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“Revolution” is defined in two different ways: first as a word used to explain the movement of 
a celestial body around the orbit and the period made by the regular succession of a measure 
of time or by a succession of similar events; second as a sudden outbreak in the accepted 
social norm, a fundamental change in the way of thinking and a change of paradigm1. While 
the former explanation has extensively been used to mark innovative technological progress, 
in the next paper we propose a different way of looking as revolutions in design education, not 
as sudden outbreaks but as cyclical adjustments to the reality of the working environment for 
which design education prepares the students. While the design market place and working 
habits changed radically in the last 20 years, the perception of the role of the designer in 
design schools didn’t adjust accordingly.  

The paper is therefore reflecting on the following question: given the uncertainty of the future 
and the, what is the role that designers are most likely to step-in? Starting from the 
assumption that the working space doesn’t have physical boundaries anymore and designers 
have to re-invent themselves with each job, we speculate on the raising importance of 
teaching a leadership attitude in conjunction with practicing design skills from the first years of 
design training. To support this argument, we will stress out how leadership implies projecting 
the potentiality of taking responsibilities, and preserve the creative energy, in contrast with the 
deployment of effort and skills intrinsic to the traditional design process.  
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1. Introduction. From expressing to preserving creativity  

Design leadership has been widely recognized as a strategy for the future of “advanced 
design” (Mozota, 2006), anticipating the role of the designer as an “interpreter” who assumes 
an advocacy role (Buccolo et al., 2012). Several literatures argue the importance of teaching 
design leadership as a competency at undergraduate and graduate levels (Baars & Rüedi, 
2016) in order to draft and test new coaching strategies that will acknowledge the 
emergence a new role for the design professionals. Nevertheless, these concepts are 
difficult to be found in the undergraduate design education that still focuses on teaching skills 
without integrating components of leadership training nor challenging the traditional and 
somewhat out-dated system of thinking about the role of the designers in the industry.  

In this paper, we ponder on the potential of introducing the notion of design leadership from 
the very beginning of the design training. We firstly present the different levels of expertise 
from novice to master and visionary leader, secondly will report the findings on how a group 
of design students perceive the meaning of leadership in design and thirdly outlines the 
differences between “expressing” and “preserving” creativity. The survey was not intended to 
provide definitive answers but to change the rhetoric based on skills and expertise, and to 
provoke a discussion on the shifting role of the design professionals. In conclusion, we argue 
that while “expressing creativity” was the norm for design education, the next generation of 
designers will primarily have to be taught to assume the responsibly to preserve creative 
resources, first of their own and then of their team of collaborators. 

The importance of acknowledging the manifestation of power and authority and acquiring 
leadership competencies, has been discussed elsewhere by the authors (quote). This paper 
instead aims at re-adjusting the vision of design revolution widening it to include the concept 
of preserving potentiality in contrast with expressing creativity. In order to understand the 
validity of this assumption, and as an attempt to get closer to the younger generation’s way 
of thinking about design, the authors of this paper have asked a class of 30, 3rd year 
students in product design, a set of 10 questions regarding their understanding of design 
revolutions, the necessity of design leadership and the future role of designers.   

As shown by Cross (2003) (2004), design expertise develops gradually in several steps. By 
crafting a personal set of skills and procedures, acknowledging the responsibilities implied 
by the leadership role, and understanding design leadership as a capability that develops in 
time and so requires an initial level of design expertise. Moreover, in order to achieve master 
and visionary capabilities (Dreyfuss, 2003), it is necessary to first re-frame the role of the 
designers in organizations and look at them not as creative executors but as responsible 
leaders.  

2. Design leadership, from thinking to mind frame.  
Drawing from the above literature, the development of expertise is directly related to the 
level and perfection of the skills through continuous practice. Moreover, the examples 
brought by Nigel Cross, show accomplished designers that achieved the leading status by 
perfecting their skills, nevertheless the level of expertise doesn’t necessary relate with the 
leadership capabilities of experts. While design leadership requires a thorough 
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understanding of the design process, we argue that the skills necessary to develop and 
assume a leadership attitude are not necessary related to the level of expertise. In the next 
chapter, we review the design thinking literature, showing how design thinking is grounded in 
the practice, but in the mean-time suggesting that the design leadership mind-set has to be 
equally integrated in the design practice. 

