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Barriers to Strategic Design:
A Perspective from China

Abstract Strategic design is a driver for innovation that can lead to sus-
tainable competitive advantage. Over the past two decades, the barriers
limiting breakthrough strategic design development have been studied in
much detail. However, that research is based on well-developed practices
in Europe, where strategic design and innovation capabilities have been
nurtured for a long period. Barriers to the adoption of strategic design
practices and leadership have seldom been studied in high growth econ-
omies in which design and innovation competencies are not yet mature.
We examined design-led innovation cases from Chinese design clients and
consultancies, and uncovered twelve barriers to strategic design practice
and leadership in China. Six of these are similar to hindrances experienced
elsewhere, and the other six are unique to this study. We found that in
China, certain constraints limiting the adoption of strategic design in prac-
tice exist in the environment outside the firm. Based on these findings, we
offer suggestions to stakeholders for overcoming the barriers to utilizing
design at the strategic level.

Copyright © 2017, Tongji University and Tongji University Press.

Publishing services by Elsevier B.V. This is an open access article under the

CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0)).

The peer review process is the responsibility of Tongji University and Tongji University Press.

http:/fwww.journals.elsevier.com/she-ji-the-journal-of-design-economics-and-innovation
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sheji.2017.09.003

Barriers to Strategic Design

Keywords

Breakthrough innovation
Design-led innovation
Design implementation
Strategic design

Received March 16,2017
Accepted September 21,2017

Emails
Sylvia Xihui Liu
sylvia.liu@polyu.edu.hk

Cees de Bont
(corresponding author)
cees.debont@polyu.edu.hk

133


mailto:sylvia.liu@polyu.edu.hk
mailto:cees.debont@polyu.edu.hk
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://www.journals.elsevier.com/she-ji-the-journal-of-design-economics-and-innovation
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sheji.2017.09.003

I Birgit H. Jevnaker, “Champi-
oning Design: Perspectives on
Design Capabilities,” Design
Management Journal 1, no. |
(2000): 37; Frans Joziasse,“Cor-
porate Strategy: Bring Design
Management into the Fold,”
Design Management Journal 11,
no. 4 (2000): 41, DOI: https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1948-7169.2000.
tb00146.x.

2 Ezio Manzini and Carlo
Vezzoli,“A Strategic Design
Approach to Develop Sustain-
able Product Service Systems:
Examples Taken from the ‘Envi-
ronmentally Friendly Innovation’
Italian Prize,” Journal of Cleaner
Production |1, no. 8 (2003): 859,
DOI: https://doi.org/10.1016/
S0959-6526(02)00153-1; Joziasse,
‘“Corporate Strategy,” 37;
Brigitte Borja de Mozota and Bo
Young Kim, “Managing Design

as a Core Competency: Lesson
from Korea,” Design Manage-
ment Review 20, no. 2 (2009):

68, DOI: https://doi.org/10.1 111/
j-1948-7169.2009.00009.x.

3 Fernanda Hansch Beuren,
Marcelo Gitirana Gomes
Ferreira, and Paulo A. Cauchick
Miguel, “Product-Service
Systems:A Literature Review
on Integrated Products and
Services,” Journal of Cleaner
Production 47, (2013): 223,
DOI: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
jclepro.2012.12.028; Manzini and
Vezzoli,“A Strategic Design
Approach,” 856.

4 Jevnaker,‘“Championing
Design,” 33.

5 Ibid., 35.
6 Ibid., 37.

7 Jordi Montaiia, Francisco
Guzman, and Isa Moll, “Branding
and Design Management:A
Brand Design Management
Model,” Journal of Marketing
Management 23, no. 9-10

(2007): 830, DOI: https://doi.
org/10.1362/026725707X250340.

8 Joziasse,“Corporate Strate-
gy,” 41.

9 Claudia Acklin,““Design-Driven
Innovation Process Model,”
Design Management Journal 5,
no. | (2010): 50, DOI: https://
doi.org/10.1111/j.1948-
7177.2010.00013.x.

10 Deborah Dougherty,“Inter-
pretive Barriers to Successful
Product Innovation in Large

134

Introduction

Strategic design is a driver of market leadership' and sustainable competitive
advantage.’? It stimulates breakthrough innovations in product-service systems
(PSS),* enhances design leadership,” facilitates the appreciation of design qualities,’
increases strategic value,® and supports brand building.” Strategic designers play
multiple roles. They are the catalysts and analysts of strategic analysis, the synthe-
sizers and evaluators of strategic decisions and the implementers of strategies.®

Out of all the benefits strategic design has to offer, its ability to stimulate
breakthrough innovation is significant.? Initial studies focused on design imple-
mentation, including barriers to product innovation'® and co-design processes. '
Later research topics explored strategic design, integrating design into a firm,
building design capabilities, and learning design knowledge. European researchers
have extensively studied the ways strategic design can lead to breakthrough inno-
vation, including the barriers that lie on those paths. Thanks to these contribu-
tions, many organizations have been better able to adopt strategic practices. It is
important to remember that in Europe, however, the areas of strategic design and
innovative competency have received attention for many years. China is a high-
growth economy that has only just begun to appreciate the value design can bring.
The foundations of strategic design and innovation capacity are still relatively
weak.

