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Our current operating environment, characterized by volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and 

ambiguity, also influences the expectations placed on Design professionals, who must ap-

proach and solve increasingly challenging problems while working with increasingly diverse 

participant groups. The aim of this study is to deepen the understanding of the context in 

which design professionals operate in and to identify the capabilities and skills required of 

them in response to the ongoing changes and growing complexity of the operating environ-

ment. This research combines the fields of Design and Futures studies, highlighting recent 

developments and emphasises themes such as systems thinking, sustainability, and transfor-

mation, reflecting their significance for the evolving expertise and role of designers. 

This qualitative basic research follows an interpretivist and constructivist research philoso-

phy, where understanding and interpretation is constructed and deepened through social in-

teraction between the researcher and the participants. The research data was gathered 

through semi-structured interviews with eleven experts working in the fields of Futures stud-

ies and Design education and practice. The data was analysed using thematic content analysis. 

The findings illustrate how the increasing complexity and changes in the operating environ-

ment and in the role of Design professionals impose new demands on their skills and capabil-

ities, which extend beyond skills of traditional design expertise. The conclusions suggest that 

Futures studies, particularly Anticipation and Futures literacy, can help Design professionals 

develop new competencies in systemic and holistic thinking. This, in turn, enables a more 

ethical and sustainable approach to design, while fostering participatory and multidisciplinary 

approach. Developing these capabilities allows Design professionals to navigate the complex 

and multiple futures, taking meaningful, proactive steps toward desired outcomes and un-

locking opportunities to create socially, ecologically, and economically future-proof design. 

Keywords: Transition Design, Futures Studies, Anticipation, Futures Literacy, Systems Think-

ing, Sustainability, Transformation 
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Nykyistä toimintaympäristöämme kuvaavat epävakaisuus, epävarmuus, monimutkaisuus ja 

epäselvyys heijastuvat myös siihen, kuinka moninaisissa rooleissa toimivien muotoilun am-

mattilaisten odotetaan lähestyvän ja ratkaisevan yhä haastavampi ongelmia yhdessä yhä mo-

nimuotoisemman osallistujajoukon kanssa. Tämän tutkimuksen tarkoituksena on lisätä ym-

märrystä kontekstista, jossa muotoilun ammattilaiset toimivat ja ymmärtää millaisia kyvyk-

kyyksiä ja taitoja heiltä vaaditaan vastauksena toimintaympäristömme jatkuvaan muutokseen 

ja lisääntyvään kompleksisuuteen. Tutkimus yhdistää muotoilun ja tulevaisuudentutkimuksen 

tieteenaloja ja viimeaikaisia kehityskulkuja painottaen erityisesti systeemiajattelun, kestä-

vyysajattelun ja transformaation teemoja ja peilaten niiden merkitystä muuttuneessa toimin-

taympäristössä muotoilijoiden ammattitaidolle ja muuttuneelle roolille.  

Laadullinen perustutkimus noudattaa interpretivististä ja konstruktivistista tutkimusfiloso-

fiaa, jossa ymmärrys ja tulkinta syntyvät ja syvenevät sosiaalisessa vuorovaikutuksessa tutki-

jan ja tutkittavien välillä. Tutkimuksen aineisto on kerätty haastatellen yhtätoista tulevaisuu-

dentutkimuksen ja muotoilun opetuksen ja käytännön parissa työskentelevää asiantuntijaa ja 

aineisto on analysoitu hyödyntäen temaattista sisällönanalyysiä.  

Tutkimustulokset kuvaavat, kuinka jatkuvasti lisääntyvä kompleksisuus ja muutokset toimin-

taympäristössä ja muotoilun ammattilaisten roolissa asettavat uusia, pelkän muotoiluosaa-

minen ylittäviä vaatimuksia myös muotoilun ammattilaisten osaamiselle ja kyvyille. Tutkimuk-

sen johtopäätöksinä esitetäänkin, että tulevaisuudentutkimuksen teemat, erityisesti anti-

sipaatio ja tulevaisuuslukutaito, voivat auttaa muotoilun ammattilaisia hankkimaan uusia ky-

vykkyyksiä systeemiseen ja kokonaisvaltaiseen ajatteluun. Tämä mahdollistaa eettisemmän 

ja kestävän lähestymistavan muotoiluun sekä osallistavan ja monitieteisen lähestymistavan 

omaksumisen. Hallitsemalla nämä kyvyt muotoilun ammattilaiset voivat navigoida monimut-

kaisuuden ja useiden mahdollisten tulevaisuuksien maailmassa ja ottaa merkityksellisiä, en-

nakoivia askeleita haluttujen lopputulosten saavuttamiseksi avaten näin mahdollisuuksia 

luoda sosiaalisesti, ekologisesti ja taloudellisesti tulevaisuuskestävämpää muotoilua. 

Avainsanat: siirtymämuotoilu, tulevaisuudentutkimus, antisipaatio, tulevaisuuslukutaito, sys-

teemiajattelu, kestävyysajattelu, transformaatio  
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1 INTRODUCTION  

In the news, we get daily reminders of the indifference and short-sightedness of us humans 

in pursuit of economic growth that quite often guides our thinking and actions. Despite know-

ing that, as a society, we are constantly overstepping our planetary boundaries, our efforts 

still lack the necessary momentum to turn our thinking and action into sustainable. Planetary 

boundaries is a framework and a concept that describes nine planetary boundaries within 

which humanity can continue, develop and thrive for generations to come (Planetary Bound-

aries, 2023). The Earth Overshoot Day, the date during the year, when we have used our nat-

ural resources in a way that is sustainable and what Earth can regenerate, was the 1st of 

August in 2024. But not all countries have an overshoot day. The wealthiest of the nations 

also consume the most of nature’s resources. In Finland, we have used our share already by 

the 12th of April in 2024. (Earth Overshoot Day, 2024.) This means, that in Finland, we would 

need almost four Earths for not leaving a debt behind for future generations. Since we only 

have one, a lot of things need to change radically.   

Following this debate, as well as being a part of the needed transformation myself as a person, 

mother, employee and future Design professional, I wanted to dive in to the topic of Futures 

and Design in my research. Also, I want to play a part in creating more understanding, and 

eventually solutions, around the topic.  

 

1.1 Background and Motivation for the Research 

My personal interest in Futures studies has grown throughout my Master’s studies while get-

ting acquainted with themes of change in design from different perspectives (see, e.g., Valto-

nen, 2020). In professional life, I have had to chance to participate in and lead different types 

of development projects and I have gained firsthand experience of how hard leading change, 

let alone transformation, actually is. But even more importantly, I have seen how much we 

currently need it. During the Spring 2024, I had the opportunity to participate on open Uni-

versity course in university of Turku, Getting to know Futures studies, and I felt like I found 

the missing piece to develop my expertise even further. Or more accurately, give me even 

wider perspective into approaching challenges with the thinking and tools that Design has 

already given me. For me, coming originally from yet another discipline, Business and admin-

istrations, it was easy to see the similarities between these two fields and I felt that they could 

benefit from each other. After getting acquainted with the basics of Futures studies and hav-

ing recognised the potential of the combination, I was a little surprised how little they seem 

to overlap in theories and practise of Design. At the same time, diving headfirst into another 

discipline felt quite overwhelming and I started to search for approaches in the intersection 

of Design and Futures studies to help me in this journey of Future-proofing my skills in being 

a part of designing inclusive and sustainable futures.   
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As marketing communication targeting the job markets and consumers show, current discus-

sion in organisations concerning sustainability is slowly increasing. As a part of the European 

Green Deal, a growth strategy that protects the climate and aims at making EU climate neutral 

by 2050 (The European Green Deal, n.d.),  European Sustainability Reporting Standards, ESRS, 

are forcing organisations to address sustainability issues also in their reporting (Directorate-

General for Financial Stability, 2023). But progress is slow and reporting requirements con-

cern only large companies. Even though this regulation increases the attention on sustaina-

bility efforts of companies, these reporting standards are, once again, originally made to serve 

the financing sector and their needs (Corporate Sustainability Reporting, n.d.).  Also, some 

smaller companies have seen social responsibility and sustainability as an opportunity to 

stand out from the crowd and turn them into competitive advantage in their marketing and 

operations by attracting customers with similar values. But the state of our current operating 

environment, that is often described with acronym VUCA (volatility, uncertainty, complexity 

and ambiguity (see, e.g. Berinato, 2014) affects the decision making of people as individuals 

and in organisations and societies. Recent news of multiple successful sustainable Finnish 

fashion companies shutting down operations due to plummeted sales are discouraging in per-

spective of profitable sustainable business (see, e.g., Martikainen, 2023). 

Undeniably, as a human kind and as individuals, we should make better choices to secure the 

future of this planet. But it is the complexity and systemic nature of our challenges and the 

conflicting interests of shareholders that makes the task hard to accomplish (see, e.g., Design 

Council, 2021). Complex problems can be seen as messy and ambiguous in nature, they are 

connected to other problems, likely to react in unpredictable and un-linear way and expected 

to create unintended consequences (Burns et al., 2006, p. 8). Wicked problem is a term widely 

used to describe these complex problems that are particularly difficult to solve and unique in 

their complexity, meaning that the solution cannot be transformed from a problem to an-

other and that solution is not right or wrong, only good or bad and the effects and conse-

quences of the solution cannot be predicted (Buchanan, 1992).  

In addition to planet, also people are suffering from our short-sighted and poor choices and 

the effects of increasing complexity of our challenges. The growing well-being challenges in 

our society shadow the futures and affect the daily lives of people in the present (Dufva & 

Rekola, 2023). Concerningly, even young people are burdened and overwhelmed. In Finland, 

the results of NYT Youth Future Report (2023), which reviews young people’s attitudes to-

wards working life, their financial skills and entrepreneurship, reflect youth’s general uncer-

tainty over futures and increased concern for the strains of working life. Globally, The Future 

of Jobs Report (2023) of World Economic Forum states that the skills required at work are 

constantly changing and emphasises the need for “reskilling” and “upskilling” as the answer 

to keep up with the constant technological advancements and the emergence of new types 

of working. Across almost all sectors, organisations need to find fundamentally new ways of 

responding to change, if they still want to thrive in the future and it forces them to search for 

ways to become more forward thinking (Bühring & Liedtka, 2018).  
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Future is common for all (see, e.g., Masini, 2006) and need for inclusion and participation 

extends beyond the decision-making in the present. Now, more than ever, it is important to 

recognise who has the power to determine what are the possible and desirable futures. En-

couraging us all to think about who’s vision of future we currently pursue and who’s voice is 

excluded, SITRA (2024) has initiated a pilot program exploring ways to engage people in par-

ticipatory futures thinking and democratising futures. They call this concept as ‘Power to de-

fine futures’ (Tulevaisuusvalta) and offer a tool for everyone to examine the power to define 

futures and the choices associated with it (Poussa, 2024). When the turbulence and uncer-

tainty in our operating environment increases, instead of letting the threat narrow down our 

thinking and limit our actions, it is important to stay positive and hopeful and see what already 

has been accomplished and solved (Koskelo, 2021).  Opening up one’s mind to see options, 

and pursue the desired ones, is a powerful tool in transformation. The way future is under-

stood is changing in almost all domains and people are increasingly ‘using futures’ to find 

better ways to achieve sustainability, inclusiveness, prosperity, well-being and peace (Miller, 

2018c, p. 3). 

What are the implications of the above-described state of matters to design profession and 

design professionals? In his definition of design, “To design is to devise courses of action 

aimed at changing existing situations into preferred ones”, Simon (1996, p. 111) is stating the 

inherent connection between design, change and futures relevant to this study. The use of 

futures thinking and methodology has found its way to the domain of design. Some ap-

proaches, such as Transition design (Irwin, 2018; Irwin et al., 2015; Kossoff et al., 2015; Sides 

et al., 2022; Tonkinwise, 2015), Design futures (Angheloiu et al., 2017), Futures design (Ko-

skelo, 2021; Ojasalo et al., 2015), Foresight by design (Buehring & Bishop, 2020; Bühring & 

Liedtka, 2018) and Speculative design (Dunne & Raby, 2013, 2024) are explicitly stating so, 

whereas others, such as Transformation design (Burns et al., 2006) and Systemic design (De-

sign Council, 2021; Ryan, 2014) are using the ideas and terms of futures studies as part of the 

approaches. 

As Hupkes & Hedman (2022) suggest, we should be able to shift towards non-anthropocentric 

thinking in Design to find answers to sustainability crisis demanding profound change. Learn-

ing to speculate the future temporalities, while remaining relevant to present ones, is one of 

the key success factors in it, albeit its difficulty. (Hupkes & Hedman, 2022.) The motivation 

behind this study is to explore, what can we, as design professionals, do in order to help in 

this much needed transformation? What kind of skills and attitude do we need to be able to 

be the change agents navigating in the turmoil of complexity, increasing expectations and 

perishing Earth? What kind of new thinking skills should we learn and practice and what kind 

of understanding should we seek and nourish?  This aim supports also changing the narrative 

about what designers do and what kind of challenges they can face up against, as requested 

in Systemic design approach by Design Council (2021). 

Given the transdisciplinary nature of challenges we face today and following in the footsteps 

of Simons quote above, Valtonen (2020) has studied how the field of design has recently ap-

proached the concept of change. New areas of design, such as service design, design thinking, 
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speculative design, transition design and social design, have also evolved in what constitutes 

a desirable outcome of design. Still, the understanding of how to use design in creating change 

is quite fragmented. (Valtonen, 2020.) It is still widely agreed on that to achieve these funda-

mental changes, creative and participatory methods are needed to imagine and engage with 

alternatives (Ketonen-Oksi & Vigren, 2024). The question has expanded from what we design 

to how we design, for whom and why (Sanders & Stappers, 2008). This question deserves 

more attention and further research and ties it to the public request of adding more voices 

into deciding what futures to pursue. 

Masini (1982) describes vision-oriented futurist, listeners, those who can capture the seeds 

of change as the ones that do not fit into the existing social character in its totality, as ones 

often on the outlines of the logic of that specific system, as ones, who do not perceive only 

with their rational capabilities but also with their intuitive, imaginative capacities. This de-

scription could easily be mirrored with great success with the demands the current state of 

organisations poses for Design professionals working in projects with experts from different 

domains. As change is something both fields, Design and Futures studies inherently include, 

strive to understand and actively pursue, driving and pursuing positive change and transfor-

mation is somethings design professionals should be skilled at. As Masini (2006, p. 1163)  

states, “The ability to nurture the seeds of change and develop visions is even more important 

than the capacity for future analysis “. Thus, highlighting the open and curious posture of 

design professionals as heralds of change and futurist. Also, designers themselves recognise 

the need to address futures in their profession and upskill their capabilities for futures think-

ing due to the need and calling to channel their creativity and work towards systemic transi-

tions (Leppänen, 2023). Design professionals are increasingly faced with the need to address 

change in more transformative way. Therefore, this study takes on the views of strong sus-

tainability and transformative attitude to change, and investigates, what it means for the 

needed skillset of future Design professionals. As Angheloiu, Sheldrick, Tennant and 

Chaudhuri (2020) point out, future practitioners today are educated for the jobs and condi-

tions that do not yet exist. It is in the interest of this study to examine, how we as Design 

professionals could be better prepared for the futures of our profession and society.   

 

1.2 Research Questions and Aims 

This study contributes to increasing the understanding of the context where Design profes-

sionals operate and what kind of skills are demanded from them.  

Based on the prior literature (see, e.g., Angheloiu et al., 2017; Design Council, 2021; Irwin, 

2018; Valtonen, 2020; Zhang, 2023) the field of design practice and the diverse group of its 

practitioners are faced with increasingly challenging assignments and projects due to the tur-

bulent, complex and volatile operating environments of our era. At the same time, money is 

short for development that does not necessarily provide results in the short term. On the 

other hand, it has been increasingly debated that, at the time of uncertainty, we need hope, 

broader mindset and positive futures images to be able to innovate in a transformative way 
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(Angheloiu et al., 2017; Koskelo, 2021). However, there is still surprisingly limited research on 

the integration of Futures studies and Futures thinking to Design education.  

The research questions of this study are:  

What kind of skills do design professionals need in constantly changing and complex oper-

ating environment? 

How could integrating Future studies to Design studies support design professionals to de-

velop the skills that are needed? 

In addition to answering the above-mentioned research questions, the aim of the study is to 

understand the context, where Design professionals operate in and create more understand-

ing and discussion on the topic by giving voice to different stakeholders in the intersection of 

Design and Futures studies. As prior literature paints an alarming picture of the increasing 

complexity of the operating environment for future Design professionals, as a researcher, 

who is also part of the subject and context to be researched, and as an effort to avoid confir-

mation bias (see, e.g., Nickerson, 1998) the research will also include examining the descrip-

tions, narratives and perspectives on current landscape of organisations. As a part of creating 

understanding around the context, this study will also discuss how current education of De-

sign professionals is correlating with what is expected of them in the organisations. In addition 

to previous, this study aims at advancing the understanding of how integrating Futures stud-

ies to Design practice could support design professionals to develop the needed mindset and 

skills to respond to the challenges presented to them.  

As the purpose of this study is to describe and understand the phenomenon in its context and 

the researchers understanding is created and shaped as a result of social interaction with the 

interviewees and subjective interpretation and learning experience throughout the research 

journey, this study follows the research philosophy of interpretivism and social constructivism 

(Anttila, 1996; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). This study aims for increasing understanding as basic 

qualitative research (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) approaching the research through abductive 

reasoning and the interplay of empirical data and prior literature (Anttila, 1996; Paavola et 

al., 2006). Empirical data for this study is gathered in semi-structured interviews with experts 

working in the fields of Design, Futures studies and education and analysed through thematic 

content analysis (see, e.g., Braun & Clarke, 2006). More detailed description of the research 

design and ethical considerations related to it will be presented in Chapter 5 of this study. 

 

1.3 Framing the research  

This study concentrates on perspectives in the intersection of the fields of Design and Futures 

studies. As both fields of study already draw from other disciplines in their concepts and re-

search methods (Cross, 2006; Kuosa, 2011) and the academical literature and foundations for 

context are vast, certain limitations in the scope of the literature review of this study must be 

made.  
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Even though the education of design professionals is discussed and relevant to the context of 

this study, it is not in the scope of this study to define in detail or describe the current state 

of design education. This subject will be addressed only briefly through the discussion of what 

kind of skill design professionals need and how they could be developed (see e.g. Fleisch-

mann, 2022; Nelson, 2020). Similarly, different theories of learning and teaching are not in 

the scope of the study, even though they are relevant to the discussion of acquiring new skills 

and touch upon within the context of futures thinking (see, e.g., Pouru-Mikkola & Wilenius, 

2021). 

One of the central themes of this research is change, that happens all around us, but it is not 

in the scope of this study to discuss different theories of personal, organisational and societal 

change in depth. In this study, change in all forms is taken as inherent part of reality and it 

encompasses all forms of change from incremental to transformational. Understanding 

change is inherently included in approaches of the theoretical framework of this study (see, 

e.g., Irwin, 2018; Koskelo, 2021) and concepts of change, transformation and transition (see, 

e.g., Stephan, 2017) are being used in parallel within this study, although their different con-

notations have been accounted for. This study accepts that change in all forms is happening, 

it is needed and we all need skills to approach it with curiosity and openness instead of trying 

to preserve the status quo.   

In addition to accepting change as inherent to our operating environment, the same must be 

done with systemic structures. Systems theory, that is used across different disciplines, from 

biology to cybernetics (Kim, 1999), is also relevant in Design and Futures studies. Instead of 

systems theories, this study emphasises the need for individual’s capacity for systems thinking 

(Kim, 1999; Monat & Gannon, 2015) and the concept will be briefly introduced in connection 

with systemic design in chapter 2.4, although it is a relevant concept to Futures studies as 

well. 

