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Design has been recognized as a discipline of doing. Its practical dimension 
has always exceeded the theoretical one, and the second has always placed 
the first at the centre. If this assumed a connotation of certainty in the 
context of the 20th century, today, in the contemporary world, is the Design 
dimension of 
doing still valid? How the applied dimension of this knowledge has to be 
expressed? Can the “profession” of the designer specialized in product 
categories still valid? What space will it occupy between the professions 
of the future? What should be its relationship with production and 
consumption systems?
The issue 72 of diid opens up to those applied experiments where Design, 
within the laboratories and in the places of production, is outlining a different 
nature and prefigures a new role in and for society. 
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In the context of ongoing technological, economic and social 
evolution, digital transformation is an increasingly necessary 
phenomenon in today’s business landscape. This phenomenon 
has undergone further spread following the outbreak of the 
Coronavirus pandemic.
Far from a vision of digital transformation as the mere 
implementation of digital and new technologies in business, 
it is assumed that this represents a company’s ability to modify 
its structure to design transformation. In the light of these 
reflections, what role does design play in this context? How 
can design practice drive this transformation?
The paper aims to contribute to current thinking on the role 
of design in the evolution of processes that can become 
human-driven, starting from our experience of collaboration 
with companies.
To do this, the first part of the article aims to define the 
role and integration of disciplines, such as Design and 
Management, in the development of the design-oriented 
digital and cultural transformation of a company.
The second part is dedicated to a description of two case 
studies in which design-driven processes (co-design and 
open innovation) have been used to drive innovation at 
the leadership and the business levels, and an educational 
experience relating to the topic of integrating new skills and 
profiles as the emerging needs expressed by companies.
The main goal of this paper is to define how the design 
practice represents an essential asset in the development of 
digital and cultural transformation within companies, and the 
skills of this new type of consultant, whom we will call the 
“designer for transformation”.

Design Practice for Transformation

[ digital transformation, design practice, design for transformation, 
design attitude, design leadership ]

Introduction
Digital transformation, one of the more prominent phenomena in the business 
landscape, has undergone a further push towards implementation following the 
spread of the Coronavirus pandemic, an event that has accelerated companies’ need 
to choose and standardise their tools and procedures for supporting remote work.
During the lockdown, at the beginning of April, a provocative illustration was 
published on “businessillustrator.com": «Who led the digital transformation of 
your company?» The image gives the readers three possible answers: Chief Execu-
tive Officer (CEO), Chief Technology Officer (CTO) and COVID-19. This sharply 
ironic image is able to synthesize some of the main actors of digital transformation 
processes, focusing on the relationship between the CEO, CTO and exogenous 
factors (such as COVID-19). The illustration highlights a key concept: it is impor-
tant to start from the company’s needs when talking about transformation. This 
is a process that requires the identification of the expectations of the people who 
are part of the organization, an analysis of the market and the subsequent align-
ment of these factors with the strategic aims of the company, without forgetting 
its vision and values.
According to this argument, the need for a receptive figure inside the company 
emerges. This person should be capable of understanding the “tension towards 
change”, and able: 1) to promote, design and initiate a transformative process in 
response to one or more needs emerging during the listening phase; and 2) to predict 
the final result, communicating and explaining the need for transformation to those 
who are part of the company structure.
Under this scenario, digital transformation is no longer simply the implementation 
of digital and new technologies within business realities, but represents the compa-
ny’s ability to change its structure in designing the transformation. This is the most 
important characteristic of the new sponsor of transformation, and it is connected 
to the capability of the manager and their team to share a systemic vision. In the 
light of these premises, what role does design play in this context? How can design 
practice drive transformation?