In terms of design knowledge, capability, and implementation, Chinese prac-
tices and business performance varies a great deal. At some well-known firms —in-
cluding Lenovo — designers are responsible for strategic planning and design drives
innovation. At some of the faster-growing firms — Xiaomi, for example —design is
part of overall strategic planning. In this article, we refer to those companies that
have adopted strategic design practices, and in which designers have leading roles
in innovation and/or strategic planning, as design-led firms. At most traditional
firms that are not design-led, management teams may not be aware of the strategic
value of design, and do not utilize it as a resource for innovation. Accordingly, in
addition to the need to explore the barriers that deter the adoption of design at the
strategic level, it is important to learn from the experience of leading firms who
are well versed in its utilization. By revealing their challenges and current strat-
egies, we sought to further define the main barriers to adopting strategic design,
and demonstrate how Chinese firms might foster innovative strategic design prac-
tices going forward.

This led to our initial research question: what are the main barriers that in-
hibit Chinese firms from introducing strategic design as a lever for innovation and
a driver of strategic planning?

Our sub-questions were

e What are the barriers affecting the adoption of strategic design in Chinese

firms?

¢ Which barriers are most significant for Chinese firms, and how do these

compare to those confronting Western firms?

e What suggestions can we make to stakeholders for ways to bring strategic

design into business?

By answering these questions, we planned to achieve the following main
objectives:
¢ Identify the key barriers to integrating design into business and strategy in
industrial practice.
e Explore the barriers most relevant to Chinese firms through comparison
with corresponding barriers found in studies conducted at Western firms.
e Explore stakeholder opinions related to the barriers to strategic design and
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specify suggestions for overcoming barriers to utilizing design at a strategic
level.

We identified constraints to design-driven Chinese innovation through interviews
with design-led innovation firms, including design service suppliers and design
clients. These we compared to the barriers reported in previous studies of Western
firms operating in Western countries. As a result, here we report on common
barriers shared by different regions as well as barriers unique to Chinese firms
operating in China. We hope to contribute to wider understanding of these topics
by actors from fast-growth regions and countries more generally, and extend the
barriers into a two-dimensional frame based on strategic design innovation and
regional economic factors that could be applied by those with diverse economic,
cultural, and social backgrounds.

Literature Review

Strategic Design
The term strategic design refers to the practice of making design a core driver of
business strategy.'? Design can be a source of competitive advantage and a cata-
lyst for change to the overall scope and direction of an organization.'® In the early
1960s, pioneer practitioners such as Walter Landor were working on integrated
design solutions, including packaging design and branding. By the second half of
that decade, books on strategic design and design management had already begun
to appear, as noted by Victor Margolin.'# In the late 1980s, Bill Moggridge, co-
founder of design consultancy IDEO, and Arnold Wasserman, former vice president
of corporate industrial design at Xerox and Unisys, defined strategic design as an
evolution in corporate design that integrates industrial design more deeply into a
firm’s operations.'* The field of strategic design has since been developed across
multiple perspectives and on many levels. Among these, Birgit Jevnaker wrote in
2000 that the dynamics between internal resources and capabilities, external re-
lationships, and material and social constructions were key areas of interest.'® In
2006, Brigitte Borja de Mozota called strategic design “design as strategy” —a top
level of design learning that had moved beyond design as styling and design as
process.'” From her perspective, strategic design consists of management as com-
mand and control, management as the art of collective action for design leader-
ship, and management as managing changes. Although a variety of viewpoints on
strategic design exist, many point to the complexity of its role, and its relationship
to breakthrough innovation. A strategic use of design can stimulate breakthrough
innovative offerings by defining the scale of PSS innovation at the strategic level.'®
To emphasize the multiple roles and benefits of strategic design, we have chosen to
adopt Ezio Manzini and Carlo Vezzoli’s 2003 definition for this study.
“It is an intended design activity aiming at an integrated system of products,
services and communication, based on new forms of organization, based on
the role reconfigurations of different companies, clients and other stake-
holders; a design developing a strategy linking long term goals with existing
trends and based on new systems of values and new market opportunities.”'?

Breakthrough Innovation in China

China’s innovation strategy has been evolving since 1978, the year that the eco-
nomic reform and open-door policy (Open Policy)?® began. At the initial stage of the
Open Policy, consumers were eager to purchase mass-produced goods typically as-
sociated with a modern lifestyle — bikes, watches, washing machines, and so on. In
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light of the surge in demand for consumer products, Chinese manufacturers had to
build up their industrial base, so they focused on increasing productivity first and
foremost to bridge the gap between supply and demand. Introducing technologies,
processes, and management structures from foreign countries — known as “Intro-
duction-Absorption-Innovation” —was the national innovation policy.?' This kind of
innovation was promoted during the Open Policy’s first thirty years, and led to the
perception that products “Made in China” were copycats by nature.??