 

1.4 Structure of the thesis  

First chapter of this thesis introduces the background and motivation for this research, pre-

sents the research questions and aims as well as discusses the limitation of the scope of the 

research by framing the study.  

Next chapters 2, 3 and 4 discuss the current academic conversation of the fields of Design and 

Futures studies with the emphasis on highlighting how current state of our surrounding soci-

ety and environment, as well as development paths that can be identified, affect the research 

and practices of these fields of study.  The review starts in Chapter 2 by introducing briefly 

how Design discipline and the concepts essential to this study have evolved during recent 

decades. In Chapter 3, a summary of the basic assumptions of Futures studies and the se-

lected approaches and concepts necessary to this research are explicated. Chapter 4 presents 

the emerging field of Design futures and the theoretical framework of this study.  
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Chapter 5 presents the research design and data collection and analysis methods. This chap-

ter presents the selected research philosophy and strategy, describes in detail the data col-

lection method and selection of the participants, describes the processing and analysis of the 

empirical data as well as comments on the ethical consideration and limitations of this study.  

Chapter 6 introduces the interviewees and present the findings of this study. Findings are 

presented in five sub-chapters, each describing in detail the different aspects of synthesised 

interpretations made from empirical data analysis. In chapter 6.1 the landscape of organisa-

tions today is discussed. Chapter 6.2 describes the role of the Design professionals in the or-

ganisations. Chapter 6.3 presents the findings of the skills and abilities of Design profession-

als, Chapter 6.4 discusses notions on the education of Design professionals and Chapter 6.5 

provides a glimpse to the discussion of how the interviewees see the integration of the fields 

of Design and Futures studies. 

Chapter 7 discusses the empirical findings in dialog with theoretical framework of this study 

by answering the research questions and Chapter 8 concludes this study by presenting a brief 

summary of the research, theoretical contributions of this study, practical implications and 

recommendations and suggestions for further research.  
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2 BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO EVOLVING DESIGN DISCIPLINE   

 

This chapter introduces briefly how the field of Design studies has evolved during the years, 

what kind of topics have risen into the centre of the attention in the literature recently and 

what kind of implications do those topics have for the role of Design professionals in the or-

ganisations. At the end of this chapter, one of the more recent approaches of design in re-

sponding to the challenges of our operating environment, Systemic design will be introduced.  

  

2.1 Evolution of the Design discipline 

Design, that historically originates from the activity of crafting forms and objects has never 

been static as a practice (Burns et al., 2006). Along the way, the object of design has transi-

tioned from products towards the customers, then to services and intangibles and onwards 

to holistic user-experiences. Additionally, the focus of interest has turned from the outcome 

of the process to the processes of design itself. (Burns et al., 2006; Valtonen, 2020.)  

In the 1960’s and 70’s the Scandinavian approach of participatory design started to gain at-

tention with the idea of opening the design process to the people who actually were to use 

its results (Burns et al., 2006) and where the designer has a critical role in giving form to the 

ideas created together (Sanders & Stappers, 2008, p. 12). This approach of participatory de-

sign, underlining the importance of co-design and collective creativity, highlights the active 

role of users in the design process (Manzini, 2015; Salmi & Mattelmäki, 2021; Sanders & Stap-

pers, 2008). In participatory or co-design processes, solutions are created through coopera-

tion of increasingly diverse group of participants and only some of them have the professional 

training, methods and toolset of a designer. In the 1970’s and 80’s rapid technological ad-

vancements gave rise to user interface (UI) design, an approach that fuses graphic design with 

user-requirement methods used in software development. This recognition of the importance 

of customers and users has led to broader use of user-centred design as the dominant model 

of 1990’s and 2000’s (Burns et al., 2006; Sanders & Stappers, 2008). The early 2000’s brought 

on two major questions under consideration: where design skills are being applied and who 

are the ones actually applying them (Burns et al., 2006; Sanders & Stappers, 2008). When 

Vargo & Lusch (2004) introduced the paradigm-sifting article of Service-dominant logic of 

markets, the corresponding approach of design, Service design, originating from 1980’s and 

1990’s, gained even more momentum with its ideas of improving and innovating services and 

customer experience through applying design principles and frameworks (Burns et al., 2006; 

Sanders & Stappers, 2008). Also Design thinking was popularized in the late 2000’ by Design 

agency IDEO. It adds to traditional design theory by emphasizing being user-driven, designing 

with heterogenous participants instead of designing for them, as well as adding a toolkit to 

facilitate this co-design in practice. The cross-section of desirability (human), viability (busi-

ness) and feasibility (technology) is where the innovation prospers. (Brown & Katz, 2009; 

Bühring & Liedtka, 2018, p. 139.) These two approaches, Service Design and Design Thinking, 
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brought design even closer to the lives of customers and everyday practices of organisations 

accompanied by tools and mindset to make them more transparent and usable for everyone.  

As the changes in the competitive environment have increased, customer-centric thinking has 

found its way to board rooms and strategy development in organisations, making way for 

design thinking and methods to be applied more widely than before. The topics, such as the 

return on investment (ROI) of design, design maturity of organisations and the strategical im-

portance of design in service organisations have been popular topics lately. (Koivisto et al., 

2019.) Nowadays, design has expanded into multidisciplinary collaboration, integrating tech-

nology, business, and society to foster innovative solutions. Design practices have spread far 

beyond traditional disciplines of designing (Lloyd, 2017) and design is increasingly seen posi-

tioned as an organisational activity that can lead to continuous innovation and competitive-

ness with the further potential to enhance multidisciplinary stakeholders to align, learn and 

change together (Bühring & Liedtka, 2018).  

Countering or complementing the discussion of design as an asset for gaining competitive 

advantage in business and technology, also deeper meanings for using design are emerging.  

As a response to the changing world and the changing role of designers in it, also Social design 

has gained increasing momentum in design research during the last two decades (Chen et al., 

2016). Similarly, different approaches of sustainable design have evolved from thinking about 

materials of the design object into addressing environmental and social issues and responsi-

ble design thinking for sustainable development (Baldassarre et al., 2024). Transformation 

design, that “builds on traditional design skills to address social and economic issues”, uses 

design process as a gateway to collaboration between different disciplines and stakeholders 

(Burns et al., 2006, p. 6). Coulson et al. (2018) suggest that design, as a collaborative practice, 

offers a way of envisioning shared futures, that can guide collective action, provide tools and 

ideology for developing and testing solutions as well as knowledge and practice for creating 

change. Transformation Design, as well as other multidisciplinary and participatory ap-

proaches seem to rely on the foundational perspective that the human’s ability to co-create 

is central to solving global problems on local level (Coulson et al., 2018; Manzini, 2015). But it 

is important to note that that mere adoption of design methods, without adopting the under-

lying ethical and sustainable considerations guiding their use, cannot provide us with trans-

formative outcomes we desire and greater reflexivity in using design approaches is needed 

(Vink & Koskela-Huotari, 2022).   

As this current era is characterised by constant change and increasing complexity, in recent 

developments in design research and practice, ethical and moral considerations seem to be 

essentially included in the evaluation of what can and should be done. These emerging design 

practices strive to critically imagine and foster alternative and moral relationships between 

the human and the world, using design objects as instruments for reflecting, interpreting and 

representing.  (Zhang, 2023.) Lloyd (2017) states, that in addition to research in a “pure” form, 

design is a field that links disciplines, audiences and technologies in a critical but productive 

way, actively taking part in shaping the future by its practice, at all levels of increasingly frag-

mented world. 
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Zhang (2023) divides the non-affirmative design approaches, which are still in their infancy, 

under the umbrellas of, 1) Social design, with their cognitive interest being in the practices 

and 2) Ethical design, with emancipatory cognitive interests. In this classification, Design Fic-

tion, Design Futures, Discursive Design and Speculative Design fall into the category of Ethical 

design whereas Transition Design, Sustainable Design, Social design, Service Design, Partici-

patory Design, Co-Design and Critical Design are classified as Social Design practices. (Zhang, 

2023.) Even if these approaches are often mingled with each other with overlapping concepts 

and methods, this classification gives an interesting perspective to the emphasis, objectives 

and worldviews of these different approaches. This study draws from both categories of this 

classification, because both, action and new and critical thinking, are needed in order to ap-

proach the challenges of the operating environment of today and pursue better future for all. 

 

2.2 The Changing role of the Design Professionals  

One of the grounding principles of design practice is the idea of learning by doing and com-

bining thinking and making while designing desirable outcomes (see, e.g., Cross, 2006). Nel-

son & Stolterman (2012) describe this merging of theory and practice, design wisdom, as a 

combination of reasoning, observation, reflection, imagination, activity and actual doing. Ac-

cording to Manzini (2015), design can be seen again as the result of combining three human 

abilities: critical thinking, creativity and practical sense. Combining these three abilities makes 

it possible to imagine something that does not yet exist, but which, by taking the right steps, 

could be (Manzini, 2015). 

This puts also the designers in a new and evolving role of a coach, facilitator and an enabler 

instead of the sole expert, artist, hero and gatekeeper (Burns et al., 2006; Manzini, 2015; 

Sanders & Stappers, 2008; Valtonen, 2020). In addition to facilitating the process and enabling 

people that participate, the role of a designer is often an embedded one. For example, Salmi 

& Mattelmäki, (2021) see the organisational change as emergent and subtle, happening in 

interaction between people in the co-design processes. The designer has a role as a facilitator, 

but also undergoes change as a result. Designer is not an objective observer of events, but is 

also part of the change that emerges in the process. (Salmi & Mattelmäki, 2021.) This embed-

ded agency of the designer requires a careful consideration of the bias, attitude, motivation 

and history of oneself, since that is what we all as human-beings carry with us.  

In addition to opportunities, this new role of designers that is in transformation, presents also 

some challenges. Burns et al. (2006) state that it might feel challenging for the designers to 

lose some of the personal creative authorship, what naturally follows from using participatory 

methods and inviting different stakeholders to actively participate in the design process and 

decision making. Diverse contributors are influencing what is “good design” and what designs 

are worth developing further. Also, in this new role, the goal of the designers is to shape 

behaviour, not form, which requires a totally different skillset. Similarly, transformation is 

never done, so the designer is actively creating the conditions for the ongoing and emergent 

change of the system, instead of defining the finished result of a project. This new approach 
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can be seen as a threat to put yourself out of business by teaching your clients to do what you 

do now. On the other hand, it can be seen as a way to connect with your clients on a much 

deeper level and providing them value as a design partner. (Burns et al., 2006.) 

In the future, designer can help by making the tools for non-designers to express themselves 

creatively (Sanders & Stappers, 2008). Designers will be needed, because they hold highly 

developed skills, like visual thinking, finding missing information, running creative processes 

and the ability to make decisions in the absence of certainty, that are relevant when the scope 

expands and the complexity increases (Sanders & Stappers, 2008, p. 15). In addition to sup-

porting social actors in the constant co-designing processes of daily life, expert design also 

functions as cultural operator, “collaborating in the creation of shared images and stories that 

underlie a new idea of wellbeing” (Manzini, 2015, p. 204). 

Recent developments in design research and literature have reflected the ongoing transfor-

mation of the social, economic and ecological environment of today. The challenges we face 

today are often interlinked by nature and require an interdisciplinary approach. Our tradi-

tional way of solving problems, breaking them into manageable pieces and solving them one 

by one, does not work with complex problems, since they require many stakeholders with 

different interests to work together and change their behaviour in many different layers 

(Burns et al., 2006). Therefore, more research is needed on what kind of skills would support 

design professionals in this multidisciplinary and complex operating environment. 

 

2.3 Systems thinking and Systemic design 

Even though it is not the aim of this study to dive really deep into different disciplines and 

their theories, for the sake of perspective and heightened focus of this topic on literature 

review, it is useful to take a look into synthesised definition of systems thinking. After review-

ing some key literature concerning systems thinking, Monat & Gannon, (2015, p. 24) state 

that systems thinking can be described as a perspective that recognises systems as “collec-

tions of components that are all interrelated and necessary, and whose inter-relationships are 

at least as important as the components themselves”. It can be seen as a perspective, a lan-

guage and a set of tools. Systems thinking will be helpful when approaching complex prob-

lems, because, instead of conventional reductionistic thinking, it focuses to the relationships 

among the components, as well as on the components themselves. Instead of the compo-

nents, relationships are often the ones dominating the performance of the system as a whole. 

Systems thinking can be used to approach and understand non-linear behaviours, like the 

often apparently illogical behaviours of individuals, organisations and even countries. (Monat 

& Gannon, 2015.) One of the most known models of systems thinking is “The Iceberg” model 

(figure 1) that studies the reality by layering perspectives of events, patterns and systemic 

structures and linking them to corresponding action modes of people. We often only see the 

tip of the iceberg, the events, thus we often let those drive our decision-making, even though 

events are actually the results of deeper patterns and systemic structures. (Kim, 1999.) 
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Figure 1.The Iceberg model (Adapted from Kim, 1999).  

In 2021, Design Council introduced The Systemic Design Framework, which is a synthesizing 

and evolved framework that combines the essence of their previous contributions to design, 

Double Diamond and the Framework for innovation (figure2). It is meant for an approach for 

designers to address complex, systemic challenges that involve more than one organisation 

and can probably never be solved entirely. The framework adds to Double Diamond’s diver-

gent and convergent thinking phases by recognising that, when complexity increases, these 

phases are not linear. Even though the core premise of divergent and convergent thinking 

stays put, the phases are renamed as Explore, Reframe, Create and Catalyse (rather than Dis-

cover, Define, Develop, Deliver as in original Double Diamond). (Design Council, 2005, 2021.) 
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Figure 2. Systemic Design Framework and principles (Adapted forward from Design Council, 2018, CC BY 4.0). 

In the framework, six  principles to guide activity in Systemic Design were proposed; 1) People 

and planet centeredness as a value, 2) Zooming in and out, from present to the future and 

from micro to macro and from personal perspective to wider systems view, 3) Testing and 

growing ideas by making, 4) Inclusive attitude welcoming difference, 5) Collaborating and 

connecting and seeing a project as a part of wider movement for change and finally, 6) Circu-

lar and regenerative thinking and designing.  

In order to succeed in this kind of approach, the following characteristics for Key Roles need 

to be fulfilled in the Design team: systems thinker, leader and a storyteller, designer and 

maker and connector and convenor. Systems thinker is a person with the ability to see and 

figure out the interconnectedness of everything in the big picture and zoom between, micro 

and macro and across silos. Leader and storyteller is able to tell a story about what might be 

possible and why that is important. They have the ability to get buy-in from all levels and be 

persistent in this pursuit. Designer and maker has the tools, ability and understanding to in-

corporate design, innovative tools and creative and technical skills to make things happen 

early on in the process. Connector and convenor is a person with good personal skills and 

relationships and who can bring people from different backgrounds to create something big-

ger together. These people use divergent and convergent thinking, zoom in and out con-

stantly, are relentlessly digging down to the root causes of problems and underlying assump-

tions and invisible structures. They understand that the projects they work on, do not really 

fix the problems, but are just stepping stones along the journey towards the bigger vision that 



 

   
 

14 
 

is shared. Working on projects is about instigating movement for change. (Design Council 

2021.) 

In the Systemic Design framework (2021), there are also four supporting functions around the 

core process of exploring, reframing, creating and catalysing. These are called: orientation 

and vision setting, leadership and storytelling, connections and relationships and continuing 

the journey. These are closely linked and utilise the characteristics for a systems designer 

introduced previously. Especially the first one, orientation and vision setting, requires com-

pletely new type of thinking and action, that based on understanding the underlying values, 

power relations and goals of everyone involved. This also requires ability to build a hopeful 

vision that is desirable for people involved to pursue in their action. (Design Council, 2021.) 

Even though Systemic design framework does not clearly state using Futures thinking as one 

of its foundations, it implies strongly to the need to develop skills to use the images of the 

future in the work that is done today. 

In her work, Ollenburg (2018) states that designers need anticipating competencies that go 

beyond design principles and involve understanding various perspectives. Even though inter-

disciplinary education is helpful, integrating principles from futures studies, such as the con-

cept of multiple futures, may help designers to innovate and look beyond the usual, adding a 

systemic aspect to understanding and outlining the different dimensions of complexity. By 

dipping into Futures Studies, the designer could understand the variety of perspectives that 

exist by integrating the concept of multiple futures, learn to analyse and utilise future-visions 

of stakeholders received through participatory approaches, and, to extend, expand the rep-

ertoire of methods useful in a design processes. (Ollenburg, 2018.) Similarly, Stephan (2017) 

states, that if we, as designers, want to create the future, we need to turn towards the con-

cept of transformation and to get there, we need to learn about anticipation. Anticipation is 

a central concept in Futures studies that binds together futures and the actions in present. 

The topic of developing anticipatory skills in design profession clearly deserves additional at-

tention in design research. As the concept needs clarification and originates from Futures 

studies, next chapter turns the attention to briefly introducing most important basic assump-

tion of the field of Futures studies and concept relevant to this study.  
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3 BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO FUTURES STUDIES 

The field of Futures studies is practiced and researched under many different names, like Fu-

tures research, Futurism, Foresight, Futurology and Futures Thinking (Marien, 2010; Sardar, 

2010; Voros, 2001). They have different connotations, but common to most of them is the 

use of plural in the name, highlighting the shared understanding that there are many potential 

futures that should be acknowledged, rather than single one (Voros, 2001). Terms Futures 

studies, Futures research and Futures thinking are used side by side in this study.  

Bell, (2017, p. 73) states that “The purposes of futures studies are to discover or invent, ex-

amine and evaluate, and propose possible, probable and preferable futures.” The research 

objectives of futures studies can be divided under four different categories that are; 1) the 

creation of interesting future images, visions and scenarios, 2) ability to support planning and 

decision making, 3) solving the great global questions of all humankind and 4) developing 

applicable interdisciplinary methodology (Borg, 2003, as cited in Kuosa, 2011). 

The modern futures studies base its understanding on empirical and cultural knowledge of 

other disciplines (Kuosa, 2011, p. 331) and futurists are often consuming and synthesising 

knowledge created by other scientists and scholars (Bell, 1997, as cited in Minkkinen, 2020; 

Rubin, 2014). Miller et al. (2018, p. 51) continue by claiming that “any effort to straightjacket 

Futures Studies into the boundaries of a single discipline will fail to capture the diversity of 

the field”. Futures studies as a field is multidisciplinary by default, because it aims for holistic 

perspective and taking multiple perspectives, such as ecologic, social, political and economic 

perspective into consideration (Rubin, 2014). The methodologies vary considerably between 

extrapolation of trends and modelling, simulation, gaming, participatory methods, social ex-

perimentation and ethnographic futures research and, of course, the use of scenarios, to 

name a few (Bell, 2017, p. 239–240). 

Instead of diving deep into this field of inquiry, in the next chapters, the most important un-

derlying assumptions of Futures Studies are presented in order to create an introduction to 

the field of study. Some more advanced concepts, such as anticipation and futures literature, 

are presented for the sake of enabling discussing and integrating them in design literature in 

later parts of this study.  

 

3.1 The underlying assumptions of Futures Thinking  

Futures thinking and practice is not about certainties. On the contrary, Amara (1981) has sug-

gested that there are three premises in the futures field that should be acknowledged: 1) 

future is not predetermined, 2) future is not predictable and 3) future outcomes can be influ-

enced by our choices in the present. First premise refers to the pluralistic nature of potential 

alternative futures whereas the second one highlights that, even if there was just one future, 

we cannot have enough accurate information nor the capabilities to model the reality in a 

single point in time in the future(Amara, 1981; Voros, 2001). First two premises combined 

lead to the third one, which means, that we are able, and forced, to make choices and our 
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choices in the present will affect and shape outcomes in the future. Our choices have conse-

quences and we have the responsibility to make them as wisely as we can. It is noteworthy, 

that inaction is also a choice that bears consequences. (Voros 2001.) Future is also shared, 

and for making educated choices aiming for the preferable futures, it is important to investi-

gate what is possible, probable and preferable and for who (Masini, 2006). This makes it im-

portant to understand the value system and power relationships of the context of phenome-

non (Amara, 1981; Masini, 2006). 