Design to support transformation
Historically, digital transformation has been considered an issue related to the tech-
nological development of an organization (Capgemini Consulting, 2011), and as such, 
delegated to the person in charge of technology management: the head of Information 
Technology (IT), today known as the CTO. Although acceptable in the past, this has 
often created situations in which digital transformation has been the same as the 
introduction of a new enabling technology.
This procedure has an obvious limit: top-down implementation of technology has 
often negative consequences on those that will have to use it. If we do not begin 
by listening to human needs, including non-technological needs (Bloomberg, 2018; 
Rogers, 2016), and we do not take an approach involving participatory adoption (e.g. 
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through co-design processes), the risk is that the technology itself will be misused, 
negating the investment in time, money and human capital.
For this reason, we have developed a method and a set of tools (“ST.EX Chart”, “ID.
PO Chart” and “DS Matrix”) based on a needs analysis using a design approach: 1) 
the need for a renewed identity; 2) the need for a new position; 3) the need for a new 
offer; and 4) the need to structure a new organization (Ronchi & Ciancia, 2019).
This method can be used to prepare for a process of organic change in a social organ-
ization, and it is designed to ensure the f luidity and interoperability of business 
functions. Moreover, it avoids the idea that the individual sponsor, through their 
individual budget, can push the transformation without the systemic vision neces-
sary for an effective and efficient result in line with the corporate culture. A systemic 
vision combined with a human-driven approach and a business results orientation 
indicates design as the preferred discipline for those in charge of designing trans-
formation. Since the early 1970s, design has been identified as a problem-solving 
discipline (Eames, 1972) with a technical approach. However, it is design research 
that entrusts design with strategic and programmatic action (Brown, 2009; Martin, 
2009; Verganti, 2009; Zurlo, 2010) and the creation of meaning (Manzini, 2015). In 
light of this evolution, people have begun to recognise the key role of design research 
in decision-making processes, such as business and management. The relationship 
between supply and demand, favoured by the bottom-up diffusion of digitalisation in 
the Business-to-Consumer (B2C) market, has changed, and design is able to combine 
the aforementioned capabilities with: 1) digital listening to market trends, and the 
active audiences’ needs and their relationships with brands; 2) the orientation of 
multidisciplinary teams in the translation of needs into insights useful for company 
transformation. Therefore, design is becoming a differentiating element for organi-
zations seeking change processes consistent with their public, rather than enterprises 
that are looking for cohesion with their foundation factors. This scenario supports 
the hypothesis that the processes of re-organization within companies are reinforced 
by a renewed connection with the market.
The situation described above is supported by a report from the Design Thinking for 
Business Observatory (2019). In Italian companies, four of the internal sponsors of 
Design Thinking based consulting cover more than 50% of company revenue: 21,2% 
from Management, 13,6% from Marketing, 10,3% from Information Technology 
(IT) and 10,2% from Business Development. In addition, the analysis of the sectors 
addressed shows that four main areas of expertise cover more than 60% of the 2018 
revenues obtained through a consulting project based on Design Thinking: strategy 
(21,2%), services (16,6%), products (15,3%) and process/organization (10,2%). According 
to John Kolko (2018), design has the ability to understand meaning and shapes and 
enriches cultures, despite his criticism of the methodology of Design Thinking itself 
(Kolko, 2016). Among these cultures, we identify the corporate culture, which plays a 
fundamental role in the evolution of the current capitalist model, and whose renewal 
represents one of the most interesting topics for those in the leadership field.

In understanding how transformation can be enabled and guided by design, it is 
useful to identify the functions that are driving digital transformation today. The 
Enterprise Mobility Exchange (2018) released the extremely interesting “Annual 
Survey Report”, stating that the IT function is responsible for 34,8% of requests for 
digital transformation resulting in the adoption of technologies by companies, such as: 
- Artificial Intelligence (AI)/Machine learning, Mobility and the Internet of Things, 
which have a strong impact on the relationship with the target and different intermedi-
aries in the supply chain, both in terms of behavioural information and user experience;
- data analytics, a key asset for the development of new business models;
- the cloud, an exclusively technological asset.
These data depict the widespread scenario in which the IT function is the sponsor of 
digital transformation and the owner of its development. The question is whether the 
relationship with an audience can be digitalised starting from a technology-driven 
function that is not able to provide a final result and/or properly react to feedback 
coming from the market, as can marketing or communication.
Turning to other sponsors of transformation, only 12,5% of the functions responsible 
for Human Resources (HR) or sales and operations are promoters of digital transfor-
mation in their companies. This means that the functions with the closest contact 
with the market are also the least proactive in promoting change. Moving forward, 
we are convinced that when digital transformation is activated beginning with the 
accurate identification of the needs of the company functions directly connected 
with the market, the process is “solution-driven”: a response to a complex need by a 
business asset of the company, such as sales, logistics or human capital.
Finally, the report shows that management and the managers of business lines are 
promoters of 52,7% of digital transformation requests. More than half of the companies 
surveyed have sponsors whose business functions are to ensure the survival and growth 
of the company as a whole, and whose main characteristic is the translation of the vision: 
- in redefining the business model and go-to-market strategy, conditio sine qua non 
for a digital transformation consistent with market needs;
- in the renewal of the relationship between supply and demand with its audience, 
or with its prospects;
- in identifying new methods (design thinking) or new approaches to transformation 
(co-design, open innovation).
Therefore, digital transformation processes that arise under the umbrella of manage-
ment are characterised by a value-driven approach. The result of such transformation 
is intended to be an overall outcome, not a single success obtained by one function 
over the others: this is the kind of result potentially able to break down company silos 
and the real sharing of knowledge, objectives, methods and tools. Therefore, if the 
digital transformation of a company must involve all stakeholders in a synergistic 
way, each function should promote its needs to a figure with an organic vision, clear 
decision-making powers, a strong ability to ensure translation and a predisposition 
to negotiate with the individual business functions.
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The result is that the manager assumes the role of a practitioner capable of innovating 
through new ways of transformation, among which design emerges as a discipline 
able to manage the complexity of change: from the spreading of design thinking as a 
toolkit for supporting managers, to the introduction of the designer as a consultant 
able to support the manager in the processes of transformation. This change rewards 
the transition from the imperative of doing, to the need to transform in the medium- 
to long-term.
Our aim is to support the evolution of this new type of consultant and its authority. 
Thanks to our continuous experience with companies we have obtained results that 
represent a concrete starting point for the identification of this figure: the so-called 
“designer for transformation”.