In 2010, China established “Innovation-Driven Strategy” as part of its national
development strategy. As of that moment, companies were expected to play a new
role — and one for which they may not be well enough equipped even today. In
2012, China entered another new stage in its development, defined as the “New
Normal.”?* Challenged by the economic slowdown, the Chinese government shifted
the focus of its innovation strategy to autonomous innovation. This was evidenced
by a series of policy enactments, including “Mass Entrepreneurship and Innova-
tion” in 2014,2* “Made in China 2025” in 2015,2° and “Developing Service-Oriented
Manufacturing” in 2016.2¢ In response, as scholar Justin Tan points out, Chinese
entrepreneurs and top managers, especially those from private enterprises, have
shown unprecedented interest in innovation and risk-taking.?’ Li and Tang show
that not only do Chinese CEOs play a critical role in risk-taking, that role is re-
quired to drive innovation. CEOs’ readiness to adopt strategic design might there-
fore make a difference when it comes to successfully implementing innovation
policies in their firms.?® With its strong industrial base and growing innovation
capacity, China is reportedly becoming “a New Innovation Powerhouse,” turning
into an R&D machine, and rapidly catching up with the US.?’

Because innovation is a relatively new topic for China, questions have arisen
about how to apply China’s new innovation strategy, given the background, ca-
pabilities, and resources at the industry and firm level. Once the barriers to the
adoption of strategic design in China have been explored and solutions for their
removal applied, organizations in China are more likely to become innovative.

Barriers to Adopting Strategic Design: A Review

There is a significant body of research examining the barriers to using design in
business operations. We searched One Search®® using “barriers and design” as
keywords, combining these with other words such as “product innovation,” “stra-
tegic design,” “design-led innovation,” and “design-driven innovation.” This search
produced one hundred and twenty-six publications. We reviewed all of these, and
from them, chose the sixteen studies that explicitly used the term “barriers” for
potential analysis in this article. After considering the topics covered by each of
these publications, we then divided them into two categories: 1) barriers to stra-
tegic design adoption in terms of business strategy, design capacity, and design
knowledge; and 2) barriers to design implementation related to product innovation
and co-creation (Table 1). In addition to the references that fell into one or the other
category, some studies explored the issues from both sides (Figure 1).

The earliest studies focused on managing product development within the
changing context of business operations.' In the early 1990s, the increasing need
and potential for dynamic co-creation led to the emergence of research and find-
ings related to the barriers and enablers of co-design in product innovation.*? These
studies generally covered the role played by design in business, and the existing
knowledge that business stakeholders had about design and design practice.??
Many of the in-depth studies accumulating in the field found that well-grounded
design capabilities and solid design knowledge were major contributing factors to
successful innovations. Researchers looking at firms’ design capability found that
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Table 1. Previous studies on the barriers to adopting design in business.

Publication

Product innovation

Focus

Methodology Field

Barriers to Implementation:

| Dougherty (1992) Examine the difficulties associated with linking technological Qual Product innovation
and market possibilities via product design by focusing on the
shared interpretive schemes people use to make sense of product
innovation.

2 Freel (2000) Address the nature and extent of the constraints or barriers to Quant Business management
innovation in small manufacturing firms.

3 Millward & Lewis (2005) Identify and analyze the main barriers to new product development  Qual Product innovation
within small manufacturing companies.

4  Hassanien & Dale (2012) Review the role of new product development (NPD) in event venue  Qual Product innovation
operations by drawing on existing literature. Acknowledge product
innovation as an under-researched field in event venues and explore
this within the context of seven diverse operations.

Co-creation & co-design

5  Kleinsmann & Valkenburg (2008)  Explore the barriers to and enablers for the creation of shared Qual Product design
understanding during a co-design process in industry.

6  Lempiild (2010) Examine the barriers and obstructive practices for out-of-the-box Qual Product innovation

creativity in group ideation.

Barriers to Strategic Design:

Integrating design into business

7  Lorenz (1994) Explore various potential roles of design in strategy, the nature of Qual Design & strategy
the voyage of executive discovery—or rediscovery—of these roles, management
and the implications for management.

8  Filson & Lewis (2000) Identify the strategic, operational, and cultural reasons SMEs are Qual & Quant Design management
less willing to take advantage of design as a business resource.

9  Brazier (2004) Outline initiatives that overcome the inertia of perceiving design as  Qual Design management
a low priority and an expensive luxury.

10 Goffin & Micheli (2010) Explore different perceptions of good design from designers and Qual Research management
NPD managers and the ways to achieve it. lllustrate the challenges
in attempting to introduce industrial design into a structured NPD
approach.