Another interesting notion on the basics of futures studies touches the nature of Futures 

Knowledge. Due to the fact, that future has not happened yet, it is impossible to research it 

similarly that, for example, natural sciences research existing objects and phenomena (Miller 

2018; Rubin 2014; Sardar 2010). According to  Bell, (2017, p. 174), we cannot study future 

directly, but “we can study it indirectly by studying factual things that have a bearing on the 

future”. By collecting and analysing data systemically from multiple sources in the operating 

environment, drivers for change that present themselves through different kind of signals, 

can be identified. In Futures field, these drivers of change, signs and signals, such as mega-

trends, weak signals and wild cards (unexpected events with drastic effects on the assumed 

development trajectory of phenomenon) will be interpreted and used as a fuel for insightful 

futures knowledge. (Koskelo, 2021; Lätti et al., 2022.) 

When researching basics of futures studies, the notion of three main classes of futures, pos-

sible, probable and preferable futures becomes familiar (Bell, 2017; Masini, 1982, 2006; Ru-

bin, 2014). Hancock & Bezold (1994) introduced us to the use and meaning of these concepts 

in visual form, calling it “The Futures Cone” (figure 3) and Voros (2017a, 2017b) has adapted 

it further.  

 

Figure 3. The Futures Cone (Adapted from Hancock & Bezold, 1994). 
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According to Voros (2017a, 2017b), we can use the alternative futures, visualised in Futures 

Cone, to better understand the different perspectives they can give us by exploring the pos-

sible, analysing the probable and shaping the preferable futures. Possible futures refer to 

what we think might happen, based on some futures knowledge we might possess one day. 

Plausible futures refer to what we think could happen, based on our current understanding 

on how the world works. Probable futures refer to what we think is likely to happen based on 

current trends.  

Recent discussion on futures highlights the need to concentrate on preferable futures, which 

are the ones we think that should happen, but also underlining the need to understand the 

normative value structures and power relations and different stakeholders in our decision 

making (Masini, 2006; Voros, 2017a, 2017b). Idea of identifying the futures that are probable, 

plausible, possible and preferable, is bringing futures studies closer to of philosophical choices 

where values and ethical choices are evident and one must approach questions like “Desirable 

on what basis?” (Masini, 2006, p. 1159). 

Talking about future means also talking about time as a concept, its meaning and measure-
ment. There are many notions on time, for example, that it is unrepeatable and irrecoverable 
and that we, as humans, have the ability to distinguish present from past and from future 
(Bell, 2017, pp. 116–125). For this study, it is enough to clarify a few concepts related to time 
perspective: what do we mean when we talk about short-term, mid-term and long-term per-
spective. As (Masini, 2006, p. 1165) points out, past and present are beyond our control and 
future is the only temporal area over which people have the power to influence. The “imme-
diate future”, that is usually shaped by the decision that are already made in the past, can be 
referred as short-term (1 to 5 years), whereas mid-term (5 to 20 years) and long-term (20-50 
years) are usually shaped by the decision we make today or in the coming years (Hancock & 
Bezold, 1994).  

 
3.2 Evolution of Futures Studies and approaches within the field 

In the evolution of Futures studies, at least two different, but partially parallel paradigms can 

be identified. The first one, as a response to ever increasing need to face rapid change and 

not to be taken unaware by events, can be traced back to 1940s and 1950s. This started in 

the U.S. military research in the aftermaths of the Second World War. The focus of futures 

studies at that time was in the need to know where the world is going and it manifested in 

endeavours to anticipate events through scientific analysis of trends and indicators of change. 

This “prognosis” approach based on the ideas of indeterministic futures, modelling, planning, 

probabilities, extrapolation and the effects of external trends. Under the branch of Strategic 

foresight, Futures studies methods and practices have been an established as a part of busi-

ness and policy-making already since then and their development peaked in the 1960s and 

1970s. (Angheloiu, Sheldrick &Tennant 2020; Kuosa 2011; Masini 2006.)  
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Masini (2006)describes the other branch as addressing the philosophical and sociological di-

mensions of Futures Studies and stressing the importance of considering the long-term con-

sequences of current politics and actions. Also Kuosa (2011) describes, that in the 1960s, Fu-

tures Studies spread outside the strategic military research and increasing interest towards 

long-term consequences of internationally relevant topics, like population, social movements 

and energy crises could be identified. This second paradigm or approach of Future studies is 

strongly linked to Utopias, meaning the desirable societies and can be called the “Visions” -

approach due to its aspirations to “transform the present by a vision of the future” (Masini, 

2006, p. 1162).  

Recently Futures Studies are seen to be moving away from the pursuit of providing accurate 

probabilities and forecasts and moving towards critical hermeneutical understanding, eman-

cipatory dialects and diversity and using abductive reasoning as an approach for knowledge 

creation. As figure 4 illustrates, there’s also a new paradigm emerging, that disconnects the 

basic assumptions from western control based technical thinking and instead, recognises par-

adoxes, dialectic thinking and the dynamics of systems thinking. (Kuosa 2011.) 

 

 

Figure 4. Evolution of Futures studies (Kuosa, 2011, p.333). 

According to Kuosa (2011), from the 1980s and onwards, the field of futures studies has sta-

bilised as a field of study and research, but it is still fragmented in its approaches. Futures 
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studies relation to science has been under discussion (Kuosa, 2011; Marien, 2010; Melniko-

vas, 2018; Minkkinen, 2020) and its multidisciplinary nature and the need to harness the 

learnings and ideas of complexity studies has been identified both in research and in practice 

(Kuosa, 2011). Different approaches to futures studies co-exist simultaneously and their on-

tological and epistemological assumptions differ from each other, resulting also in different 

methodological choices and approaches among them (Kuosa, 2011; Masini, 2006; Miller, 

2018c). 

Poli, (2021, p. 3) divides the approaches of futures studies into forecasting, foresight and an-

ticipation, where “forecasting deals with data extrapolation, foresight with the visualization 

of possible futures, and anticipation with their translation into action”. Other classifications 

have been assembled as well and they add to Poli’s classification by bringing forward the crit-

ical or normative side of approaches as well as the participatory and action-oriented nature 

of especially recent approaches to Futures studies (Amara, 1981; Inayatullah, 2013; Masini, 

1982; Minkkinen, 2020). Even though the interest of this study lies in the branch of anticipa-

tion in connection with design, a brief introduction to the ideas of foresight is also needed 

with their practical implications to the context of this study.  

 

Foresight 

As Masini, p. (2006, p. 1159) states “With time, it has become apparent, that foresight is im-

portant for giving us the means to choose where we want to go, in addition to showing us 

where we are going and how”. Foresight, which was developed as a critique for more tradi-

tional forecasting and even strategic foresight, are terms often used in parallel with Futures 

Studies (Angheloiu, Sheldrick, & Tennant, 2020; Poli, 2021; Sardar, 2010), but they should be 

treated as distinct approaches. Parkkonen & Vataja (2019) define foresight as a systematic 

and informed examination of future alternatives. Foresight activities are often in situated in 

strategic thinking or planning processes (Angheloiu et al., 2017; Koskelo, 2021; Voros, 2001) 

and enrich the context, where strategy is developed, planned and executed (Voros, 2001). 

Methodologies and techniques used are more often qualitative in nature and seek to gather 

data, make sense of it, and use it to explore alternative futures (Angheloiu et al., 2017). Alt-

hough great deal of definitions of foresight describe it as a process, it can also be seen as a 

system, where “set of agents interacting together and aiming to explore and anticipate alter-

native futures in order to guide present action” and foresight processes are the means 

through which the foresight system operates (Dufva, 2015, p. 13). 

Probably the most known and used methods of foresight include the use of scenarios (Keto-

nen-Oksi & Vigren, 2024; Voros, 2001), which can be described as “speculative images of fu-

tures and the development paths that lead to them” (Koskelo, 2021, p. 98).  On the other 

hand, it is a widespread understanding among scholars of Futures studies, that despite their 

popularity and valuable input, scenarios are just one approach to a much wider toolset of 

foresight (Sardar, 2010; Voros, 2001). 
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Minkkinen et al. (2019) state that the background of the practitioners of foresight varies sig-

nificantly and foresight can be linked to lot of different practices, like risk management, inno-

vation systems, knowledge management, sociotechnical dynamics, long-range planning, rad-

ical political aspirations and cultural change, to name a few. Even though futures and foresight 

methods have been in use in business and policymaking for decades (Dufva, 2015), the use of 

foresight methods in developing systemic understanding of transitions for sustainability is 

fairly new area of exploration (Angheloiu et al., 2017). Also Dufva (2015) distinguishes this 

type of transformative foresight approach from policy-oriented foresight and capacity build-

ing foresight (corporate foresight), because it emphasises the shaping of the future instead of 

merely describing alternative futures.   

 

 

Figure 5. Approaches of Foresight (Sweeney, 2023). 

Transformative Foresight focuses on generating novel paths in the present with indetermi-

nate outcomes and its approach is complexity-oriented, critical, design-based and it relies on 

the concepts familiar from anticipation (Minkkinen et al. 2019). Inajatullah & Sweeney (2021, 

p. 29) highlight the collective and learning-based nature of Transformative foresight by stating 

that “It’s more than being the reflective practitioner – it is opening a space where we all learn 

and transform with each other. This is less the Hero’s journey than the collective caravan”. 

Sweeney (2023) continues to separate transformative futures and foresight from strategic 

foresight by its pursuit of futures images and imaginaries instead of data and forecasts, as 

well as focusing on mindset and practice instead of strategies, plans and policies. Figure 5 

presents his mapping of the different perspectives and approaches in the field of foresight. 
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He suggests, that the essential factor combining transformative foresight and related ap-

proaches, like participatory futures and futures literacy, is the use of anticipatory action re-

search and omitting the pretence of objectivity. (Sweeney, 2023.)  

Similarly to the development paths of design literature, Participatory futures research is gain-

ing increased attention in the current discussions of the Field of Futures studies as a response 

to changes in society that threat democracy as we know it (Trowbridge, 2024). Participatory 

futures is an area of Futures studies focusing on sifting foresight practices from elite occupa-

tion to creating collective intelligence that can be shared and used by many, inviting more 

people to imagine the futures we want to pursue and translate these images into action and 

behaviour in the present (Ramos et al., 2019). These notions of shaping the futures collec-

tively and actively takes us to the intertwined concepts of anticipation and futures literacy, 

which will be discussed further in next chapter.  

 

3.3  Futures capabilities of individuals: Anticipation and Futures literacy 

More recently, Masini (2006) highlights the approach of Futures thinking as a vision and fo-

cuses on desirables futures and values integrated in them. She further suggests, that visions 

are enabled by recognizing the seeds of latent change that lie in the past and present and that 

visions capture the changes and make it possible to create a future that is different from the 

present. In addition to recognising the importance and the transformative force of visions, 

Masini also calls for action, instigated by will and following choices. Building the projects, that 

are based on the knowledge of past and present, and are inspired by long term-visions, is the 

responsibility of the futurists, who are aware of the short-term, but also capable of seeing the 

latent seeds of change. (Masini, 2006.)This set-up of visioning, implementing and acting paints 

a picture of futures thinking as a learning process where futurist, in addition to learning them-

selves, need to help others learn as well (Inajatullah & Sweeney, 2021; Masini, 2006) and 

resembles to quite extend the iterative and participatory process of design.  

As Masini, (2006, p. 1159) concludes, “Our future must not only be foreseen and dreamt of, 

but also chosen and built.”  Pouru-Mikkola & Wilenius (2021) tap into the conversation by 

pointing out that the capability of people to think about the futures, their images of futures 

and assumptions are manifested in their actions in the present. Further on, the actions in the 

present contribute greatly to how the future begins to take shape. Recent discussion on an-

ticipation, futures literacy and futures consciousness has brought new perspectives on this 

notion (Pouru-Mikkola & Wilenius, 2021).  

 

Anticipation 

How can a future, that does not actually exist, have an impact on what we do today? As Miller, 

(2018a, p. 2) defines: “One answer to this problem is the idea of anticipation. The future does 

not exist in the present, but anticipation does. The form the future takes in the present is 

anticipation.”  Miller et al. (2018) continue by stating that “All efforts to ‘know-the-future’ in 
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the sense of thinking about and ‘using-the-future’ are forms of anticipation”. Miller (2018) 

often uses the phrase ‘using-the-future’, which refers to people engaging in anticipatory ac-

tivities and highlights the fact that humans actually instrumentalise the future through antic-

ipation. Anticipation covers all ways of knowing the “later-than-now” thus forming the disci-

pline of anticipation (Miller et al., 2018). Anticipation focuses on the processes of how later-

than-now enters reality, thus enabling the conscious use of future in the present (Miller et al., 

2018). Also (Voros, 2017a) defines anticipation as a way of foresight. 

Anticipatory assumptions are the building blocks for understanding futures literacy, and being 

futures literate means having the capacity to identify, design, target and deploy anticipatory 

assumptions (Miller, 2018b). This two-way street between anticipation and futures literacy 

takes us to the futures capabilities of individuals.  

 

Futures Literacy and related concepts  

Building on the theories of anticipation, futures literacy, which refers to an individual’s capa-

bility to consciously use the future in the present (Pouru-Mikkola & Wilenius, 2021) or as “the 

capability to ‘use-the-future’ for different reasons and in a variety of ways” (Miller, 2018a, p. 

2). This capability-based approach states that a futures literate person has acquired the skills 

they need in order to decide why and how to use their imagination to bring the non-existent 

future into the present (Miller, 2018b). It can be said that the use of concepts in the literature 

of futures literacy and related topics is varied (Ahvenharju et al., 2018; Pouru-Mikkola & 

Wilenius, 2021), but Pouru-Mikkola & Wilenius, p. (2021, p. 2) state that they are commonly 

used to express “the development of the individual capacity to observe, understand, reflect, 

imagine, use and act upon the future”. Futures literacy as capability is reflexive, because 

through practice people invent and redefine the way they ‘use-the-future’ and constructive, 

since acting accordingly constantly builds-up the world around us (Miller, 2018b). Miller 

(2018b) describes, that as people become futures’ literate, their capacity to ‘use-the-futures’ 

develops and in addition to imagining different futures, they start to learn that there are dif-

ferent kind of anticipations.  Understanding the power of anticipation enables new ways of 

seeing the present and shaping their actions (Miller, 2018b, p. 16). 

Ahvenharju et al. (2018)join the discussion of individual capabilities by stating that futures 

researchers often aim to increase human consciousness of futures in order to guide decision-

making towards more desirable futures. Nevertheless, the concept of Futures Consciousness 

and related concepts, like futures orientation, prospective attitude, anticipation and futures 

literacy, are not defined clearly enough. They suggest that Futures Consciousness encom-

passes also other processes than cognition, which is the one that Futures Literacy is more 

focused on. Based on a literature review, they introduce the model of five dimensions of Fu-

tures Consciousness, which are: 1) Time perspective, 2) Agency beliefs, 3) Openness to alter-

natives, 4), Systems perception and 5) Concern for others. Time perspective refers to under-

standing the past, present and future as well as long-term thinking. Agency beliefs highlight 

one’s trust in their abilities to influence the events of future. Openness to alternatives enables 

critical approach to what is “known” and helps to see the possibilities the change may bring 
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along. Systems perception discusses the interconnectedness of human on natural systems 

and the complexity of the consequences of our decision. Concern for others brings along the 

effort to make a better world for everyone. (Ahvenharju et al., 2018.) These dimensions are 

interconnected and form a structure that builds on its parts as presented in figure 6 (Ah-

venharju et al., 2021).  

 

Pouru-Mikkola & Wilenius (2021) add to the discussion of futures literacy by proposing a 

model of transformative futures learning, where theories of futures education, futures liter-

ature and transformative learning are brought together as a holistic approach to human learn-

ing and highlighting the transformative nature of futures education. Even though the aim of 

the model is to bring some structure into the discussion that is lacking conceptual rigour, fu-

tures thinking capabilities on an individual level, it is suggested that it might have some wider 

implications. The model describes the components of transformative futures learning to have 

1) a cognitive dimension, 2) motivational dimension and 3) an active dimension (figure 7).  

Important aspects of cognitive dimension are the long time-perspective, futures exploration 

and ability to discern and interpret different patterns of how events take shape and under-

stand the past, present and the nature and speed of certain type of changes. Motivational 

dimensions include more subjective and personal elements that influence how an individual 

imagines, uses and acts upon the futures. These two dimensions lay foundations to active 

dimension that consists of set of skills, that are aimed at empowering agency. The skills in 

active dimension of futures learning, such as empathy and creativity ensure the individuals 

Figure 6. Structure and interconnections of the five dimensions of Futures Consciousness (Adapted from Ahvenharju et al. 
2021, p.11). 
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ability to be proactive change-maker in the world instead of passively waiting and reacting to 

event that happen.  

As Pouru-Mikkola & Wilenius (2021), Mortensen et al. (2021) and (Miller, 2018c) all suggest, 

there is a growing need to put futures literacy into practice in individual level and in organi-

sations by helping individuals to broaden their capacity to imagine, as well as use the futures 

and act upon them and thus develop their dynamic capabilities. But it is not easy. Mortensen 

et al. (2021) have identified five potential barriers to adopting futures literacy in organisa-

tions; 1) lack of experience with the framework of futures literature, 2) lack of mental models 

of understanding the concept, 3) lack of measurability, 4) lack of clarity on investment and 5) 

organisational culture. Understanding the possible barriers gives a head start to foresight and 

futures practitioners in organisations to adjust accordingly and prepare to develop futures 

literacy in organisations. Also Benavides Rincón & Díaz-Domínguez (2022) suggest that futures 

literacy could be the unifying framework of futures studies by giving insight to what tools and 

skills futures’ literate people coming from different traditions and schools of thought among 

futures studies could bring to an organisation. Poli (2021) expands the idea of futures literacy 

outside futures research practitioners by stating that vast majority of citizens should become 

futures literate. 

Even though the academic discussion on futures literacy is still in its infancy (Ahvenharju et 

al., 2018; Mortensen et al., 2021; Poli, 2021), it’s potential is evident.  Parkkonen & Vataja 

(2019) name futures literacy among the most interesting approaches of foresight. The con-

cept of futures literacy comes to tackle the problem, that “future is often used with a narrow 

Figure 7. Transformational futures learning framework (Adapted from Pouru-Mikkola & Wilenius, 2021). 



 

   
 

25 
 

planning-oriented focus instead of utilizing the full individual capacity to imagine alternative 

futures and use the future to create novel futures, or act toward desirable futures” (Pouru & 

Wilenius, 2018, p. 1). As it has been established above, anticipation and futures literacy as 

individuals’ capabilities and the active and motivational dimensions related to transformative 

futures learning (Pouru-Mikkola & Wilenius, 2021) need to be researched further also outside 

the domain of Futures studies. Next chapter discusses how the integrations of Design and 

Futures studies is presented in current academic literature and what kind of implications it 

presents to the skills and capabilities of Design professionals and their education. 
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4 THEORETHICAL FRAMEWORK: INTEGRATING FUTURES STUDIES 

WITH DESIGN 

 

While the purposes and methods of the different approaches of merging Design and Future 

studies are under discussion (Angheloiu, Sheldrick, Tennant & Chaudhuri, 2020), the topic has 

gained a lot interest during the last decade and they have been increasingly connected in 

both, theory and practice (Bühring & Liedtka, 2018; Hines & Zindato, 2016; Irwin, 2018; 

Ojasalo et al., 2015; S. Ollenburg, 2018; S. A. Ollenburg, 2019). Different viewpoints to the 

same topic, integrating Futures studies with Design, can be found in many discussions across 

different domains, including Business (Bühring & Liedtka, 2018; Koskelo & Helkala, 2021; 

Ojasalo et al., 2015), Sustainability (Battistoni et al., 2019; Gaziulusoy et al., 2019), Systems 

thinking (Design Council, 2021; Nelson, 2020; Ryan, 2014; Vink et al., 2021), Futures studies 

(Angheloiu, Sheldrick, & Tennant, 2020; Angheloiu, Sheldrick, Tennant & Chaudhuri, 2020; S. 

