a product. Radical DDI’s are interesting, because it 

takes design one step further and the meaning of the products get changed into something 

unexpected. These innovations do not happen often and are said to require the skills of 

external key interpreters to be successful (Verganti 2009). The definition of DDI is stated by 
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Roberto Verganti as an “innovation where novelty of meaning and design language is 

significant and prevalent compared with novelty of functionality and technology” (Dell’Era 

and Verganti 2009:2).

The difference between incremental and radical DDI is the driver, the starting point (Verganti 

2008:443). True radical solutions are a combination of technology push and design-driven 

efforts (design push). Where these two areas overlap is called the technological epiphany 

(Verganti 2009:61). Here the company focuses on both meaning and technology instead of 

being a follower in one of the two areas. “In particular, it shows that the process of creating 

breakthrough innovations of meanings partially mirrors the process of creating breakthrough 

technological innovations” (Verganti 2008:436). 

Some companies have chosen DDI as part of their product innovation strategy. By choosing 

this strategy, they focus more on the design than they do on user needs e.g. B&O and Swatch. 

They push a design into the market, it is not a hasty decision, but something that has been 

researched and developed over a longer period of time. It can, however, be a hazardous game 

to try and change consumer perception of an old product, which has always been the same 

way. “Design-driven innovation is the result of a networked research process, where 

knowledge on languages and meanings is shared among firms and external 

interpreters” (Verganti 2008:438). It is not a process that is codified into steps, but is 

interwoven into relational assets with a network of key interpreters (Verganti 2009:14). It is 

these key interpreters that help the company during the research.

The difference between user-centered and DDI is that user-centered innovations is a one-way 

communication process between the users and the firm. The users are seen as part of the 

sociocultural context, contrary to DDI where it is the discourse, and not only the users. DDI 

also differentiates in other ways. Interpreters are said to play a significant role in the product 

development. It is the interaction between the interpreters, the people and the firm that leads 

the company in the direction where it is more likely to experience success with a DDI 

(Verganti 2009:118). “A company willing to propose breakthroughs can leverage the efforts of 

these noncompeting interpreters who are also investigating and influencing future 

meanings” (Verganti 2009:119). The interpreters in the discourse work together and not 
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against each other. However, some do not know that they are a part of a discourse (Verganti 

2009:119). 

“Design-driven innovation is pushed by a firm’s vision about possible new product meanings 

and languages that could diffuse in society” (Verganti 2008:436). Interpreters have, therefore, 

become the keystone in DDI (Verganti 2009:119). It is through the design discourse that 

companies producing design-driven products find their network of interpreters. The 

companies’ capability to create innovations of meanings are hence based on a research 

process that rely on interpreters in the design discourse. This not only includes lead users, but 

also firms from other industries, artists, media, architects, cultural centers, designers, schools 

and universities, and exhibitions (Verganti 2008:445). In the design discourse, only a few of 

the interpreters are able to contribute effectively to DDI and these are the key interpreters. 

The problem is, to be able to find the right person (Verganti 2009:143;144). There are only a 

limited number of key interpreters within the design discourse who can provide radical 

insights. The quality of the interpreters is low when the total number of interpreters is taken 

onto consideration.
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Figure 5.1 - The design discourse (Verganti 2009:120). Illustrates the network, 
that according to the theory of design-driven innovation, is used to communicate 
with the interpreters. This network is a design-driven company’s knowledge base.
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“Companies that produce design-driven innovations highly value their interactions with these 

interpreters. With them they exchange information on scenarios, test the robustness of their 

assumptions, and discuss their own vision” (Verganti 2009:12).

The design discourse is divided into two groups, see figure 5.1. The first group is the 

interpreters who belong to the world of cultural production e.g., artists, the media and cultural 

organizations (Verganti 2009:120). The second group is “those who, with their discoveries, 

technical innovations, and new products and services, actually change the world of things 

and, implicitly explicitly, propose new meanings” (Verganti 2009:125) e.g., designers, firms in 

other industries and users. As stated earlier, many companies and organizations are not aware 

that they are immersed in a design discourse, because the process is different from what they 

normally are use to (Verganti 2009:119).

In DDI interaction with the design discourse is not enough, the company also needs to 

interpret the knowledge they gain from the discourse. When interpreting the knowledge, the 

company selects important stimuli and disregard others, they interiorize it, and in the end they 

develop their own unique vision and language (Verganti 2008:452).

The process of DDI is rooted in three actions:

‣ Listening to the design discourse

‣ Interpreting

‣ Addressing the design discourse (Verganti 2009:133)

Companies need to interact and participate in a design discourse, and not just see it as a tool 

in the process of DDI that is only there to be observed (Verganti 2009:119;135). By 

interacting with a design discourse the chance of success is enhanced. It is from the discourse 

that the companies and researchers get knowledge of trends, developments and other research 

of the society. It is “a source of competitive advantage” (Verganti 2009:134). In order to be 

able to integrate a design discourse in the process, requires that the company is open for 

interaction with its surroundings. Some companies tend to keep their cards closed, in order 

not to ‘giving away’ their ideas, but in this situation the companies need to open up. DDI 

42



“requires the internal ability to absorb external knowledge more effectively than competitors, 

to find unidentified combinations, to generate unique visions through internal 

experiments” (Verganti 2009:134). It is a pushing innovation activity, that proposes new 

breakthrough meanings and product language (Verganti 2008:442).

DDI is a strategy full of risks and complex challenges. The companies need to step away from 

using the users as their core information source, in order not to get trapped by the way people 

currently give meaning to things (Verganti 2009:116).

5.2 Criticism of Theory 

DDI is a rather new theory, and the literature is therefore limited. It is basically only Roberto 

Verganti, who has developed the theory used in this research, who has written anything about 

it. The theory is extensive and Verganti has found many examples of international design-

driven products. However, Verganti is from Italy, which has had an influence on his choice of 

companies included in his research. A great part of the research has a focus on Italian 

manufactures and especially furniture manufactures. Many of the companies are large 

international companies, and it can be questioned, if the theory would be different if the 

research had been conducted with much smaller companies from all over the world. A 

question this research strives to address to some extend, by researching a smaller company 

from another field and country.

Verganti has made an interesting discovery in his investigation of design-driven companies. 

He discovered that companies use a design discourse during the R&D phase, however, he 

does not state how important this influence is. Only that it is within the discourse that 

companies can find the key interpreters. This makes it rather difficult to see, how the 

discourse is used, and if it really can lead a product towards success. Networks and thereby 

the design discourse is the crucial factor in Verganti’s DDI theory, however, there are many 

other factors, which possibly have an influence on the success, and these are not mentioned in 
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his theory. Therefore, is it possible that one single factor, such as a design discourse, can 

determine the success of a product or is it the synergy effect of many more elements?

Verganti states, that using the DDI strategy, will lead products toward success (Verganti 

2009:118). This is a vague statement, because success is a very broad term. In the dictionary 

(Oxford dictionary online) success is defined as the “accomplishment of an aim or purpose”. 

Nevertheless, the aim and purpose are always different from company to company, and from 

product to product. If the company aims low, the success is reached faster, compared to higher 

aims. The success of a product often depends, or is influenced, by the amount of money used 

on marketing for that specific product. It is therefore essential to state that, during this 

research, the researcher discussed the success criterion with Stelton, the case company, seen 

that we had to select both some successful and unsuccessful product from Stelton’s portfolio. 

Stelton’s definition of success was presented in section 1.5.

Verganti uses the word ‘key interpreters’ about the professionals who, within the network, 

have a significant role to play in the production of DDI. The word gives the impression that 

the only thing these interpreters do, is interpreting the world around them, in order to interpret 

their knowledge into a product. One could argue, that the expression ‘key interpreter’ is too 

narrow or too specific, the term gives associations to something different of what the actual 

role of the interpreter is. An alternative word could be ‘key informer’. This word gives 

associations to a person who possesses valuable knowledge and information. 

Summary

This chapter has explained Roberto Verganti’s theory of DDI. It has an interesting view on 

how design-driven companies need to take advantage of a design discourse in order to 

enhance the chances of design success. This chapter, has also discussed some concerns and 

criticisms related to the theory of DDI. 
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6. Analysis

The following analysis is based on the empirical material retrieved during the interviews. The 

analysis is divided into four main sections; 1) A description of Stelton and how they use their 

network will be put forth. 2) Here focus will be put on the unsuccessful products (group A), 

whereas, 3) goes into detail with the successful products (group B). 4) Lastly, a comparison 

between the products in group A and B will be carried out in order to locate general patterns 

between the networks.

6.1 ‘Stelton’

In order to provide a better understanding of Stelton and how they use their network, an 

analysis will be undertaken looking at the structure of Stelton’s network. Nevertheless, the 

findings will be further discussed and compared to the theory of DDI in section 7.1. 

Each year Stelton launch several new products into their market; some products become 

award winners and loved by both critics and consumers, while other products experience the 

opposite. As stated in section 4.1, out of ten products launched by Stelton, two will become 

blockbusters (above budget), six will be right on budget, and the last two will be failures 

(below budget) (Surel and Christensen, December 2011). However, it is extremely difficult to 

predict which products will be blockbusters, i.e. shooting stars, and which will be failures. 

