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Design integration – a theoretical 
and empirical study of design 
integration in small and medium 
sized Danish companies
Over the last few years the concept ’design’ has changed from being associated 
with furniture, products, and graphic design to encompass new meanings such 
as new ways of solving complex problems. Hence many companies are intere-
sted in exploring design as a driver for promoting innovation and growth. In an 
organizational context design is not as simple a concept as it might seem, howe-
ver. Preliminary studies have indicated that understanding the term ‘design’ 
and answering the question ‘what is design?’ is quite problematic. Furthermore 
many business leaders have been at a loss when trying to integrate design into 
their organizations. 

Small and medium-sized companies (SMEs) in particular have had problems 
integrating design. My PhD thesis attempts to answer the overall question: 
’Why do SMEs have difficulties understanding and integrating design?’. Two sub-
questions are formulated: ‘What is design in an organizational context?’ and 
‘What are the barriers and drivers for design integration in SMEs?’ 

The answer to the first sub-question is found through literature studies within 
the fields of design management and design. Studies of design management 
literature only provided tentative answers to the question ‘What is design in 
an organizational context?’ The field of design, on the other hand, provided a 
more nuanced response resulting in a new model – the Design Compass. The 
Design Compass illustrates different layered patterns and understandings of de-
sign extracted from selected parts of the design literature. The Design Compass 
enabled a more varied analysis of companies’ design integration. The two litera-
ture studies thus led to a modification of the first sub-question to read ‘In what 
direction(s) are companies turning the compass needle of the Design Compass 
when integration design into SMEs?’. 

To answer the second sub-question ‘What are the barriers and drivers for design 
integration in SMEs?’ an exploratory study was conducted based on workshops 
with follow-up interviews of design management consultants as validation. This 
study indicated that it was relevant to explore barriers and drivers from a dyna-
mic perspective; it also identified the Design Ladder as relevant for the overall 
research question. However, the study revealed that the Design Ladder had 
some embedded barriers. Hence the research by Dumas & Mintzberg (1989) 

was included to further understand design integration. In addition, the 
inclusion of a dynamic perspective justified changing the second sub-
question to ‘What are the barriers and drivers for design integration in 
SMEs in a dynamic perspective?’.

Subsequently the two modified sub-questions were examined based on 
multiple case studies of five SMEs. The five cases could not only be placed 
on step 2, 3 and 4 on the Design Ladder but furthermore did four of the 
cases represent issues on a “design programme” (Dumas & Mintzberg, 
1989). Thus, my thesis reveals some of the mechanisms for dedication 
to the design programmes where aspects such as silent design were re-
levant.

The barriers identified from the multiple case studies were a lack of re-
sources, an analytical dominance within the organization, a lack of nuan-
ces in design interpretation among managers, design being seen as risky, 
time constraints, and a failure to distinguish design from other disciplines 
such as marketing or innovation.

My thesis indicates that one of the drivers to overcome these barriers is 
an expansion of the Design Compass into different directions. The use 
of form plays a central part as a link between the various directions of 
design. The thesis also indicates that top management needs to be a dri-
ving force in the strategic integration of design. Hence strategy is not only 
relevant on step 4 on the Design Ladder but may have to be included on 
steps 2, 3 and 4. The comparative analysis of the case study also indicated 
that the SMEs that were highly dedicated to the design programme were 
seeking to differentiate their understanding of design compared to other 
areas. 

The contribution of my thesis to the design management field is a novel 
way of talking about and understanding design integration. In addition, 
the thesis contributes with new knowledge concerning the dynamics of 
design integration and supports design management consultants and 
SMEs in articulating what happens when a company develops more con-
scious design integration.
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