Ollenburg, 2018; S. A. Ollenburg, 2019), Learning and education (Nelson, 2020; S. Ollenburg, 

2018) as well as Design (Angheloiu et al., 2017; Irwin, 2015; Irwin et al., 2015; Kossoff et al., 

2015; Light et al., 2022; Lloyd, 2019; Mejía et al., 2023). 

Angheloiu, Sheldrick, Tennant & Chaudhuri (2020) describe the current relations of the fields 

of strategy, design and futures studies in terms of their attitude towards change and sustain-

ability. Figure 8 illustrates this emerging map of Design futures and different approaches 

within the field. As Angheloiu, Sheldrick, & Tennant (2020) suggest, the current state of our 

operating environment and the requirements it poses, opens up a possibility to integrate 

these complementary approaches of design and futures.  
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Figure 8. Emerging map of Design futures (Adapted further from Angheloiu, Sheldrick, Tennant & Chaudhuri, 2020). 
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Based on the current academic conversation, there seems to be at least three lenses or start-

ing points to integrate Future studies and Design: through business and strategy, through arts 

and through systemic view where the topic is approached especially from social and sustain-

ability viewpoint (figure 9). Although this classification presents the approaches to have a dis-

tinct angle or perspective into integrating these fields, it is noteworthy that they all share a 

lot of basic assumptions, most importantly the notion of multiple futures (see, e.g. Voros, 

2017b) and longer time-perspective (Bell, 2017) and stress the importance of participatory 

approaches, giving voice to different stakeholders and democratisation of decision-making 

(Angheloiu, Sheldrick, Tennant & Chaudhuri, 2020; Manzini, 2015; S. A. Ollenburg, 2019; 

Sanders & Stappers, 2008). The following sub-chapters introduce briefly these three lenses 

and the approaches that can be linked to them with the emphasis of highlighting the under-

lying perspectives of each category and not necessarily repeating, what is common for them 

and all approaches at the intersection of integrating Futures studies with Design. 

 

 

Figure 9. Three lenses for integrating Futures Studies with Design 

 

4.1 Lens 1: Business and strategy 

First perspective combines Design and Futures studies (namely Foresight) with Business stud-

ies, especially with Strategic planning.  As examples of this approach, business and strategy-

related aspects of Futures Design (Koskelo, 2021; Ojasalo et al., 2015) and Foresight by Design 

(Buehring & Bishop, 2020; Bühring & Liedtka, 2018) are briefly introduced.  
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Ojasalo et al. (2015) approach the intersection of service design and foresight, and the dy-

namic capabilities that requires from the practitioners, through the rise of service dominant 

logic and service innovation. They suggest that the fields of Futures Studies and Design are 

both future-oriented, use creative problem solving aimed at seizing new opportunities and 

use participatory approaches as they tackle issues in a holistic, systemic and iterative way and 

thus have a lot of synergies between them. (Ojasalo et al., 2015.) Koskelo (2021)  has devel-

oped this thought further and calls the approach, combining foresight, design, business and 

human sciences, that are all rooted in systems thinking, as Futures Design. In the framework 

for Futures Design, Koskelo (2021) links these four perspectives and their values together to 

describe how and why to connect them (figure 10). According to Koskelo (2021, p.23), ”Fu-

tures Design aims for bringing positive effects to benefit individuals, companies, societies and 

environment” by combining Futures thinking with (Service) Design in resilient approach to 

futures. Futures design promotes influencing the futures with participatory methods by com-

bining high quality foresight practices and customer and human-centric design practices sys-

tematically in strategies and operations. By using Futures design, organisations can reduce 

the uncertainty and complexity that is related to the futures and influence the futures instead 

of just preparing for them. (Koskelo, 2021.) 

 

Figure 10. Framework for Futures design (Adapted from Koskelo, 2021, p.25). 

 

With their suggestion, Bühring & Liedtka (2018) tap into the conversation of how systematic 

futures thinking can help organisations and practitioners with the innovation challenges and 

opportunities that emerge over medium and long-term (5 to 15 years) time horizons. Succeed-

ing in improving the adaptability and innovation capacity of organisations requires also mul-

tidisciplinary cooperation of strategic foresight, and design. Their approach, “Foresight by De-
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sign”, combines design-led and systematic futures thinking of preferable and desirable fu-

tures as a part of the process of strategic planning. The role of foresight and design in this 

equation is to expand the innovation and decision-making horizon of products and services 

beyond short-term. This approach on futures thinking offers multi-disciplinary stakeholders a 

common language for innovation that builds on shared vision of desirable futures by combin-

ing design thinking’s subjective and human-centred focus and toolkit with foresight’s more 

objectively trend-based techniques.  

Both, Koskelo (2021) and Bühring & Liedtka (2018), point out that some core aims of design 

and foresight processes are quite similar. They both aim for enlarging pool of potential op-

portunities to choose from, investigate and identify new needs and possibilities, define what 

is desirable and what is not and stimulate continuous discussion. Designers, with design think-

ing skills, have the possibility to enlarge the opportunity base by reframing the problem, and 

creating a dialogue-based inquiry process to facilitate co-creation across diverse stakeholder 

groups. Also, design contributes by bringing along the experiencing of new futures instead of 

just thinking about them, making them compelling, tangible and personal. 

 

4.2 Lens 2: Arts and explorations 

The other group of approaches also uses Design to make futures come alive, but from an-

other, more critical angle inviting more voices into debate and discussion. These approaches, 

namely Speculative design (Dunne & Raby, 2013, 2024; Hupkes & Hedman, 2022), Design fic-

tion (Bleecker, 2009; Dunne & Raby, 2013, 2024) and Critical design (Dunne & Raby, 2013, 

2024), use for example art-based methods to envisioning and experiencing new futures im-

ages and scenarios. Also, Ethnographic experimental Futures (Candy & Kornet, 2019) ap-

proaches foresight from design perspective in order to make the images of the future more 

concrete. The goal of these type of approaches and methods is not to offer definitive answers 

to how the future will look, but they are used as devises for allowing the people to better 

understand the challenges we face and reflect them on a personal, collective and societal 

level  (Angheloiu, Sheldrick, Tennant & Chaudhuri, 2020). Design fiction can be seen as as-

sembled design objects “part story, part material, part ideal-articulating prop, part functional 

software (Bleecker, 2009), but they are not typically made with any intention of being realised 

(Angheloiu et al., 2017). As Dunne & Raby (2024) point out in their most recent preface to 

their book “Speculative Everything” (2013), Speculative design has taken many forms, with 

varying degrees of boldness, during the last decade. It can be seen as a starting point, from 

which to develop a range of different understandings on how speculative thought and design 

can fuse in a way that allows for meaningful engagement with the world around us. The au-

thors wish that, after encountering projects that use speculative design, people will be left 

somehow different, either in their thinking, acting or in the way they use design. Speculative 

design sparks imagination by being a bit strange and at odds with the current reality, using 

aesthetics to hint, rather than show (Dunne & Raby, 2024) and as such, is a little closer to arts 

(Angheloiu et al., 2017).  
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As it has been pointed out, Speculative Desing and the approaches presented in the following 

chapter, namely Design Futures, overlap, but also differ significantly (Angheloiu, Sheldrick, 

Tennant & Chaudhuri, 2020; Dunne & Raby, 2024; Koskelo, 2021) and the most important 

distinctive factor, within the interest of this study, is the aim to instigate change in the present 

by using the futures.  

 

4.3 Lens 3: Systemic and Holistic approaches  

The third lens of systemic and holistic approach, presented previously in figure 9, is the most 

important approach with respect to the interest of this study. It takes a more social viewpoint 

in addressing the wicked problems and combines Futures studies and Design in approaches, 

such as Design Futures (Angheloiu et al., 2017; Angheloiu, Sheldrick, & Tennant, 2020; 

Angheloiu, Sheldrick, Tennant & Chaudhuri, 2020) and Transition design (Irwin, 2018; Irwin et 

al., 2015; Kossoff et al., 2015; Sides et al., 2022). Both approaches highlight the need to ad-

dress change and the ethical aspects of design, understanding the position and bias of the 

designer, use of participatory methods and multidisciplinary approaches as well as underline 

the importance of creativity as a positive force and tool of designers in making a difference, 

breaking the norm and questioning the underlying power structures of our society. Design 

Futures describes the integration of the fields on a higher level, describing and suggesting the 

potential benefits and unifying factors among the disciplines, whereas Transition design of-

fers even more detailed models and frameworks for the practice of integrating these fields. 

Integrating complimentary approaches of Design and Futures studies could help with the par-

adigm shift required in context of values, ethics and norms and support us in the transform-

ative change needed to ease the social and environmental challenges of our time. The situa-

tion presents itself as a possibility space for Design Futures, as a disruptor of hegemonic fu-

tures and as a way to reflect our dominantly Western imaginaries (Angheloiu, Sheldrick, & 

Tennant, 2020). Desing Futures can be framed as different ways to develop and deploy 

prompts, artifacts and narratives to critically examine tomorrow’s societal discourse already 

today. Its intentions originate from pursuing preferable futures as a route to social and envi-

ronmental justice. The process of imagining the future can be seen as value-laden and as so-

cial practice, which calls for layered approach that challenges and surfaces the possible bias 

in our thinking models. (Angheloiu, Sheldrick, Tennant & Chaudhuri, 2020.)  

As Design futures approach presented above provides justification and reasons to integrate 

Futures studies and Design in the complex operating environment, Transition design, that will 

be presented next, provides designers a framework with logic that adds to designing systems-

level change by bringing together knowledge and practices outside the design discipline and 

supporting the co-evolution of knowledge, action and self-reflection (Irwin, 2018).  
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A framework for approaching the futures: Transition design 

“Transition Design is a proposition for a new area of design practice, study, and research that 

advocates design-led societal transition toward more sustainable futures.” (Irwin, 2015, p. 

229). Referring to Transition design as a new area of Desing is, according to Tonkinwise (2015, 

p. 86), risky, but a useful way of marking an ambition and thus highlights the commitment to 

facilitate social change toward more sustainable futures. Transition Design differentiates it-

self from other design practices by emphasizing the need to address interconnected ecologi-

cal and social crises through pre-emptive, systemic change rather than reactive solutions. It 

acknowledges that Design itself is undergoing transformation and insists on a future-focused 

approach that takes responsibility for the impacts on society and the future. Transition Design 

goes beyond problem-solving to commit to structural, long-term social change, requiring a 

rethinking of the designer's role, knowledge, and values. This approach is iterative, addressing 

complex, 'wicked' problems through practical experiments and adapting strategies based on 

emerging outcomes. (Tonkinwise, 2015.) 

Transition Design advocates for flexible and integrated approach for transdisciplinary teams 

working on projects and initiatives that aim for transitions (Irwin, 2018, p. 17). What makes it 

different from for example service design or design for social innovation, is that the approach 

is; 1) deeply grounded in futures-oriented visions, 2) essentially transdisciplinary, 3) highlights 

the need to understand the nature and dynamics of change in social systems and 4) empha-

sises the temporality of the solutions designed (Irwin, 2015). Irwin (2015) suggest that follow-

ing the assumptions of Transition Design, designers must apply deep understanding of the 

interconnectedness of social, economic and natural systems and to help them, Irwin et al. 

(2015)  propose a heuristic model, called Transition Design Framework (figure 11). Framework 

characterises four different, but connected and mutually influencing areas of: 1) Vision for 

transition, 2) Theories of Change, 3) Mindset and Posture and 4) New ways of Designing (Ir-

win, 2015, 2018; Irwin et al., 2015; Kossoff et al., 2015).  



 

   
 

33 
 

 

 

Figure 11. Transition Design framework (Adapted from Irwin et al., 2015). 

As Irwin (2015) points out, most people agree on the need to transition towards more sus-

tainable futures, but there have been only few compelling narratives about what those fu-

tures could look like. Visioning for transitions provides guidance for what we want to transi-

tion towards (Irwin, 2018) and compelling future-oriented visions, created with the help of 

tools and methods of design, inspire and guide projects in the present (Irwin, 2015). It is note-

worthy, that transition visions remain open-ended and speculative and are not to be treated 

as blueprints for design (Irwin, 2015, p. 233). The concept of change is relevant, because, in 

Transition Design, it is accepted that change is always present in design, explicitly acknowl-

edged or not, and transition designer have the opportunity to act as agents for change (Irwin, 

2015). Bringing light to the theories of change will help understand and explain the dynamics 

of change within complex social and natural systems (Irwin, 2015, 2018). Mindset and Posture 

highlights the need for an open and collaborative attitude and self-reflection as an essential 

starting point for the designer (Irwin, 2018). It often goes unnoticed, that the designer’s mind-

set and posture influences profoundly what is identified as a problem in the first place and 

how the problem will be framed and solved within a certain context. This requires that de-

signers explore their own value system and the role it might play in the design process. (Irwin, 

2015.) New ways of designing stem from the combination of the areas of visions, theories of 

change and mindset and posture (Irwin, 2018) and new approaches to design are informed 

by different kind of value sets and knowledge (Irwin, 2015). Pursuing the visions in the long 

run might mean that the solutions are intentionally short in lifespan and they may evolve and 

change over long periods of time. Transition designers should also have the skills, foresight 
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and ability to connect different kind of solutions together and look for emergent possibilities 

while working, making the approach highly transdisciplinary.  

Irwin (2018) further suggest, that the Transition Design Framework brings together evolving 

practices that can be used to visualise and map complex problems, situate them in withing 

large contexts, while taking time and place into consideration, as well as identifying and bring-

ing together stakeholders with conflicting interests and helping in aligning them. Transition 

designers can help stakeholders to co-create visions of desirable futures and identify the lev-

erage points where design interventions can be placed in large systems of interconnected 

problems. The idea behind the Transition Design framework is not to give a fixed template to 

follow, but to offers a logic for bringing together practices relevant to designing systems level 

change.  

 

Figure 12. The Transition Design phased approach (Adapted from Irwin, 2018). 

In addition to offering the Transition Design Framework introduced above, Irwin (2018) is of-

fering a phased approach for understanding Transition Design (figure 12). Practices of the 

framework can be applied in three phases: Re-framing present and Future, designing inter-

ventions and observing how the systems respond. Instead of presenting a clear process, 

phases suggest what kind of actions should be taken into account when designing for systems-

level change. “How problems are framed determines how they will be understood and acted 

upon” (Irwin, 2018, p. 6). Framing the problem together enables the participants to under-

stand the complexity of the issue and competing perspectives, as well as grow appreciation 

to others and their expertise, allowing participants to map the problem visually. This designed 

artefact will be updated and validated throughout the process and used as an aid for better 

communication. Developing shared and desirable futures using different methods of fore-

sight, like back-casting, participants are able to create transition pathways, consisting of pro-

jects and initiatives, to connect present actions to the vision of the future. Identifying possible 
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consequences and root causes at multiple levels of scale in the system and in time is crucial 

in designing interventions. This means, that in addition to stakeholder perspectives, the past, 

present and future, as well as micro- and macro-levels of systems need to be taken into ac-

count when exploring the most promising possibilities for design interventions. Linking and 

amplifying projects gives catalysing a systems-level change a better change. The third phase 

of waiting and observing the effects requires new mindset of patience, slowing down and 

focusing on long time-horizons, instead of searching for quick-fixes. Also understanding and 

appreciating the principles of living systems, like emergence, feedback and self-organisation, 

is needed from designers in this phase. Designers need to understand and accept that the 

emergent outcomes of interventions cannot be predicted, but they can be speculated. (Irwin, 

2018.) 

 

4.4 Summary and research gap 

Theoretical framework of this study (figure 13) illustrates the development of approaches in 

the intersection of Desing and Future studies and highlights concepts relevant to this re-

search. When the perspective on time extends from short-term thinking into the (multiple) 

futures, complexity and interconnectedness in our operating environment increases. Also, 

more people get involved in designing and the skills and understanding of the design profes-

sionals need to evolve. They need to have new and different kind of skillset for thinking about 

and using the futures. Concepts like Anticipation and Futures literacy from Futures studies 

become useful here, as they help in developing and enhancing the necessary personal capa-

bilities, such as systems thinking and recognising the posture and bias of oneself and the em-

bedded agency in this equation. The increasing level of sustainability thinking of design is also 

inherently integrated to the advanced approaches integrating Design and Futures, such as 

Futures Design and Transition design. Similarly, ethics should be the built-in starting point for 

researchers and practitioners building the futures and increasing emphasis should be ap-

pointed on recognising and reflecting the underlying power dynamics and value constructions 

of our operating environment (Hay et al., 2023; Masini, 1982, 2006; Zhang, 2023).  
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Figure 13. Theoretical framework of the study
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Design education is increasingly been criticized of not providing adequate tools and skills for 

designers to operate in the role they might be able to achieve in constantly changing world 

of complex challenges and wicked problems (Nelson, 2020; S. Ollenburg, 2018). What does 

focusing on social and environmental transitions and integrating design with future studies 

mean for the design professionals and their education? Doordan (2015) raises a question, if 

our university-based degree-programs in current design education actually concentrate on 

the skills needed to face the challenges of the global condition. Calling for holistic and sys-

temic approach, Doordan also highlights the simultaneous challenge and promise of Transi-

tion Design as a bottom-up design approach that favours place specific local initiatives, but 

goes beyond ad hoc co-design sessions by relying on carefully and mutually created vision of 

the future that combines network of local initiatives. 

As Irwin (2015) suggests, individuals can engage in a process of personal transformation to 

change their believes and that process can be learned and incorporated into design practice. 

This poses requirements to teach designers to work with interior and invisible dimension of 

human experience in order for them to be able to facilitate change on social systems level.  

Also (Nelson, 2020) turns the attention to the skills and abilities teached to designers by stat-

ing that Design education can be seen as the process of facilitating the development of the 

design mind. Nelson (2020) continues to define a design mind by two conditions: Stance and 

Approach. Highlighting the importance of both, stance (understanding the groundings of per-

sonal lenses, filters, values, cognitive frames and believe systems) as well as approach (action 

stemming from intension, intention and agency). Further research is needed to advance the 

understanding of how design professionals could develop the skills needed to support the  

design mind, called for in design theory and practice of the profession. Next chapter describes 

the research design, data and methods that are used in this study in order to approach an-

swering the research questions.  
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5 RESEARCH DESIGN, DATA AND METHODS  

This chapter describes the underlying assumptions and approaches for the research design 

and the methods of gathering and analysing data for this study. The essential components of 

the research design are clarified with the help of the “Research Onion” (Saunders et al., 2019, 

p. 108) and presented in figure 14. 

This study draws from distinct disciplines and collections of theories, mainly from Desing and 

Futures studies. Both of these disciplines are already drawing from multiple other areas in 

their research and methodology and both also have somewhat confusing relationship with 

science (Cross, 2006, 2007; Kuosa, 2011; Marien, 2010; Melnikovas, 2018; Minkkinen, 2020). 

Even though this study contributes at the intersection of these fields, it’s research design, 

strategy and methods rely on the research traditions of Design. Having that established, it can 

be added that taking an interpretive approach on futures studies highlights the aim of under-

standing the multitude of futures images and providing insight, rather than forecasting and 

accurate prediction (Melnikovas, 2018, p. 37), which supports the choices of this study. Fu-

turist and designers are part of the world they are trying to describe and design. Reflecting 

one’s own culture, position and values in many levels makes it impossible to operate from the 

ivory tower of “pure science” and interpretation is always done through some lens, con-

sciously or unconsciously (Masini, 2006).   