Therefore, it is vital for Stelton to launch a broad range of products (Surel and Christensen, 

December 2011). 

To understand where in the product development that Verganti wants the design discourse to 

be used, it is important to understand the development process of a product; process the 

designer has the first vision of the product, to where it ends up in the hands of the consumer, 

i.e. the value chain (See appendix 2). The first link in Stelton’s value chain is inbound, it is the 

so-called R&D phase. Stelton both receive design pitches from external designers, as well as, 
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responses on design briefs from their royalty designers.7 The design director (Surel) approves 

the designs, and subsequently they are presented before the product council at Stelton. The 

product council consists of a number of in-house employees who decide in which products 

there is a potential worth pursuing and in which there is not. It is during the inbound phase 

that the idea of a design, or a product, is turned into something solid and that is what makes 

this phase so interesting. 

The main components of Stelton’s network do not change significantly from project to 

project, they have a fixed network of people, and it is the network of these people, the 

designers, agents and manufactures, that Stelton rely on. “It can easy become expensive if you 

hire someone new to do the job, they will make mistakes, which will be expressed in the 

products” (Surel and Christensen, December 2011). Neither external researchers nor external 

developers, except for the designers, help Stelton during the development process. Stelton 

consider themselves an administrator, or a buffer between the links in the network “We are 

like a buffer between the two parties, so we can convert the ideas that comes from the 

designers into something based on our knowhow, which is possible to make” (Surel and 

Christensen, December 2011), a knowhow they have gained through experiences from 

previous products. 

Stelton are at the center of the network so they know what is going on around them. They 

have based their network on people they have or can have a long relationship with, thereby 

they nurture the strong relationships to the important players in the network. Furthermore, 

Stelton choose qualified and promising talent to be part of their close network. All of these 

professionals have a network of their own, which further extends the network. A network with 

such a construction is referred to as a decentralized network (see appendix 5). However, the 

figure below is centralized as the focus is on Stelton’s direct contacts and sources.
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Figure 6.1.1 - Stelton’s network. Illustrates the ‘close’ network of Stelton, it is a 
network containing the people that Stelton are in contact with during the development 
process of a product. It also contains the sources that Stelton consult in order to gain 
knowledge.

Stelton have three strong ties to whom they have close contact i.e. suppliers, manufactures 

and mini-suppliers / agents. The agent’s job is to search for the best suppliers and distributors 

that suits the needs of Stelton. The strong ties in Stelton’s network are, what the researcher 

will call, a ‘one-way strong tie’, meaning that each link in the network may know the 

existence of the other links, but there is no contact between them, it is almost like a structural 

bridge8. Nonetheless, the tie to the royalty designers, is a structural bridge, since neither 

Stelton nor the designers know the people in each other networks. That way the designers are 

free to consult anybody of interest, a person who, in addition, is free of biases towards the 

company.

 

Stelton’s network shows three weak ties with whom the contact is rather infrequent i.e. 

distributors, new designers and customers. The consumers are a weak tie, because Stelton do 

not have any direct contact with them. Stelton receive feedback from the suppliers concerning 

how the products are received, and they turn to the sales numbers in order to get an indication 

of popularity. 
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Each group in the network contains several players. Stelton have many agents who search the 

market for them, and a broad range of designers, who they regularly receive design 

suggestions from. As stated earlier, Stelton are at the center of the network, however, this is 

not always beneficial, because they receive an overload of information from the network, 

which might be contradicting. External designers could therefore be solution that spreads the 

information gathering. The external designers are required to research and acquire the 

information needed to design a specific product on their own, even though, some information 

is provided by Stelton.

The network in figure 6.1.1 includes four ‘pure knowledge’ links i.e. family, trends, previous 

projects and competitors. These are sources that Stelton consult in order to search for 

knowledge. Family 9 is included as purely knowledge, because they are not an official part of 

the company, the family is only consulted occasionally. From time to time, the employees at 

Stelton test the prototypes on their own family, or merely consult them for advice. 

Competitors are also a ‘pure knowledge’ link as Stelton have no direct contact with them. 

Nevertheless, Stelton need to be updated about new products that are launched into the market  

by the competitors. In addition, it is also important that Stelton stay updated on trends, both in 

their own industry and in supplementing industries, such as, furniture and living room design. 

Previous projects have given Stelton a broad knowhow, which is one of the reasons to why 

they do not feel the need to converse with external people regarding upcoming products. “We 

have an essential knowledge about a broad range of products and materials and that is what 

we use together with our designers, we say, perhaps it should be made in this material 

because we have experiences with that” (Surel and Christensen, December 2011).

6.2 Group A - Unsuccessful Products

People use networks for many diverse things in life; sometimes it could be to get information 

about which product is superior than others, when wishing to buy new tools, for example, and 

other times they are used in order to land a new job. One of the most surprising revelations 
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during the interviews with the designers was that five out of six claimed not to consult people 

within their networks during the design and development process, if asked directly. If asked 

indirectly, however, the answer was of a different character.

Group A contains unsuccessful products, i.e. products that did not meet the requirements set 

for them. All three products within this category are products that came below budget. “Some 

products are forced through, because there are some conditions that the rest of us cannot 

control” (Surel and Christensen, December 2011). 

6.2.1 Product A1

Product A1, Add on (see appendix 3.1), is a jewelry and storage box. Both the designers and 

Stelton had difficulty settling for the design for this product. The cost of the material was too 

high compared to the budget set for the product (Surel and Christensen, December 2011, 

Wegger, November 2011). In the end they agreed on a cheaper material to keep the costs 

down. It was a long process including great indecisiveness, and thus it took a lot of time and 

energy before the final design and materials were approved (Wegger, November 2011).

Figure 6.2.1 - Network of product A1
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The network of product A1 is a combination of knowledge sources and contact sources. 

‘Contacts’ are people that the designer has been in contact with during the design process, 

whereas, ‘knowledge’ are non-human information sources that have been consulted. The 

knowledge links, such as, knowledge from previous projects and trends, are important parts of 

the designer’s process and is, thus, included as a part of the network. Internal links are either 

contacts that are an official part of the project or knowledge links that are a natural part of the 

designers knowledge, knowledge gained from previous projects, for example. External links 

are unofficial contacts or specific knowledge gained during this design process.

In the development process of product A1, the designer involved a very narrow external 

contact network (family). However, the designer used the expertise of internal contacts to a 

much greater extent i.e. Stelton, project partner and the Designit staff. In addition, the internal 

network of the design-house, where the designer works, was a valuable information source 

during this project. “I consulted the designers here on the spot and of course the women that 

work here” (Wegger, November 2011). The reason to why the women from the workplace 

became a crucial information source for the designer was because the product was visioned as 

a jewelry box, hence, a feminine product. 

Once the inspiration had surfaced, the process began; “Form, is more a matter of the current 

trends, plus what would fit into the clients portfolio” (Wegger, November 2011), while “the 

technical part, that is build on your experiences…experiences you have gained earlier as a 

designer” (Wegger, November 2011). The designer did not see a necessity to involve other 

people nor consult other areas for either inspiration or knowledge. “We [designers] do not ask 

strangers10” (Wegger, November 2011), the reason being that they do not want to involve 

other people in something that is not theirs. The designers are hired by the company and “it’s 

a secret” (Wegger, November 2011), thus, the only external people the designer chose to 

involve were his family; “sometimes I ask my better half” (Wegger, November 2011).

Stelton’s role is to be an information source. Stelton often provide the designers with 

information about the consumers, the market, competitors, methods and materials. In 
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addition,“Stelton judge each material and it is their decision” (Wegger, November 2011), 

they have the final word. The designers have the possibility to protest, but if an alternative 

solution cannot be found, the product will not make it to production, and time and money will 

be lost.

6.2.2 Product A2

Product A2, Rescue bracelet (see appendix 3.2), is a bracelet containing a persons medical 

needs. This assignment was visual. Stelton were hired by an external company to produce this 

product. Basically, Stelton came up with the idea of the product and suggested the materials 

that could be used in order to give the product the ‘best’ design. The two designers were hired 

to form the product and not for the actual idea generation.

Figure 6.2.2 - Network of product A2

The designers of product A2 used a fairly small network. One reason being that Stelton 

pointed the designers in a certain direction, another being that the designers were fairly new to 

the industry. “I [designer] do not remember that we used our own network, but that is mostly 

within fashion” (Jousselin and Jousselin, October 2011). Even though a large part of the 

designer’s social network is built up by people within the fashion industry they did not find it 

necessary to involve anyone from that network. “I [designer] do not think that there was a 
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need for it...we used Stelton who knew what it was about” (Jousselin and Jousselin, October 

2011). The designers trusted that Stelton would inform them about relevant subjects. 

Nonetheless, the designers consulted two external links, i.e. Internet and shops, where jewelry  

shops, especially, provided them with a great deal of inspiration and knowledge in order to 

solve the given assignment.

