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Premise 

 

This paper will explore the new challenges emerging in the field of design and the role of design thinking. 

The aim is to rethink about what happened in the last decade, what is currently happening, people as 

producers of change, technological innovation, consumer participation, creative involvement, fast and 

accessible information sources, suggesting new ideas on how designers, managers and companies can face 

the societal changes and improve design thinking. The paper will include research findings and key 

examples, coming from interdisciplinary fields of knowledge, regarding the new consumers, as a challenge 

to the designer leadership, and the need for experimenting new skills and tools, that yet need to be taken into 

account by manufacturers, researchers and institutions.  

Future Concept Lab is a research institute that stands out on the international landscape as one of the most 

advanced research centers in Europe, specialized in marketing and trends in consumption, carrying out 

extensive research in 25 counties around the world over the last twenty-fi ve years, gathering, monitoring and 

interpreting the trends, in the public and home environment. The institute’s studies have the objective to 

identify the most important phenomena in peoples’ daily life regarding new venues, products and 

consumption, and change. Therefore, the findings presented in this paper, is the product of intense 

research activity and different expertise (sociology, anthropology, design), integrating the 

institute’s advanced in-house research programs and methodologies, together with on spot 

observation in 40 cities. 

People who will be attending the presentation of this study will be introduced to the present changes in the 

corporate, design and academic world in relation to Design Thinking. There will be also food for thought in 

relation to the emerging societal trends that we believe will be necessary to consider in the near future in 

order to understand the close relationship of post-industrial society, design thinking and strategic planning. 
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1. Spontaneous leadership 

Informal organization and people-centred visions 

 

We are witnessing the end of a business landscape oriented toward products, rather than values 

and processes: companies inclined to obstruct the spontaneously-born dynamics, in planning, organizing 

and leadership in order to better control and easily manage the business, according to motivations dictated 

by power and status quo.  

Nowadays, flexibility, team working, interdisciplinary approach and diversity become the 

winning strategies inside the companies who are focusing on innovation in processes and not necessarily 

products. It became clear that the centralized-leadership strategies are no longer adequate to the task of 

managing the current complexity innervating contemporary reality. In order to optimize the benefits of the 

organization process, less use of hierarchical “ efficiency” is made.  

At the present time, companies are inclined to put fully to use personal and/or team energies, because 

diversity, or better a diverse workforce, is an asset. Sharing of the objectives become essential components 

of the relation, which is no more about “a give and take” logic, and gains a new meaning: people, the 

workforce of a company, give importance to open-ended development, on growth, but also improvement of 

working life quality and principles. Relationships, at any level of business organization, are based 

on peoples’ motivation and enthusiasm. Therefore, there is an evident shift from the traditional 

leadership model, individuals that guide a formal organization, to leaders spontaneously emerging from 

within the structure of the informal organization, thanks to personal charisma, sensibility and vision. 

Charismatic leaders are those who translate in action the emotional bond between people. Successful 

leadership is based on visions that are people-centred rather than just commercial-centred. 
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2. “Welcome to your world” 

Web 2.0 and people as producers of change 

 

In the past few years, we witnessed the change taken place in the business world, both global and local 

enterprises, and their most important asset, the employees: no more considered mere workers, but people, 

with unique skills and opinions. Malcolm Gladwell in his book The Tipping Point notices that “small 

actions can spark social epidemics”.  This fact also gives evidence of why things seem to change so 

quickly and unexpectedly as they do, and why people are keen to experiment and transform their working 

and private life in something extraordinary. 

Times magazine surprised its readers in December 2006, when for the fi rst time in its long history, the 

magazine instead of choosing a celebrity, dedicated its “person of the year” cover, to YOU, to people. Its 

front cover simply featured a PC monitor with the word “Y OU” written on it, tagged along with the phrases 

“Y es, you. You control the Information Age. Welcome to your world.”   

At work, in the streets, at home, in their leisure time, people of all ages and with different cultural 

backgrounds, seem willing to be involved, even through small actions, thus becoming producers 

of change.  

It is evident, that the mentality of the consumer has really changed, manifested through the blurring 

of fi xed social and physical boundaries and consequently the new freedom from traditional constraints. In 

this scenario, passive membership, either in a group, in a community or in a workplace, seems to be a 

contrived and forced definition that has little or nothing to do with reality and the changes following the Web 

1.0 and the on-going Web 2.0 revolution. According to Tim O'Reilly: “Web 2.0 is the business revolution in 

the computer industry caused by the move to the Internet as platform, and an attempt to understand the rules 

for success on that new platform. " Indications about Internet’s potential to revolutionize peoples’  lives 

inside and outside corporations, were already made known back in 2001, in the Cluetrain Manifesto book. 