2.1 Thinking grounded in practice. 
Design thinking literature, has so far concentrated on designers’ skills and their ability to 
adapt to the brief practicing their skill and knowledge to generate the most innovative 
solutions. This perspective concentrates on the professional expertise acquired through 
practice and has at its core the relation between designers and clients or client organizations 
in a demand and offer dynamic mediated by the design brief. The working process and 
design thinking patterns of exceptional designers has been researched by Nigel Cross and 
focuses mainly on designers and architects leading their own private practices (2003, 2004). 
Cross shows how expert designers have the capability to think in terms of the co-evolution of 
the solution and problem spaces, having the goal of finding matching problem-solution pairs 
(Dorst & Cross, 2001). Discussing the dynamics of the teamwork Cross distinguishes 
between three different types of processes: a technical process, a cognitive process and a 
social process, arguing for their acknowledgement and integration in the overall design 
thinking process (Cross & Clayburn Cross, 1995). The successful integration of these 
processes develops in time and as shown by Dorst and Lawson (2009) is part of the 
evolution of the designers from novice to expert. This underlines the importance of the 
design thinking in multidisciplinary team-work and the relevance of design thinking 
framework in other professions (Martin, 2009).  

As a reaction to increasing migration of the design thinking concept into other disciplines, 
Kimbel seeks to re-establish the understanding of the design thinking in the perspective of 
design practice (Kimbel, 2009). Furthermore, Tonkinwise suggests that the design thinking 
paradigm grew into an autonomous concept, increasingly dislocated from the design practice 
by the means of downplaying the importance of aesthetics and style (Tonkinwise, 2011). He 
argues for the necessity of re-introducing the design practice as an intrinsic component of 
the design thinking as a way of preventing sterile interpretation of what essentially defines a 
design skill acquired through hands-on experience.  

In the design education, the hands-on experience has always been the starting point for 
shaping the sensibility and craft of the young designers, nevertheless little attention is 
usually given to the organizational component of an essentially collaborative discipline such 
as design. Perhaps one of the most important tacit skills acquired in design schools is the 
versatility of thought and the capability to connect and investigate a variety of practices from 
other disciplines. From this perspective, young designers learn to create a relational system 
that supports their activities. In this sense, the ingredient that misses from the design 
education is the acknowledgement of one’s personal limits and the recognition and respect 
of other’s contribution to what essentially is a collaborative work.  

2.2 From thinking to mind frame 
We suggest that the change of paradigm in the undergraduate design education revolves 
always around the design practice but encompasses a wider trajectory that integrates the 
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design leadership mind-set. In this sense, we relate to Lucy Kimbel’s perspective on design 
thinking which presents design thinking,  

… generated as a way of understanding what is distinctive about what designers do but 
viewing it as a social accomplishment in which bodies, minds, objects, agency, process, 
structure and knowledge are all implicated, and linking what designers do with what users do 
in their practices. (Kimbel, 2009).  

This perspective introduces the relational level mentioned before and shifts the focus from 
the final outcome of the design activity – the design artefact, to the system of relationships 
that the designers have to envision and lead. 

The design leadership mind frame – the capability of perceiving the overall system 
transforms isolated thinking into an expanded awareness of the self in relation to the 
organization and therefore the readiness to act as a guide for the overall organization. In this 
sense, the design expert thinking transforms into an expanded leadership mind frame in 
which the practical expertise reinforces the leadership capabilities. In this concern, previous 
literatures have shown how design leaders have to encompass several core responsibilities 
in order to engage and guide. As such, Muenjohn drafts a conceptual framework that 
underlines the following core responsibilities of the design leaders: 

- envisioning the future 

- manifesting strategic intent 

- directing design investment 

- creating and nurturing an environment of innovation 

(Muenjohn, et al., 2013) 

2.3 Design leadership in design education 
The previous distinction between design thinking as a problem-solving methodology and 
design leadership mind frame as a systemic understanding of the problem solving process, 
and its impact in the organizational context can be better understood when mapped on the 
skill levels and mental functions at the different levels of expertise (Fig.1). 
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fig. 1 The expertise levels modified from (Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 1980) to include the 6th, 
visionary level. 