It was the designers first assignment for Stelton (Surel and Christensen, December 2011), 

which might be the reason to why Stelton only used the designers for the visual part of the 

product. Additionally, Stelton and their family members, instead of the family members of the 

designers, tested the prototypes, which was not the case during the development process of 

product A1.

In addition, the Rescue bracelet was developed with influence by Stelton and their 

employees’ hearts rather than with a vision of making a lot of money (Surel and Christensen, 

September 2011). Stelton were well aware that the market for such products is small, but they 

decided to take a chance.

6.2.3 Product A3

The third product A3, Potter is a teapot (see appendix 3.3). A3 was predicted to be successful, 

because it matches the rest of Stelton’s portfolio, as well as, it matches the brand (Surel and 

Christensen, December 2011).
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Figure 6.2.3 - Network of product A3

The network of A3 only includes one external contact link that is not an official part of the 

project (family). These designers did, as well, choose to discuss the product with their 

spouse's “they are very critical, they have no respect so they say exactly what they feel and if 

they think that we have a bad idea, they say it” (Jehs, October 2011). 

Like the designers of product A2, the designers of A3 chose to rely on Stelton’s network in the 

development process instead of their own network. “There is not something like a network 

which is used on a specific project” (Jehs, October 2011), meaning that they do not have a 

specific network of people they use during the design process of all of their products. This is 

visually illustrated in figure 6.2.3, where only three external links are present. 

When a designer is hired to execute a job, the company hiring the designer expects that is it 

that designer and not an employee who executes the job (Jehs, October 2011). Additionally, 

the designers do not like to involve outsiders. The external knowledge links in this network 

are ‘everyday life’ and ‘existing products’, two sources that are rather easy to consult in order 

to gain knowledge. Everyday life is often the designer’s big inspiration source. When they get 

a new assignment they scrutinize their surroundings for inspiration, and by working with 

different partners or companies on other projects they also gain a great deal of knowledge.
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6.2.4 Review of Group A

The designers behind each of the three products have very diverse work methods when it 

comes to how they make use of their networks, and each have their own design process. 

However, their processes have one thing in common, the designers do not talk to people who 

are not involved in the projects, except with members of their own families, in order to gain 

knowledge. Family is the only external contact link in group A. In addition, product A1 and 

A3 were designed by designers from bigger design-houses, and therefore they had access to a 

greater amount of resources, as well as, they had the possibility to consult and a number of 

employees from different areas within their firm. Either way both products proved to be 

failures, and were evaluated as unsuccessful. 

The only network links that all three networks have in common are the links to Stelton and to 

a project partner or co-designer. The remaining links only appear in either one or two of the 

networks. This indicates that the type of source the designers chose to include during their 

design process differentiate from designer to designer.

6.3 Group B - Successful Products

Group B, representing the successful products, includes products that reached the success 

criterion set by Stelton. Different designers designed all the products; nonetheless, the same 

designers designed both product A1 (group A) and product B1.

6.3.1 Product B1

The first product is B1, the Thermo cup (see appendix 4.1). Although the same designer who 

created A1 designed B1, the network maps are very dissimilar.
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Figure 6.3.1 - Network of Product B1

The process behind the thermo cup was described by the designer as an easy and fast process 

(Wegger, November 2011). During the process the designer only included one network with 

no more than six links. None of the six links were to an external contact. Except for Stelton, 

only the designer’s project partner was consulted during the process. Many other contacts 

from the designer’s usual network were excluded during the process, “There was actually not 

that many other people involved, it was divided between the two of us [designer and project 

partner]” (Wegger, November 2011). 

The designer had a vision, which he decided to test “I had an idea about how it should be so I 

went into our model workshop and made a prototype and discovered that it actually 

worked” (Wegger, November 2011). Consequently, the designer did not see a reason to 

include other people in the development of the product. Nevertheless, some level of research 

concerning the product had to be executed before the final product was ready. The size of the 

cup had to be matched to the size of cup holders in cars, for example, and the best solution 

when drinking from a cup while driving had to be determined. Hence, research on ‘existing 

products’ and ‘supplement products’ were needed in order to continue the process.

Nevertheless, previous projects provided the designer with an essential background 

knowledge, which made it possible to step directly into the workshop and construct a lid with 
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an optimal functionality (Wegger, November 2011). The lid is now patented (Stelton - Thermo 

cup).

6.3.2 Product B2

Product B2, the Vacuum coffee jug (see appendix 4.2) has been on the market for decades. 

However, not without prolonging its lifetime by changing the color every season in order to 

keep it attractive amongst the consumers. B2 is a successful product, and has become an 

evident element of Stelton’s portfolio (Surel and Christensen, December 2011). The image of 

the long slender coffee jug is the image that many consumers associate with the Stelton brand. 

Figure 6.3.2 - Network of product B2

This network is larger than B1’s and includes a few more contact links. The designer likes to 

work alone “I have always had a large network, because I am addicted to freedom, so I have 

never had any employees” (Magnussen, November 2011). For that reason there is no project 

partner or employees represented in this network. The designer consults three external contact 

links, i.e. methods, manufactures and materials. Note however, that ‘model maker’ is not 

included as an external source seen that it is the same source the designer consults for most of 

his projects.
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Two of the sources in the network are partially colored. This indicates that the source is both a 

knowledge and a contact source, seen that the designer both has a fixed group of people that 

he consults concerning new methods and materials. “I have some people, I am in constant 

dialog with about new materials and methods” (Magnussen, November 2011). Additionally, 

the designer has a natural interest in the developments within those areas and continually 

conducts some investigation on his own. Even though Stelton used their own manufacturer, 

the designer chose to consult a plastic manufacturer about the different possibilities regarding 

materials (Magnussen, November 2011). This provided him with knowledge that he could use 

during the design process, as well as in other projects later on.

6.3.3 Product B3

Product B3, a Bread bag (see appendix 4.3), was immediately loved by the consumers and has 

been copied by a large number of companies. Consequently, this has shown in the bread bag’s 

previously excellent sales numbers; “last year we sold 700,000, this year we have maybe sold 

150,000” (Surel and Christensen, December 2011).

Figure 6.3.3 - Network of product B3

Again, a relatively large network has been used. To find the best solution, the designer 

gathered knowledge from various places. The market was investigated for existing 
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breadbaskets, bowls, and other products within that category to insure that it would not be a 

copy of another product (Rath, November 2011); an investigation that was mostly executed 

on the internet. 

“If you just think about making it different, then it easily becomes something 

superficial” (Rath, November 2011). It is important that the product is useful for the 

consumers, and not just a decorative object on the shelf (Rath, November 2011). Even though 

the designer expressed this, he did not test the product on others then members of his family 

nor did he consult any other external people, with the exception for a seamstress who helped 

him find the best solution for the seams on the prototype of the bread bag. Instead the 

designer used many external knowledge sources during the process. 

6.3.4 Product B4

The last product is B4, the black knives, Pure Black (see appendix 4.4). The product was a 

first for the designers, who usually work a lot with interior design. It was also a new type of 

product for Stelton, who had to compete with additional brands and products from the knife 

market.

Figure 6.3.4 - Network of product B4
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The network of product B4 contains less contact links than the previous two networks (B2, 

B3), however, a great number of knowledge links were used during the design process. A 

large amount of the network consists of external links, and only two links are internal. This 

can be a result of the fact that the designers were new to the specific product area, and new 

information had to be retrieved.

Shortly after the knives were introduced to the market they became popular. Black knives had 

only been seen in military and hunting knives before and black knives were not common 

among kitchen knives. As mentioned above, it was a new area of expertise for the designers, 

and most of the knowledge they needed to gain in order to fabricate the knives were obtained 

on the internet. “We went on the internet and read, there you can find extremely many knife-

nerds and pages about knifes and steal” (Holmbäck, November 2011). Few contacts were 

included in the process; again it was family members of the two designers who had the role of 

judges when the various design suggestions were to be evaluated.

“We are mostly consulting each other in relation to the products. Often the part about 

learning about things or when we have to approach some companies, then it is about finding 

someone who knows someone who knows someone in the company so you can get the right 

approach or recommendation” (Holmbäck, November 2011). The designers stated that 

normally they use a big network, but mostly when dealing with interior design, or when they 

want to find a new project or need recommendations for employees to hire.

6.3.5 Review of Group B

The networks from group B are of various sizes. The first designer (B1) consulted very few 

sources, product B4 consulted a bit more, while product B2 and B3 have the biggest networks 

of the group and thereby consulted most sources. All four networks only had two links in 

common; the link to ‘Stelton’ and the link ‘existing products’. Three out of four networks 

included ‘project partners’ (B1, B3, B4) and knowledge from ‘previous projects’ (B1, B2, 

B3). The remaining links/sources were only present in either one or two networks. 
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Furthermore, there are much diversity between the sources included by the different 

designers. Note that this was also observed in group A.

6.4 ‘Group A Versus Group B’ 

The products from the two groups have produced very diverse results. Not many of the links 

were similar, but group A had a small tendency to use a more limited network than group B. 

In this part of the analysis the two groups will be held up against each other in order to locate 

similarities and dissimilarities.

6.4.1 Contact Links

The seven product networks consisted of contact links, which could either have strong or 

weak ties, and knowledge links, which could either be internal or external.