Information technology has empowered individuals with the feeling of extending temporal and 

spatial horizons as well as with a degree of emancipation never experienced before.  

Some of these precious conquests are to be carried on during the fi rst decades of the 21st century but with a 

new awareness in relation to people’s need for participating in the new democracy, regarding access to 

information, technology and industrial processes, shaping the future of various business sectors.  

We witnessed, for instance, that finding ways to hack into the digital computer code of video games became 

in the last few years the favourite past time for creative gamers. Altering the rules of the computer games 
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available in the market was slowly transformed into an almost underground movement where the creative 

people, who have grown up playing games and modifying them, are called mod makers. At that point, the 

game developers understood the value of the mod makers for their companies. Therefore, the industry was 

agreeable, not only of giving away software tools that allow mod makers to remodel the games but also 

proposing numerous weekend seminars and workshops for their training.  

The consumer/individual no longer regards the purchase of products as a closed and definite system of codes 

and rules, but rather as a stimulus of psychological, cultural, and social energies that converge in a new 

process-related rationale, in to proximity the Web’s rationale. In doing so, the consumer takes on a much 

more flexible and elastic mind that is responsive to attainable and smart innovation. People today are 

able to interpret the rational of processes in a voluntary and intuitive way, inventing and 

suggesting new guidelines and business models. Launched in 2003, Second Life is an Internet-based 

virtual world, developed by Linden Lab, with a large virtual community of artists and designers. A 3D 

modelling tool is a primary source of activity in the site’s economy. Any users (resident) with the skills to 

build virtual objects can create buildings, furniture, and so on to use, trade, or sell. Second Life is often a 

showcase for their design works of creative people, both in real and virtual life.  

In this evolutionary dynamic, common people, as the most active protagonists, may turn into brands, 

enterprises and new professionals who are capable to inspire design thinking.  

 

What’s today important to understand, are not necessarily the changes in the business 

environment but the changes in the mind of people, occurring during the last decade. The 

challenge is to unravel how peoples’ mind is becoming more and more elastic, flexible and 

stretchy.  

Peoples’ mind, following the Web’s rationale, triggered: 

 

! Projects and processes remodelled in both material and intellectual realms 

! «Deregulation» of thoughts and behaviours 

! Simplifi cation and access to new technological solutions 

! Design awareness among new groups of people 

! Consumers who participate in the design process, revealing know how and competence 

! Windows of opportunity for new players in the design field 

! Need of new tools for managing complexity at this moment in time 
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3. Just a finger and a button 

Consum-authors and new ways of thinking 

 

In the historic phase, we entered, thanks to the 2.0 Web revolution, people learned to manage in a 

spontaneous way relationships and processes, multiplied in terms of its intensity and identity. Projects and 

processes are remodelled in both intellectual and material realms, where it is impossible to reduce any 

vital, energetic process down to a single absolute product.  People found out that placing a higher 

value on products than processes means depriving the vital dynamics of the sort of fluidity that characterizes 

cultures founded on collective processes, as well as individual growth.  

New territories for the design thinking, detached from the consolidated ones, involving creative people, 

academic institutions and policy makers, are emerging: result of a «deregulation» of thoughts and 

behaviours visible within the companies but also in the consumer market. Andrea Branzi, in his book 

Introduzione al design italiano. Una modernità incompleta (Introduction to Italian design. An unfinished 

modernity) explains that the success of Design and Made in Italy is, among other aspects, based on the idea 

of disorder, flexibility and improvisation. 

We’ve witnessed many phenomena in this direction: Knit cafès, coffee places where people come together 

and learn how to knit while having a coffee and a chat, or the Etsy online marketplace for handmade goods, 

which invite consumers to buy from individuals, featuring thousands of sellers from across the world, instead 

of mass retailers. Supported by the simplicity and the accessibility of new technological services and 

proposals, people have developed a highly critical sense towards existing consumer choices and 

business models. Nowadays, the average consumer is more and more inclined to put its own talents on 

show. Yet in a radically new way, distant from the prosumer ideology, where consumer self-produced, in 

order to be diff erent compared to the rest of society. On top of that, they are looking to put its newly gained 

skills into action. MySpace web platform, became a «place» where to meet people, exchange music, blogs, 

fi lms, poetry, but also find out about the newest music trends and bands. The Hollywood Undead, an almost 

unknown group before appearing on MySpace, became famous thanks to the million teenagers who regularly 

visit the site.  

