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Introduction

This book is the result of a long research process. The work started in 2020 with an
exhibition held in Parma (Design! Oggetti processi esperienze, CSAC Università degli
Studi di Parma), and a book of the same title, edited by F. Zanella (with essays by
G. Bosoni, E. Di Stefano, G.L. Iannilli, G. Matteucci and R. Trocchianesi) and pub-
lished in 2023 (Electa Milano) centered on the role of archives as memory repositories
and agents for contemporary design. This first period of reflection was followed by an
international conference: Design! O.P.E.N. (https://www.designopen.it) held in Parma
on May 5–6, 2022. The present volume contains most of the papers presented at the
conference.

Starting from the first volume (Design! Oggetti processi esperienze), the research
was always characterized by a multidisciplinary approach, which became even more
multidisciplinary at the international conference held in 2022.

In fact, the conference was organized by a network of scholars from the world
of design, philosophy and history of art, whose aim was to intertwine several types
of knowledge. Consequently, multidisciplinarity is also the main feature of this second
volumewhose objective is to reflect, in an integratedmanner, on the different dimensions
of design, using competencies from the field of design and from that of humanities.

The aim of this project is to create a repertoire of opportunities of exchange and of
relation among the culture of designers and the applied marketability of humanists in the
project and in the innovation processes, in particular those design processes characterized
by an important social and cultural impact.

In this context of exploration and experimentation in the territory of bordering sub-
jects, stands the interpretative model in Fig. 1. It represents the potentialities in the
interdisciplinary relations which verify the logics and dynamics in the “behavior” of
a designer dealing with some project variables. On the vertical axis, humanities and
techniques can be found, and on horizontal one, research and project.

Where these variables intersect, there can be four types of intervention:

– The intersection of techniques and research generates technological experimentation
considering techniques and technology fields in continuous and fast evolution.

– Where research and humanities intersect, we are in the field of a histori-
cal/social/philosophical approach in which the analytical and critical dimensions of
the research itself are developed.

– Between humanities and project, we are in the area on which our project focuses: here
the meta-project approach becomes the synthetic expression of the relation among
the two poles.

– Finally, between project and technique, we are in the area where the executive
component of the project itself emerges.

There have already been significant studies which have stressed the importance of
humanities for design and have shown that design can be a stimulus for humanities; this

https://www.designopen.it/
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Fig. 1. Potential synergies between design and humanities [1]

is why the conference Design! O.P.E.N. intended to be an opportunity for research and
debate with the objective of continuing this fundamental line of work.

Some crucial issues which interdisciplinary research must tackle are:

– The research of “new problems for design”, that is, the collective need, as a sci-
entific community, to find new directions toward which work must be periodically
re-oriented, and this can be done only through a process of joint reflection.

– Research investigating the “meanings” that the product can have for design.
– Research that investigating the “value” that the design product shows.

As far as meanings are concerned, design and humanities integrated research can
challenge, in a theoretically sounder way, “sustainability” by enhancing those concepts
that are on the boundary between ethics and esthetics. Today, design cannot afford to
dismiss ethical reflection, and, in this direction, humanistic culture can help to reinterpret
the reflection on the mere functionality, in the more philosophically complex terms of
the concept of “suitability for the purpose”.

With regards to the analysis of the value generated by the action of design, it may be
interesting to speak of “technology of value”, which only humanistic investigation can
help to process and fill with tools useful to produce not only ex-post critical knowledge,
but first and foremost, oriented toward experimentation and to showing new corridors
for contemporary design [1].

The volume follows the paths of reflection which structured the conference Design!
O.P.E.N., focusing on current themes and issues that are still at the center of the multi-
disciplinary debate on design, investigated through four keywords: objects, processes,
experiences and narratives, which correspond to the book chapters.

The first chapter focuses on object-oriented design, enhancing its functional narra-
tive and experiential values. In fact, objects, beyond their value in use, bear symbolic,
anthropological, political and social meanings and worldviews. This section also devel-
ops a theoretical reflection on the esthetic categories used to interpret the design object
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in relation to the classic dichotomy useful-beautiful, to the category of game, to artistic
values and the relation between ethics and esthetics.