Figure 6.4.1 - Contact links. The different  contact  links from the two product  groups 

are illustrated in this figure. The number is presented as a percentage. In group A, the 
percentage is based on three networks, compared to group B, where it is based on four 
networks.
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Group A includes four different contact links in its networks, while group B double that 

amount, i.e. eight different links. Nevertheless, five of the eight links in group B are used in 

only one network. Four out of the five links came from product B2. Hence, some of the same 

links appear in most of the networks of both groups i.e. ‘Stelton’ and ‘project partner’. The 

diagram shows that the source ‘staff’ was only present in group A, whereas ‘methods’, 

‘manufactures’, ‘model maker’, ‘material’, and ‘seamstress’ were only present in group B. 

Only one designer, B2, did not use any project partner or co-designer during the design 

process, he chose to rely on other external sources instead. By looking at how the two groups 

are using the networks, one discovers that there is a tendency to work with a partner, who can 

be consulted during the process. “Typically when we do creative work, then 99% of the time 

we sit minimum two together to have someone to consult” (Wegger, November 2011). Two 

out of six designers came from design-houses (A1, A3), and therefore, had the possibility to 

exploit the staff from the workplace. It would be interesting to further investigate the source 

‘staff’ to determine which staff members were consulted. The designers of A1 mostly 

consulted women, as well as, other designers who worked within the design-house, while the 

designers of A3 did not specify who they included.

Both group A and B took advantage of the expertise provided by their families. Four out of 

seven networks included the family link (A2, A3, B3 and B4), and in all cases this equaled the 

spouses of the different designer. In three out of the four networks (A2, A3 and B4) ‘family’ 

was the only external contact link.

The average amount of contact links in group A sums up to 3⅓ links per network, compared 

to 3½ links per network in group B. Only a small difference separates the two groups. Seen 

that four of the links exclusively came from network B2, the diversity of links would have 

been somewhat more similar if this network was excluded. A scatter plot of the correlation 

between the two groups, and the number of contact links that each designer has used, is 

shown in figure 6.4.2.
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Figure 6.4.2 - Correlation of Contact links. The product groups are indicated on the 
X-axis, 0 = group A and 1 = group B

Figure 6.4.2 shows a small positive gradient in the line of best fit in the graph. This indicate a 

tendency towards a positive correlation between the number of contact links and the groups. 

However, the best fit line is almost straight, so one can conclude that there is no significant 

indication of a correlation between contact links and the two groups. 

6.4.2 Tie Strength

All the contact links have been given thick or thin lines. These lines indicate whether there is 

a strong or a weak tie between the two connections (thick = strong, thin = weak). Seen that 

strong and weak ties depend on the interaction with people it is only contact links, which can 

be either a strong or weak. Strong and weak ties are believed to have an impact on 

creativity11, hence, it is interesting to investigate if there is any difference between group A 

and group B. Almost all the contact links from the networks in both group A and B had strong 

ties. Strong ties are to people who the designers often interact with and someone who they 

know well. Furthermore, the tie to Stelton is a structural bridge, as explained previously in 

figure 6.1.1, and the link therefore has a dashed line. Only one contact tie was weak; this tie 
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was found in product B3’s network i.e. the seamstress. The seamstress has only been 

consulted during the design process of B3, and was consulted to give advice about the 

prototypes. All the other contact ties in the other networks were strong ties. 

In group A the average number of strong ties are 2⅓ compared to 2¼ in group B. Inherently 

there is no significant difference between the two groups. The variance is minimal, which is 

an interesting result seen that the tie strength is said to have an impact on creativity. If each 

network is investigated individually the finding clearly comes forth, see figure 6.4.3.

Figure 6.4.3 - Tie strength

As mentioned earlier, each network contains a structural bridge to Stelton. If this tie is 

removed from the diagram, there is only one product network left with a weak tie (B3) the 

rest only contains strong ties. 

Network A1 and B1 stand out from the other networks by only having two contact links in 

total; one to Stelton and the other to their co-designer or project partner. An observation worth 

mentioning is that, even though, designed by the same designer, product A2 belongs to group 

A and product B1 to group B, hence, they belong to different groups. Nevertheless, both 

products have small contact networks.
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Concerning contact links, group B have an average of ²⁄₁₂ links more that group A, but when 

looking at strong ties, group B has ¹⁄₁₂ of a link less. However, both differences are hardly 

notable. Consequently, there seem to be no correlation neither between the two groups and the 

number of contact links nor between the two groups and the amount of strong ties.

6.4.3 Knowledge Links

The next kind of link that is found in the networks is knowledge links. The knowledge links 

from the two groups are illustrated in figure 6.4.4. 

Figure 6.4.4 - Knowledge links. Given in percentage for each type of link, the 

percentage of group A is based on three networks, whereas group B is based on four 
networks.

Figure 6.4.4 shows that group B uses a more diverse and larger group of sources compared to 

group A. There is no knowledge link that all the networks have in common. Two out of three 

Previous projects
Competitors

Other research
Trends

Education
Shops

Internet
Existing products

Everyday life
Materials
Machines
Methods

Observations
Product rejection

Magazines
Supplement products

0 % 25 % 50 % 75 % 100 %

 Group A Group B

64



networks, namely A1and A3, consulted the source ‘previous projects’ when creating their 

design, whereas A2 excluded this link (figure 6.2.2), maybe because the designers of A2, the 

black kitchen knife were new to designing knives. The networks from group B all had the link 

‘existing products’ in common, and three out of four networks (B1, B2, B3) also included 

knowledge gained from previous projects. It was the designers of B4, that had no previous 

experience in designing knives, who excluded the link ‘previous projects’ (see figure 6.3.4).

The average amount of knowledge links in group A is 3⅓ compared to 5½ in group B. Hence, 

one can conclude that group B generally use more knowledge links than group A.

Figure 6.4.5 - Correlation, knowledge  links. Illustrates the correlation between the 
groups and the number of knowledge links from each product network. On the X-axis; 
Group A = 0, group B = 1.

Figure 6.4.5 shows an indication of a tendency pointing to a positive correlation between the 

number of knowledge links and the two groups, due to the positive gradient of the best fit 

line. The line is steep, which indicates a much stronger correlation between the number of 

knowledge links and the groups than the correlation of contact links, figure 6.4.2. 

Adding the number of contact links to the number of knowledge links give an overall average 

of 6⅔ links in the networks from group A, compared to 9 links in the networks from group B. 
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It is a difference of 2⅓ ≈ 2 links between the two groups, a relatively small difference. Again, 

a lot more diversity is notable between the links within group B.

6.4.4 External Links

When the network links are further investigated, a significant difference in the use of external 

links between the two groups is detected. 

Figure  6.4.6 - External links. Given as a percentage for each type of link, the 
percentage is based on three networks in group A, compared to four networks in 
group B. The links ‘material’ and ‘methods’ either have a K or C following them. K 
for knowledge link and C for contact link.
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The links are very diverse and only a few links are present in more than one network. In 

group A the total amount of external links is 9 links, compared to 24 external links in group B. 

This gives, in group A, an average of 3 external links per network, and in group  B, 6 external 

links per network, a variance of three external links per network between the two groups. This 

indicates that the designers from group  B generally  are more willing to collect  knowledge 

from external sources.

Figure 6.4.7 - Correlation of External links. The correlation between the number of 
external links from each product network and the groups is illustrated here. On the X-
axis; Group A = 0, group B = 1.

Figure 6.4.7 indicate that there is a tendency towards a positive correlation between the 

number of external links and the two product groups. The best fit line is steep, this indicate a 

strong correlation. This means that, if a successful product is investigated, it will have a 

higher number of external links compared to an unsuccessful product.

In group B, there is one network that lowers the result of external links for the entire group, 

namely B1. B1, only have three external links, i.e. trends, supplement products and existing 

products, compared to six to eight links in the other networks from group B. If B1 is 

withdrawn from the analysis the correlation between the amount of external links and the two 

groups is increased. Furthermore, correlation between the groups and the number of 
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knowledge links increased after the removal of product B1. This is due to the products 

relatively small network compared to the rest of the group. The designer only had four 

knowledge links, while the rest of the group had between five and seven links.

6.4.5 General Considerations From Group A Versus Group B

The designer of product B1 (Thermo cup) also designed product A1 (Add on). The designer 

used four external links during the design process of A1, which is the highest score of group 

A. This is also higher than the number of external links used for B1. In addition, B1 has the 

smallest network of group B. The designer might have been lucky creating a product, which 

was needed in the market, seen that the number of external links of B1 is compatible with the 

number of external links used in group A (the unsuccessful group). The results from B1 

indicate that it is possible to create a successful product, even though, only a few external 

links are included during the design process. However, the tendency from the remaining 

results show that the possibility is greater the more external links the designers use. These 

results will be discussed in section 7.2.5.