Looking into detail at each category of mental functions and tasks helps envisioning the 
dimensions in which the coaching for mastery in design leadership can evolve.  

With respect to the recollection of situations at the expert level in which "the expert has 
learned to distinguish those situations requiring one reaction from those demanding another" 
(Dreyfus, 2004, pg. 180), at the master level it is the observation of the situation at hand that 
provides the cues for orientation. In other words, the master's mind-set is not projected 
solely on the past experiences but remains alert to the present and incoming stimuli. This 
enables him/her to recognize the specificity of the new circumstances in a holistic 
perspective and activate almost instantly the decision and action. The speed of reaction with 
which the master activates his/her perceptive resources coordinating them with the decision 
process requires an inward attention towards the emotional signals that guide intuitive action. 
This underlines the state of absorbed awareness concentrated on self-consciousness. 
Figure 1 shows how bringing the levels of expertise in the context of the design environment, 
the professional expert, that before was confined to his/her skills and ecosystem of the own 
studio, gains a strategic leadership role for an extended community of practice. In this 
context, coaching adaptive behaviour and an increased awareness, which mutates from 
individual skills to attain the visionary mind frame described above. 

3. Introducing a leadership mind-set to undergraduate students. 
As shown in the previous part, to achieve an expanded, visionary level it is necessary to 
project the design perception in a systemic perspective. In the next chapter, we advance the 
hypothesis that young design students can benefit by being exposed to the possibility of 
envisioning their role in an organization at an early stage in their design education. This can 
give them a better grasp not only on the skills that they have to acquire in order to become 
design professionals but also on the different responsibilities that they should assume from 
the beginning of their professional career.  

The observation on the different capabilities of the young students comes also from the 
senior teaching experience of the authors. Although all design schools ask students to fill in 
a survey regarding their aspirations after graduation, teachers are the first ones to sense the 
potentialities on their students, which go beyond the acquired skills. Moreover, while the 
young generation of designers is expected to challenge the norm and eventually change the 
out-dated practices, it is the role of the educators to prepare them for actually being able to 
do it. 

In the following sections, we will describe the results from an open answer survey which 
asked students the role of the designer in the society, the understanding of the concept of 
design revolution and the meaning of leadership in design. The questionnaire was intended 
to stir a discussion on themes not necessary related to the project brief and inquire the 
understanding of the concept of leadership in design. 
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3.1 “Design revolution” in conversation with future designers. 
 In his recent book “Beyond the infinity. The story of potentiality from sacred to technique”2 
Mauro Magatti wrote: 

“During time, the process was pushed so far as to make the “what is made” more and more 
irrelevant (and even more why), to the whole advantage of the very act of being made (and 
with the prevalence of how). From this point of view, the efficiency is the fundamental criteria 
that legitimizes the technical potential: that what is efficient, or what is being made, 
overcoming the value of the reality proof, in the framework of the technical world that man 
himself built, is powerful” (Magatti, 2018, p.170).  

This paragraph synthetizes well the emphasis put on the process with respect to the 
meaning of the design artefacts. This is a trend we witness in particular in the product design, 
where the advances of digital technology drain the significance of the actual outcome. The 
questions asked to the students, which we will present below, were aimed at contextualizing 
the process of designing in a larger frame, in an attempt to induce a critical view on the 
purpose of expressing the creativity. 

The questions were divided in 3 types:  

1. Questions regarding the relevance of the design discipline in the social context: 

a. In what ways can design contribute to world’s most pressing issues? 

b. How can design be part of the solution and not the problem? 