Il Lee & Evans (2012) Examine design’s role in the FMCG industry. The barriers and Qual & Quant Design management
drivers to the adoption of ‘designerly’ approaches in the FMCG
industry

Building design capacity

13 Jevnaker (2000) Describe three approaches to managing assets that allow Qual Design management
organizations to leverage design resources more effectively.

14 Knox (2002) Explore the distinctive behaviors and organizational capabilities that  Qual Product innovation
enable firms to innovate successfully.

Learning design knowledge

15 Carlile (2002) Explore the premise that knowledge in new product development Qual Knowledge
proves both a barrier to and a source of innovation. management

16  Gieskes & Hyland (2003) Provide insights into factors that hinder learning and Quant Product innovation

recommendations for effective intervention strategies that may help
remove barriers to learning.

Barriers to Strategic Design
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Figure | The variety of focal
aspects in previous studies.
Copyright © 2017 by Sylvia Xihui
Liu and Cees de Bont.
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tion and Chinese Government has
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an efficient use of external resources and distinctive organizational behavior under-
pinned efficient designs.> With higher levels of design knowledge come enhanced
design capabilities that enable design’s greater involvement in the early stages of
strategy planning. Studies on barriers to learning design knowledge emerged to
specify the topic.3*

We developed a holistic view of the foci in these earlier studies according to
the two types of barriers —adoption and implementation — noted above. As Figure
1 illustrates, most of the research concentrated on the barriers to adoption associ-
ated with integrating design into business practice. In addition, all of the studies
in Figure 1 emphasized the relevant firms’ business propositions rather than ex-
ploring barriers caused by either the external environment or individual actors’
contributions. This implies two potential areas for further research. First of all, the
external environment of the business seeking to adopt strategic design should be
considered. Although some studies have touched upon cross-cultural issues, they
are usually presented from an in-company perspective. Second, the mindset and
design knowledge held by key stakeholders — both of which are factors that may
create or represent certain limitations — have seldom received attention beyond the
operational level challenges associated with product innovation and co-creation.

Barriers to innovation have cultural underpinnings, and the external envi-
ronment of a firm and the scope of strategic design actors’ expertise are products
of cultural values to a certain degree. Unlike the different cultures found across
Europe and beyond, which are often described as individualistic, Chinese society —
like many other Asian cultures —tends to be more collectivistic. Asian societies are
also more prone to authoritarianism in business leadership, which may have advan-
tages when it comes to running a routine type of operation.*® However, it may not
be the most effective leadership style when it comes to exploring and defining new
inroads for innovation. Innovation requires an environment in which ideas can
flourish, mistakes can be made, and individuals have the freedom to experiment.3’

Research Methodology

In order to explore and define potential barriers to strategic design in China, we
conducted twenty interviews to access richly descriptive data. The twenty inter-
viewees consisted of ten design clients and ten design suppliers.

Sampling

We used purposeful sampling>® to identify pioneering design-led firms that

link strategic and operational activities through design-led propositions.3? The
twenty cases were located in Beijing, Shanghai, Hangzhou, Guangzhou, and Shen-
zhen — the leading economic and design cities in China. The ten design clients
were selected from a variety of design-intensive industries, including automo-
tive, consumer electronics, lifestyle products, and Internet services. Each of these
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corporations showed a range of variations in their ownership structures. The ten
design suppliers consisted of seven leading design strategy consultancies and three
innovation consultancies (Table 2).

Table 2. Corporations interviewed.

Section Establishment Ownership Firm size Interviewee
A Consumer electronics 1984 State owned, joint-venture 61,000+ Design director
B Design consultancy 1992 Private 200+ CEO
C Design consultancy 1994 Private, joint-venture 40+ CEO
D Automobile 1997 State owned, joint-venture 45,000+ Design director
E Consumer electronics 1997 Private, joint-venture 800+ Design director
F  Design consultancy 1999 Private 500+ CEO
G Internet service 2000 Private, joint-venture 70,000+ Design director
H Design consultancy 2000 Private 200+ CEO
I Design consultancy 2000 Private 30+ CEO
J  Lifestyle products 2001 Private 300+ CEO
K Consumer electronics 2003 Private 1,000+ CEO
L  Automobile 2004 State owned, joint-venture 46,000+ Design director
M Design consultancy 2004 Private 800+ Design director
N Innovation consultancy 2007 Private, joint-venture 500+ CEO
O Consumer electronics 2009 Private, joint-venture 100+ CEO
P  Automobile 2010 State owned, joint-venture 22,000+ Design director
Q Consumer electronics 2010 Private, joint-venture 80,000+ CEO

Design consultancy 2010 Private, joint-venture 90+ CEO
S Innovation consultancy 2013 State owned, joint-venture 50+ CEO
T Innovation consultancy 2014 State owned, joint-venture 60+ CEO

Data Collection

We used data triangulation to confirm data validity in this study. The data were
collected using multiple methods, including site observations, documents, and
semi-structured interviews.

