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Design as Language – a Misconception?

Abstract
Because design is often conceived of as a language, it is worth-
while to take a closer look at this relationship. It is especially in-
teresting to look at the transition from the verbal to the visual in 
interpretations and analyses of design. This article discusses some 
salient topics appearing in this context. In particular, claims made 
in the books by Kress and van Leeuwen (1996) and Krippendorff 
(2006) are discussed, because their approaches are widely used in 
design discourses, in journals, schools, exhibition catalogues, etc. 
These texts probably influence design research, but, in the present 
author’s view, do not help interpretation of visual qualities in de-
sign. The underlying critical assumption in this article is that the 
language metaphor and concepts derived from linguistics do not 
do justice to the interpretations of design objects, especially con-
cerning their visual qualities. When these qualities are underrated, 
it seems difficult to assess the cultural significance of design. 

The encounter between two research disciplines 
– innovation through rethinking values and mealtime in nursing 
homes

Abstract
More than 44,000 Norwegian citizens live in nursing homes. 
Many health problems are related to malnutrition and under-
nourishment. Registered nurses are responsible for the care qual-
ity in nursing homes. Due to limitations with respect to workforce 
and budget, it is of importance that staff discovers new mealtime 
solutions. In the field of industrial design, the profession is con-
tinuously proliferating in specialized directions concerning both 
design tasks to solve, design approaches, as well as the span of 
technological and human-oriented means as part of solutions. The 
aim has been to explore how to improve the quality of mealtime 
in nursing homes. We have included: 1) observations 2) dialogue 
meetings and 3) workshops. The final result of the study is seen as 
two-fold: the value platform and five design concept ideas. Within 
the field of clinical nursing research, the hunt for new solutions 
is a challenge. In this work, crossing disciplinary frontiers is of 
great importance. In the present study, we have tried to implement 

Among paradigms: Major ways of framing user-related 
problems in contemporary architectural discourse 

Abstract
While a review of contemporary architectural theory indicates 
that user-related concerns have not been absent, this discussion 
remains rather fragmented and incidental. Seeking reasons behind 
this situation, this paper discusses the major paradigms underpin-
ning contemporary architectural discourse and explicates how dif-
ferent paradigms ground different approaches to users. It reveals 
certain limitations of the dominating conceptual positions (positiv-
ism/post-positivism, critical theory, constructivism), and argues in 
turn for the relevance of phenomen-ology in supporting a more 
user- and context-sensitive architectural practice. 
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Teaching strategic and systems design to facilitate collabo-
ration and learning

Abstract
As strategic and systems approaches are becoming more relevant 
in design education when it concerns collaborative projects with 
the industry, an explicit systems design methodology is needed to 
structure collaboration and learning among students, educators, 
and the Norwegian industry. This article describes three alter-
native studio projects for teaching strategic and systems design 
with the involvement of Norwegian companies. Besides this, the 
approaches and fundamental theories of design thinking and rea-
soning, which are characteristic of these projects, were reflected 
against each other. In the undergraduate (year 2) systems thinking 
design studio, the challenge was to train students to understand 
how system elements are rationally interconnected with their su-
prasystems and subsystems based on usability and man-machine 
interactions. In addition to the challenges pertaining to systems 
thinking, collabora¬tive learning and designing based on a men-
torship learning concept were introduced in the Vertical Design 
Studio, which involved second- and third-year students. Concern-
ing the postgraduate fourth-year strategic design projects with the 
industry, the challenge was to involve Norwegian companies in 
product planning and goal finding as well as in innovation and 
design activities and to assess how supportive and receptive these 
companies were towards radical innovation/diversification. The 
analysis of completed projects shows that the Norwegian industry 
is supportive of strategic design but is rather conservative and risk 
averse when it concerns accepting and implementing radical in-
novation initiatives. Referring to user-centred and context-based 
innovation, this article also supports the implementation of a sys-
tems approach to facilitate social and hierarchical learning across 
the second-year systems design studio, second- and third-year ver-
tical studios, and fourth-year strategic design studio.

User Requirements of Furniture Influenced by a Move 
to a Senior Housing
Focus Group Interviews on Changes for People in the Third Age

Abstract
User-centred design approaches within the field of furniture design 
for old people involves an act of embracing and balancing vari-
ous end-user needs and assessing their relative importance for the 
product experience. It is often assumed that older people’s physi-
ological needs dominate their other needs. In the present study, 
three focus group interviews were carried out with the exploratory 
purpose of gaining an understanding of how people feel and think 
about changes when moving to and living in an apartment in sen-
ior housing, outside the housing market, and what impact this has 
on their opinions of furniture and other interior products. Twelve 
people aged 59–93 took part. The outcomes of the focus group in-
terviews point to demands on products that support the physical, 
psychological and social changes that relocation and aging may 
bring, and correspond to an independent and self-determinant 
identity. User requirements related to usability and affective prod-
uct experience for the design of totally new or improved products 
are proposed. The paper discusses the complexity in the research 
assignment to communicate and bring end-user knowledge and 
experiences to life, and suggests that designers will benefit from 
carrying out or being involved in user-centred research.
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Preparing design students for strategic design
How visualisation and concept development can inform the pro-
cess of change in organisations

Abstract
This paper deals with how the visual approach from a design pro-
cess can help inform companies about future opportunities at a 

strategic level. The paper follows an innovation project where de-
sign students worked with five companies at a 1-day workshop and 
with one company through a 2-week project. In both processes the 
students worked visually with mapping and making sense of large 
amounts of data that may influence the company’s strategy. They 
also synthesized these finding by creating conceptual suggestions 
for the company’s future products. This paper discusses the les-
sons learned from the innovation project and reflects on which new 
knowledge, methods and techniques designers should be aware of 
when participating in multidisciplinary strategic processes and 
new educational initiatives. This paper shows how the design pro-
fession’s traditional visual tools and methods for concept develop-
ment can be used to facilitate discussions for companies facing 
strategic challenges. It also underlines the importance of rethink-
ing design skills and communication when moving into strategic 
processes. 
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this approach and experience. Through rethinking values, we have 
discovered innovative solutions and strategies that might have 
been difficult to discover within a traditional, single disciplinary 
method.