The second chapter is on the designer’s self-reflective moment which is focused on
the analysis and on the definition of processes in various contexts, spanning innovation,
social engagement, reflection on emergencies or forecasting. This section investigates
how designers develop and test their models, both at production, implementation and
research levels. The areas of investigation are those addressing innovation, social engage-
ment and pursuing a reflection on emergencies or forecasting. The section is intended
as an arena for discussion on topics revolving around both the different moments in
the history of design and the contemporary condition. The contributions collected in
the Processes Section reflect the current condition of the disciplinary debate, which is
strongly characterized by a profound transformation of design processes due to the com-
parison with scientific research methods, with a prevailing interest for methodologies
and contemporary priorities as the environmental one, or to the dematerialization of
processes.

The third chapter focuses on as a theoretical and practical strategy aimed at facili-
tating and fostering experiential interactions among people, between people and objects
or environments. This section aims at investigating the foundations and the implications
of a specifically experiential turn in design from various perspectives and in various dis-
ciplines. Due to the multifaceted nature of this turn, both theoretical and practice-based
research are testified by contributors.

Finally, the last chapter is on narrative. The narrative vocation of design represents
a crucial key of interpretation in contemporary cultural expressions such as making
history, representing through different media, archiving and exhibiting. This section
explores narratives in three different “dimensions”: narrative as a scenario (envisioning
new contexts, behaviors, uses, spaces); narrative as a tool (creating new ways to trigger
innovation); and narrative as a process (framing new methodologies to face complex
issues).

Each chapter reflects the results of the conference held in Parma and is constituted
by the analysis of concrete case studies and theoretical and methodological proposals
aimed at highlighting the “multiverse” character of design. It is organized in the the-
matic subsection defined for the conference program, just to emphasize the prevailing
interpretative trajectories.

A special thanks to the institutions that have funded the conference and the present
publication (The Department of Humanities, Social Sciences and Cultural Industries
and CSAC, University of Parma; the Department of Philosophy and Communication
Studies, University of Bologna; the Department of Humanities, University of Palermo;
the Department of Design, Politecnico di Milano; and the Department of Engineering
Enzo Ferrari, University of Modena and Reggio Emilia) and all those who, in different
ways, have contributed to reach this result (particularly Alice Biancardi and Marta Elisa
Cecchi, and also: Okuniev Avhustyn; Katia Botta; Gabriela Del Rosario Abate; Giorgia
Ferri; Salvatore Martino; Serena Massimo; Diego Valle; and Laura Xhaja).
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Without their help, it wouldn’t have been possible to make this event and this volume
happen. We hope that this book will become a useful tool of reflection on the theoretical
and methodological aspects between humanities and design.

The scientific committee and book editors:
Giampiero Bosoni, Elisabetta Di Stefano, Gioia Laura Iannilli, Giovanni Matteucci,

Rita Messori, Raffaella Trocchianesi and Francesca Zanella.

Reference

1.Celaschi, F.; Penati,A.; Trocchianesi, R.Design eHumanities al Politecnico diMilano,
pp. 16–30. InM. Celi; E. Formia (eds) Humanities Design Lab. Le culture del progetto
e le scienze umane e sociali. Maggioli editore, Sant’Arcangelo di Romagna (2016).
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Designing Employee Experience to Experiment
with Novel Working Modes. Action Research
Project to Support Organizations in Engaging

Employees in a Post-pandemic Scenario
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Abstract. In a post-pandemic context, the application of user experience design
to employees’ perspectives represents one of the stimulating challenges both
among design practitioners and researchers. The paper discusses novel approaches
that Design may implement to support organizational transformation. How can
Employee Experience Design be applied to support organizations in redefining
working scenarios? A qualitative analysis has been run to address this question,
with a ParticipatoryActionResearchmethod through observations and tests devel-
oped with the support of the HR department of the Corporate Investment Banking
division in Intesa Sanpaolo.

Findings show how identifying key trends in employee perceptions and crit-
ical touchpoints, designing a set of experiential options and experience mod-
els to be tested, and engaging employees in the process of reflection in a col-
laborative design context can enhance the gradual redefinition of a qualitative
employee experience. Moreover, the paper proposes a framework for design inter-
vention in an organizational context, aiming to stimulate future opportunities for
designpractitioners and researchers to intervene in howpeople experienceworking
routines.