Cross, (2006, pp. 97–100) tries to clarify the relationship of design and science by dividing 

approaches towards it into three different interpretations: 1) scientific design,2) design sci-

ence and 3) a science of design. Scientific design refers to modern, industrialised design, that 

is based on scientific knowledge and that utilises a mix of intuitive and non-intuitive design 

methods. Design science, on the other hand, is the most controversial approach of the bunch 

by referring to explicitly organised, rational and systematic approach to design that is some 

sort of scientific activity in itself.  The science of design can be seen as an approach, where 

the principles, practices and procedures of design are studied. This approach can be labelled 

as research into design or research about design (Cross, 2006; Frayling, 1993). Instead of ap-

proaching design as a science, Cross (2006, p. 100) suggests that we should approach design 

as a “interdisciplinary discipline”, which tries to develop domain-independent approaches to 

theory and research. Also, design knowledge is seen to reside in people, so it can be seen that 

the subject of design research touches: firstly, the development of design ability in individuals, 

and secondly, how that development might be best nurtured in design education. This ap-

proach is very much in the interest of this study.  
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5.1 Research Philosophy  

The aim of this research is to understand the phenomena in its context from multidisciplinary 

point of view. Ontology is the term used to refer to our ideas of reality and to how reality is 

constructed (Kyrö, 2002). The approach of this research relies on relativistic ontology, where 

the nature of knowledge can be seen as subjective and transactional, where reality is con-

structed culturally and socially, and where findings are created in the interaction process be-

tween the researcher and the interviewees (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, 2005).  

Epistemological questions are interested in what knowledge is and how can we acquire it 

(Kyrö, 2002). The research philosophy of this study falls under the larger umbrella of Interpre-

tivism, which is based on the assumption that there is no single observable reality, but reality 

is indeed subjective, multiple and socially constructed (Anttila, 1996; Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016). In the interpretive approach, the goal of the researcher is to adopt an empathetic 

stance in order to understand the social world of people. This is done by interpreting the 

meanings people give to their experiences, also keeping in mind that these meanings are 

shaped by the individuals' historical or social perspective. (Saunders et al., 2019; Saunders & 

Tosey, 2012.) In this study, the researcher’s understanding is created and shaped as a result 

of social interaction between the researcher and research subject through subjective inter-

pretation and learning experience. It is not the intent of this study to explain, but to describe 

and understand.  

Figure 14. Research onion: Research design of the study (Adapted from Saunders et al., 2019). 
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Merriam & Tisdell, (2016, p. 9) state that “Researchers do not find knowledge, they construct 

it” and that Constructivism is a term often used similarly with Interpretivism. Anttila (1996) 

states that according to Constructivism, knowledge is something that the researcher puts to-

gether or constructs based on filtering what is observed through the previous knowledge, 

experiences and purposes. As a theory of knowledge, Social constructivism adds to previous 

by questioning the possibility of the objectivity and rationality of knowledge and assumes 

further, that reality is constructed through social interaction and language in relationships 

between people (Vilkka, 2021, p. 170). It is relevant to this study to describe and understand 

social structures and underlying values and norms behind the phenomenon, which can be 

interpreted by examining the descriptions of the experiences of the interviewees. It can be 

said, that under the assumptions of Interpretivism, this study follows also the viewpoints of 

Constructivism and Social Constructivism and does not see the need to necessarily treat them 

as separate theories of knowledge, but just approaches with different emphasis.  

 

5.2 Research Strategy and Methodology  

According to Merriam & Tisdell, (2016, p. 23), Interpretivism is often of qualitative research 

by nature.  As Alasuutari (2011) mentions, qualitive research can, in its essential parts, be 

about testing hypothesis, but they also provide means to investigate the phenomenon from 

holistic perspective and describe and understand it profoundly. The contribution of qualita-

tive research can be seen in its ability to spread this new and deeper understanding of the 

phenomena and its basics lie in interpretation and construction of reality in interaction with 

people (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  

It might sometimes be challenging to label qualitative research under some certain type of 

qualitative research, for example phenomenological or ethnography (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016, p. 23). This kind of research can be called basic qualitative study. Basic qualitative study, 

such as this research, can aim for increased understanding of the phenomenon and the mean-

ings that phenomenon has for those involved, and not necessarily on practical application of 

the gained knowledge  (Anttila, 1996; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 24).  

The methodology of Interpretivism and Constructionism is hermeneutical and dialectical in 

nature (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). Following the hermeneutic cycle, a concept closely linked to 

qualitative research, the researcher is trying to free oneself from one’s own bias and obstacles 

for understanding the phenomenon by going through the data over and over again, the un-

derstanding deepening with every cycle (Anttila, 1996). It is typical to inductive reasoning, a 

more data-oriented approach, that observations and interpretations made from data are pro-

gressed into generalisations such as concepts and theories (Kyrö, 2003), whereas deductive 

reasoning stems from what is already known and leads us to place our observations in a cer-

tain, pre-created framework (Anttila, 1996). In this research, data collection, data analysis and 

defining and refining the original theoretical framework was done simultaneously in a way, 

that dialog and interplay between the theory and the empirical data was emphasised. Ap-

proach to reasoning could be described as abductive. In abductive reasoning, the creation of 
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new theory is possible, when observing the phenomenon through guiding principle, that can 

be a vague, intuitive notion or it may be a highly-formulated hypothesis (Anttila, 1996; 

Paavola et al., 2006). In this study, this guiding principle, a hypothesis, started the process. 

Secondly, the original literature review and desktop study on the phenomenon laid the foun-

dation to data collection and interview questions. The emergent themes arising from the data 

during the analysis instigated more precise research on the literature and thus resulted in 

framing of the topics to be selected to the final theoretical framework for the study. High-

lighting the reflective nature of abductive reasoning, the researcher’s understanding was cre-

ated in these alternating phases of inductive and deductive reasoning and as an interplay of 

existing theory and empirical data gathered in this research.  

 

5.3 Data Collection and Analysis 

Data for this study was collected by interviewing multiple experts working in the fields of de-

sign, futures studies and education. As the aim of the study is to understand the context, 

where professionals of design operate in and create more understanding and discussion on 

the topic by giving voice to different stakeholders in the conversation, the data was collected 

from multiple perspectives. The interviewees were selected based on the preliminary bench-

marking of educational, research-related and private institutions and companies in Finland 

working within design, futures studies or both. The current positions and backgrounds of the 

interviewees had strong connections to at least one of the topics, preferably both. The se-

lected interviewees were asked to participate in the research, because the implementation 

of the research was seen to require in-depth knowledge and insight of experts, who have a 

broad perspective to the research topic.  

After preliminary acceptance from the interviewees, they received an email with additional 

information about the research and its purpose and justification on why they were invited to 

participate. As appendix, they received a form for consenting to participate and a description 

of processing of personal data in the research. All though, anonymity was the primary option, 

many of the interviewees wished to be quoted by name in the research and other related 

publications. This resulted in the situation, where some of the interviewees are quoted by 

their name and some only by pseudonym.  

In total of eleven (N=11) individual, semi-structured on-line interviews were conducted be-

tween April and May, 2024. duration of the interviews was between 45 minutes and 90 

minutes and they were held in Finnish. The interviews were recorded and automatically tran-

scribed for analysing purposes. After completing the research, all the video material of the 

interviews was deleted and only the anonymised and transcribed material, that cannot be 

linked to a person, was saved for potential future research.  

Using semi-structured interviews as a method for collecting qualitative data for this study was 

selected because they are almost as open as in-depth interviews. A semi-structured interview 

proceeds by going through a list of preselected themes essential to the research and addi-

tional, supporting questions that allows the researcher to deepen the subject based on the 
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answers of the interviewee (Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2018; Vilkka, 2021, p. 76). Interview questions 

(Appendix 1) were treated as guidelines and broad themes, allowing the interviewees to con-

tribute to the subject according to what they felt was important, which resulted in rich data 

and narratives. In this way, it was secured that any related emergent themes were not missed 

(Alasuutari, 2011; Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2018). The initial interview questions were drafted 

based on the preliminary literature review, keeping in mind that the answers to some of the 

research questions could be found on the interview data (Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2018; Vilkka, 

2021, pp. 106–109). In all of the interviews, the pre-selected themes were processed in same 

order, but the clarifying and supporting question were not always asked or their order might 

have been different. The use of supporting question depended on what the interviewee had 

already brought up (Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2018), but the researcher made sure that all the 

themes were covered in every interview. This is typical to semi-structured interviews, where 

the researcher navigates the space between structured and open interview (Tuomi & Sa-

rajärvi, 2018). 

The number of the interviewees was not fixed in the beginning of the data collection process, 

but potential respondents were contacted during the data collection process. Even though 

the interviewees all gave their valuable perspective on the topic, it could be seen quite early 

on during the data collection process, that the data started showing saturation. Saturation 

means that informants do not produce completely new information relevant to the topic 

(Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2018). This eventually supported the decision, that the number of inter-

viewees (N=11) was sufficient for this study.  

The video and transcribed data from the interviews were analysed continuously through the 

research process. The purpose of content analysis is to try to describe the data, which is de-

scribing the phenomenon, in a more condensed form and bring out the general themes 

(Alasuutari, 2011; Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2018). This also helps the researcher to justify one’s 

results and conclusions.  In the first face of data analysis, all the interviews were unravelled 

under the corresponding themes of the interview questions in visual form (post-it) in digital 

workspace (Miro). This phase also acted as a way to reduce and exclude the non-relevant 

information out of the analysis process (Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2018), but the use of different 

labels and themes was abundant in order to be inclusive and ensure the richness of the con-

cepts.  Each interviewee was given their own colour for later purposes. Clustering of emergent 

themes begun after completing all the interviews and transferring the answers in short to 

digital platform.  

The post-its were first clustered in groups according to similarity in themes and ideas (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006; Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2018). After forming the groups, they were named and 

other round of analysis with sub-themes was done similarly. Colours assigned to different 

respondents gave insight on whether the emergent theme was pointed out by only a few 

respondents or if it was more of a cumulated perspective (Vilkka, 2021, p. 194). The process 

of analysis and refinement of themes was done in multiple, highly iterative phases and in 

interplay with literature review. The actual comments of the interviewees are used to de-

scribe the emergent themes identified from the data. All the quotes from the interview are 
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translated to English ensuring that the original intent and meaning has not changed. In the 

abstraction of the data, the linguistic expressions are translated into theoretical concepts and 

conclusions (Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2018). Identification, connections and relations of the themes 

will be discussed in detail in Chapter 6.  

 

5.4 Ethical considerations and limitations 

While selecting the interviewees for the data collection, it was important to choose partici-

pant who could provide good and wide representation of the practitioners experienced with 

the research topic, thus improving the coverage and validity of the research  (Vilkka, 2021, p. 

194), but also provide different perspectives to same topic and providing triangulation to data 

(Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2018). 

The dialog with the interviewees was based on listening, respect and openness. A great deal 

of time was used to make sure, that the interviewees knew exactly what was expected of 

them, how the data was collected and how was it going to be used and stored. The partici-

pants knew of their rights to withdraw from the process at any point. Also, standard forms 

and procedure with the important information was created to exclude the human error of 

forgetting to mention something during the process. In the interview, it was the role of the 

researcher to make sure, that the interviewees felt safe and this was done both in verbal and 

non-verbal communication and by own example. By being open about own feelings, possible 

fears and uncertainties, as well as excitement on looking forward to hearing their thought, 

the researcher tried to set the atmosphere as natural and open as possible. It was made sure, 

that the interviewees knew about possibility to ask questions, interrupt and voice their own 

preferences for the topics, duration and other aspects of the interview. The use of semi-struc-

tured interviews supported the flexibility of the discussion.  

Even though the atmosphere of the interviews was discussion-like, the researcher tried not 

to influence or lead on what was said or state one’s own opinion in the middle of the inter-

view. Instead, following the frame for the interview questions and only asking for clarifica-

tions, additions to what the interviewees brought up was the standard procedure.   

Qualitative research is sensitive to researcher’s subjective interpretations. As it is character-

istic to qualitative data (Alasuutari, 2011), the interviews were both broad in context and rich 

in contents, which always poses some challenges for the analysis. The answers meandered 

from subject to another and there was a lot of going back to previous questions to comple-

ment what was been said earlier. Because of that, the interpretation of the researcher had a 

significant role in the analysis. As a (future) design professional herself, the researcher is part 

of the phenomenon and the context of the study. Recognising and separating one’s own 

thinking, position, background and ideas from the data was important, but can never be fully 

accomplished. Different techniques were used in trying to achieve that. One of them was 

making a mind map of own ideas and expectation before starting the interview process in 

order to make researcher’s own bias and expectation more visible to oneself and allowing to 

put them out of the focus. During analysis and writing of the manuscript, the researcher went 
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back to the original data several times to make sure, that the basic ideas of the interviewees 

had not changed during the process. Also, the approach, abductive reasoning, supported go-

ing back and forth with the data, interpretations and theory. This way the validity of the in-

terpretations was ensured to an extent it was possible and the efforts to exclude the re-

searcher’s own bias were built in the process.  A set of direct quotations of the interviewees 

are presented to support and demonstrate the interpretations and thus support the trans-

parency of the findings. In the literature review, the use of peer reviewed academic journal 

articles was emphasised to guarantee the quality and the extent of literature and concepts 

used to support this research. 

Ethical considerations concerning the data privacy, its handling and life cycle (Vilkka, 2021, p. 

115) was prepared well beforehand and studied with care. The instructions of University of 

Lapland, Finnish National Board on Research Integrity TENK (Finnish National Board on Re-

search Integrity, 2021; University of Lapland: Tutkimuksen Tietosuoja, n.d.) and researchers 

previously acquired knowledge of general Data Protection Regulation GDPR were followed. 

One of the most challenging questions concerning this research was the privacy protection in 

this research setup, where some of the interviewees wanted to be quoted by their own name 

and some wanted to stay anonymous. However, as the process of data gathering progressed, 

it became clear to the researcher that the wishes and choices of the participants could be 

respected without compromising the trustworthiness and transparency of the research or 

treating the participants unequally.  
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6 FINDINGS  

This chapter synthesises the findings of analysing the interview data of the eleven expert in-

terviews. It has been divided into five sections, following the main topics of the interviews 

(figure 15). First, expert’s notions on the operating environment of organisation today and 

their understanding on the underlying factors contributing to this state of matters is dis-

cussed. Second part takes a look at the role of Design as an organisational practice, it’s evo-

lution and the role of people contributing to it. Third section dives into the needed skills and 

abilities of Design professionals. Next, the notions and understanding of the experts on the 

matter of educating future design professionals are discussed. The last section takes a look at 

then notions the experts have on combining Futures Studies with Design practice. 

 

Figure 15. Illustration of the structure of Chapter 6 

 

The experts interviewed are working in different roles in practice, research and education of 

Design and Futures Studies. The interviewees are: Emilia Nykänen (Head of service Design at 

Kuudes), Julius Oförsagd (Head of Design, CEO and Owner at Arctic Factory), Jussi Korhonen 

(COO and Strategic Design Lead at Arctic Factory), Jyrki Kaukomies (Service Architect and Fu-

turist, Partner at Content Union), Katri Kallio (Lead - Futures at VTT), Krista Korpikoski (Uni-

versity Lecturer, Service Design Strategies and Innovations Program Coordinator at University 

of Lapland), Minna Koskelo (Futures Designer, CEO and Founder at 11Helsinki), Markku 

Wilenius (Professional Futurist, Professor, UNESCO Chair) as well as three anonymous experts 

working in the field of Design and education, referred as Expert 1, Expert 2 and Expert 3. In 

the following chapters, interviewees are referred in short, by first name or pseudonym, in 

connection to the quotes to support the readability and flow of the chapters.   
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6.1 Current landscape of organisations today 

According to interviewees, big changes in the society, and general conditions show in multiple 

ways. Situation results into financial caution while considering investments and development 

projects. In other words: money is short for new development. On the other hand, the need 

to adapt the business quickly became evident when Covid- 19 hit us full speed. Constant 

change and uncertainty, war, speedy infiltration of artificial intelligence and the ever-increas-

ing use of new technology have also resulted in fatigue and burdened people in organisations. 

When everything changes all the time, individuals are left with the responsibility to sort out 

the important signals from all the noise that surrounds them. The effects can be seen in the 

everyday life of organisations. 

Savings mentality and overall caution was seen as one the most prominent topics describing 

the current atmosphere in organisations and in society. The uncertain financial situation has 

left organisations and entire nations into a situation where scarce resources need to be used 

efficiently. Competition is fierce and development projects are basically on hold, especially in 

companies. The interviewees tell that this situation in the markets has had direct impacts also 

on the funding of design and innovation related projects, and even in the evaluation criteria 

of the requests of the quotations: price might be valued higher than the quality. In the big 

picture, efforts are aimed at getting the best, most effective and concrete results out of the 

resources what organisations already have instead of finding and developing something com-

pletely new and innovative.  

At the same time, the structures of our societies are changing and the increasing need for 

services for everyone is identified. The way to orchestrate this development receives a lot of 

critique among the interviewees for its short-sightedness. Segregation is increasing, our 

young generation is bearing the burden of our decisions and they are not well. The decisions 

we face now will have a huge effect on what kind of society our children and future genera-

tions will live in. On the public service side, socio-technical entities are getting more and more 

complex and require attention. Evolving technological solutions, like blockchains, AI and cryp-

tocurrencies have a potential of increasing equality, for example by proving the means of 

handling your own money even if you do not have a bank account, but only when they are 

developed in an ethical manner.  

Sudden changes in our global issues have shown that there is a need for new kind of innova-

tion. When the Covid-19 hit us, it forced us as a humankind to think and act differently and to 

do it fast. Suddenly, it was apparent for a lot of different businesses and organisations, that 

things cannot be done in the way they used to. In a relatively short period of time, people 

found new ways to operate or create value in a different manner. Interviewees pinpoint that 

currently, its typically technology and economy that lead the innovation, and it should not be 

so. The speed of digitalisations is increasing and has brought on many important advances, 

but technology should be the vehicle, not the driver.  
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Technological and economic thinking is what leads the development of innovation 
today, but I see that it is in transition and changing... We are simply on the limit 
and we know that and now we don't know how to proceed to innovate and 
change thinking so that it would be more sustainable as a whole... But people 
should still be in charge. Setting the direction on what is desirable, what is alarm-
ing, what kind of solutions are needed and that they are sustainable... and if we 
let technology guide the way, then it doesn't necessarily lead to better futures... 
it's our job to make sure that this doesn't happen... -Katri 
 

Even though technology has a great potential to help us, the way we use it now, burdens a 

lot of people. The ways of working have changed quite significantly and a lot can be and is 

done in digital environment. This has brought on challenges of being constantly available, the 

information is abundant and controlling of both has been left to individuals with the sidenote 

of “wishing for more efficiency”. Our human-brain is not equipped to work this way. Innova-

tion needs some headroom to happen.  Now, the uncertainty and urgency has driven us into 

a situation where we do not have the time, capabilities, courage, will or skills to take a step 

back and figure out what is really going on. This often results into a situation where the prob-

lem to be resolved is also taken as given. The interviewees see it as a challenge, that we do 

not dig deep enough before we start the development.  

 

There was the courage to try a new way of doing things, so that's a good thing. 
But it was kind of decided in advance what the problem is... And then there’s a 
terrible hurry to do something concrete. And we did it for a year. We gathered 
understanding, used participatory approach. That's when they realized in the or-
ganization… what’s really going on. What the problem actually is about, what we 
actually should try to solve… For me, it was... a proof that our process works, when 
we just trust the design process. But it's understandable (to doubt), if you've never 
heard of this process before, and some consultant comes and sells it to you and 
you should just believe and trust in it. And at the same time someone keeps insist-
ing that `we should get something concrete out of this’. -Julius 

 

The same goes for constant change and ever-increasing complexity. People feel that the 

change is too much: they do not have the ability or means to influence or make a difference 

and they are fed up, tired, unable to concentrate and end up resisting the change, new tools 

and technologies that were intended to help them in the first place. This type of situation, 

where a lot organisations and individuals have ended up, creates a negative sense of urgency 

and threat, which is known to narrow down our thinking.  