We conducted semi-structured face-to-face interviews to collect detailed de-
scriptions.*® The interviewees were top-tier strategic design leaders at their firms —
either CEOs or design directors. Our interview questions targeted firms’ back-
grounds, organization, design teams, development, and challenges. We queried the
role of design in each firm’s operational and strategic activities so that interviewees
could speak about how design — and strategic design, specifically — contributed
to projects and any changes within the organization and its environment. This
included asking about innovation projects and the barriers to utilizing strategic
design in those projects. At the end of the interviews, we asked further questions
about strategic collaborations. All of the interviews lasted between one and a half
and two hours, and were conducted at each firm. Most of these interviews we
conducted in Chinese. The interviews were accompanied by site visits for direct ob-
servation. Besides these interviews, we collected documents — company brochures|
white papers, financial reports, and development plans — for objective data support.
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Data Analysis

We recorded, transcribed, and translated the interviews for analysis. We coded
major findings into pre-defined categories. We then reported the coded findings.

To control reliability and validity, two researchers were responsible for coding the
data separately at the same time. We compared their results, and, to confirm data
reliability, we chose the barriers common to both. Combined with data collected
from other methods, our findings report on twenty cases in total. Through case
comparison, we created a summary of the barriers mentioned by the interviewees.
Later, these findings were compared with those relating to barriers reported in
Western firms, to clarify the barriers unique to Chinese firms. In our discussion, we
will provide insight into the underlying patterns in the data and respond to the key
research questions that guided this study.

Results: Barriers to Adopting Strategic Design in Chinese Firms

Through transcription, translation and coding, we found twelve barriers inhibiting
Chinese firms from explicitly adopting design methods and practices (Figure 2).

In addition to corroborating existing categories, we defined the external environ-
ment as a new focus category. The frequency that each barrier was mentioned by
the twenty interviewees ranged from one to fourteen times. Of the twelve barriers
we identified, six had been reported in earlier literature on related topics —the
remainder we uncovered during this study. Of these newly-discovered barriers,
five were mentioned by more than seven interviewees, and thus represent broadly
recognized constraints. A particularly valuable finding was that half of the new-
ly-identified barriers were associated with the environment external to the firm.
This suggests that 1) previous studies had concentrated on the corporate or project
level, and 2) there were distinct barriers arising from the external environment
that may be unique to Chinese firms.

Barriers Common to Western and Chinese Firms

A comparison of the results shown in Figures 1 and 2 revealed a total of six barriers
(S1-S6, Figure 2) that are similar to those reported in the previous studies outlined
in Table 1. Table 3 outlines the details of these six barriers and how they compare
with findings reported in the Western context.

S1. Unqualified designers graduating from the current education system (14)

We considered responses such as “lacks professional skills” and “cannot work inde-
pendently on a practical design project” as barriers that we could associate directly
with designers. The findings reported in previous Western studies indicated sim-
ilar limitations.*' However, the Chinese interviewees explicitly indicated that the
source of these issues was the current design education system, which they said
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Table 3. Barriers common to Chinese and Western firms.

Barriers reported in this study FREQ Barriers reported in previous studies

Publication

SI. Unqualified graduate designers
from current design education
system

S2. CEOs don’t understand
strategic design

S3. Short-term design
collaborations are rare

S4. Lack of skills to understand
users and markets

S5. Design is not given the ability
to lead

Internal business skills need improving.

Difficulty finding suitably qualified designers.

Limited applicable experience/knowledge.

No personnel with the skills to develop new products.

No clear strategy underpinning new product development.
Little understanding of the product development process.
CEOs do not see design as a route to competitive advantage.

Lack of resources dedicated to R&D and marketing tasks.
Lack of trust in outside services and service organizations.
Lack of information on markets and external opportunities.

Lack of customer responsiveness to new offerings.

Designers tend to be seen as third-class citizens, rated lower than
engineers.

Top managers don't see design as essential; no discernible design
process.

A failure to understand the importance of product design.
Freedom to execute the design task is limited.

Differences in managers’ and designers’ perceptions of the role of
design in NPD.

S6. CEO cannot combine 2
technological possibilities with have direct relevance to the development of company products.

consumer needs

They are often unaware of recent technological developments that

Freel (2000); Brazier (2004);
Kleinsmann & Valkenburg (2008);
Hassanien & Dale (2012)

Filson & Lewis, (2000); Brazier
(2004)

Filson & Lewis (2000); Freel
(2000); Kleinsmann & Valkenburg
(2008).