The access and control of information by an ever-expanding group of the population also created competence 

and expectations in terms of quality. New groups of people, and not necessarily design 

professionals, who act with design awareness and who don’t  want to remain passive spectators of the 

design process, become the new design players, learn fast and experiment, develop abilities that 
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empower them.  Flickr, a website that enables photo sharing and is also used as photo repository is a 

representative example. It became popular among creative people, since a fast and easy way for them to 

display their photos and work, resulting quickly as an online community platform that provides inspiration 

and new stimuli. In addition, technologies facilitated the development of new skills, and generated 

spontaneous solutions that encourage the access to the design process, almost with a finger 

and a button, thanks to super-mobile phones, quality digital camera and many new technological devices 

and applications available in the market. People come up with ideas and suggestions that do not only inspire, 

but that often put into question the work of managers and designers.  This type of empowerment 

marks the birth of new forms of active interaction with both final products and design process, reshaping the 

outline and boundaries of the design field, questioning the role not only of designers but also of decision 

makers. After the phase of product personalization and experimentation, the new challenge in different 

business sectors is the direct interaction of people in the creative process. New technologies 

contributed to change everyone’s mind: new ways of thinking, deciding and assessing day-to-day 

experiences. 

Understanding the changes taking place in society can help both designers and companies 

create new tools for managing today’s complexity. 

 

The following consumer trends, a result of constant research activity of Future Concept Lab, represent 4 

areas of mindsets and peoples’  sensibility, which gradually emerge from peoples’  experience and consumer 

behaviours. These trends do not claim to be exhaustive, but can provide possible guidelines for charting 

one’s course over the next years: a prologue for understanding the dynamic relationship between 

people, as producers of change, newly coined as consum-authors, and designers, who are trained to 

innovate and generate change, through ideas, products, and new systems of values 
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The 4 emerging consum-author trends 

 

a) From Mix Consumption to Combo Thinking 

 

Nowadays, surfing on the Net, and using a «copy and paste » logic when working and writing, means 

using the brain in a flexible and plastic manner, and expressing a spontaneous and reversible attitude on 

one’s own choices. Through the endless possibilities of combination it is possible to capture some of the 

various facets of reality. Companies like Ikea based their success on the uniqueness of their retail strategy, 

with stores that conjugate quality, simple design at good prices and an easy-to-use service (purchase, 

transport and assistance). Then again, what’s important today for the brand is not the quality of products and 

services but the possibility to choose from a wide selection of furniture and objects, enabling the consumer to 

use imagination in order to create his personal home design. 

It’s about people looking for a new form of personalization that uses space-time jumps, mental flexibility and 

creative dynamics in order to give origin to truly new and often unexpected results, handling one’s own 

choices, far from existing rules and guidelines, a phenomena that characterized the world of music 

remix. This happens not only in terms of consumption, but also in the world of business, where innovation is 

not necessarily related with break-through novelty, but with the ability to put together different 

aspects, processes and strategies in the most suitable and efficient manner. 

The desire to elaborate new solutions grows starting from the standard but with an active participation of 

the consumer who has an open mind and unrestrained imagination. Proposals that enable 

consumers to improve their daily life, through good design and quality solutions, are thriving in different 

parts of the world. Recently launched beta project, Design My Room lets users test out interior designs either 

on sample rooms provided by the site, or by uploading a photo of the room they have in mind to refurbish. 

Consumers-users can paint, furnish and decorate their own room by selecting from thousands of products 

from sponsoring brands, which can be then dragged and placed wherever they want in their design drawing. 

Once they decide the perfect solution for their needs, they can shop the items they've chosen via an 

automatically linked shopping list. Equally interesting the proposal of Cookthink, a site that aims to give 

solutions to the daily challenge of deciding what to cook for a meal. Cookthink doesn’t  simply offer cooking 

tips and suggestions. Users can then search by ingredient, dish type, cuisine type (Italian, Chinese etc.) and 

mood, combining up to eight tags to find the perfect meal. Recipes include information about the taste, smell, 

and how it makes you feel to eat them. The site gives the means to consumers to become “ chefs”  for a while, 
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putting their cooking skills and preferences into practice, learning how to mix different elements 

(and not only ingredients) in order to create dishes that perfectly reflect individual tastes.  