One network, especially, stands out from the rest, i.e., the network of B2 (the Vacuum coffee 

jug), this network consists of twelve links in total. From these twelve links, eight are external, 

seven are knowledge links and five are contact links. This is the highest score in each of the 

three types of links. The designer prefers to work alone and neither consult family nor a 

project partner during the process, which is interesting since these are common links in the 

other networks. The designer has been in the industry for many years, and when he started it 

was important that the designers knew the production methods for each product, the designer 

would thereby be able to create a product that he knew was easy and possible to make 

(Magnussen, November 2011). Nonetheless, even today the designer keeps himself updated 

on production methods, new tools and material, where many new designers might just face 

the challenge as it presents itself. The links from the network of product B2 are, consequently, 

very dissimilar compared to the others. The people and areas the designer consult are 

different, which might be explained by the fact that it is a process carried out by a man from 

another time. Comparing his network to the networks of some of the younger designers, for 
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example the network of A2, one can observe that those designers are both young of age, and 

in the number of years they have been working within the field. You will find that during the 

design process of A2 a lot more responsibility is given to Stelton. Additionally, the Internet 

has become a valuable information source nowadays. Designers can easily go online and find 

almost everything their heart desire or look in magazines or shops

Figure 6.4.8 - Average  number of links. The average number of links consulted be 
the designers from both groups is presented in the graph. 

Figure 6.4.8 clearly demonstrates the difference between the two groups and the most popular 

type of links. The diagram also shows that in internal links and strong ties are the groups 

almost equal. However, group B (the successful group) consults a larger number of 

knowledge and external links compared to group A. These two areas is where the difference 

between group A and B lies, these are the significant links that indicates an interrelationship 

with design success. 

Summary

Both Stelton’s and the designer’s networks for each specific product development have been 

investigated and subsequently analyzed. It can be concluded that group B used a slightly 

bigger network than group A. In addition, the analysis points to a positive correlation between 
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the two groups, both when analyzing the number of knowledge links and the number of 

external links. Along the way different networks and sources have been investigated and 

presented in order to substantiate the findings.
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7. Discussion 

This chapter, discussion the findings, is divided into two main sections. The first section 

discusses Stelton and DDI, whereas the second section discusses some of the findings 

connected to the networks explained previously in section 6.

7.1 Stelton Versus Verganti

“Design-driven innovation is the result of a networked research process, where knowledge on 

languages and meanings is shared among firms and external interpreters” (Verganti 

2008:438). This quote describes the essential process in DDI. In practice that means that in 

order to create a design-driven product a company needs to use a network during the R&D 

process. 

7.1.1 Discourse 

Stelton is a design-driven company, creating incremental innovations, but even so, according 

to the findings of this research they do not live up to the requirements of Verganti. Figure 5.1, 

from section 5.1, illustrates the design discourse and the many areas a design-driven company 

should consult during the research process. The discourse can be consulted through an open 

debate, which is created by the production of a cultural prototype (Verganti 2009:198). The 

cultural prototype can be either a book, website, or an exhibition explaining the research 

executed within the specific area of interest (Verganti 2009:195). This helps the company to 

address and attract interpreters, who in turn might give valuable feedback to the company. 

However, this is not the method applied by Stelton. Stelton, on the contrary, rely to a much 

greater extent, on their own knowledge, and not the knowledge provided by outsiders. 

Moreover, Stelton do not create cultural prototypes or engage in other forms of 

communication with a design discourse, at least not in the R&D phase, which is the one 
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investigated in this research. Nonetheless, many of the links present in Verganti’s design 

discourse are in contact with Stelton, however, for other purposes, e.g. Stelton do talk to the 

media, but as part of their marketing strategy once the product is already on the market and 

not during the R&D phase. Stelton’s kind of interpreters contribute with knowledge during 

different phases of the value chain, while Verganti suggests that the design discourse is used 

in the R&D phase, and the interpreters are not supposed to be an official part of the company. 

According to Verganti, a company like Stelton need to nurture and approach the interpreters 

differently, to be able to create their own design discourse (Verganti 2009). Hence, if Stelton 

where to follow the suggestions made by Verganti, of how to become a successful, design-

driven company, they would need to change their strategy.

However, Stelton have discussed the idea of having an advisory board where people from the 

outside, e.g. journalists, analytics and lifestyle experts, would be invited to discuss current 

trends and developments in order to help guide Stelton in the right direction, in the direction 

they experience that the world is turning (Surel and Christensen, September 2011). The board 

would be gathered twice a year. Nonetheless, the idea is currently on hold. This kind of 

thinking, however, compliments the way Verganti (2009) thinks a design-driven company 

should act. Stelton would include interpreters from different areas, not to discuss each single 

product, but more so to gain knowledge of the sociocultural world surrounding them. 

Consequently, an advisory board could be able to supply Stelton with knowledge that would 

be beneficial in the product development process, consequently the advisory board would 

become Stelton’s discourse.

As explained in the criticism of DDI (section 5.2) Verganti does not express why the specific 

areas of the design discourse are included. If the figure merely were a suggestion of how the 

design discourse should look, it would be more applicable to the findings of this research. Not 

many of sources from the design discourse, not to say none, were included in any of the 

product networks, but other kinds of sources were. Such as a the emphasis on knowledge 

sources instead of contacts, as well, more external sources should be included in the process. 

Nevertheless, the design discourse in the theory of DDI is not merely a suggestion, but a 

result of a research on Italian design-driven companies. It can thereby be concluded that the 

findings of this research do not match the network theory of DDI. The designers and Stelton 
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are not gaining research information from interpreters. They conduct their own research and 

talk to people where they can gather specific information about issues related to the product, 

or its environment. Stelton and the designers focus on design and they are design-driven, 

however, they are not, necessarily, determined to change the meaning of the products.

7.1.2 Interpreters 

Verganti argues that it is the interaction with the interpreters that leads the company in the 

right direction, where it is more likely to experience design success (2009:118). To a great 

extent, the findings of this research support this statement. However, the world has changed; 

the Internet, shops, magazines, and the like, have become the designers interpreters, their new 

information sources. As a result, they can now go online at any time in order to retrieve the 

information they need. There is no longer a need to talk to people in person. This tendency 

can also be seen by looking at the development of various social network sites, such as, 

Facebook, LinkedIn, Xing and Twitter. In the end, it is all about networking online, almost! 

As previously mentioned in the critique of DDI (section 5.2) this finding amplifiers that the 

word interpreter is not sufficient these days. The designers did not use interpreters, but rather 

what could be referred to as ‘sources’ and ‘key information sources’, since many of the 

consulted areas were non-human. These were referred to as knowledge links during this 

research, and it was the knowledge links and the external links that proved to make a 

difference between the success or failure of each product.

Stelton do as well not use many interpreters. The only interpreters they consult during the 

R&D phase are the designers. Again, it is not in compliance with Verganti’s suggestions, the 

company should use in-house designers, as well as, they should consult external designers as 

key interpreters since they can provide knowledge and expertise to the company. Quite to the 

contrary in fact, Stelton have appointed a design director, Surel, as well as they use external 

designers as their in-house designers and not as key interpreters. This method allows the 

interpreters to have a good basic knowledge of the company and the surroundings, however, 

one can ask whether it is successful? Verganti’s interpreters, on the contrary, do not have any 

basic knowledge of the company only of the surroundings, and can therefore only give advice 
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on a more general basis, advice that the in-house designers process and turn it into something 

usable. The strategy, suggested byVerganti’s has a great advantage over the strategy used by 

Stelton. Not only does Verganti’s method involve more people, but also the amount of diverse 

knowledge is increased by using interpreters. In this manner, Stelton could extent their 

network, and maybe produce more innovative products. However, there exist no such thing as 

“a perfect method” in order to be successful, and by judging from the success of many of 

Stelton’s products, they seem to produce products, which are loved by the consumers. Hence, 

one could argue that there are indeed different recipes for success.

7.1.3 The Designers

The designer’s networks have been analyzed, and neither of these show any significant signs 

of a design discourse. Some of the designers did include external people in the process, but it 

was not in large numbers compared to the eleven areas of interpreters illustrated by Verganti 

in figure 5.1. The external people, including the designers, were not approached as key 

interpreters, but rather as sources of knowledge. The designers are, as Stelton, followers when 

it comes to technology and they are still concerned with what the users want, contrary to 

Verganti who wants companies to look away from user needs. 

During the interviews many of the designers expressed that in order to follow the trends 

within the industry, they travel, look in magazines, and so forth. Note, most of them did not 

express that they did this for a specific product, but more to gain a general knowledge on the 

developments in the industry and to ensure a solid background knowledge. Good background 

knowledge is crucial in the development process. External designers can rely on experience 

from many different industries and companies, and are often able to find solutions, radical 

even, that people thought only were applicable to a completely different industry. The 

importance of background knowledge is illustrated in the correlation figure in appendix 7. 

The figure illustrates a possible tendency towards a positive correlation between the number 

of years, from when the designer got educated to the product was designed, and the groups. 

The more years the designer has been educated, before producing a design, the greater the 

chance is for success. An interesting observation, and again it is B1 who lowers the result of 
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its group, while A3 raises the result of group A. Note, A3 (Potter) was the product that was 

predicted to succeed, since it was considered a good supplement to the brand (see section 

6.2.3), however, the opposite took place.

