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1
Introduction



Prior research has shown that design may 
have a positive influence on organizational 
and project performance (see e.g., Chiva and 
Alegre, 2009; Czarnitzki and Thorwarth, 2012; 
Gemser and Leenders, 2001; Hertenstein et 
al., 2005). An indicator that organizations 
increasingly recognize the role that design can 
play in competitiveness is that the number of 
organizations investing in design has increased 
considerably (Cameron et al., 2015; Gemser and 
Leenders, 2001; Trueman and Jobber, 1998).  
Not only is the amount of resources devoted  
to design on the rise, but the role of design  
and those who practise it (designers) is also 
moving from an operational to a strategic one 
(see e.g., Kang et al., 2015; Perks et al., 2005; 
Ravasi and Lojacono, 2005; Valencia et al., 2013).  
A strategic role implies that designers are 
involved in shaping and executing the innovation 
objectives of organizations (Fitzsimmons et al., 
1991; Hertenstein and Platt, 1997; Ravasi and 
Lojacono, 2005).  
 
One example of an organization in which the  
role of designers is becoming more strategic 
is the health and wellbeing company Philips 
(Gillespie, 2014). For example, Philips’ designers 

are involved in shaping the objectives of 
innovation projects by determining user needs, 
and they are involved in executing the objectives 
of these projects by assuring that the developed 
solutions meet the determined needs (Gillespie, 
2014). Such a strategic role may require designers 
to become managers of these innovation 
projects (Kang et al., 2015; Perks et al., 2005; 
Peters, 2012; Valencia et al., 2013). For example, 
Perks et al. (2005) found (based on case study 
research with U.K. manufacturing organizations) 
that designers can act as process leaders in 
innovation projects, which requires them to  
drive the development of the design throughout 
the process, and to support all functions in doing 
so. Similarly, Valencia et al. (2013) showed (based 
on an in-depth case study of a multinational 
high-tech company) that designers can have 
process-related roles in innovation projects, 
which require them to manage the interactions 
between functional areas: that is, these roles 
require them to communicate information 
that is external to the organization, facilitate 
communication across functional areas,  
balance stakeholder demands in the process,  
and translate the marketing message into 
product attributes. 
 



If designers are to play a more strategic role 
in innovation projects, without becoming the 
actual managers of the project, they need to 
effectively collaborate with the managers of 
these projects (Goffin and Micheli, 2010; Liedtka, 
2010, 2015; Micheli et al., 2012; Ravasi and 
Lojacono, 2005). In this thesis, designers and 
managers are considered to have fixed functional 
roles (see e.g., Perks et al., 2005; Micheli et al., 
2012; Liedtka, 2010, 2015). Effective collaboration 
between designers and managers then refers to 
their joint behaviour in working towards some 
goal of common interest (cf. Pinto and Pinto, 
1990). Prior research has studied how designers 
and managers can collaborate effectively (Goffin 
and Micheli, 2010; Liedtka, 2010, 2015; Micheli 
et al., 2012; Ravasi and Lojacono, 2005). For 
example, Goffin and Micheli (2010) showed how 
designers and managers can collaborate through 
the process of innovation projects by addressing 
the tensions they come across throughout 
this process, and Ravasi and Lojacono (2005) 
illustrated how they can collaborate in innovation 
projects that aim to renew the organization. The 
main objective of the present thesis is to obtain 
a better understanding of the antecedents and 
consequences of effective collaboration between 

designers and managers in innovation projects. 
Extant research has not explicitly paid attention 
to these antecedents and consequences. 
Rather, prior research has investigated the 
antecedents and consequences of collaboration 
with designers in innovation projects in more 
general terms. For example, prior research has 
investigated the antecedents of the collaboration 
between designers and other functions in 
innovation projects without specifying whether 
these other functions have a managerial role 
or not (Abecassis-Moedas and Benghozi, 
2012; Beverland and Farrelly, 2011; Perks et al., 
2005). Furthermore, although prior studies 
have examined the consequences of involving 
designers in innovation projects, they have not 
investigated whether these designers should 
collaborate with managers in such projects 
(Gemser et al., 2011; Hise et al., 1989;  
Roy and Potter, 1993; Roy and Riedel, 1997).  
The following chapter will discuss the 
antecedents and consequences of effective 
collaboration between designers and managers 
in more detail. To obtain a better understanding 
of the antecedents and consequences of 
effective collaboration between designers and 
managers, this thesis builds on the design and 



innovation management literatures, which 
are complementary to each other. Studies in 
the design literature tend to investigate the 
antecedents and consequences of effective 
collaboration between designers and managers  
predominantly from the perspective of designers, 
while studies in innovation management 
literature tend to do this predominantly from 
the perspective of managers. The present 
thesis builds on and simultaneously extends 
insights from both streams (design and 
innovation management) to obtain a more 
complete overview of these antecedents 
and consequences. 
 