 

Design thinking in this case should not necessarily be related with break-through novelty, but 

can be founded on the ability to create original associations between differing qualities. 

 

b) From Fast Fascination to Action Thinking 

 

The theme of speed and of the instant interest proposed by the SMSing, constitutes a decisive element in 

the evolution of consumption, pointing out the new directions for the category that has been defined “out of 

impulse” for many years. In this perspective the immediate gratifi cation has a positive (direct) relationship 

with the accessible price, which makes a certain product or service desirable. From this perspective, we find 

the rise of recent services such as “fi rst hour or fi rst minute” encouraged by the web that revolutionised the 

travel sector (Ryanair, Easyjet). The idea of the “l ast minute” merges with the concept of the “fi rst hour”,  

that marks this evolutionary strategy because, apart from the bargain factor, emphasises the capacity to 

engage the consumer.  

So-called fast fashion brands, such as H&M and Zara, encourage fast decisions and instant purchase, since 

their collections and fashion garments, affordable but trendy, are displayed for a short period, one week or 

even less, in the retail stores. If  the consumer wants to have the latest proposal shouldn’t  hesitate to buy and 

visit the store more frequently. 

In the new impulsive consumption the idea of the bargain, of the immediacy and of speed of action 

is mixed with the fascination for all what is easy, developing the great power and attractiveness of 

“l ightness”.  

The urgency today is training one’s mind to use intuition and to practice fast thinking in order to take split 

second decisions, subject matters also explored in the book Blink by Malcolm Gladwell. The consumer today 

has access to technological products that are easy-to-use and facilitate daily life, like mobile phones with a 

snap shots options. Today, many tech-applications off er the chance to the consumer to solve small 

problems fast, at home or in the office, with only a gesture. One of the most interesting recent 

product proposals is the Digital Instant Mobile Photo Printer, a printer about the size of a deck of cards that 
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can create photos in under a minute, result of collaboration between Polaroid and Zink. This inexpensive 

pocket-sized printer can be linked up via Bluetooth or USB to other portable media such as mobile phones 

and digital cameras, making quality photos, once more, instantly available. Launched few months ago, the 

Desktop Factory 3D printer is the fi rst accessible and compact printer for rapid prototyping, a technique 

used by professional designers and engineers in order to build inexpensive models from their designs before 

custom prototyping, that can be used by everyone at home, in the offi ce or at school. As one would expect, 

consumers can create their own designs on a PC, press “print” and bring into life any hard plastic object that 

will fi t inside the printer’s chamber. With the possibility of downloading technical drawings, the applications 

range from the reproduction of small objects, such as cups and small toys, to self-production of replacement 

parts for home appliances. Experimental industrial development often consents the fast-paced access into 

the world of design and real production. 

 

Design thinking in this case should not necessarily be about “who gets it first”, but being able 

to take fast decisions and concrete actions that are well-pondered.  

 

c) From Tailor Worlds to Unique Thinking 

 

The GPS navigator proposed in substance, a “made to measure” of the highest level in both value and 

mode of fruition, transforming the lives of people from one day to the other. The extreme customisation and 

personalisation take place on the “p ersonal quality and needs” .  

The need of experiences founded on exclusive quality is well-rooted in peoples’  mind, even if strongly 

related to luxury consumption, within which one wishes to take advantage of the more precious products 

adapted and perfected by specifi c individual needs.  

We witnessed the reoccurrence of the hand made, the model of tailoring and desire for tailors. The made-to-

measure became a winning strategy for the Made in Italy and a number of Italian clothes producers, such as 

Loro Piana e Marinella.  

We also observed, that the land and its original and qualitative-wise excellent produce, as the centre of 

interest, constituted a new dimension of consumption, in which the consumer becomes an expert.  
The consumer wishes to experiment, learn and put his skills into practice, but at the same 

time be sure of the final result. The idea of flexible products and devices on that allow for personal 

satisfaction and produce a different end product according to one’s own needs, has been explored by many 
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companies in different business fields. Nespresso, is a forerunner in this direction, since thanks to 12 

premium coffee blends (capsule technology) and a wide range of well-designed espresso machines, can fi t 

the taste of most demanding consumers. On the one side, mosaic tile manufacturer Bisazza, encouraged few 

years ago an easy to use software program, on the company’s web site, enabling consumers to choose not 

only different finishes and colours but work out to detail, colour percentage and styles, to come up with a 

highly personalised final design.  