Keywords: Employee Experience · Design Thinking · Organizational
transformation · Strategic Design · Action Research

1 Introduction

Agrowing number of organizations adoptDesign Thinking to transform the organization
itself into an entity capable of facing change [1]. The strategic reasons that historically
drive corporations to embrace Design are related to facilitating disruptive innovation
paths or improving customers’ experiences. Recently, the diffused tendency is to focus
on the goals more oriented to internal cultural development as for changing internal
mindset or retaining and attracting talent [2]. In a post-pandemic context, the application
of user experience design to employees’ perspectives represents one of the stimulating
challenges both among design practitioners and researchers.
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The paper reflects on the design interventions in the organization that starts from the
human experiential perspective: designing employee experience to nurture employee
engagement. The uncertainty caused by the COVID-19 pandemic forces the organiza-
tions to explore methods to understand how employee experience is evolving and how it
should be designed in such transitional working scenarios. The paper builds on a experi-
ment conducted in a research project that applies Experience Designmethods to redefine
working scenarios during transitions caused by the pandemic.

The paper’s primary goal is to discuss novel design interventions in employee expe-
rience that support the organizational transformation process, which can be broken down
into the following specific objectives. First, to discuss the theoretical implications of a
dense empirical study that presents a research and design project conducted in a spe-
cific context. Second, to propose a design approach to face the actual challenges in the
knowledge workers realm, mainly aiming to support and give organizations insights on
how to engage employees in a post-pandemic scenario.

The paper performs a qualitative analysis with a Participatory Action Research
method through tests developed with the support of the HR department of the Corpo-
rate Investment Banking (IMI CIB) division in Intesa Sanpaolo. A significant sample of
employees participated in two different iterations of an experimental test to explore how
the working experience changes. The process of gathering data is developed usingmulti-
ple sources of information to allow further data triangulation (semi-structured interviews
and field observation mainly).

The paper articulates into four sections. The background theory presents the rela-
tionship between design, employee experience, and employee engagement to transform
organizations. The research design andmethodology follow, expressing how the research
has been conducted. Result analysis shows the different areas of inquiry and the primary
derived data. The final section consists in a discussion that summarizes the theoreti-
cal and empirical implications, including future avenues in research about design and
employee engagement.

2 Background Theory

The theoretical focus of the research starts from the debate about Design Thinking (DT),
which has been critically analyzedby scholars fromdesign andbusiness andmanagement
disciplines in the last decades. This growth of interest in design approach, and methods
arises from the evolution of the design discipline itself, which is progressively shift-
ing toward ways of thinking and doing oriented on designing solutions, and intangible
offerings addressing complex problems [3].

The study focuses on the relationship between the design approach and private orga-
nizations’ cultures: in this scope, Design Thinking act as the bridge between design
and non-design intensive organizations. Therefore, the scientific debate is moving
towards understanding how design thinking releases strong effects on organizational cul-
ture, where organizational culture comprises the underlying norms, values, and assump-
tions that define the “right way” to behave in an organization [4]. Elsbach and Stigliani
affirm that it is time to review the value of Design Thinking “as more than a set of tools
and, instead, as a cultural component of organizations” [5].
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Design thinking can inspire organizational change by observing people’s needs and
behaviors within the organization: make the employees nurture their mindsets with
creative confidence [6] to engage them and impact the motivational and behavioral
aspects. The Kelley brothers and scholars like Buchanan sustained the intertwined con-
nection between Design discipline evolution and organization structure: “the product to
be designed is not an artifact or a customer service anymore but the organization, itself”
[5–20].

The perspective of observation of design as organizational cultural phenomena helps
clarify this research’s position on the topic: not only physical artifacts but also employee
experiences are considered signals of design culture in an organization. These signals
are considered part of the aesthetic dimension of the organization, embedding values
and symbols which highlight the critical aspects of organizational culture (Strati) [8].