Hassanien & Dale (2012)
Lorenz (1994); Brazier (2004);
Millward & Lewis (2005);

Kleinsmann & Valkenburg (2008);
Goffin & Micheli (2010)

Filson & Lewis, (2000)

concentrates on teaching a broad range of design skills, but does not teach their
practical application. As a result, although graduates may appear familiar with
design theories, approaches, and methodologies, often they are unable to apply
what they have learned in practice. The interviewees also suggested that design
communication was a necessary skill that was being ignored by the current educa-
tion system.

S2. CEOs do not understand strategic design (9)

CEOs lack basic knowledge of the role design plays in new product development
and they may not view design as a critical factor to enhance competitiveness.*?
They tend to consider design as a cost, instead of an activity that generates profits.
Most of them view design as a tool, function, or process to shape the styling of
products. In most cases, they are the final decision makers in the design and inno-
vation processes. Their lack of understanding makes it difficult for their firms to
grasp and exploit the possibilities of strategic design.

S3. Short-term design collaborations are rare (6)

Insufficient use of external resources was one of the reported barriers to inte-
grating design into business strategy.** In China, design firms and their prospective
clients have little confidence in one another. Corporations prefer to invest conser-
vatively in external design services, as there is less risk involved. In most cases, they
are unsatisfied with the outcomes of design projects. They are therefore unwilling
to invest further in external design resources. Corporations tend to pay low design
fees. This leads to resource constraints at design firms, and the result is that work
from the design firms is often disappointing. This negative feedback loop ulti-
mately hinders the potential of strategic design.

Barriers to Strategic Design

36 Since Geert Hofstede’s
Culture’s Consequences: Interna-
tional Differences in Work-Related
Values (1980, 1984) was published,
a wide variety of empirical
studies were conducted based on
his cultural values framework.

In 1998, Michael Morris and

his colleagues reported that
Chinese managers preferred an
avoidance style, which means

a low openness to change.

This is a significant difference
with US managers, who favor

a competitive style of conflict.
Geert Hofstede, Culture’s
Consequences: International
Differences in Work-Related Values
(Newbury Park: Sage, 1984);
Michael W. Morris et al.,*“Conflict
Management Style: Accounting
for Cross-National Differences,’
Journal of International Business
Studies 29, no. 4 (1998): 729-47,
DOI: https://doi.org/10.1057/
palgrave.jibs.8490050.

37 Norman P.Archer, Fereidoun
Ghasemzadeh, and Markus
Hauser, “Organisational Culture
and Innovativeness of Firms—An
Integrative View,” International
Journal of Technology Manage-
ment 16,no0.1-3 (1998): 242,

DOI: https://doi.org/10.1504/
1JTM.1998.002650.

141


https://doi.org/10.1057/palgrave.jibs.8490050
https://doi.org/10.1057/palgrave.jibs.8490050
https://doi.org/10.1504/IJTM.1998.002650
https://doi.org/10.1504/IJTM.1998.002650

38 Lawrence A. Palinkas et
al.,“Purposeful Sampling for
Qualitative Data Collection

and Analysis in Mixed Method
Implementation Research,” Ad-
ministration and Policy in Mental
Health and Mental Health
Services Research 42,no0.5
(2015): 533-44, DOI: https://doi.
org/10.1007/s10488-013-0528-y.

39 Sam Bucolo, Cara Wrigley,
and Judy Matthews, “Gaps in
Organizational Leadership:
Linking Strategic and Operation-
al Activities through Design-Led
Propositions,” Design Manage-
ment Journal 7,no. 1 (2012): 19,
DOI: https://doi.org/10.1 111/
j-1948-7177.2012.00030.x.

40 Michael Meuser and Ulrike
Nagel, “The Expert Interview
and Changes in Knowledge Pro-
duction,” In Interviewing Experts,
ed.Alexander Bogner, Beate
Littig, and Wolfgang Menz (UK:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 20.

41 Freel,“Barriers to Product
Innovation,” 62; Kleinsmann

and Valkenburg, “Barriers and
Enablers,” 380; Hassanien and
Dale,““Drivers and Barriers,” 87.

42 Brazier,“Walking Backward
into Design,” 69; Filson and
Lewis, “Barriers between Design
and Business Strategy,” 49.

43 Filson and Lewis, “Barriers
between Design and Business
Strategy,” 49; Freel,“Barriers
to Product Innovation,” 62-63;
Kleinsmann and Valkenburg,
“Barriers and Enablers,” 380.

44 Brazier,“Walking Backward
into Design,” 63; Milward and
Lewis, “Barriers to Successful
New Product Development,”’
382; Goffin and Micheli,“Maxi-
mizing the Value,” 30.

45 Lorenz,‘Harnessing design,”
73-74.

46 Kleinsmann and Valkenburg,
“Barriers and Enablers,”’ 372.

47 Filson and Lewis, “Barriers
between Design and Business
Strategy,” 49.

142

S4. Lack of skills to understand users and markets (5)

Innovation requires a solid understanding of market dynamics and user needs.
Whereas technical capabilities can be found in many organizations, many CEOs do
not have the expertise they need to understand users and build brands. As a conse-
quence, the cross-disciplinary integration of technical and marketing skills through
strategic design —which requires teams of experts with different backgrounds to
collaborate —is a challenge for many Chinese companies.