In the last few years, the mythology of excellence has put the need for innovation by companies into the 

spotlight requires: not only competence, that is diffi cult to bring up to date with the constant advances of 

technology, but above all an open attitude to experimentation, taking inspiration from interdisciplinary fields 

of knowledge and know-how. Therefore, there are many examples representative of the on-going change in 

peoples’ minds, searching for excellent solutions in which they are actively involved that fit their 

personal taste. Advanced technologies for instance that were previously only used in the creation of 

industrial prototypes, are now becoming a new means of production and therefore it is possible that in the 

future, can become tools for the creation of unique objects, accessible to individuals. In this direction, the 

barrier between industrial product and unique piece is overcome, thanks to the solutions that the 

consumer now has at his possession and that enable a better fi t with his own needs. Consumption choices 

always more reflect the desire of being unique and enjoying all that is unique, going beyond “serial 

production” effect and bringing rich emotions. 
Swedish group of designers Front, with their Sketch Furniture, became the buzzword in last year’s design 

shows. Group members have experimented with diff erent already existing technologies, and developed a 

revolutionary method to materialise free hand sketches by combining two advanced techniques. An object 

can be designed in the air, then recorded with Motion Capture and transformed into 3D digital fi les, these are 

then materialised through rapid prototyping into real pieces of furniture, in few minutes. In this manner, 

unique furniture and objects, it’s almost impossible to reproduce the same pen strokes in the air, are created, 

starting from the ground rule of the hand-made. Front demonstrated how advanced technologies that were 

previously only used in the creation of industrial prototypes, are now becoming a new means of 

production, that can be put to use by anyone, and above all empower the creation of unique 

objects by individuals. 

 

Design thinking in this case should not necessarily provide tailor-made solutions, but enable 

the advancement of personal skills and original experiences, that are each time unique. 
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d) From Project Partnership to FreeCircle Thinking 

 

The Blogging phenomenon, Internet users that comment on a particular subject and express their personal 

views online, to be read and judged by millions of people, brought a sound change in peoples habits and 

ways of thinking. Enabling readers to leave comments regarding products, services or personal likings, in an 

interactive format, became a revolutionary tool transforming the relationship between consumers and 

companies. The constantly increasing number of weblogs allow people to freely express their ideas 

and to share different opinions, not only as a narcissistic form of self-expression, but as relationships to 

be built up either with other customers or with companies. Through the interaction with others in fact, no 

matter whoever they are, one can achieve common goals as an expression of individual choice. Few years 

ago, the multi-coloured wristbands worn to sponsor a cause, as for instance the yellow Livestrong bracelet 

for bone cancer or the white Action Aid bracelet for Africa, became cult products, since the visible 

representation of a shared project.  

A renewed interest is paid to a unanimous need for participation, as the desire to recognise oneself 

in a vast community of people with the same concerns, an engagement rather than an ideological 

cage. Social Shopping is representative of this change where networking and world of mouth are put 

together. The rise of the collaborative shopping network is testifi ed by websites, which allow users to 

recommend and rate products. The individual and his willingness to be a leading character and to 

take on full responsibility of his own actions is nowadays the real issue, to be shared afterwards 

with others. The primary issue today is the project and i ts principles, not only the relationship and 

connections between people, which confi rms the necessity for a strategic analysis of the new business 

models in which this way of thinking is a very high priority. Creative communities multiply fast around the 

world, bringing small change within society that will have massive implications in the future. 

 

A growing number of groups of people who share straightforward ideas and skills, yet above 

all, objectives that circulate for free, creating new meaning no more for a limited part of the 

society. 

 

CrowdSpirit a new web-based business idea, in its start up phase, takes on the essence of blogs for product 

development. Making full use of the power of crowds the company aims to start out a crowdsourced 

manufacturing system. Inventors from any business sector, submit ideas for new products and, on the other 
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side, contributors submit problems for inventors to work on. Members can vote, suggest product 

specifi cations, and invest money in order to finance development. After a fi rst prototype has been created, 

selected members test and help fine-tune in cooperation with manufacturers. Contributors are involved, even 

after the product development phase is completed, for instance by promoting it. The initiative of individuals 

is the main player: what holds the diff erent passions and personal experiences together is the sharing of a 

project idea as a common result, therefore the network is transformed into worknet. 