The remainder of this chapter is structured as 
follows. First, the main theoretical themes of this 
thesis are discussed, including a description of 
the antecedents and consequences of effective 
collaboration between designers and managers.  
The academic and practical relevance of  
the thesis are then discussed. The present  
chapter ends with a discussion of the 
methodology of the thesis and its structure.
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Table 1 .1 
An outline of the thesis

chapter what the chapter is about

1 
Introduction

 
This chapter introduces the topic of the antecedents and 
consequences of the collaboration between designers and 
managers. It elaborates on the prior research on this topic as 
published in the design and innovation management literatures. 
Moreover, it discusses the aim of the thesis, which includes a 
description of the studies that are part of the thesis as well as 
their academic and practical relevance. This chapter ends with 
a description of the methodology of the thesis.

2 
Study 1 –  
Designers’ role  
in creating proces 
understanding: practices 
and abilities for radical 
and incremental projects

 
This chapter presents a qualitative study that investigates 
how designers can create process understanding in radical and 
incremental innovation projects. It identifies design practices 
and abilities through an embedded single case study of a Dutch 
design consultancy and its clients, and describes how these 
design practices and abilities are used in two innovation projects.

3 
Study 2 –  
Do designers and 
managers complement 
each other? The influence 
of cognitive style on 
financial performance

 
This chapter presents a quantitative study that uses 
survey research and investigates how designers and managers 
complement each other in their cognitive style (in terms of 
creativity, conformity and attention to details) to positively 
influence financial performance. It does this through a  
PLS-SEM analysis of 83 innovation projects conducted by 
design consultancies and their clients in the Netherlands.

4  
Study 3 –  
Exploration and 
exploitation activities  
in design innovation

 
This chapter presents a quantitative study that uses  
survey research and investigates the role of exploration and 
exploitation activities in design innovation and performance, 
and provides insights into the role of designers’ decision 
freedom in achieving these outcomes. It does this through 
a PLS-SEM analysis of 83 innovation projects conducted by 
design consultancies and their clients in the Netherlands.

5 
Discussion  
and conclusions

 
This chapter discusses the major implications of the studies in 
this thesis, elaborates on its limitations and presents directions 
for future research.
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Designers’ role 
in creating process 
understanding: 
practices and 
abilities for radical 
and incremental 
innovation projects 

Authors: K. Tabeau, G. Gemser, J. Oberdorf
This chapter has been accepted for publication as a book chapter in:  
G. Calabretta, G. Gemser, I. Karpen (Eds.) Strategic Design Practices for Competitive Advantage. 
Amsterdam: BIS Publishers (in press).
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ways of working. Moreover, designers need  
six abilities to support them in creating process 
understanding; that is, they need the abilities  
to oversee the process, steer the process 
forward, iteratively adjust the process, connect 
with clients, tell a coherent and complete story, 
and create client engagement. Lastly, the results 
from this study suggest that creating process 
understanding is more complex in radical than  
in incremental innovation projects. That is,  
in radical innovation projects designers need  
to draw on the full range of design practices  
and abilities, while in incremental projects they 
only need two design abilities and two practices 
in order to create process understanding. 