A number of the interviewed designers explained that they would not involve other people in 

the development process unless the people were an official part of the project. With the 

reasoning that certain aspects need to be kept a secret, to ensure a competitive advantage. An 

understandable statement, however, even when they were told that the details of the products 

did not need to be revealed, the designers could not see the necessity to involve other people 

in something they felt they could do on their own. The researcher can only agree that some of 

them are right. The designers in group B did manage to create successful products, with only 

a very limited use of external contact links. Consequently, these findings indicate that it is 

possible to create successful products, even though a design discourse is not involved in the 

process. One could ask why these findings reveal such different results? The cultural 

difference between Denmark and Italy might have an impact on the results. Compared to 

Italian organizations, the organizational structure in Denmark is more flat and the work units 

are often very independent. A different factor could be the difference in innovation strategy 

related to incremental and radical innovation. In incremental innovations a company is 

considered a follower, and radical innovators are first movers.

In the end it seems like, both Stelton and the designers lack the time and willingness to 

research all possible channels in order to gain additional knowledge during the design 

process. In addition, Stelton are a follower when it comes to technology, and they simply rely 

on other people’s findings, instead of consulting a discourse to gain additional information 

within these areas. Verganti states that design-driven innovators use years to investigate the 

research area and other relating areas (Verganti 2009). However, one could argue that there is 

no time for that today, due to faster product life cycles, and the need for a company to have a 

constant income. This might change when dealing with larger companies, as is the case in 

Verganti’s research, as they often have the possibility to produce other, less time consuming 

products, parallel with the research for the “next big” shooting star. However, it could be 

argued that Stelton are not large enough to use that method.
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7.1.4 Radical Versus Incremental Innovations

Verganti states that a design-driven process consists of three stages; listening, interpreting and 

addressing (2009:13). First, the company has to listen to the design discourse, i.e. the 

interpreters. Next, they have to interpret the information they gain, and finally, they have to 

address the interpreters with the end product, since they lay the ground for the consumers by 

making the product look attractive, especially if it is a radical innovation. Verganti puts a great 

emphasis on companies producing radical DDI’s, even though his theory includes both radical 

and incremental innovation. Thus, the theory should therefor also be applicable for a company  

producing incremental innovations, such as Stelton. Maybe the reason to why Stelton do not 

create radical innovations is due to the lack of using a design discourse, and also because they 

are a follower when it comes to technological innovations. However, Verganti’s theory of DDI 

is applicable in both cases of innovation. 

For most companies, radical DDI’s do not happen often, which is also the case at Stelton. The 

companies described by Verganti are all good examples of companies who once created a 

design-driven innovation, and are now reaping the fruits of that innovation. Alessi12 is a 

design-driven company who has created funny figurines out of household products. The first 

product was new and radical, but the ‘follow-up’ product was expected and can therefore only 

be seen as an episodic or maybe incremental innovation. Another company is Nintendo, who 

introduced Wii to the marked, but subsequently only additions to the Wii concept have been 

introduced or changed, for example by introducing new games and new ways too use the 

body while playing. Many times the company spend years working on the project, and if that 

much time is spend on one product the company has to make sure, to the greatest extent 

possible, that it will be welcomed by the consumers, otherwise it is too risky and expensive if 

the product fails. Nevertheless, a company can never entirely ensure success; however, by 

gaining knowledge from many areas over a longer period, the company can minimize these 

risks of failure.
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The average process time of a product at Stelton is approximately 1,5 years, counting the 

entire process of the value chain. Verganti suggests that several years alone should be used on 

research. Nonetheless, again, Verganti focuses on radical innovations where the meaning of 

the product is changed entirely, and thus, generally require more research, effort, and often 

also funding. “A change in meaning can therefore not be a reality before the team of product 

developers and designers have gathered sufficient information about the society” (Desmet 

and Overbeeke 2001:35). Neither Stelton, nor the designers hired by Stelton, gathered much 

information about the society as such, which can have an influence on their level of 

innovation, i.e. not introducing a lot of radical innovations. Stelton need to open up to the 

world of interpreters, or just include a higher number of information sources in the R&D 

phase. However, one could argue that Verganti’s theory would be more valid if more research 

were carried out by companies producing incremental innovations.

7.2 The Product Networks

By investigating both group A and B’s networks, several similarities and dissimilarities were 

found, the most important ones are presented in this section.

7.2.1 Group A and Group B

The results show, that group B designers have a tendency to use more extended networks, as 

well as, they use external sources and knowledge sources to a much greater extent compared 

to group A. Furthermore, though, the networks include external sources, only a very limited 

number of these sources are people (contacts). One out of nine external links are a contact 

link in group A, while six out of twenty-four external links are contact links in group B. That 

is only one fourth of the total amount of external links in group B. Stelton therefore have to 

encourage their designers to use more external and knowledge sources to enhance the chance 

of success.

77



In addition, Verganti states that design-driven companies need to be updated on technological 

innovations no matter of the industry, because by using these innovations in a new industry 

enhance the chance of creating a radical DDI (Verganti 2009). The results indicate that group 

B designers use more knowledge sources in order to gain information than group A designers. 

Hence, group B designers explore a greater area of the market, as they use more sources, as 

well as they investigate ‘existing products’ in order to differentiate their product from other 

products. Every group B designer used the source ‘existing products’ while only one designer 

from group A (A3) took advantage of this source. 

“A designer cannot merely depend on his or her own construals because there is absolutely 

no guarantee that they resemble the construals of the users” (Desmet and Overbeeke 

2001:33). Many of the group A designers only depended on their own knowledge or the 

knowledge of the design-house of which they are a part of. “If an individual has contact with 

a diverse group of people, the likelihood that he or she has knowledge or can obtain 

knowledge of different approaches to a given problem is increased” (Perry-Smith and Shalley 

2003:92). Both of the two quotes above emphasize that contact to other people can lead to the 

generation of better solutions. Though, none of the two quotes state that the people consulted 

need to be external, in contradiction to Verganti’s DDI theory. Perry-Smith and Shalley (2003) 

state that the contacts need to be a diverse group of people, while Desmet and Overbeeke 

(2001) merely state that the designer should not depend on their own knowledge because one 

person is a very small representation of the consumers. If these three views, Verganti’s 

included, are combined into one theory it could sound as follows; in order to gain a broad 

and diversified knowledge base for the development of a specific product individuals need to 

surround themselves with a diverse group of people including both internal and external 

people. If information sources were included in this ‘combination theory’ it would most likely 

match the findings of this research, since Stelton and the designers did not only focus on one 

kind of links but used a mixture of links, which also included nonverbal sources. Nonverbal 

sources have become increasingly important today, which has been shown during this 

research. The results indicate that the designers must take advantage of their network to a 

great extent in order to produce a successful product.
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In order to gain a broad and diversified knowledge base for the development of a specific 

product individuals need to surround themselves with a diverse group of people including 

both internal and external people.

7.2.2 Working Alone 

There is one designer amongst the six interviewed designers who worked alone (product B2, 

section 6.3.2). Instead of consulting a fellow designer or employee, he consulted various 

people with different knowledge. In addition, he has an extensive background knowledge 

from previous projects, and he involves himself with many people to stay updated within the 

field. The researcher believes that this is necessary seen that he works on his own and do not 

have anybody close to consult and pitch new ideas to. Even though it has been stated several 

times within this research already, one cannot stress the importance of involving other people 

during the creative process enough. Additionally, if designers do not research and learn about 

new methods, one could ask how they would know of them, and as a result, apply them to 

their work and portfolio of existing knowledge. Henry Ford has many times been quoted for 

his now infamous statement; “If I had asked the customers what they wanted, they would have 

said faster horses” (Herbig 2011), and it still holds true. How could the customers ever have 

foreseen the launch of such a radical innovation? This quote suits the topic of innovation 

perfectly, underlining the importance of the fact that people and companies need to explore 

other areas, and be willing to learn from them, or else they will probably keep creating mere 

improvements of already existing products. 

7.2.3 Creativity 

Stelton’s network consists of different kind of ties. This is interesting, seen that there are 

theories exploring how creativity can be increased or decreased depending on the type of tie 

present in the network.
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“Whereas we expect weaker connections to facilitate creativity, we expect stronger ties to 

constrain it. Unlike networks of weak ties, strongly tied networks tend to be dense networks of 

similar individuals, where most of the actors have some type of connection to one 

another” (Granovetter, 1973).

The networks, of both group A and B, mainly consist of strong ties to the contacts sources in 

the network. Strong ties are good for creativity, but it is generally weak ties that nurture 

higher levels of creativity. The findings from the analysis contradict the findings of Perry-

Smith and Shalley who states that in the peripheral of the network there are many weak ties 

(2003:90). The designers are in the peripheral of Stelton’s network, but at the same time they 

are in the center or their own networks. However, this does not play a significant role, because 

it is the network of Stelton that is investigated, ergo the designers are still in the overall 

peripheral. This should mean that by investigating the networks of the designers, the 

researcher should be expected to locate a great number of weak ties. Though, this is not what 

the analysis found. Only one weak tie was located amongst the seven networks. Quite the 

contrary, both groups have an average of almost the same amount of strong ties. 