 

Uncertainty and volatility of our operating environment are certainly the chal-
lenges now… humanity has been under extreme pressure for an exceptionally long 
period of time, many years, and that really affects how we perceive the world and 
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the alternatives in general... And we know from neuroscience that, when we per-
ceive a threat and the situation is unstable and uncertain, it really starts to narrow 
down our thinking... It actually makes us a bit black and white... we might feel 
forced to make some decisions “or this or that happens”... in this kind of pressure, 
when we make those decisions, they are not necessarily the best ones. - Minna 

 

Constant turmoil and uncertainty, resulting in short time-perspective, lack of resources and 

abilities and fatigue of the people in organisations makes the development projects frag-

mented and unconnected. This results in a situation, where people working on similar topics 

and issues do not know about each other, and effectiveness and potential momentum to 

transform current state of affairs is lost. In smaller scale, this happens inside organisations, 

but similar notions rose when talking about local development projects trying to solve the big 

challenges of society.  

 

And in society, perhaps moving from making individual, isolated actions and pro-
jects to seeing and understanding them as part of portfolios. Where we still have 
those projects and actions, but it’s the whole that brings about long-term change 
around a particular theme... A commitment to a specific challenge would be 
made, and then we would start developing it in collaboration with various experts. 
-Katri 

 

In a time, where we need more multidisciplinary cooperation than ever, organisations and 

the expertise in them are trapped in silo mentality. Not necessarily by choice, but somehow 

driven into these isolate functions or departments hurrying along and minding their own busi-

ness. In public speaking, cooperation and sharing of knowledge are encouraged, but people 

and their performance are measured in a completely different indicators: usually in short 

term and in time and money.  Holistic approach, that could widen the perspective on how to 

approach issues, or even, what is seen as the issue, needs the kind of thinking and cooperation 

that does not happen in silos. 

 

It’s definitely related to the capabilities people bring even to work, and I think it’s 
like this narrow view on problems and solutions. And this kind of specialization. 
That is encouraged in children from a very early age, whether in hobbies or at 
school: ... but now we realize that the world and problems are more intercon-
nected than ever before. So, actually, we should support the capability to under-
stand different perspectives and to collaborate. And to be creative and critical and 
ethical... -Katri 

 

Beneath all described above, lie the wicked problems, that are often the root causes for a lot 

of disturbances we face in our everyday life. The challenge with wicked problems is, that they 

cannot ever be fully solved, require a multitude of different disciplines with possibly different 
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aims to work together and the solutions (that are not true-or false, but better or worse) might 

have far reaching and unexpected consequences and cannot be tested beforehand. Also, solv-

ing very important challenges often have conflicting interest, but it is essential, that we need 

to address them anyway. The examples, themes and phenomenon, that can be identified 

from the expert interviews, were the planetary boundaries and sustainability, overemphasis 

of economy as a global driving force, structural changes in society, lack of communication and 

interaction and increasing complexity and systemic nature of problems. For example, the in-

terviewees point out, that sustainable solutions on the product level are not enough and we 

must aim higher. This calls for a new type of thinking, regulation and incentives. 

 

So, if we just, like, switch one technology for another, but we don’t really look at 
what drives... development or what drives people's or companies' actions in a cer-
tain direction, we might end up with even worse problems. The difficult thing here 
is that, of course, in a way, we need more sustainable solutions at the product 
level, but that can also justify using them more... In the energy sector, for exam-
ple, there's a lot of research on the rebound effect. Like, if you develop more effi-
cient energy solutions, say LED lamps, it can still lead to, 'Aha, OK, we can light 
everything up,' which, in practice, ends up increasing energy consumption and 
usage. -Katri 

 

We need a paradigm shift from focusing on economy to issues common to all of us on planet 

Earth. The role of economy is overemphasised and the view is currently really short term. 

Economy is of course an important driver, but we should take a new perspective on how the 

wealth will be gained. It should be done sustainably, in networks and in cooperation. Similarly, 

structural changes in society, like growing number of elderly people, low birth rates and find-

ing enough people to work combined with the changes that working life is going through, 

requires new approaches, perspectives and innovation. It also includes working with the peo-

ple, not just for them. The big decisions we make today effect the ones that come after us, so 

we have a huge responsibility to try to find ways to think and act with the long-term perspec-

tive. 

 
 
I've said that, if boards and leadership teams have slowly begun to understand 
that there should always be a chair in the room for the customer, then my goal is 
to get a chair for the future as well. And if it doesn’t include sustainability, then 
also a chair for the planet. - Minna 

 

The interviewees highlighted that complexity of the systems is something that we need to 

accept as given and it is not going to go away or get easier. The change all around us is of 

systemic nature, so we need to train ourselves as individuals, as organisations and as societies 

to understand that and work with it. We need to dig deeper, take a holistic perspective and 
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we need to ask better and harder questions in order to understand what lies behind the ob-

vious and visible: the believes, incentives and experiences of people and the interconnected-

ness of everything. 

 

...the guiding question for this research program renewal was that... how do we 
develop technology within this socio-technical environment as a whole, so that 
we aim to maximize the good and minimize the harm... We spent a lot of time 
learning to ask better questions. More transformative, more holistic questions. 
And so that we could envision what a more systemic change might concretely 
mean in these themes. - Katri  
 

Even though the challenges we face are hard to tackle, the interviewees saw it as important 

that we do not lose hope. On the contrary, we need positive futures images, hope and oppor-

tunities more than ever. And even more importantly, we should learn how to use them as 

drivers and pathways to preferable futures for all.  

 

When things are difficult and challenging, I’ve often compared this situation to 
seafaring... when the sea conditions are really raging. What do we need to do? 
We look at the horizon. In the same way, I think that if we could now create those 
inspiring visions and, despite everything, keep our eyes on them, and consider our 
actions through that lens. How do we reach our vision despite what’s happen-
ing?... it would give people a lot of motivation and strength to move forward in 
these conditions. That there is something we are building all the time, even 
though there is... threat. We focus so much on those threats and dystopias that 
we forget what we have already solved. What world-class challenges we have 
been able to solve. So why couldn’t we do it now too... – Minna 
 
 

As following figure 16 illustrates, the underlying, complex challenges and wicked problems 

described in the empirical data, and placed at the bottoms of the iceberg, surface in the or-

ganisations in many different ways, resulting in cautious behaviour, short-sightedness and 

loss of agency.  
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The interviewees saw that design as a practice and design professionals already have many 

of the abilities and skills that are needed in making sense of the interconnected and changing 

world. Next chapters take a closer look at the development of design practice in organisations 

and identifies some important roles and functions of design and design professionals. 

 

6.2 The Role of design and design professionals in the organisations  

The experts interviewed described in great detail the role and important functions they saw 

for the design professionals in organisations of today. They also described from their own 

perspective, how the role and function of design as an organisational practice has changed 

during the recent decades and years.  

For the interviewees, it was quite clear that design has expanded and gained increased im-

portance as a practice and as an organisational function. They described that the field and 

context where design, especially service design, has been applied have widened significantly. 

Also, the problems which we try to solve by using design as an approach, have become more 

complex and the way design approaches these problems has gained depth and wider-ranging 

methods and tools.  

 

Every wish was turned into an app or some new gadget... and there was always 
something new going on... Previously, the requests for proposals from commercial 

Figure 16. Current landscape of Organisations 
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actors were like, 'We want to make an app for this' or something like that. But 
now it's more like, 'How do we solve these social media challenges for children, 
when they get involved in these crazy challenges’, or like, 'How do we prevent 
segregation somewhere’. - Emilia 
 

Also, the people working in the different roles and functions of design, have diversified. The 

backgrounds and education of people that the interviewees see as professionals working in 

the field of design, is more multidisciplinary than before. It’s not just the arts anymore. Also, 

the focus has shifted from using certain tools and methods to understanding the broad use 

of core competences of design and service design as an approach and skillset. In general, be-

cause of the approach, these individuals have a good understanding of what should be done 

and skills to do just that, no matter what the challenge is.  

 

In general, people who have the ability to think creatively and engage with design, 
in my opinion, have the capacity for transformation. Like creating something new 
and thinking about things from different perspectives, which is really needed and 
really valuable... And for such people, the design process is natural; you take a 
problem, then you experiment and refine it. You question it... Since we can’t know 
what a system, portfolio, course of actions, or future solution will be like, we need 
the ability to iteratively experiment, test, and think critically and ethically. And I 
think that’s a skill that people interested in design inherently have. It’s more im-
portant than ever, and I believe it will gain recognition, but unfortunately, it is still 
somewhat undervalued today, in my opinion. - Katri 
 

The interviewees paint a picture of the journey where design professionals and function has 

evolved from product design to designing user interfaces, apps and digital platforms or inno-

vating individual service products. After that, came the customer-centric approach to design-

ing services, experiences and also co-designing with the customer.  Then the adoption of de-

sign thinking and service design into business and strategy, from single projects and opera-

tions to strategic design, has brought a diverse set of people with varying design skills into the 

mix. Similarly, measuring and justifying the impact and return of design investment has gained 

more importance. The general understanding supported the perspective, that design has a 

function on a lot of levels: products, services and systems, project, operation and strategies, 

as well as individuals, organisations, communities, societies and international cooperation. 

The need to involve the whole planet and everyone and everything on it is gaining more and 

more significance in design, but also the previously mentioned topics are still present and 

needed approaches. 

 

…the designer, that I’ve grown into… It has, for some reason, become very… stra-
tegically oriented, business-oriented. And what I mean by that is that the reason 
for using design is so that the organization can succeed better in its mission. And 
this way of thinking is actually very far from artistry or artistic creation or indus-
trial design… Yet, when I started my studies as an industrial designer, the first 
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thing wasn’t about ‘Who is the customer?’ and ‘What is the need?’. Back then, 
we went to the workshop to make some gadget… for Nokia, for example. To figure 
out what kind of phone to design. Even now, we need people who can design and 
make those gadgets… And then we need those who draw and illustrate service 
paths. And we need graphic designers, we need people at different levels of de-
sign… - Julius 
 
 

As for the diverse group of individual professionals of design working in different levels of 

organisations, communities and societies, they have a multitude of important roles besides 

design itself. It became clear that it is a job for the design professional to be the bridge-builder 

and enabler, a coordinator and a facilitator that identifies the stakeholders and brings them 

together. It is also the responsibility and a core-ability of the design professional to bring along 

the needed parties and facilitate a process where they have a say in the matters that concern 

them. The design professional has the role of being the builder of joint understanding and 

framing the issue in context as well as communicating it to others in a way that creates com-

mon understanding and purpose. The role of being the champion of the human-centred ap-

proach and the voice of the customer, is important, despite the level they work on.   

 

…what is unique about service design. It’s always about understanding the user’s 
needs. It can solve real-world problems… even if you’re a senior-level practi-
tioner… you operate there… both on a strategic level and with users… understand-
ing what the problem is, what the challenge is… even if I focus on leadership my-
self, it’s also rewarding to operate at the level where the challenges present them-
selves. And that’s where the powerful flow and momentum come from, when you 
realize, ‘That’s the thing that might change this when we get that working’. - Ex-
pert 1 
 
 

 For design professionals to have impact on a strategic level and in supporting change, they 

need to have a role in supporting the business and pursue of the desired image of the future 

as a partner. It is also a role of a coach and trainer that develops the competencies of individ-

uals, teams and organisations in a way, that supports in change also after the project is fin-

ished. Amongst the turbulence and the pressure of succeeding, it is the role of design to be 

the promoter of the importance of creativity and innovation. Being the voice of “how might 

we”-approach gives rise to thinking outside the box also for others. Creativity and new ap-

proaches are needed especially in highly-regulated environments, where designerly ap-

proaches and prototyping can be essential in boosting innovation.  

 

 

…people perceive value from the kind of emotional support in development work 
(we can give). And that we can, like, spar in methods and how to do things, so 
that in this complex world… `How should I proceed, what methods should I use? 
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How do I bring about change?’ So, that’s one clear huge need form organisations 
and maybe a change in the role. - Jussi 
 

Design is seen as a process-oriented practice, which has its pros and cons, and which might 

often clash with the more traditional development processes of organisations. Understanding 

that and being able to navigate the grounds of organisational silos and standards makes a 

huge difference in merging different ways of working and developing together. In general, it 

was seen important, that design has a role of being an active member in approaching the 

challenges of wicked problems and complexity with the holistic mindset and toolbox for work-

ing together. Also, the rapidly increasing role of the use of AI in organisations and in design 

rose up in the interviews. It was seen as tool that is here to stay, but we should find the right 

places to use it. It demands a certain level of understanding in regards of what it can and 

cannot be used for and the main conclusion was that designers should not pass the reins to 

technology, they should just utilise the possibilities it can offer and guide others to under-

stand how to use in in an ethical manner as well. 

To be able to succeed in this complex and versatile role described above, the interviewees 

saw it as crucial to design to have a say in all levels of organisation. The approaches can be 

different, depending on the context and structure of the organisation. In continuous devel-

opment, design must work as a part of the team, right from the beginning, supporting, coach-

ing and training the participants actively. For design to have impact and actual influence, they 

must be able to work with the ones that actually decide in the organisation, meaning the 

management or preferably, the executive level. Also, the other functions, like marketing, that 

have the same interests are important partners for design. Same goes for IT, because digital 

solutions are often integral part of the innovation and services and designers should work 

with the parties developing them right from the beginning. When innovating and developing 

completely new services or products, it was seen possible, that design can also be an inde-

pendent function or a hub, but also in these situations, it is important to align with the aims 

of larger group of stakeholders.  

 

(We need to understand that) `OK, what are we doing? At what level? What kind 
of change are we making?’ But still, if we want a strategic change, we can’t make 
that change without the commitment of the organisation’s leader… Getting the 
leaders to commit to the change process, to development, is incredibly difficult. 
Because they are in their own bubble, in some tower, and they think that, ‘Well, I 
don’t need to participate in that… I have much more important things to do.’ And 
then in the development process, it ends up being for nothing. Because change 
doesn’t happen if leaders aren’t committed. Because of the stick, because of the 
carrot, because of the example, because of the culture, because of everything. - 
Julius 
 

There was a common understanding among the interviewees that organisations are not yet 

mature enough to gain the full potential design could provide them, when used as a holistic 

approach throughout the entire organisation. Doing so would require a major cultural shift. 
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Even when the need to innovate and think and act differently are vastly recognised in organ-

isations, they are still lacking in ability, skills and probably also the will or courage to pursue 

that on a systematic and strategic level. The current situation of world does not help, either. 

Looking into the future might seem as a waste of scare resources, when organisations are 

struggling in their daily operations and future seems turbulent and uncertain. Organisations 

also might not be ready to give up on their old ways of doing and hierarchical ways of deciding 

what is important, even if design professionals would have strong grounds for their sugges-

tions.  

 

…we all should adopt a mentality that we’re not just feathers in the wind, drifting 
from place to place. Instead, we all have the ability to change the world. Especially 
the people in companies who are making those decisions. And… that’s why, as 
designers, we should definitely work with those people. - Emilia 

 

What does this expansion in the role of design as a function and the changing role of Design 

professionals themselves mean for the individuals? Next chapter will dive into the skills and 

abilities that the experts interviewed saw as necessary for operating in this changing environ-

ment and role.   

  

6.3 Skills and abilities of design professionals  

As for the needed skills and abilities of design professionals which the interviewees recog-

nised, the list is indeed long. Interviewees described the combinations of “soft skills” or meta 

skills as well as open mindset paired with strong professional design skills and multidiscipli-

nary expertise as a strong basis for design professionals (figure 17).  

 

Like meta-skills in a certain way. In my opinion, meta-skills are things like critical 
thinking, creativity, and ethics, and these are part of the design process… - Katri  
 
 

It is quite hard to distinguish, which of the skills are “professional skill” or general skills, per-

sonality traits or a worldview of a person, but in this analysis, emergent themes from the 

interview data have been divided into two main groups. The first group includes the skills that 

stem from the values, posture and mindset of the design professional and the other consist 

of the more traditional skills that “can be taught” and learned in more traditional way. The 

skills and abilities in each group could easily be moved from one to another, they complement 

each other are likely to develop over time and personal experience.  
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6.3.1 Softer side of design professionalism: values, mindset and posture  

 

Clearly, big part of the skills or personal traits that were identified, can be grouped under a 

broad umbrella of soft skills, meta skills and person’s attitude towards the surrounding world. 

Some of the interviewees described these sort of skills as “difficult to put into words”, but 

really crucial for the successful outcome. In addition to these skills, a willingness to take a 

stance, make a difference, optimistic attitude toward change and believing that we all can 

participate were listed as important aspects. 

 

Interaction skills, collaboration skills, empathy have always been needed. We 
wouldn’t have been able to solve challenges without them, and we still need 
them... It might feel like everyone now has to be like an AI guru, and that also 
causes anxiety because you have to keep learning new things all the time. But 
then there’s a bundle of meta-skills that we will also need, so we can also learn 
about AI and use it. - Minna 

 

Empathy was recognised as one of the most essential skills for design professionals in the 

interviews. To be able to genuinely try to hop into someone’s shoes and design from that 

perspective was seen as vitally important skill and ability. Empathy was strongly linked to lis-

tening to others, including them into design process and respecting different perspectives. It 

was mentioned that empathy is the essential building block for building a sustainable future 

Figure 17. Skills and abilities of Design professionals 
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for all, but current mainstream operating models of modern societies, business and develop-

ment often seem to pursue different goals. Balancing between the demands of financial effi-

ciency and constant pressure for fast results and retaining the empathic approach and sensi-

tivity to the softer side of things seems like a challenging but necessary task to design profes-

sionals.  

 
We need to practice and train these skills within ourselves so that we don’t end 
up merely as extensions of machines, as the machine world is increasingly around 
us and tends to suggest a more reduced model of human behaviour and action. 
Therefore, as a countermeasure, we need to focus on bringing forth something 
that is specifically human and particularly suited to this era. - Markku 
 
 

Our design has always outcomes, but ethical consideration should be present right from the 

start in the process. Sustainable thinking and also acting accordingly was seen as an important 

skill for the design professionals. In design, it is mandatory to understand that our planet can-

not bear the current level of consumption and it would be crucial to subject our needs to 

important ethical considerations, like if we really need something or why something should 

be done in the first place. Understanding that doing less harm is no longer enough, but the 

need to zoom out really early on in the process. The question of ethics was also linked to the 

deliberation of who can participate in decision- and policy-making. Designers often have a 

change to be the spokesperson for the ones that don’t usually have a voice in the important 

debates, for example future generations, the non-human world and social minorities. Ethical 

approach was seen as a built-in requirement for modern design and design professionals. De-

signers bear the responsibility for the way they design and what kind of legacies their design 

solutions leave behind. In addition to valuing sustainability, they also need to have suitable 

professional skills and knowledge for the principles of sustainable design.  

 

…the ethical aspect... it’s always the fundamental question of why something is 
done. And of course, ethics have strongly emerged in all design and service design, 
because we understand now that the limits of growth have been reached and that 
excessive consumption must stop. … It’s hard to even imagine serious design an-
ymore that doesn’t consider the ethical perspective. - Markku 
 
 

A strong future orientation in one’s thinking is one of the key aspects of being able to think 

and act ethically, empathically and sustainably. This was recognised as embedded in the idea 

of design itself as design is always done for the future. In addition to this, the need for skills 

and methods to approach this systemically rose into focus among the interviewees.  The in-

terviewees brought out that there is not enough understanding or expertise in the organisa-

tions to systematically incorporate futures studies methodologies in their strategic planning, 

let alone design processes. Especially the turbulence of the last few years has given rise to the 

understanding to the need of incorporating foresight systematically and continually in the 
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strategic planning and design in organisations. But time, money and competence to do so are 

still standing in the way of progressing. The need has been recognised, but not enough organ-

isations or individuals are able to get a hold of how to explore and use futures systematically.  