S5. Design is not given the ability to lead (3)

Previous studies attribute the low status of design in organizations to several fac-
tors. These include limited design awareness on the part of managers,** a traditional
mindset toward design within organizations,** and the unwillingness of corporate
leaders to integrate design into the organizational strategy.*® According to our find-
ings, the role of design in Chinese organizations varies according to industry and
organizational structure. Automotive companies value the stylistic contribution that
designers make, but primarily look to technological advancements —in areas such

as digital technologies and geolocation — as resources for innovation. At the more ad-
vanced electronics companies, however, designers may be the leaders of innovation
projects.

S6. CEOs are unable to connect consumer needs with technological possibilities (2)

CEOs do not have a sufficiently holistic view of their industries. They cannot bring
new technological possibilities and changing market needs together.*” This barrier
was noted by an innovation consultancy. During their collaborative design-driven
innovation projects, they found their partner corporations were weak when it came
to implementing radical innovation. Many CEOs do not know how to combine user
needs with new technologies to generate new meanings for products and services.

Barriers Specific to Chinese Firms

We found six barriers to strategic design adoption that are specific to Chinese firms
(C1-Ce, Figure 2). Among them, three were categorized as being caused by the en-
vironment outside the firms —a situation that we have not seen reported in other
studies. In addition to the external environment, a lack of both design knowledge
and design capability was mentioned as barriers to strategic design adoption.

C1. Designers lack multidisciplinary backgrounds (10)

A lack of multidisciplinarity among designers impedes the growth of a firm’s design
capability and its development into a design-led organization. Given the complex
nature of innovation processes, and China’s transition to a knowledge economy,
effective designers must be able to take a complex variety of concerns into account.
Designers with more than one kind of expertise would be better equipped to partic-
ipate in interdisciplinary teams that include engineers, other design professionals,
marketers, sales representatives, top managers, and any relevant stakeholders. Orga-
nizations need to involve individuals with multidisciplinary skills to prepare for the
adoption of strategic design.

C2. Lack of strategic designers (9)

The innovation consultancies, in particular, voiced the urgent need for strategic
designers and designers with critical thinking skills. Very few of the designers that
have graduated from design schools in China seem to have been educated in stra-
tegic design and objective analysis. In addition to these gaps, interviewees also men-
tioned weaknesses in design leadership and the sway of local parochialism as limita-
tions preventing design —and designers — from leading innovative business strategy.
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C3. Consumers driven by price (8)

In the new economic climate — and the increased spending capacity it provides —
the mindset of Chinese consumers appears to be changing. Some demonstrate both
old behaviors and new behaviors simultaneously. Although many are still mindful
of price when buying certain products, those same consumers have also come to
appreciate luxury brands. Consumers want to buy more with their money instead
of concentrating on quality, and so in most cases, price factors are dominant in
purchase decisions. This cost-consciousness deters corporations from investing in
design and innovation, which the majority of CEOs view as a major risk.

C4. Low brand loyalty (7)

Owning a luxury brand product seldom leads to loyalty for that specific brand. Chi-
nese consumers can generally differentiate between luxury brands and non-luxury
brands, but they have not yet developed more refined attitudes regarding specific
brands. As a consequence, many Chinese corporations cannot rely on a loyal cus-
tomer base when introducing an innovative product or service into the market. As
a result, even though corporations utilize various user research methods, they find
it difficult to predict Chinese consumers’ buying behavior, as they are both conser-
vative and open-minded at the same time.

C5. Industry policy limits freedom to innovate (8)

Industry policies limit innovative freedom, create inertia by absorbing innovations,
and do nothing to protect novel innovations once they have been developed. In-
dustry policies typically include preferential benefits including tax relief, financial
subsidies, free space, and training support. For example, automobile firms are
currently contending with the shift toward electric cars. The Chinese Government
introduced a series of measures intended to encourage innovation and develop-
ment in the field, but those measures only served to control and limit the nature
and extent of any innovation the automakers might independently attempt.
Interviewees also criticized the inertia created by earlier industrial policies that
sought to assimilate innovations. The drive towards autonomous innovation was
neither mentioned nor encouraged until the financial crisis in 2006. The previous
mindset —encouraged by the “Introduction-Absorption-Innovation” policy —is

still evident in many organizations today, and it will take time for them to adjust.
Furthermore, the fact that new product innovations are not protected from theft
in China was seen as a challenge caused by governmental authorities. The inter-
viewees gave examples of innovation projects that were immediately copied after
market introduction by other companies from China operating in the Chinese
market. The follow-up legal processes only resulted in minor fines for the compa-
nies manufacturing the copies.