Prior research has suggested that design 
is increasingly playing a strategic role in 
organizations. Strategic design is a creative 
process whose results cannot be specified  
up front, inherently creating uncertainty.  
This uncertainty may clash with the very nature 
of managers, who have been described as risk 
averse and analytical. To provide these managers 
with some kind of certainty, designers can create 
process understanding. While prior research 
has suggested that process understanding is 
important in strategic design, it has not clarified 
how it can be created. This study aims to fill this 
gap in the extant literature by identifying design 
practices and abilities that designers may use 
to create process understanding for managers. 
The results from a case study of the design 
consultancy npk design and two innovation 
projects (one radical and one incremental)  
that this consultancy conducted for its clients 
suggest that designers use six design practices  
to create process understanding, which are: 
making the process accountable, making the 
process tangible, synchronizing designers’ and 
clients‘ processes, creating ownership for the 
process, bringing the result of the process to life, 
and getting clients accustomed to designerly 
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2 .2 .1
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2 .3 .2
sampling strategy
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2 .3 .1
Research methodology
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2 .2 .2
Abilities for process 
understanding: 
definition and prior 
research
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2 .3 .4
data analysis
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2 .3 .3
data collection
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2 .4 .1 .1
Using practices 
throughout the 
innovation process:  
an overview

2 .4 .1 .2
Exploring the use of 
practice throughout 
the innovation process
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Practices for  
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Abilities supporting 
process understanding
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and conformist managers should not be creative. 
However, our results also indicate that financial 
performance is enhanced when both designers 
and managers are attentive to details, indicating 
that these professionals supplement (rather than 
complement) each other’s abilities as well.

Prior research has suggested that designers  
may complement managers in achieving 
successful innovation outcomes because of  
their different ways of approaching problems  
and opportunities. Designers have, for example, 
been described as focussed at radical change, 
future-oriented and intuitive, while managers 
have been described as being rational and  
driven by the past and having a preference  
for incremental change. However, there is not 
much empirical research examining whether 
designers and managers indeed think differently, 
and how this affects innovation outcomes.  
We attempt to fill this gap in the extant literature 
by examining how designers’ and managers’ 
cognitive styles (in terms of creativity, conformity 
and attention to details) influence the financial 
performance of innovation projects. Our results 
indicate that conformist managers enhance 
financial performance, while creative designers 
contribute to higher levels of performance 
by developing products that are both unique 
and of high quality. Moreover, designers’ and 
managers’ cognitive styles complement each 
other, indicating that to achieve higher levels 
of financial performance, creative designers 
should not conform to rules and group norms, 
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performance. In addition, we find that when 
designers have decision freedom, the positive 
relation between exploration activities and 
design innovativeness is enhanced. However, 
our data also suggest that to achieve market 
success, designers should make decisions 
together with project managers, since design 
innovativeness has a negative (positive) influence 
on market performance when designers have 
high (low) levels of decision freedom. 

Prior research suggested that exploration and 
exploitation activities have different roles in 
innovation projects. Exploration is important for 
the development of innovative and differentiated 
solutions, while exploitation assures their 
quality and low-cost development. In general, 
prior studies investigated innovation from the 
perspective of technical innovativeness (i.e., 
newness in terms of features, functionality and 
technology) rather than design innovativeness 
(i.e., newness in terms of aesthetics, emotions 
and identity). The present study attempts to 
fill this gap in the extant literature by studying 
exploration and exploitation activities for design 
innovation. We collected data on innovation 
projects in which external design consultancies 
were actively involved during the process 
(n = 83). For each project, we surveyed both the 
external senior designer and the project manager 
at the client’s side. Our results suggest that 
exploration enhances design innovativeness, 
and that design innovativeness results in better 
market performance. Furthermore, we find that 
exploitation moderates the relationship between 
design innovativeness and process performance: 
when exploitation activities are high (low), design 
innovativeness results in better (worse) process 
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Figure 4 .6 
Summary of the findings (model 3) *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.10
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findings of the three studies, and discuss the 
implications of these findings for theory as well 
as design and managerial practice. 

The main aim of this thesis is to investigate 
the antecedents and consequences of effective 
collaboration between designers and managers 
in innovation projects. This thesis is comprised 
of three studies. The first study focuses on 
how designers can create understanding for 
their way of working, in particular as regards 
process understanding. This will help with the 
realization of effective collaboration because 
it will support designers and managers to 
communicate about the designers’ process. 
The findings from the second study will help in 
the construction of effective dyads by taking 
actors’ cognitive styles into consideration. 
Specifically, this second study investigates 
how designers’ and managers’ cognitive styles 
complement each other to enhance financial 
performance. The third study investigates how 
decision making can be optimized by studying 
the impact of designers’ decision freedom on 
design innovation and performance. The findings 
of this study will help with the realization of 
effective collaboration by providing insights on 
whether designers should make decisions alone 
or together with managers, depending on the 
desired outcome of the innovation project. 
The following sections summarize the main 
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