Consequently, it can be argued that weak ties do not, in this research, have any affect on the 

outcome, since both groups lacked this type of tie. Nonetheless, it cannot be determined if the 

products would have been even more creative if the networks had included more weak ties, or 

if the theory is not applicable in a network like Stelton’s, because it is decentralized and 

therefore consist of many small centers.

However, all the networks mainly consisted of strong ties, which Granovetter (1973) argues 

influence the design process by decreasing the level on creativity. Creativity is in close unity 

with innovation, consequently, this means that innovation might be constrained with the 

presence of too many strong ties. If this were true, there would not be any successful products 

in this research, as the networks only consist of strong ties. One could ask, how many ties are 

one to many. If the amount of strong ties is compared to the number of weak ties, many more 

strong ties are found. Therefore, there must be other factors counteracting the affect of strong 

ties; perhaps the amount of external links, as these are much more widespread in group B, or 

the amount of knowledge links, which showed a tendency towards a positive correlation in 

group B.
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7.2.4 External Sources 

“Most knowledge is not to be found within a given company, but outside of it” (Bletz 

2011:116). Companies that rely on internal sources tend to develop less novel innovation, i.e. 

solutions that are essentially just another addition to the company’s current portfolio (Lilien et 

al. 2002:1043). This is not the aim of most companies, who desire that the product match the 

brand of the company.

Two unsuccessful products, Add on (A1) and Rescue bracelet (A2), did neither match the 

existing portfolio at Stelton, nor the Stelton brand. A tableware company designing what they 

market as a jewelry box (A1), and a bracelet for people with a medical illness (A2) are 

products that are not generally applicable to the Stelton brand, nor of core competence, being 

a tableware designer. These products were risks, but it was argued that these were risks worth 

taking, since they would hopefully pay off in the future. However, this was an unfortunate 

mistake in this case, since neither of the two were successful. As Surel stated about product 

A2; “it was chosen with the heart” (Surel and Christensen, December 2011). However, one 

can ask whether there is room for a company to choose products with the heart. The answer is 

yes, if, and only if, the company as well as the heap developers effectively research the 

market, and even surrounding markets, in order to explore all possibilities of the product. 

Producing a new product requires a solid knowledge of the specific type of product, 

knowledge that can be gained by consulting various areas, even the ones that seem irrelevant 

for this type of product.

Only one external contact link is included in the two networks. In product A1 it is family. 

Family is a good source to consult, but it cannot give neither the designer nor the company an 

true indication of how the rest of the target group will receive the product. Advice from 

family members is not completely objective, since they are related to the designers. Though, 

during the interviews the impression was given that the family was consulted merely to have 

another set of eyes to look at the product. 

A closer look at product A1 shows a medium sized network compared to the other networks in 

this research. Moreover, A1 is the network with the most external links and the highest total 
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of links between the networks within group A. The basis for a good product was there, but 

either way something went wrong. Note that it is extremely difficult to know exactly what 

will work and what not. However, what went wrong in this case? Maybe somewhere in the 

process the network did not deliver, or a wrong decision was made. The later seems to be the 

case since both the designer and Stelton admit that wrong decisions where made regarding 

what material to use, and this affected the quality of the product (Surel and Christensen, 

December 2011; Wegger, October 2011). Nevertheless, maybe it was not the designers that 

made a mistake, but someone in the network of the distributors? One could ask whether a 

medical bracelet really belongs in a store selling kitchenware.

7.2.5 Product A1 Versus B1

As mentioned earlier, product A1 (Add on) and B1 (Thermo cup) were made by the same 

designer. Even so, the networks of the two products turned out to be dissimilar from each 

other, and also from the other products in the group to which they belong. Product A1 has the 

biggest network of its group with eight links in total, while product B1 has the smallest 

network with only six links in total. When concentrating on the number of links, product A1 

should have been a success, whereas B1 should have been a failure, and they would thus, 

belong to the opposite groups. 

Product A1 exceeds product B1 in the three kind of links; external, contact and knowledge 

links, which should be higher for B1. The amount of links in A1 are still under the average, 

compared to the networks of group B. A1 has thereby used a larger group of information 

sources, than B1. B1 uses two links, that A1 does not use, ‘existing products’ and ‘supplement 

products’. Instead, A1 includes ‘other research,’ ‘staff,’ ‘competitors’ and ‘family’. Three of 

the links, ‘competitors,’ ‘other research’ and ‘staff’ are only found in group A. Whether these 

are ‘bad’ sources are difficult to determine, nonetheless, ‘other research’ and ‘competitors’ are 

only present in this single network. 

It must be remembered that each area in the network are just an information source, and it 

remains unknown what the designers were looking at exactly; were they investigating the 

competitors of the Stelton brand, or merely the product competitors? This knowledge could 
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have provided a better understanding of the networks. Maybe the designers searched for 

influence from another industry, which is much more a design-driven aspect than only 

searching within their own industry.

After examining all the networks there seem to be a tendency in group B to use the link 

‘existing products,’. This also holds true for product B1, but apart from that there is no other 

similarities between product B1 and the rest of the group. Meaning that product B1 is below 

average when looking at the amount of external and knowledge links used in group B. If 

product B1 is retracted from the findings, it is found that the positive correlation regarding 

these links gets higher. However, only looking at the results from this study, it is impossible to 

determine why a small network like product B1 belongs to group B. The success of this 

product could simply have been the result of a good idea, or there could have been other 

factors affecting the end-result. Nevertheless, as stated, this is not something that this research 

is able to determine. 

Both network A2 and B1 should be further investigated in order to give an adequate answer. 

But who knows, sometimes the success or failure of a product is just exceptions to the rule, 

and simply whims produced by the uncertainty of the market.

7.2.6 Network Structure 

In the theory of DDI it is expressed, that it is important for companies to have a large 

network, which they keep nursing and maintaining (Verganti 2009). This way they ensure to 

have a broad array of professionals within different industries and job functions, who they can 

rely on and obtain information from. This analysis clearly show that there are no specific links 

that can be said to be more important than others. The networks only have a few links in 

common. Each designer has developed their own personal network, containing links and 

sources that they regard as important during the development process of a product. The 

research thereby shows that there is no standard way of working, companies can standardize 

the methods when they use in-house employees, but that is impossible regarding external 
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employees. The lack of standardization is also an advantage, one can argue, that without 

standardization people are more free and open towards creativity. 

In section 7.1 Stelton’s lack of connections to the discourse were discussed. In this section the 

focus is put on the networks of the products and the results are similar, the designers did not 

include any discourse network in the research process. The exclusion of the discourse from 

the design process did not have any affect on the success of the products. This can mean a 

number of things; that a different type of company, within another setting, or maybe a 

different success criterion. Although, one thing is certain, the results of this research indicate 

that it is not the discourse that is of major importance, but the external links and the 

knowledge links. 

Both the external and knowledge links are sources of information, information that is mainly 

retracted from non-human sources (knowledge sources). The sources have shown to be very 

diverse within the two groups. It is only the link ‘existing products’, which is both an external 

and a knowledge link, that distinguishes itself by appearing in all networks in group B, but 

only in one network in group A. As a result, it could be concluded that it indicates a tendency 

towards a positive correlation, meaning that this link is an important source to remember 

during the design process.

7.2.7 Product B2

Product B2 has been referred to many times before during this research. Hence, it is 

interesting to discuss and look further into what makes this product so different from the rest. 

It has the biggest network out of the seven products, and is the one with the most external 

links. 

Product B2 has been on the market for decades, it was introduced in 1977. The other products 

were introduced to the market the past six years. Product B2 was chosen since it was a 

successful product, and was an obvious choice as it has been extremely popular for many 

years.
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So, does a product from a different time have any affect or impact on the findings? The 

findings are only based on the knowledge from this particular case, and cannot give any 

definite results, but it can form the basis for further research. In order to examine product B2’s 

influence it has been retracted from the rest of the results (see appendix 6). Removing product 

B2 from the network results only shows a small change in the average amount of network 

links. The amount of contact links change from 3½ to 3 links, whereas knowledge links 

change from 5½ to 5, and external links change from 6 to 5 ⅓ links. It can seen be concluded 

that B2, has the greatest affect on external links. However, the changes are too insignificant to 

change the overall findings of the research. Additionally, the correlations between the 

different links and the two groups have hardly changed. Consequently, the results do not 

change significantly, indicating that the designer of B2 seems to work differently, in the way 

that he consults different sources and contacts than the other designers

After a closer look at the figures in appendix 6, the consequence of the exclusion of product 

B2 stands clear. The figures illustrates that, if compared to figure 6.4.1, 6.4.4 and 6.4.6 in 

section 6.4, the spread of the links has minimized. Many of the designers from group B, do as 

a matter of fact use many of the same links. 

Network B2 and the rest of the networks, from the two groups, have four out of twelve 

sources in common, namely, previous projects, education, everyday life and existing products. 

This clearly indicates that the designer has his own work method. The designer has created his 

own little discourse consisting of people informing him about materials, methods and 

machines. On the contrary, many of the other designer’s sources are one-way communication 

sources, such as magazines, shops and the Internet to gain information, and they use many of 

the same sources.