At the origins of design for transformation
As we carried out research activities applied to the market, it became increasingly clear 
how an organic transformation is a fundamental factor for successful change. This has 
allowed us to recognise the designer’s key role in guiding transformation through the 
analysis of processes, rather than the application of technology to unhinge them. This 
approach commences with the assumption that a company is the sum of the human 
factors within it, an understanding which should underlie the transformation itself. 
The research method we have developed is derived from field experiences that were 
useful in validating our initial ideas. An educational experience at the School of 
Design (Politecnico di Milano) followed in 2019–2020, where we investigated the 
skills needed by the designer for transformation.
From a methodological point of view, all the experiences were conducted using the 
Research through Design (RtD) approach (Freyling, 1993), in which the designer 
actively participates in the creation of knowledge through practice. The projects 
described below highlight how designers can contribute to the evolution of compa-
nies through co-design methods (Bjögvinsson et al., 2012; Sanders & Stappers, 2008) 
and open innovation (Chesbrough & Bogers, 2014).
The first project was the Innovation Bootcamp, a co-design operation in the field of 
digital transformation that has seen ABB – the world leader at the forefront of digital 
industries – collaborate with the School of Design (Politecnico di Milano) (2018–2019) 
and various other partners in order to identify new business models and redesign 
their internal processes. Beginning with listening to the needs of the Electrification 
Business Unit and its customers, a co-design activity was developed that saw the active 
involvement of students and the selection of four start-ups. This experience showed 
how it is possible to integrate new skills and processes by breaking down company 
silos and creating opportunities for interoperability with the outside world.
The second project was with Leroy Merlin, a global retail player. The challenge 
was to maximise investments in Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and HR, 
enhancing the company's commitment to people, strengthening the relationship 
with its customers, attracting young talent and increasing staff commitment. We 

involved more than 90 design students in several activities related to the creation of 
employer branding strategies, the redefinition of HR processes in a digital way, and 
through their participation in the Career Design module in the Master of Digital 
Strategy (POLIdesign). 
In both projects, the students used the tools mentioned above: the “ST.EX Chart” for 
analysis and strategic framing, the “ID.PO Chart” for the definition of identity and 
positioning and the “DS Matrix” for the development of digital campaigns (Ronchi 
& Ciancia, 2019).
These experiences have allowed us to identify processes, people and skills as the 
three main constituents of a company in which a designer is a natural enabler of 
transformation, capable of offering strategic skills for formalising tools, resources and 
procedures to be taken to the market. Accordingly, we have launched the Working 
Through Digital Transformation educational experience, which aims to define the 
capabilities required by a designer for transformation and give students the tools 
and skills that contribute to a design attitude through a learning-by-doing approach.
As part of the first phase, we listened to, and conducted an analysis of, the needs of 
future professionals and companies. We assigned this task to students, integrating 
design skills with marketing and communication competences, and experimenting 
with the use of digital marketing as a tool for engaging with, listening to, and broad-
ening audiences. We ran two surveys, collecting responses from around 300 graduates 
from the design, communication and marketing sectors, as well as over 60 Italian 
companies. The data show that according to 75% of recent graduates, their job title is 
not aligned with the job offers on the market, and 60% of companies find it difficult 
to attract professionals able to design for digital transformation. These data make 
the need for CEOs and managers, employees and recent graduates to renew their 
orientations to transform change into opportunity abundantly clear.

Conclusion
The experience gained with the RtD approach has allowed us to identify a new design 
paradigm within a context characterised by the absence of definite objectives and 
the presence of multiple truths as the real challenge for the professions of tomorrow 
(Bruttini, 2007): design intended as a discipline to guide cultural and organizational 
changes (Burns et al., 2006).
According to cultural assumptions, design offers a unique ability. If digital trans-
formation is enabled primarily through people, processes and skills, technology and 
the most advanced forms of automation should be intended as tools available for a 
broader cultural response in supporting a vision.
Starting as a strategic asset for the development and application of lateral thinking 
(design thinking), design today explores new frontiers and becomes an attitude to 
change (design attitude), promoting a cultural mindset that integrates design, techne, 
leadership and emotional intelligence. This creates an approach able to overcome 
the rigid infrastructure that has characterised the company organization, which has 
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historically demanded figures without a human-centred perspective.
Therefore, we recognise five competencies needed by a designer for transformation: 
- systemic vision, fundamental to operating beyond contingencies, and connection 
with those who represent the natural owner of each transformation (management);
- active listening, useful to frame the context and identify the preliminary insights 
needed for change;
- linguistic and cultural mediation, a conditio sine qua non to translate the needs of 
individual the functions and negotiate their management with the various stakeholders;
- symbolisation, necessary to represent the context (how the world in which we are 
operating
is changing), to tell about ourselves (who we are in this world and what we do, with 
whom) and to make the transformation meaningful for the stakeholders involved;
- emotional agility, necessary to face the change with a positive approach (David, 2016). 

This new mix of skills makes the designer for transformation the consultant capable 
of driving and naming change, neutralising the fear of the unknown and helping to 
develop the transformative courage that is needed today, giving a renewed meaning 
to terms such as Human-centred and People First.
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