DT activities are globally emerging in a vast variety of organizations; much rarer are
instead the cases of a more in-depth adoption of design culture within the organization:
because it is an arduous and lengthy process of cultural integration. The way through
which design plays a role in this organizational scope, from the study interpretation,
is through the Design Interventions: the creative distress that permeates organizational
life. This research considers the human experiential perspective among the different
Design Interventions: designing employee experience to engage and attract people inside
organizations.

According to business and innovation literature, Employee Experience is the inter-
section of employee expectations, needs, and wants and the organizational Design of
those expectations, needs, and wants [9]; the experience of employees is created by
interactions across three spheres: employees’ physical environments, their social con-
nections, and the work to be done [10]. Design discipline brings an holistic view of
the employee experience to be extended to what has been named “human experience”
[11]: considering components such as the community, physical workspace, environment,
tools, activities, and social platform simultaneously [10]. Thus, applying the User Expe-
rience design in the workplace means empathizing with employees as individuals and as
a part of representative groups to fulfill experiential needs - cognitive, emotional, social,
behavioral, and sensorial [12, 13].

Employee experience, contrary to employee engagement, is a long-term relationship
between the employee and the company. Morgan [9] compared employee engagement
as “a short adrenaline shot” while the employee experience “as the long-term redesign of
the organization.” Thus, organizations must design it properly, change it over the years
when radical transformations occur, and keep pace with evolving employees’ needs.

Designing employee experience implies looking at the entire experience through the
employment lifecycle, a pathway including a multitude of touchpoints, concretization of
the organization’s culture (employee interactions, experiencewith tools, physical spaces,
procedures, and policies) as well as interaction with outside sources (conversation with
family and friends, former employees and media reports). Organizations must evaluate
and identify theworker’s needs along all the stages to accomplish a complete and specific
experience for their employees.

Starting from the background theory explained and observing the significant changes
that are occurring in the knowledge workers realm the research challenges specific
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questions: how to apply Design to Employee Experience to support organizations in
re-defining working scenarios? How to design employee experience to face the actual
transitions caused by the pandemic?

3 Methodology

3.1 Research Purpose

Because of the nature of the experiment and a specific methodological choice in address-
ing the research questions identified, this research process has a particular and experi-
mental design approach. In order to generate new knowledge contributions and develop
the primary assumption, this work adopts both qualitative and exploratory research
methods.) [14].

The concept of Design Employee Experience to redefine the working logic is poorly
defined at this moment of field development. Thus, the research strategy must be
coherent with these complex challenges proposed, preferring an explorative approach.
Exploratory research does not use confirmatory mechanisms like hypotheses. Instead, it
aims to maximize the discovery of generalizations leading to understanding phenomena
through a massive collection of insight on a subject [15].

Furthermore, during the experiment the authors considers the empathic-aesthetic
approach theorized by Strati [8]; entering and permeating the organizational context, the
involved researchers play an active role and influence the aesthetic process by which
organizational discourse is socially constructed [16].

3.2 Research Design

The research embraces a Participatory Action Research (PAR) methodology, develop-
ing a pilot experiment with a financial institution, IMI CIB Intesa Sanpaolo, the partner
organization in this study. The experiment, named Working Life Scenario in Evolu-
tion (WLSE), is developed with the HR Department, specifically the People Develop-
ment team. The sample involved in the experimentation includes 38 employees from
three different business units. The employees belong to various job roles and positions.

One professor, two researchers with the support of two junior Service Designer,
compose the research team. The experimental project lasts ten months, including the
final assessment phase.

The process of gathering data presents multiple sources of information to allow
further data triangulation. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic restrictions during the first
phases of the research, the data collection tools implemented are digital.

The main tools adopted are semi-structured interviews, individual virtual conversa-
tions, and finally some methods inspired to digital ethnography research (such as digital
user observation to document routines).

The research process follows the reiterative steps of the PAR approach: Planning,
Action, and Reflection (fact-finding) followed by Evaluation [17, 18]. Thus, the research
goes through a cycle of these stages until the action is complete.

The activities performed articulates into five steps:
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• Step 1 – Planning – WLSE ideation: it encompasses the design and conceptualization
of the general plan of activities. This phase stimulated the partnering company through
explorative research by collecting, analyzing, and interpreting the contextual data.
Together with the meetings with the partner organization, it aims to collaboratively
refine the experiment to make it coherently fit with the study context.