 

…that the future is also created together. That’s why it’s very easy, smart, and 
extremely sensible to combine service design methods with foresight… And some-
how foresight is still practised far too little… Foresight is the new service design. 
Just as service design was buzzing 10-15 years ago, foresight is now increasingly 
recognised as needed. - Emilia 
 
 

Bringing the ideas and methodologies of Futures studies together with Design was seen as a 

fruitful ground to bring new perspectives, people and skills into the mix. The use of scenarios, 

foresight, futures thinking and more experimental approaches like speculative design came 

up, but the hope-giving and driving force of identifying different possible, plausible and pref-

erable futures was seen important for designers and the stakeholders they work with. 

 

...when we consider promoting foresight, scenarios is a method, but they are also 
a way of thinking to see more than two, and especially more than one, option... -
Minna 

 

Similarly to skills mentioned previously, it is essential to recognise and understand bias and 

posture of oneself and of others. Your standing point, history, unspoken fears and values can 

be layered in our thinking and we all carry those roots with us. For a design professional, that 

is just a starting point: we also must recognise the same aspects in the one’s who we design 

with and for, as well as the other stakeholders involved. The design professional can rarely be 

an objective outsider steering the process and ensuring the outcome and execution. More 

often, they are active participants in the process and the outcomes affect them as well.  

 

I definitely promote mindsight… That’s where I always start at... mindsight. Un-
derstanding one's own mind. Then we can go into the future. After that comes 
insight and foresight. It requires this... thinking about thinking... It’s just diving 
into one's own mind. In almost all of the organisations, this is the part, where the 
light bulbs light up the most, where there’s an ´AHA!’ moment... I always feel that 
this is the part where the realization happens, and that’s what I’ve wanted to 
bring along... It’s a very big and important part of Futures design…I promote the 
understanding of the human mind in Futures design. I feel that it has been ne-
glected in Futures studies... or was missing before Futures literacy came along. -
Minna 
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Different aspects of creativity were often brought up by the interviewees. They saw the need 

for increased creativity on personal level and as a group of people, communities and organi-

sations. They also pointed out the need for everyday and incremental creativity: a practical 

and naturally emergent approach of “let’s try this” which comes naturally for us as humans, 

when we are not afraid to use this skill. For design professionals, it appears, for example, as 

an ability to use methods creatively in different situations and contexts and modify them ac-

cordingly.  Another point that was highlighted is the need for transformational creativity as a 

way of thinking and mindset. Creativity here was seen as aiming for radical innovation by 

understanding the need to approach problems with completely new set of ideas, tools, ex-

periments and people involved. 

 

…then we need to find that new direction by questioning the current way of oper-
ating. By innovating the innovation itself. In this… I believe designers are quite 
adept and have clearly started seeking this direction in matters like these, and 
we’ve learned a lot from them. - Katri 
 
 

The interviewees saw as essential, that the design professionals are curious towards new and 

different, interested on many topics. Good general knowledge and curiosity towards subjects 

outside their main domain is helpful in gaining a broad understanding of the world around us. 

It is not expected that you know everything about everything, but it is extremely valuable 

when a design professional can, for example, understand that things might be connected and 

guide the attention to the right direction. The attitude is also important here: it makes a huge 

difference if a person is open to not knowing and curious to find out versus a person who is 

afraid of be revealed as not knowing and avoiding to put oneself in that type of situation at 

all costs.  

 

…it’s crucial for designers is to understand, what’s happening in the world. …And 
that is a skill and capability, somehow an attitude… as general knowledge in-
creases... and knowing that, `OK, something like this is coming’, it makes the de-
signer’s job much easier. When you can connect the dots in your own head, like, 
‘Ah, this relates to that issue and that thing. I need to look into this because it 
probably connects to this.’ It brings a tremendous amount of added value to the 
designer’s work when we can piece these elements together and connect them. 
Like, ‘Hey, by the way, did you know that green transition involves… this thing and 
there’s a regulation coming.’ Even if I don’t know anything about that regulation, 
but if I know that it’s planned or someone has mentioned it, it can be a huge deal 
for a company because it might cause to redirect their entire market. For example, 
‘The EU is about to ban this, so we need to create a new business model, and I’ve 
found this business opportunity in it’. - Julius 
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Co-design and willingness to let go of the cape of the hero and invite others to join the process 

was seen as one of the most important skills. It was clear that in the opinions of the inter-

viewees, participatory approach to design is the only reasonable way to go forward in the 

turmoil of our operating environment. In addition to actually being able to facilitate co-design, 

which will be discussed further onward in this chapter, it is crucial that design professional 

see and seek the value of working together, even though the skills and perspectives of partic-

ipants differ. It requires for design professionals to step down from the pedestal of sole expert 

and that they are willing to listen, share and learn from others.   

 
…but the likelihood of making an impact increases when we truly understand the 
customer and the various stakeholders around them. And then the likelihood 
that… the desired change will stick is higher because we involve people in the de-
velopment process. In design, relationships are formed with people when we in-
volve them… Relationships are formed, trust is built, and when trust is built, com-
mitment follows. - Jussi 

 

The interconnectedness of problems, consequences and actions was one of the most im-

portant topics of the interviews. It was brought up that, since the scope of design challenges 

and the context where design is applied have widened significantly, so has the complexity. 

Especially the rise of social design practices and wicked problems has given more emphasis 

to address the systemic thinking skills of design professionals. It is mandatory that design pro-

fessional’s perspective on everything is holistic and they understand the systemic nature of 

the operating environment. It is not enough to design and develop a solution that solves a 

problem here and now. There are also the future consequences and stakeholders to consider, 

as well as other places where the effects of our solution could extend to. In general, the in-

creased need for a broader perspective was highlighted and it was brought up, that especially 

service design already possesses a lot ideologies to support design professionals on this quest. 

It is often the design professionals, who bring forward the voices of different stakeholders, 

also the non-human ones, and facilitate the finding of common ground, where the result 

could be more than the sum of its parts. Hence, it would be crucial to support the design 

professionals with suitable methods, tools and understanding in their training and education. 

 

The skills of how a designer thinks and does their work is… thinking holistically 
and at a systemic level, while also paying attention to the details. They dig and 
explore and seek out, and they are also the bridge-builders between different 
stakeholders. - Krista 
 

Design professionals need tolerance to uncertainty and ability to act regardless of conflict and 

lack of clarity. The fuzzy front end of design process (Sanders & Stappers, 2008, p. 6) is familiar 

to design professionals, but the increasing complexity and the systemic nature of the chal-

lenges we try to solve, result in a situation where “the solution” might be temporal, might 

have other, potentially harming consequences or the actual problem is so hard to define, that 
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nobody has a clear understanding of the nature of the problem in the first place. The design 

professional has to be able to somewhat at home with ambiguity and also to be able to coach 

others to tolerate the “not knowing” as well. 

 

…you kinda have to like conflict. Not fighting, but conflict, and you need to enjoy 
paradoxes. You have to like all kinds of problems that can’t be solved. You need 
to somehow enjoy creating agency for yourself in various environments. This is 
very difficult because, by nature, people don’t want conflicts… and they might not 
like paradoxes very much. They want functional solutions… All type of uncertainty 
often scares people… - Expert 3 

 

Given the demanding nature of the profession and the never-ending list of requirements, the 

interviewees brought up an important part design professionals skillset: understanding that 

you cannot be everything all at once and acting accordingly. Recognising your personal moti-

vation, interests, role and capability to influence in the organisation and planning your career 

in a way that supports your well-being is also something that should be practised. One design 

professional cannot be the expert on all areas of design, but it should not stop one from pur-

suing what feels like the right path. The path can also lead to somewhere unexpected, but 

along the way it is important to stay on the driver’s seat and listen to yourself. 

 

6.3.2 The professional skills: Taking action and learning by doing 

 

In addition to soft skills, mindset and values defining the posture towards the world, there 

are also skills where the before mentioned are really put to use and skills that support building 

a broader worldview. This taxonomy created in the analysis is based on the emergent themes 

of affinity diagramming, but it is mostly created to help the reader to make sense of the broad 

set of necessary skills brought into spotlight by the expert interviews. 

First of all, the essential “designer skills”, understanding the design process, using the design 

methods and tools broadly and relying on the principles of design thinking, was seen as stra-

tegically valuable and relevant expertise, also in other fields and functions than in design func-

tion itself.  You have to know the basics well, so that you can use and develop them in differ-

ent contexts. In addition to different tools and methods, visualisation or crystallisation of the 

important was seen as the core skills of design professionalism. The interviewees saw it as 

essential that the core values of ecologic, social and economic sustainability are built-in in all 

aspects of design. As it already has been established, the scope of design projects and the 

domains of our organisations and society where design is being used have expanded. Even 

though the expectations to the competence of design professionals are constantly rising, the 

interviewees see, that the comprehensive approach of design, especially service design and 

participatory methods, has what it takes to tackle the challenge. The curiosity, holistic ap-

proach, the ability to connect the dots and bring relevant parties together is the starting point. 
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Then, to ideate, prototype, visualise and make the complex and intangible into something we 

can discuss over and develop further is vital for increasing better communication and inter-

action. Design professionals come into the picture with the will, tools and methods to do so.  

 

…so basic skills, like creative thinking, empathy, the ability to process and repre-
sent information in a way that others can understand… these fundamental ele-
ments in creative work become very prominent, as tools can change rapidly. But 
as long as we have the ability to advance the creative process and leverage hu-
man creative intuition, it doesn’t matter so much what the tools are. - Expert 2 
 
 

Even though the interviewees saw it as a natural evolution of the profession, that design pro-

fessionals are working closely with new technologies, they do not necessarily need to be the 

experts. But they need to be curious, need to know, who are the ones that can give more 

information, need to be able to utilise them and understand how their development affects 

the context they are working in. It is quite clear that a lot of work that was previously done 

face to face and with pen and paper, is now done online. It would be beneficial to explore the 

multitude of digital design tools and the use of AI during studies in order to gain a broader 

understanding of the subject and become confident in using them in different circumstances. 

 
 
A designer’s skillset should definitely include all these digital tools, as well as an 
understanding of artificial intelligence and AI tools… You don’t have to know how 
to use everything, but having an understanding of them is sufficient. - Krista 
 
 

Since the importance of participatory methods in design was recognised as one of the main 

topics in the interviews, it was also mentioned that this is something that is not easy in prac-

tice. You just cannot go and use the same methods every time, no matter how good they are. 

Participatory approach requires a lot planning, project management, visualisations and ex-

tensive use of methods and tools that need to suit the participants, context and aims of the 

workshop and project.  For many of the Design professionals, it is crucial to understand, for 

example, what are the enablers of creative teamwork and how to manage it in a way that all 

the participant can contribute and feel safe and how to work in a way that results into some-

thing. The facilitator needs empathy, knows the context, is a good communicator, is sensitive 

to the unspoken feelings of the participants and knows how to inspire and sell the importance 

of committing to the process to them. And then, let’s add digital environment and tools into 

this mix. Skills to actually be able to do all this and still feel comfortable doing so, asks for a 

lot of practice, reflection, flexibility and of course, trial and error.  

 

…how can it be taught? It’s a bit of a thing that you need to experience and learn 
from it. To see someone do it. That’s how you learn best. You don’t learn it just by 
reading the book. - Jussi 
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Interaction and communication skills are something that seem to come easier to others. Nev-

ertheless, according to the expert interviews, they are amongst the most important ones. 

Even if these come more naturally for other individuals, they can be practised. There are many 

levels and different aspects of interaction and communication that came out during the in-

terviews. First of all, a design professionals should have strong social skills in order to raise 

confidence with stakeholders and participants. They need to be good listeners and the ones 

that encourage communication and collaboration, skilled at putting thoughts into words or 

other easily understandable form clearly and according to one’s audience. In addition to pre-

vious, they should have the courage to form their own opinions and defend them while being 

respectful to the opinions of others. This often requires the skill to be diplomatic, but firm. 

 

…multimodal communication skills… in different forms of language. Not just 
speaking, not just PowerPoint, not just drawing, not just playing, not just by mu-
sic. These are different ways of communicating, so the more you can… If some-
thing isn’t getting through to your team members, the more you can switch mo-
dalities, the more useful it is… And then… being able to sense how to present your 
idea in a way that creates a shared understanding with the audience. - Expert 3 
 

Extensive research skills, systematic use of research data, data analysis skills and skills to use 

data for argumentation were mentioned as basic skills that design professionals need in order 

to succeed.  It was seen also as something that can the Design professional can use as an 

emotional “backup” and contributing to occupational well-being in addition to being an inte-

gral part of design practice. 

 

On the other hand, there should also be the capability to gather and analyse data. 
Because data really is everything. If you, as a designer, have that data as your 
support, it’s much easier to work. And this perhaps also distinguishes it from art-
istry. While an artist might purely rely on their vision and what’s in their own head, 
a designer finds it much easier to operate when they can rely on ‘here’s the fact, 
and here’s the data’. - Julius 
 
 

In the turmoil of constant change and insecurity, coaching and mentoring the stakeholders in 

the organisation or community was seen as a part of the changing role of the design profes-

sionals. Creating significance and coaching participants to find meaning is one aspect of this. 

The other one is being able to teach other to do things differently than before, even after the 

design professional is no longer available to guide them.  

 
…you need to understand different needs and be, in a way, a translator between 
these needs. You should also be the one who encourages communication and col-
laboration within the organization. This even extends to a somewhat mentoring 
role, where you need to be able to teach others about different approaches to 
doing things. - Expert 2 
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What the interviewees call for, is the ability and increasing need for critical and strategic 

thinking. In short, critical thinking highlights practising reflective scepticism focusing on what 

to believe or do and it identifies multiple components to consider: observing, feeling, won-

dering, imagining, inferring, knowledge, experimenting, consulting, identifying and analysing 

arguments, judging and deciding (Hitchcock, 2018, as sited in Ericson, 2022). Even though the 

forementioned components of critical thinking might be familiar to design professionals, 

more effort on figuring out the hidden power relations, agendas and aims is needed. Also, 

even when the fastest gains of using design can often be seen at the operational level of the 

organisation, (Koivisto et al., 2019) a need for bringing design and designers into strategic 

level is recognised in the interviews. 

The experts interviewed mentioned systemic design as an emerging design practice only a 

few times, but most of them had identified the need for systemic thinking skills as necessary 

for all design professionals. Similarly, it was seen important that the design professionals can 

spot opportunities and help in finding a purpose (for the system). It was mentioned that one 

of the distinctive qualities of design professionals is their ability to operate and connect the 

dots on multiple levels of the system, from micro-level operations to macro-level phenome-

non, because taking a broad perspective is built in the operating practices and processes of 

design.  

 

…the capability for systemic thinking. Like, having the skills to understand or at 
least a willingness to understand contexts. For example, recognizing that there 
are different levels—this level, that level, and this level—and understanding their 
relationships to each other… and especially leading and guiding that discussion. 
The wisdom doesn’t have to come from the designer alone; it’s about the team, 
the experts, and the people. But… I think it would be great if a designer had the 
ability to grasp those different layers and perspectives and then, of course, give 
the floor to those who really know about those different perspectives. - Julius 

 

It was seen as helpful if design professionals were to have multidisciplinary knowledge and 

experience themselves, but even more important was the ability to seek knowledge, prac-

tices, tools and methods from the people and experts outside your own domain. It was seen 

as essential, that the huge challenges we face can only be solved by working together and the 

opportunities we might have can be found from unexpected places. For the working life, it 

was seen the most fruitful to opt for T-shaped competence, where professionals have a strong 

core in at least one field (design), but in addition to that, they have the ability to use the 

knowledge gained through the research and practice of other disciplines and collaborate with 

experts of diverse backgrounds. On the individual level, the advice given to design profession-

als was to develop expertise in a few specific topics as the “legs for your T” and use your 

expertise in multidisciplinary teams, where you have a change of learning from others. As for 

organisations and communities, the value of this setup is in creating a much more diverse and 
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deep understanding by combining different perspectives and experiences of people partici-

pating in teams.   

 
We believe in the T-shaped professional concept… to be a good designer, you need 
to be multidisciplinary, but you can’t be an expert in every field. So, represent a 
few areas yourself… It’s important that you have some disciplinary identity as 
well, because otherwise, it’s like having expertise in everything. And as we know, 
you can’t know everything. You need to have one or more of the legs of the `T’ to 
be able to gain the top part, that connects things together. - Expert 3 

 

To be able to put their design skills into use in real life, design professionals need also studies 

from other disciplines. Business, leadership, marketing, psychology, organisational develop-

ment, industrial business and management as well as futures studies were mentioned as po-

tential add-ons. The idea behind the list is to give the future professionals the basics of un-

derstanding how the organisations actually work and how many different stakeholders, pur-

poses, aims and languages there are. Because, that’s the reality where the design profession-

als will operate in. Off course, it is not possible to compress all of this in one degree, but the 

students should be given a realistic change of incorporating different topics from different 

faculties and even different universities to their degree by systematic cooperation of educa-

tors.   

 

Studies in social sciences, public administration, and management… would com-
plement the design education. It would make the basics in the world of organiza-
tional development more familiar to potential future designers… providing tools 
for how to manage those changes. When you’re driving change and designing 
new solutions, services, models, or products, it’s crucial to know how to integrate 
them into everyday practice (of organisations). That would be really important. - 
Jussi 

 

Finding the one’s that actually know about the matter at question and giving them a say, 

requires the understanding of the operating environment and relations, roles and actors in it, 

as a whole. As design professionals are often put into situations where they need to learn and 

internalise a lot of information fast and they also need to be able to put this information into 

context and into use. It was seen as an important ability to understand one’s own learning. 

Fast learning and learning to learn will help in everyday situations, where the designer has to 

grasp the underlying structures, roles and power relations in a certain context, but it will also 

help in developing one’s professional competence and capacity over time.  

As one of the defining characteristics of design is the combination of thinking and doing. Also 

experimenting, prototyping and iterating are essentially included in the process of design. It 

was seen as an essential skill of a designer to use the craft of making as an instrument of 

learning and even more so, collective learning. The participants can seek and create common 

understanding and purpose through making and experiencing, trying things out in practice 

and crafting the intangible ideas and futures scenarios into artifacts. This learning by doing 
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can help in creating increased understanding in a certain context or finding a way to discuss 

differences of perspectives.  This was seen as something quite unique for design and art and 

valuable for a whole lot of fields and topics. 

 

Then we try to create prototypes to increase understanding, first in small groups 
then in larger ones, about what it could mean in concrete. Then we discuss around 
those artifacts, and everyone’s understanding increases. …You create concrete 
artifacts through which we understand more. Then we iterate. - Expert 3 
 

Next chapter takes a look at the data from the perspective of how the current competence of 

Design professional fulfils these needs and expectations and how the design education is pre-

paring newcomers into this field and practice.  

 

6.4 Educating the future design professionals 

One of the themes of the interview concerned how, in the opinion of the interviewees, the 

current professional competence and skillset of graduating design professionals meets the 

need in the organisations and communities. The answers revealed that graduating design pro-

fessionals have excellent basic design skills that consist of understanding the process, the 

framework and tools to bring the user and customer in the centre in an empathic way. It was 

mentioned that this is a good starting point and helpful guideline, especially when one does 

not have a lot of experience.   