Cé6. Problems adopting Western methods at Chinese firms (1)

This was a barrier stated by design professionals. Thanks to overseas studies and in-
ternational collaborations with companies that have strong innovation capabilities,
some Chinese designers have become more proficient in the utilization of advanced
design methods. However, introducing these new practices into the local context
and combining external views with local knowledge remains difficult.

Discussion and Conclusion

As anticipated at the outset of this research, Chinese firms seeking to utilize design
strategically are contending with a number of barriers. Of the twelve we found,
eight are directly related to strategic design adoption, while the remaining four
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pertain to design implementation within the realm of product innovation. They are
either novel barriers, or newly-defined versions of existing barriers. We identified
the external environment as a major factor. Industrial policies were often cited
specifically in relation to the external environment. In terms of building design
capability, reference was made to unqualified junior designers, the lack of multi-
disciplinary designers, and the scarcity of strategic designers. Unqualified juniors
were mentioned in previous studies of Western firms, while the lack of multidisci-
plinarity amongst designers and the dearth of strategic designers were newly-iden-
tified barriers. Deficiencies in design capabilities hinder the hiring of strategic
designers, thereby also hampering design awareness and the status of design in

an organization. All the barriers to bringing design into business and utilizing
strategic design for product innovation are the same as those reported in previous
studies. This shows that the findings of previous studies on barriers found to be of
hindrance are rather universal. Only one interviewee talked about the difficulty of
adopting Western methods at Chinese firms. This may suggest that design-led inno-
vators are aware of the specific nature of the context of China. We also discovered
that consumers’ price-driven concerns and low brand loyalty are also barriers inhib-
iting the adoption of strategic design. They were not explored in previous studies
and may be seen as typical for China, representing immature consumer behavior in
a fast-growth business environment and a very dynamic society.

Based on the above findings, we identified key stakeholders involved with the
barriers to strategic design. Besides firms, CEOs, designers, and managers —which
were identified in previous studies — three novel actors were defined: design edu-
cators, consumers, and policymakers. In line with this, we suggest that there are
three major challenges confronting design educators: 1) enhancing specialized
skills, multidisciplinary knowledge, and strategic thinking for different levels of
designers; 2) cultivating design knowledge for CEOs; and 3) nurturing consumers’
design perceptions. Professional design education should respond to the demands
for junior designers with concrete skills in a specific design field. Those designers
who graduate from universities should have received some on-the-job-training,
preferably with exposure to multidisciplinary working environments. Some of
the leading design schools in China have given thought to this and have adjusted
their curricula and programs accordingly. For example, design studio practice
has replaced traditional education for senior undergraduate students at Tsinghua
University, the Central Academy of Fine Arts, and the Guangzhou Academy of Fine
Arts. New multidisciplinary programs, such as International Design and Business
Management (ID&BM) have been established at Hong Kong Polytechnic University
and Tongji University.

Educating CEOs and consumers who do not traditionally have much back-
ground in design is also a priority. New initiatives should be developed that cater to
senior managers and CEOs. Examples of such initiatives are the School of Entrepre-
neurship and Management at ShanghaiTech University, the Executive Master’s of
Digital Leadership delivered by Hong Kong Polytechnic University, and the Institute
of Design Knowledge developed by the Hong Kong Design Centre. Influencing the
perceptions and behaviors of Chinese consumers is more difficult and will take
more time. Some expect that Chinese consumers will come to appreciate better
quality products and services over time and will be able to identify those brands
that serve them best.

We believe that several suggestions might be made to policymakers as well.
Besides unveiling the policy to set a milestone for a new innovation strategy, pol-
icymakers should also think of how to guide businesses towards more innovative
practices, and devise promotions that facilitate the linking of industrial practice
and innovation policies. This implies two facets of policymaking —its content, and
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the approach to creating that content. We suggest that industry, innovation, and
design policy content should guide firms towards design-driven innovation via
strategic design. In addition, instead of the traditional top-down process, other
possible content-generation methods should be considered — from the bottom-up or
via co-creation, for example — which would enable industrial practitioners to partic-
ipate in policy making.

These novel barriers to the adoption of strategic design in China merit further
exploration. We still do not fully understand why or when firms need different
types of design talent to support design-driven innovation — their needs could be in-
dustry-specific, for example. Given the influence that firms’ external environments
exert over strategic design utilization, it is critical to find out how to take the neg-
ative influence of earlier industrial policies — which have stymied innovation —and
transform it into the force that stimulates real innovation. In this study we focused
on large-size, design-led firms. In light of the role that SMEs play in China’s eco-
nomic development, the place and role of strategic design at SMEs represents a par-
ticularly promising area for future research. Barriers to strategic design for firms
that possess different levels of design capability, further elaborating on state-owned
and private enterprises, is also a valuable topic for further study. In this study, we
studied the barriers from the two groups of firms — pioneering, design-led firms and
leading design consultancies. The different perspectives and insights from the two
groups could be a topic for further study.
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