• Step 2 – Action – Mapping employees ‘routines: this includes the first round of
experiments with a participative session to build the relationship with the employ-
ees involved. Mapping the various employee routines as the primary results and
collaboratively defining future experimental activities.

• Step 3 – Reflection – Define the pilot action: it includes the study on the previous step
to re-design and plan themain experimental action to test with a sample of employees.

• Step 4 – Action – WLSE iterative LAB: it comprises the main experimental activities,
which include a series of employee experience models to test in the participatory
session.

• Step 5 - Reflection and Evaluation – Experiment assessment: this includes the activity
of assessment of the experimentation and the project results, comparing the findings
with the framework developed in the previous stages of this research project.

4 Research Activities’ Results

4.1 Planning – WLSE Ideation

The first phase describes the planning and structuring of the activities designed for
this project. This step started with preliminary research, exploring how to redefine the
employee experience in a post-pandemic scenario. Therefore, the explorative research
combines the immersive activity of interpreting the contextual elements within IMI CIB.
The aim is to define a collaborative project intertwined with the emerging needs of the
organization.

A series of data gathering activities have been performed to reframe, more specifi-
cally, the drivers and expectations, which should be the guidance for the experimentation.

Working Life Scenario in Evolution has been ideated as an experimental project
aimed at orienting people in shaping new work habits through experimentation with
new models of employee experiences. With the HR team’s support, the ideation phase
produced different work-life scenarios intending to facilitate IMI CIB’ organizational
transition in the name of people’s well-being and work-life quality.

4.2 Action – Mapping Employees Routines

The first round of experimentation includes collaborative activities to collect insights
about the variety of individuals’ needs after the pandemic to build up proper employee
experience models.

The HR team helps identify the organization’s prominent and recurring professional
figures. Thus, the research team develops a set of personas to cover a broad spectrum of
work-life situations in terms of private life and professional roles inside the specific con-
text. Personas is a user archetype that helps guide decisions on product characteristics,
interaction, and design, including visuals [19].
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Based on these personas, the team elaborates a series of employee journeys (using the
customer journey tool) tomap the critical areas and opportunities in the working routines
of each profile. The journeys visually reproduce a condensed version of a hypothetical
day, combining each employee profile’s professional and private life.

The material developed acts as a backbone for developing a digital conversation
format, aiming to collect punctual data from the IMI CIB people. Thus, the data were
collected through semi-structured interviews with key-informants. The key informants
represent a specific persona developed in advance. Each conversation aims to match
individuals’ characteristics, using different stimuli to guide the talk.

4.3 Reflection – Define the Pilot Action

The research team analyzes the data collected during the conversation: this phase of digi-
tal ethnographic research guides in defining the urgent topics for the IMI CIB population
to be addressed through the pilot project.

In the analysis process, the research considers the working model framework that
the organization adopted. It consists of the Activity Based Working (ABW) model that
proposes a newway to approach the smart way of working.Moreover, this model aims to
give people more flexibility and autonomy in deciding where, when, and how to perform
their jobs. In this way, workspaces must adapt to individual needs, diversifying the offer
of available spaces.

IMI CIB shapes the ABW model around four pillars, referring to significant work-
related macro areas for their businesses. These pillars are entitled 4 Cs: Concentration
(related to all those activities requiring individual focus); Collaboration (meaning tasks
that involve teams or interdepartmental work); Communication (referring to all kinds of
information sharing and dialogues between colleagues, not exclusively work-specific),
and Contemplation (mainly concerning individual’s need for decompression). ABW is
the starting point to define experiential scenarios of new ways of working to be tested
in the pilot action.

The insights extracted from theprevious action phase articulates into the 4Csmodel to
scale them into a specific organizational context. Through the analysis of these insights,
promising issues are translated into design challenges. The design challenges are the
primary element considered in developing the pilot action.