 

Design thinking in this case should not necessarily aim to limited or temporary partnership, 

but at processes and systems that prioritize the free circulation of shared projects and values.  
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4. Facing elasticity  

Coolhunting and experimenting new methodological approaches 

 

In the historic phase we are going through, consumers are far more expert than companies, who 

remain fixed to rigid methods and strategies, still giving a strong emphasis on the designer’s 

signature instead the design thinking skills.  

As consumers “evolve” into the role of consum-authors, the new priority is to define techniques and 

tools that support research. Consumers aren’t  a patchwork of segments organised by categories (such as age, 

class, etc), they claim to be the medium themselves and consider themselves the protagonists. Therefore, 

consumption becomes a creative dimension expressed through impulse and need for expression. The body 

assumes a decisive role as a means of expression and street-styles, make up, fashion and accessories become 

the tools to express oneself, through the re-elaboration and match of products and services. In order to 

understand and interpret peoples’  behaviour, it is necessary to start from observing and analysing 

the real life of individuals, who are no longer little fragments, or part of a homogeneous mass. 

 

The point at issue is that people and companies, if experienced as separate worlds, risk to 

remain detached from reality. 

 

Consum-authors, by assuming role of producers of products and processes, also become 

producers of trends, therefore the new priority is to define techniques and instruments that support 

research in terms of methods integration as well as in terms of responding effectively to clients’ requests. Its 

not a coincidence that coolhunting has become a widespread practice among consumers of all ages, as a 

possible approach to catch and gather fragments of reality, to testify one’s own presence/participation and 

personality. The role of the coolhunter, not only a term to describe a job-title coined in the mid Nineties, 

being more than a new professional figure, is considered today an innovative alternative to existing research 

methods.  

The coolhunting activity interpreted the need to face, in a spontaneous manner ongoing 

change: the elastic mind and elastic job role, for researchers, managers and designers. 

In the past few years, the media have dedicated much attention to those professionals who are capable to spot 

new street fashion related phenomenon. In our view necessary to clarify and distinguish different professions 

and the diff erent levels in which the coolhunter operates. In many cases this is not a proper profession but a 
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personal interest. It is important to underline, however, that intuition and talent are not enough, and 

these sole factors do not make of a person a coolhunter.  

In their search for eccentric news and scoops, fashion magazines hire people who can provide hot stories on 

lifestyles and street styles. With a typical journalistic approach, these articles totally overlook any analysis of 

the market, trends or the identifi cation of social facts. “Eye-catching”  and occasionally a gossiping type of 

coolhunting is distant from peoples’ real life and behaviour, since it often represents a form of fashion 

industry’s self-celebration. Another form of recently fl ourished coohunting is that one of style blogs, a form 

of spontaneous coolhunting, that gives evidence of peoples interest towards street style and fashion-related 

phenomena.  

Coolhunting, and all of its by-products, risks belonging to one of the many appealing and fashionable 

research tools unless it is inscribed within a wider methodological framework that implies the researcher’s 

critical data re-interpretation.  

In reflecting upon the world of business and design, it was also important to re-design market 

research starting even from methodological challenges. 

In the book, Real Fashion Trends. The cool hunter guide by Future Concept Lab, the fi rst research institute 

in the world to employ, already back in 1992, young researchers who observe and report on the on-going 

phenomena regarding peoples’ life and behaviours, within the city they actually live and work, dedicated an 

entire chapter to describe the activity of coolhunting and its potential, if used as a method 

integrated with other systematic and consistent set of parallel research activities and 

interpretative competence.  

While qualitative and quantitative research techniques are now consolidated and remain an important ground 

for research and development, in we witness to the emergence of more experimental methodologies that are 

close to the world of semiotic studies, anthropology, ethnography and above all, the world of design. The 

success of a research study often depends on the ability to integrate a number of research methodologies, 

even if very diverse, enriching the interpretation of research findings.  