In the article ‘A synthesis of research issues’ the author investigates the changes that have 

emerged in the use of networks through the seventies and eighties (Freeman 1991). In the 

eighties, companies started to use information technology for networking, as well as several 

new communication systems emerged, such as the fax (Freeman 1991:509). “Information 

technology has led to the widespread diffusion of modes of networking which were previously 

far less common” (Freeman 1991:510). Many of the designers use computers and the Internet 
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to conduct research and to do drawings, before pitching an idea to Stelton. This is the modern 

times. The Vacuum coffee jug (B2) is from the seventies, a time where designers drew by 

hand and had a model maker to create the prototypes, instead of a machine. Even though the 

time has changed, the designer explained that he still uses this method, as he believes he is too 

old to learn to work on a computer (Magnussen, November 2011). 

Erik Magnussen, the designer of B2 has not wanted to let go of the old and that is where the 

real difference is between this designer and the others designers. He is from a time where 

personal contact was the key to gain information, however, this is no longer a necessity, seen 

that much information can be gained without any personal contact.

7.3 Methodological Implications and Validity

The results of the research do not match Verganti’s DDI theory, which lowers the validity of 

the findings. The reason for this deviation is difficult to determine. However, the researcher 

did choose a design-driven company different from those investigated by Verganti, as Stelton 

is a small/medium sized company from Denmark, contrary to a large Italian company. 

Nonetheless, there was not many signs of a design discourse in either Stelton’s or the 

designers networks.

The network sources could have been more narrow, to give a better indication of how 

extensive each single source is, for example, maybe A2, the small network, included many 

different kinds of magazines and shops and maybe one of the bigger networks, only included 

one magazine. A2 would thereby, have increased the spread of knowledge gathering, however, 

still within the same type of source. 

Using theory building from case study has proved to be a good methodological choice for this 

analysis. Even though the research is exploratory it could have added to the validity of the 

findings if more designers had been interviewed. The findings may therefore not substantiate 

any definite results, but they can instead be seen as indications of possible tendencies within 

this field. In order to develop more valid theory on the influence of networks on design 
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success, both a much larger number of cases/products need to be investigated, and many 

different companies have to be selected, investigated and compared. Nevertheless, the results 

can be useful for Stelton

The researcher saw the small number of interviewed designers as an efficient way to explore 

the process of the designers, where quantitative interviews would not have provided the same 

depth. In addition, the researcher chose to conduct semi-structured interviews with a few 

predetermined questions. If the interviews had been standardized it would have been easier to 

compare the answers. Though, the method proved to be well chosen, seen that the 

interviewees preferred to keep it a casual conversation. At the same time the researcher had 

the possibility of adding questions as the conversation proceeded.

 

Summary

This chapter has discussed the topic of Stelton versus DDI, where the network theory of DDI 

was compared to the processes at Stelton. The chapter also discussed the different product 

networks, in relation to theories and general observations. A research that shows that Stelton 

need to encourage their designers to use a bigger network, which includes different kinds of 

information sources, external and internal.
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8. Conclusion 

To answer the posed research question; ‘How do Verganti’s claims around the 

interrelationship of design networks and design success hold true within a different research 

setting (non Italian, not furniture design)?’ two subquestions were outlined.

‣ 1) How is the network used during the design process?

By analyzing the data, going back and forth between the empirical data and existing theories, 

one can observe that Stelton use a constant and fixed network, even though the designers 

networks may vary from designer to designer. A good combination as it enhances creativity.

Stelton have the status of an administrator or buffer between the links in the network. They 

have a decentralized network, meaning that each actor within the network has the 

responsibility for their own area, only consulting Stelton for confirmation or advice on a 

product. Stelton are in a position of control, and have created a network, where the number of 

ties has been minimized. 

The design process varies, both from designer to designer, and from project to project. The 

designers form their network depending on the information or knowledge they need to gain to 

proceed. This was observed by the presence of a larger amount of knowledge links compared 

to the number of contact links. Only a small amount of the network consisted of contact links 

and even these were mainly to people close to the designers, as illustrated by the number of 

strong ties. This shows that generally the designers lack the ability to open up and include 

external people, but also that the design process is difficult to standardize when external 

people are used, as Stelton have no control.

‣ 2) What other network characteristics, other than Verganti’s, are important 

during the design process?
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The characteristics of Verganti’s network in DDI is the presence of a design discourse 

consisting of interpreters from different areas of expertise, whom the company should listen 

to and address. However, it was found that neither the designers nor Stelton used such a 

discourse of interpreters.

The networks of group A, the unsuccessful products, were relatively small compared to the 

networks of group B, the successful products. Knowledge sources (non-human information 

sources) showed an indication of a tendency towards a positive correlation between the 

knowledge sources and group B. In average, group B had more knowledge sources than group  

A. In addition, external sources showed an indication of a tendency towards a positive 

correlation between contact links and group B. Both groups showed a tendency to build 

strong ties to the people in their networks. Nonetheless, almost no external people were 

present in the networks of either group.

No specific source was shown to have an influence on design success, except for ‘previous 

projects’, indicating the importance of having a solid background knowledge in order to 

produce a successful product. Consequently, it is the type of source; external, internal, contact 

or knowledge source that is important, and not the specific source, such as, trends, family or 

shops.

A combination of the consulted theories and the outcome of the findings gave the essence of 

this research:

In order to gain a broad and diversified knowledge base for the development of a specific 

product individuals need to surround themselves with a diverse group of people including 

both internal and external people.

Having addressed the two sub-questions, a basis have been provided in order to address the 

research question: 
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‣ How do Verganti’s claims around the interrelationship of design networks and 

design success hold true within a different research setting (non Italian, not 

furniture design)?

Verganti’s theory of DDI is based on Italian manufactures and furniture designers. This 

research has tested the network strategy of DDI on the Danish company, Stelton, who is a 

designer of tableware products. It was found that the theory does not hold true within this 

setting, and a different interrelationship between design networks and design success was 

observed. Verganti claims that the design network should include a design discourse in order 

to enhance success, where this research found that a design discourse was not necessary. On 

the contrary, no specific model for how a network should be constructed has been made. The 

research shows an indication of a tendency that more external and knowledge links should be 

included in a network in order to enhance design success. From the results, it can be 

concluded that Verganti’s claims of an interrelationship of design networks and design success 

does not hold true within the specific setting of this research.

8.1 Further Research

The findings of this study give both occasion and motive for further research. 

In the research it was illustrated that product B1 had a relatively small network compared to 

the other networks of its group. It was not possible to determine why this was the case. It 

could therefore be of great interest to further investigate the networks to see what each 

knowledge source consists of. When the designers claim that they search in magazines, it 

could be interesting to investigate what kind of magazine they chose to look at and what they 

looked for in the magazine, as well as, it could be useful to investigate the reasons for 

choosing this type of source in order to gain knowledge. 

Another interesting area to investigation is the network used during the other phases of the 

value chain. A further examination of the other phases could be interesting in order to see how 

many of the company’s networks need to be in synergy to produce a successful product. 
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Stelton take advantage of mini suppliers, or agents, who search the market on their behalf. 

This means that the agents must need a rather large network to find the most beneficial 

possibilities for Stelton. The agent’s choice of distributor must have some sort of influence on 

the product. Hence, it could be interesting to scrutinize these networks to see what kind of 

influence they have on the success of a product. Such research would also be beneficial to the 

conducted research by further explaining the construction of the interrelationships having a 

positive influence on the design success.

During the analysis a difference between the networks of an older designer and the younger 

designers was depicted. Unfortunately, these findings were only based on one case. A research 

specifically investigating this topic would be of great interest, since it could help illuminate 

how designers use their network, as well as, it could help determine how the technological 

developments have influenced both their work and their networks.

Another interesting research related to the findings of this research, could be to investigate the 

in between products, products that are neither successful nor unsuccessful. The results from 

such research could further verify the findings in this research, if the results showed that the 

findings were between those of group A and B
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Appendix 1

Interview questions

➡ Background?

➡ How do you work when designing a new product? 

➡ Where did you get your inspiration from during the design process for this 

product?

➡ What influenced you when doing this specific product?

➡ What were you doing just before getting the idea for this product?
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Appendix 2

Value chain
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Appendix 3

3.1 Add on (A1), the jewelry box

3.2 Rescue bracelet (A2)
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3.3 Potter (A3), the teapot
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Appendix 4

 

4.1 Thermo cup (B1)

 

 

4.2 Vacuum coffee jug (B2)
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4.3 Breadbag (B3) 

4.4 Pure black (B4), black kitchen knife 
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Appendix 5
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Appendix 6

Contact links, excluding the findings of product B2. 

Knowledge links, excluding the findings of product B2
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External links, excluding the findings of product B2.
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Appendix 7

Correlation, background knowledge. Indicate a tendency towards a 

positive correlation between years as educated designer, before the product 

was introduced to the market, and group B.  

Data
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Magnussen (B2)  (1960 - 1977 = 17)

Rath (B3)  (1990 - 2006 = 16)

Holmbäck (B4) (1998 - 2011 = 13)
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