4.4 Action – WLSE Iterative LAB

The WLSE iterative Lab pilot action presents new models of employee experiences to
be tested. These models consist of prototyped working areas and experiential options
implemented in specific areas of IMI CIB’s headquarters in Milan. The LAB follows
three main theoretical principles:

• ABW, as previously mentioned.
• Hybrid working, a model to combine the best of both in-office and remote work in

terms of employee experience.
• Co-designed experiences, an approach to design and test new experiences with people

who live them.
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The various experiential options that should stimulate distinct behavior present a spe-
cific setup of the experience that recreate the conditions for users to test future working
experiences. The design intervention consists of visual touchpoints, digital and physi-
cal technological tools, and space layouts. Although various limitations prevented the
introduction of significant spatial changes, the research team designed the experiential
conditions ad hoc.

The various options follow the 4Cs framework, grouped in four colors. Figure 1
visually synthesizes the different experiential options which respond differently to
the specific macro activities of Concentration, Collaboration, Communication, and
Contemplation. Each option has been appropriately labeled.

Fig. 1. WLSELAB, Graphic representation of the different experiential options and related label.

In addition, the LAB proposes an internal communication campaign within the IMI
CIB offices; various visual touchpoints propose reflections to people who navigate the
offices.

The experimentation lasts ten days. During the preliminary training, the research
team presented to the participants the principles at the basis of the LAB to bring people
closer to the proposed working scenarios. The testing phase lets the participants use,
live, and experiment with the experiential options proposed. Thus, to let them navigate
the spaces and use them to run their regular job activities. A week after the experiment,
a debriefing moment occurs with team leaders and HR members to gather collected
insights and plan future directions.

The final step of the PAR process, the Reflection phase, is presented as a discussion
of the results of the research in the following chapter.

5 Discussion

Synthesizing the significant number of activities and data elaborated during this research
is possible to define a set of findings to discuss.
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The study reflects on the novel role and way of Design intervening to change the
employee experience and support the organizational transformation process.

Designing the employee experience can effectively orient people to discover new
ways of working. The co-design process of employee experiences supports people in
shaping newworking habits. The main challenge is avoiding the tendency to reintroduce
old habits (the ones adopted before the pandemic) into new and changing working
scenarios. The experiment acts as a ground to train and raise awareness on the new ways
of living the working routine.

The contribution of this study is to propose a specific approach to shaping a design
intervention in the organizational context. First, designing a set of options and experi-
ence models to make employees navigate and interpret new conditions in their working
context. Instead of designing a closed and fixed solution, the project aims to engage the
participant in the design process collaboratively.

On the other hand, implementing and testing this design intervention as a pilot
project with various organizational units could build a consolidated model to gradu-
ally support the organizational transformation process in front of the actual transitions.
The gradualness is essential in overcoming an organization’s resistance to embracing
change, and this skepticism is typically spread in the different areas of the company.
The phenomena observed are consistent with the theories on cultural change, which
recommend the project-focused avenue for cultural change [5, 4, 20]. The design inter-
vention level can be the fertile scope to implement new cultural assumptions that may
influence organizational culture.

In addition, experimentingwith novel routines - through employee experience design
- triggers employee engagement in these critical times for knowledge workers. Thus, the
experiment has been designedmore as a service to activate critical thinking among partic-
ipants rather than just a catalog of spaces to be experienced. Discussing the ABW model
adopted by the organization, it may evolve into Experienced Based Working (EBW)
after COVID-19. Given people’s enhanced desire to rather work differently, the reason
why they go to the office has to come under a specific purpose: “that purpose will involve
curated experiences which deliver real value for both them [the employees] and the busi-
ness” [21]. According to this interpretation, the concept of working routines assumes a
renewed meaning as a set of work-life experiences an individual lives.

Consequently, the role of the office and workplace is adopting a new paradigm. It is
increasingly becoming a place that must deliver value, where the individual is not just
exploiting a set of services instead is experiencing an engaging and valuable working
experience.

Finally, it is worth acknowledging the limitations that this study presents; first, it
must be further verified the replicability of the Employee Experience Options model
proposed. Second, the limited-time impacts on the experimental PAR phases of the
study: it is challenging to conduct repetitive verifications and explorative discoveries in
the scope of the pilot project. The subjectivity in the interpretation process is an explicit
limitation of the study; however, the interpretive paradigm is the basis of the philosophy
of design-based research.
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