 
Design thinking should also take into consideration the research methods, that mirror the 

changes in society and the consumer’s mind, and experiment their integration, without 

forgetting that the priority should be the accuracy and the completeness of results, not only following the 

latest fad in the world of research.  
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5. Empowering design thinkers 

Interdisciplinary knowledge and translating social change 

 

The dynamics of the circularity of relationships, of objectives to be shared between people, of the free 

circulation of opinions in addition to ideas and projects that grow within deregulated contexts, should be 

monitored closely by designers and innovation-driven realities. The shift from niche (aristocracy of 

styles) to mass (democracy of taste) is evident. This means that designers, managers and decision-

makers need to establish an intimate and trusting relationship with the consumer. It  also means that it is 

necessary to abandon the logic of persuasion and to propose scenarios that are close to daily life, underlining 

the value of even the most simple phenomena, and weak signifiers of change, not only the big picture. 

Nowadays tt is important to understand that permeability of the boundaries between sectors, 

professions and disciplines, suggests a serious reflection upon the future role of design 

thinkers. If the consumer becomes author, designer and producer of trends -in many cases without being 

conscious and without putting any particular effort- then it is also true that reading social change and 

monitoring peoples’ consumption behaviours, can represent an additional skill- a new empowerment for 

design thinking, a new methodological tool and approach that enables designers, managers and decision-

makers. 

 

How can design thinkers keep pace with and face the challenge generated by the rise of a self-

governing design? 

 

This demands a completely new approach, not only from the Company’s side but also the educational 

institutions. There is need for new methods and experimental approach in order to be in fine tune with the 

new «mind» of the advanced market. The producers of change, that is design thinkers, should 

reason on the small and big patterns of behaviours in society, and fuel their thinking.  
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A representative example among academic realities, putting together different fields of study in order to 

encourage innovation through creativity, are the Master Degree courses of Domus Academy, a renowned post 

graduate school of design in Mi lan. Both the MILD (Master’s in Interior and Living Design) and MBD 

(Master’s in Business Design) courses introduced an innovative interdisciplinary teaching approach, 

giving equal importance to the world of design, research and management. By design, the coolhunting 

technique makes part of the faculty’s academic program, enabling students to put into practice different skills 

and preferences.  

Knowledge of trends evolution, including a background in the area of consumption, 

communication and retail, is a requisite for design thinkers since one the most credible 

strategies today to face the rise of consum-authors. 
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6) Conclusions 

 

It is obvious that the new technologies contributed to change not only peoples’  behaviours, but peoples’  

“mentality”,  ways of thinking absorbed by the everyday use of technological tools and solutions. The 4 

trends described in this paper, reflect macro changes that influence society, diff erent business sectors, 

starting from peoples’ life: the capacity and the passion for combination typical of the “creative cut and 

paste”, the relational speed of SMSing, the sense of collective experience provided by fi le-sharing, the 

narrative qualities of the DVD, the territory exploration which is personalised by the navigator, the memories 

selection of the ipod, the forms of convivial do-it-yourself typical of digital video-photography or the 

expressive experimentation of the DJ.  

This paper illustrated, that in order to define new visions and strategies one should look into the life 

of people, monitoring the signifiers of change that arise from interdisciplinary fields of 

knowledge. The objective is to develop a new sensibility among design thinkers, nourishing their creativity 

and inventiveness and enriching a company’s resources. 

 

! New groups of people and individuals propose solutions and give innovative responses 

suitable for their needs, as a result of technological advances, generating change that influences all 

levels of society. The challenge is to understand the new ways of thinking and translate those findings 

into valuable projects and experiences. 

! The step forward is to imagine scenarios in which people are capable of handling in an 

autonomous, fast and creative manner the products and services offered to them, as is 

already happening. 

! It’s necessary to cope with the new side of the design thinking manifested through technological 

innovation, consumer participation, creative involvement, fast and accessible information sources, tailor-

made solutions and crowdsourcing projects.  

! Both companies and designers can benefit from the analysis of social change and people’s 

consumption behaviours, a source of inspiration on which to brainstorm, deepen and develop new 

ideas. Trends become a starting point on which to confi rm or reject theoretical hypothesis built on the 

observation of a sociocultural context. 
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Therefore, should take into consideration that in order to encourage distinctive design thinking, in the 

future it will be important to: 

 

a) Develop a new awareness amongst design thinkers, coming up against people as producers of 

change 

b)  Hunt for solutions and inspiration that arise from interdisciplinary fields of knowledge 

c)  Enable consumers to participate in the process 

d)  Propose systematic reading of social change and peoples’ consumption behaviours before the 

definition of projects and strategies 

e) Consider trends as a credible design thinking tool which represents the common ground for the 

worlds of research, design and business. 
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