2. Questions concerning the meaning of “design revolution”. 

a. What is a design revolution? 

b. What is the difference between “trendy” and “revolutionary? 

3. Questions related to the role of the designer and the relevance of design 
leadership. 

a. Name a revolutionary designer.  

b. A designer should be: 1. a skilled professional; 2. a creative artist; 3. a good manager; 
4. a good leader. Indicate the order of importance. 

The answers revealed several important aspects that shown in the first category of 
questions the assumption that design provides solutions to incoming environmental 
problems, the majority of students focused on how to “fix” the environmental issues by 
improving products and services, or presented the design discipline as a “tool”. In the 
second category, the “design revolution” was mostly seen as referring to the way in which 
the design practice was changed by the incoming technological advances, somehow self-
referenced and detached from the overall socio-historical context. Nevertheless the 
“revolution” was perceived as a long-term drastic change. In the third category, the majority 
of students placed creativity as the most important characteristic of the good designer, while 
the leadership capabilities were not regarded as some of the most relevant. 

																																																													
2	Original	title	in	Italian:	“Oltre	l’infinito.	Storia	della	potenza	dal	sacro	alla	tecnica”	
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3.2 Activating the awareness about the importance of teaching design 
leadership  

Although the questionnaire presented above was just an attempt to test the understanding of 
the leadership in design it is important to stress out the necessity to improve the awareness 
about the social impact that design has in all the facets of everyday life. For this reason, we 
argue that in order to activate the learning about leadership it is necessary to remember the 
importance of imagination in blending the hands-on skills with the knowledge and expertise 
of the design professionals. Rather than delineating designers' “place” it is more important to 
focus on the role of the design leaders and understand empowerment as an important 
responsibility. This process of empowerment is necessary in order to acknowledge the 
changing reality of the market place and prepare the new generation of designers to face its 
challenges. In this sense, the actual task of the designers from a leadership perspective is to 
guide from within the organization with an experiential learning approach (Kolb & Kolb, 2005) 
(Kolb, 2014). The most important contribution of the design leaders it is to push the 
boundaries of the limited perspectives with the use of imagination, continuously enlarging 
the domain of vision, action and possible achievements.  

 

Fig.2 Experiential Learning Model (Kolb, 1976) 

The ultimate goal is not to find solutions to incoming problems, but to revert the perspectives 
transforming the obstacles in opportunities for change, or introduce new problems with the 
objective to frame the context of change. We argue that, the experiential learning model (EL) 
proposed by Kolb (fig. 2) is a valid coaching methodology that can integrate design thinking 
and practice into the design leadership mind frame, in particular because its cyclical 
integration of concrete experience in the abstract conceptualization required by a strategic 
leadership. In this sense design “penetrates” into the everyday life, it also has the potential 
power to induce disruption “CHANGE” in a mainstream behaviour of unquestioned 
acceptance, favouring an attitude of readiness and openness towards the unknown.  

3.3 Conclusion. Shifting from “efficient” to “dynamic” energy in design. 
Rather than stressing the understanding of the “design revolution” in terms of a breakthrough, 
we suggested in this paper that the design education can benefit from shifting the focus on 
expressing creativity through efficient artefacts to teaching the young generation how to 
preserve resources and adopt a leadership attitude. 
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We argued that this type of “revolution” can have a deeper and longer-term impact on the 
design education helping to adjust the expectations of the students to the reality of the 
continuously changing work environment. In this respect, we conclude by stressing out how 
the “efficiency” contradicts “dynamic” or the possible change, for as Magatti explains, 

“…being efficient, means aligning oneself to a collective imaginary of potentiality subtended 
to the idea of growth: we are too many, the resources are limited and the demand infinite; 
nevertheless, we are morally expected not only to efficiently use the resources but also to be 
efficient in order to avoid being a nuisance to the well-functioning of the overall system.” 
(Magatti, 2018, p.171) 

The question remains if the new generation of designers will be able to challenge the 
efficiency and maintain the energy of the possible change? 
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