 

…was originally kind of a multidisciplinary person with a background in art and 
acting, and had also worked in public administration. A very multidisciplinary and 
creative individual… and currently working on the master’s thesis. This person had 
started researching sustainability transitions, this transition design… Every time I 
talked with this particular designer, I learned an immense amount from the dis-
cussions. So yes, I’ve used that as a benchmark, for example at VTT, to understand 
what kind of skills will be needed in the future. I’ve pointed out that, ‘Look, these 
people are already starting to emerge and are being trained in our institutions’. - 
Katri 
 

On the other hand, it was the lack of experience in the organisational life that causes the 

majority of the mis-match experienced by the interviewees. It was described to show itself in 

two ways: as lack of understanding of how organisations really operate and how design pro-

fessionals contribute in them and as lack of experience on working together with others, who 

come from a different, non-designer, perspective. Freshly graduated design professionals, 

without actual experience from everyday life of organisations and coming from creative, even 

artistic environment that supports trial and iteration, innovation and low hierarchy in teams 

might be facing a shock when entering the organisations. Timeframes, decision-making poli-

cies, budgets, conflicting goals and viewpoints are difficult to figure out for everyone, but it 
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gets even harder if you job description is to design, facilitate, transform and innovate amongst 

all of this.  

 

You have the methods, the processes, and the thinking, but it’s quite challenging 
to be creative in a world that is very non-design-oriented. Organizations are not 
design-oriented in any way, and their reality is not like that at all. - Jussi 
 

In the viewpoint of the organisations, freshly graduated design professionals might seem a bit 

naïve and idealistic and not quite on top of the game “in the real world”. That been said, it is 

recognised, that this kind of out-of-the box thinking might be just what is needed in the or-

ganisation. Professional self-esteem is also something that develops with experience and it 

was mentioned that newly graduated design professionals seldom have the ability to question 

the authorities in the organisation, discuss with them on their “own language”, meaning busi-

ness language and defend their own ideas and standpoints. Good news is, that the lack of 

experience can be fixed by gaining experience. This was one of the most important aspects 

that the interviewees would focus on the education journey of the design professionals. 

 

What is needed, is more experience in how designers work within organisations. 
Specifically, learning how to question or introduce new ideas and finding the cour-
age to bring revolutionary thoughts. That’s what I mean by experience. And then, 
dealing with an organisation—it's not just one person, but an organisation—how 
to work with it. And having long-term experience helps in sensing what is possible 
and identifying potential obstacles. - Jyrki 

 

In the big picture, providing practical training during studies was seen one of the best ways to 

help graduating design professionals prepare for working life. The interviewees told that they 

encourage students to find real projects to participate into, even if it feels scary. It would be 

important to participate to projects in real organisations in order to understand how organi-

sations operate, how decisions are made there, in what kind of roles designers work in and 

how they contribute in different levels of different organisations.  

For personal growth and learning, is would be important to explore your own motivation, and 

strengths as a design professional as a part of your studies. As it has been established, the 

role of design professional is often a challenging one and understanding what is important for 

you, to what do you want to contribute into and how you can use your strengths to support 

your goals is good for your wellbeing. The list of expectations can feel really overwhelming, 

especially when one is just starting one’s journey. The interviewees recognised a need for 

more personal educational paths, mentoring and carrier coaching from teachers supported 

by representatives of working life.  

 

It’s really essential for a designer to think about their career path. The solution 
probably isn’t for one designer to have every possible skill… A designer or design 
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student needs to make strategic choices. For example, ‘Now I’m going to focus on 
this and acquire these skills because it will allow me to take the next step’… or ´I 
want to develop specialized skills to become indispensable.’ Not everyone’s moti-
vation is to work at a strategic level… I feel this is a weakness in our education as 
well. Career coaching should play a much bigger role… We need guidance to make 
the right choices and self-reflection to understand our own areas of strength, be-
cause we all have such different strengths. - Expert 1 

 

Thinking is important, but so is doing. Teaching, how to take action and feel that you can make 

a difference, is a competence that can take you far. It is important that you complete your 

education with something as valuable as this.  

 
So essentially, it’s about teaching how to enhance agency, both individually and 
collectively. What can we actually do here? ... And if what I want to do is very 
much at odds with what I could do, then what... Can I somehow move in that 
direction step by step, so that I could eventually do what I want or what we want? 
Fundamentally, it’s about developing one’s own agency. - Expert 3 

 

Since design professionals are not the only ones facing the heightened expectations in organ-

isations, the topics and themes of education sparked some discussion on the reform of edu-

cation all together. The interviewees brought out the opinions that the current degree struc-

ture of Master’s degree (in Finland) is too rigid and, in some cases, too broad and long. I was 

suggested, that it would be more beneficial, if it would be normalised to work after complet-

ing bachelor’s degree, gain experience from multiple perspectives and only after that, return 

to complete your master’s degree where studies could be inter/multidisciplinary. It was also 

questioned if completing a whole Master’s degree is the right approach for people who al-

ready have one, but still want to study in academic institution. The solution could be to offer 

modules to complement your one’s existing expertise. This can already be done through open 

universities, but for some reason, it is not valued enough in the labour markets. Responsibility 

of learning through life and updating your skills, which we all should do, has been left as a 

responsibility of a person. Critique was given also to current financial structures in education 

facilities that do not support genuinely multidisciplinary design education for students. Silos 

do exist between faculties and money and resources are heavily guarded in them.  

 

6.5  The intersection of Futures studies and Design practice in data 

Even though futures focus is always present in design, the methodologies and practice of fu-

tures studies is still more of a side note in educating design professionals in some educational 

facilities. Its close connection to the role of design professionals can still clearly be seen on 

the interviews. Despite their differences, it is important not to see Futures studies and Design 

as separate and isolate approaches, but as fields that can complement each other.  
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(Futures thinking). I think it could be really refreshing. It would help designers to 
understand that there are many things happening in the world, and there are 
people who research and analyse the direction in which the world is transforming. 
Because it’s still the designer’s job to help the organization succeed in its purpose. 
However, the organization should understand the direction in which their market 
is evolving, whether it’s private or public sector. So, if they had something more 
concrete about what might be happening… this knowledge and understanding 
should be a backbone for the designer. It’s crazy that we make decisions without 
considering the futures… Absolutely. And now that I think about it, it’s crazy that 
it’s not included (in the education). – Julius 

Figure 18 summarises potential benefits of integrating futures studies with Design practice 

that were brought up by the interviewees. The interviewees pinpointed that we should take 

a longer time perspective and think about futures more actively, because imagining different 

futures images and scenarios actually guides our actions. If we can picture different futures, 

we are more informed of our possibilities and potential risks. In this ways, Futures studies has 

a lot to offer to design professionals. Exploring different futures is also a powerful tool for 

strengthening and cultivating the agency over our own futures. 

 

…the biggest difference between Futures studies and Service design, though there 
are many differences, is that Future studies do not involve implementation plan-
ning. It addresses the initial stages of service design planning. I think it’s very con-
crete in terms of where we can work together. - Jyrki 
 

Figure 18. Integration of Futures Studies and Design practise in empirical data 
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It was mentioned earlier, that being able to use data is an important skill for design profes-

sionals and they could benefit from gaining new tools, methods and understanding from the 

field of Foresight. Of course, this requires the skills to explore and use different kind of futures 

knowledge systematically and actively. Investigating futures also might bring the diverse 

needs of stakeholders into focus more strongly and thus highlight the ethical aspects of de-

sign. Using the methods of Futures studies and different forms of Futures knowledge can also 

help us to think more critically and not base our decisions and solutions solely on information 

and experiences from the past. As the ability to think strategically was recognised as an im-

portant skill for design professionals, it was brought up, that actively incorporating futures 

thinking can help in achieving that. By exploring what the future would look like based on the 

choices we make today and vice versa, it can be highlighted that our actions today take us 

into some direction and we need to be more aware of the consequences of our choices.  

 

So, core professional skills also include the ability to look to the future, whether 
it’s short-term or long-term. When developing something new, it’s important to 
have the ability to see what steps are needed for that development to happen... 
Having a perspective of, say, 10 years ahead could be a really good addition, be-
cause it’s something that is, or might be needed a lot in the job. Especially if work-
ing at a strategic level. - Expert 2 
 
 

Participatory methods were seen as an important approach in both fields. This was seen as 

potential ground for joint effort for inviting more people and perspectives into solving our 

common problems. Participatory design methods can enrich the verbal and textual toolset of 

traditional futures research by bringing along the numerous ways of making the complex and 

invisible into something concrete. These designed artifacts can function as ways to building 

better to communication, because they can make the experiencing of futures possible and 

personal. By inviting more people and perspectives into designing and making decisions, can 

also reduce risk and cause savings, when solutions are evaluated early on the process.   

 

As the world becomes more abstract, I think the value of actually creating a tan-
gible artifact, whether it’s a digital or physical representation, or some kind of 
software code, or something that can move out there on the streets, is becoming 
more significant. Because the world is so full of talk and PowerPoints, and while 
being able to sell ideas is important, I believe that with the advent of generative 
AI filling the internet with all sorts of content, the value of being able to actually 
show, 'Hey, this is how it could work,' is emphasized. - Expert 3 
 
 

Of course, imagining and exploring multiple futures can also result in increased uncertainty, 

because options for actions also multiple. That is where bringing Design thinking, tools and 

methods can help significantly. One of the most brought up theme among the interviewees 
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was designs ability to create action towards the desired futures, which was seem to be some-

what lacking from Futures studies approaches, which concentrate more on imagining and 

mapping the potential futures.  

 

Design tools are becoming extremely important as a way to concretize and frame 
the changes that might be possible. Many of the tools in Futures studies are verbal 
and textual... - Expert 1 

 

Design practices have functioning processes and potential to bring in the relevant stakehold-

ers, give form to abstract images of futures agilely and develop the ideas further in iterative 

manner. At this time, when our surrounding world is becoming more and more abstract, the 

ability to make a concrete artefact or prototype out of the idea is a valuable asset that Design 

professionals can use. Design artefacts can bring the imagined images of the future closer to 

our lives, more personal and make them more approachable.  

 

When there are too many unknowns in the equation, we must start thinking about 
various frames and scenarios, iterating on how things might go this way or that 
way. We remain sensitive to signals, connecting with Futures studies. We con-
stantly do Foresight, considering what is happening and what could happen. We 
even contemplate Speculative design—what is, what could happen, and what we 
would like to happen. If we want something to happen, how do we work backward 
from there to today’s decisions? What uncertainties are there? What is our toler-
ance for risk? A lot of it is about guiding the future by creating artifacts—like a 
tablet, for instance. Once someone has envisioned it, it’s mostly about figuring 
out how to make it happen. Our designerly way of thinking and problem-solving 
can help in creating an artifact, through which we can discuss the future, and 
perhaps show, that something like this should exist. - Expert 3 

 

The intersection of Futures studies and Design can offer a fruitful ground for design profes-

sionals to upskill their expertise to better suit the needs of current operating environment. 

Next chapter discusses the findings in relation to prior literature and summarises the key find-

ings of this study. 
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7 DISCUSSION  

The findings presented in the previous chapter deepen and support the themes presented in 

literature review and theoretical framework for this study. In this chapter, main empirical 

findings will be mirrored against the theoretical framework by answering to the research 

questions of this study.   

Based on the literature review (see, e.g., Angheloiu et al., 2017; Design Council, 2021; Irwin, 

2015), the field of Design and professionals practising Design in their work are faced with 

increasingly challenging assignments and that the turbulence, complexity and volatility of our 

current operating environment are causing new requirements to the needed skillset and ways 

of working. The empirical findings of this study provided strong argumentation to support the 

literature by illustrating the current situation, where increasing uncertainty presents itself in 

many forms in the daily life of different organisations. A deep overview of current challenges 

facing Design professionals in a world characterised by volatility uncertainty, complexity ad 

ambiguity (VUCA) was presented in the previous chapter. In brief, it can be stated that the 

sense of threat stemming from ecological, economic and social turmoil and worldwide unpre-

dictability that strongly relates to the matter, seem to shorten the time perspective of deci-

sion-making and planning. This results in situations where organisations and individuals in 

them concentrate on coping and reacting, not in innovating and pro-active action. This situa-

tion poses a real challenge to Design professionals in the organisation, because investments 

to innovative development project are being cut down and people in the organisations do not 

have the time, energy or skills to participate and contribute to them. Even though Design is 

inherently future focused (Ojasalo et al., 2015) it became clear in empirical findings that cur-

rent situation requires new skills from design professionals in order to be able to showcase 

Design’s value in pursuing even more holistic, sustainable, systemic, transformative and eth-

ical solutions for all. The findings suggest that integrating the concepts, tools and methods of 

Futures studies and Futures thinking to Design education can help designers navigate among 

these changes and steer the development towards preferable solutions for the future. 

 

7.1 What kind of skills do Design professionals need in constantly changing and com-

plex operating environment?  

Empirical findings of this study show that Design professionals working in complex and uncer-

tain operating environment need a mixture of “soft skills”, such as empathy, creativity and 

strong interaction and collaboration skills as well as strong professional skills to support them 

in succeeding in the turmoil of change and transformation. Developing these soft skills helps 

Design professionals develop practices to approach all aspects of their work with futures- ori-

ented, holistic, open and curious attitude highlighting ethical consideration and participatory 

approaches. These skills, that underline the importance of values, posture and mindset, need 

to be paired with professional design skills that enable the implementation of such holistic 
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approach into practice, within organizations, communities, and society together with differ-

ent kind of stakeholders. Supporting strong Design skillset and mindset with additional, mul-

tidisciplinary knowledge and ways of working as well as embracing the role of Design profes-

sional as a coach and mentor was shown as important in the empirical findings.  

Approaches to integrating Futures studies with Design presented in the theoretical frame-

work (Angheloiu et al., 2017; Angheloiu, Sheldrick, & Tennant, 2020; Angheloiu, Sheldrick, 

Tennant & Chaudhuri, 2020; Dunne & Raby, 2013, 2024; Irwin, 2015, 2018; Koskelo, 2021; 

Kossoff et al., 2015; Ojasalo et al., 2015) advocate certain demands for the skills of design 

professionals. Mirroring these demands with main empirical findings of this study, the im-

portance of at least eight different areas of skills and competences for Desing professionals 

can be identified:1) Systemic thinking, 2) Futures thinking, 3) Sustainability, 4) Participatory 

approach, 5) Multidisciplinary approach, 6) Capabilities as mentor and facilitator, 7) Steering 

transformation and change and 8) Capability for self-reflection and posture of openness and 

curiosity.  

Approaches of the theoretical framework and empirical findings prominently emphasise the 

importance of systemic thinking, where design problems are studied from holistic perspective 

and the interdependence and complex nature of systems and the stakeholders is recognised, 

understood and acted upon. Systemic design, on the other hand, is an approach to learn, 

innovate and adapt to complex and dynamic environment with a certain mindset and meth-

ods which combines and synthesises design thinking with systems thinking (Ryan, 2014).  In-

terestingly, systemic design was not mentioned in the interviews more than a few times, but 

systemic thinking as a needed skill was highlighted throughout the interviews as an important 

life skill or competence for all people. The importance in the contexts of Design professional 

became especially prominent, because the complexity and connectedness of the challenges 

Design professionals face are increasing rapidly and the ability to understand what the real 

problem is, connecting the dots, was seen as one of the valuable strengths they possess. As 

design professionals often work at the grassroot level in local initiatives and projects, linking 

the projects and the ability to understand not just the components of the systems, but also 

the inter-relationships of those components (Monat & Gannon, 2015), becomes crucial in 

pursuit of the greater vision. Thus, concepts of systemic design and systemic thinking are 

closely connected in the context of this study and systems thinking has been identified as one 

of the foundational skills for design professionals, serving as a crucial starting point for build-

ing futures-proofed expertise. 
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Figure 19 illustrates, how binding systems thinking into the skillset of Design professionals can 

also help in developing more advanced futures thinking skills.  According to Kim (1999), our 

leverage to influence our futures increases with the action model (reactive, adaptive, creative, 

reflective and generative) through learning to operate on the higher levels of systemic struc-

tures, mental models and visions. Operating on those levels is hard, because it requires us to 

be able to imagine different kind of structures to the existing systems, but it also means de-

veloping more creative, reflective and generative individual capabilities (Kim, 1999).  

The approaches identified in the theoretical framework refer to futures-oriented thinking and 

designing for longer time-perspective by anticipating future challenges, opportunities and the 

potential consequences of the solution and using this knowledge in the present (see, e.g., 

Koskelo, 2021). The findings of this study add to this by showing that design is inherently 

futures focused, but not a lot of Design professionals can actually use the tools and methods 

of Futures studies systemically. This skill is definitely demanded as the profession and its re-

quirement are changing. When imagining futures, listening, ideating, speculating, visualising 

and designing the possible, plausible and preferable futures and deciding which one(s) we 

want to pursue is something designer could easily help with, provided that they have the 

necessary skills in futures studies.   

Pursuit to understand and develop ecological, social and economic sustainability is crucial to 

approaches in the theoretical framework (Angheloiu et al., 2017; Angheloiu, Sheldrick, Ten-

nant & Chaudhuri, 2020; Irwin, 2015; Kossoff et al., 2015) and was equally supported in em-

pirical data. Sustainable approach highlights the ethical consideration of all aspects of design, 

Figure 19. Levels of perspective and corresponding action modes of people (Adapted from Kim, 1999). 
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which also gained a lot of support from empirical findings. In addition to professional skills 

related to sustainable design, the findings of this study call for increased attention to the at-

titude, will and posture of the Design professional in order to succeed in this mission and add 

to the importance of critical thinking, evaluation and responsibility of the individual. Placing 

the will and attitude to act sustainably and ethically even above the professional skills to do 

so, was seen as important. If there is a will, there is a way, and Design professionals are well 

equipped to find that way with design thinking approaches.  

Developing and using participatory methods and co-design are standard operating practices 

in the modern design approaches. These skills were identified in the interviews as crucial for 

successful Design professionals. As the empirical data strongly argues, that the operating en-

vironment is now more complex and interconnected as ever and challenges can only be eased 

by working together and combining multiple perspectives, Design professionals need to have 

the will, methods and tools to steer development towards collaborating with stakeholders. 

Not designing for them, but with them. Participatory methods of co-design can be extremely 

effective in encouraging common understanding trough creating concrete artefacts of the 

imagined images of the futures to discuss over and develop further. 

The approaches presented at the theoretical framework emphasise the importance of engag-

ing in and enabling multidisciplinary cooperation by bringing together experts and stakehold-

ers from different fields to reach a comprehensive perspective and thus, better solutions 

(Mejía et al., 2023). In the empirical data, appreciating and searching for multidisciplinary 

knowledge was seen as important foundation to design professionals as individuals and col-

laborating in multidisciplinary teams was seen as the only reasonable way forward in the ef-

fort of solving the complex issues we face today. Design mindset that brings together science 

and arts, empirical and practical activities as well as experts and the community can enhance 

future-oriented collaboration outcomes (Mejía et al., 2023). Also, the quality of futures 

knowledge that will be used for decision-making benefits immensely from multidisciplinary 

approach. As Dufva (2015, p. 20) suggests, in systems perspective to foresight, futures 

knowledge is constituted by the actions of the agents acting in a particular context. When 

different and divergent perspectives of individuals are brought together, the common under-

standing is based on a much broader knowledge base. 

The role of the design professional in this surrounding is recognised to be changing and sup-

porting the participants and mentoring them on building the capabilities that are needed in 

the change process is an essential part of being a design professional, both in theory and in 

empirical findings. Empirical findings showed that changes in the role of the designers is be-

coming more prominent fast, due to, for example diminishing development budgets caused 

by uncertainty in the operating environment. People in the organisations need guidance in 

developing and continuing design thinking and practices in a way, that change towards 

wanted direction would continue also after the Desing professional is no longer available. This 

requires a totally different and new abilities to coach people in design thinking and doing, 

inspire insight and encourage in critical thinking in others and, more importantly, willingness 

to share your expertise and teach it to others. In addition to developing design and futures 
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thinking skills in others, this also involves understanding and increasing agency in oneself and 

in others as a part of the role and process. 

The approaches of the theoretical framework recognise the need for understanding and driv-

ing transformational change and creative innovation and aim for people to create flexible and 

adaptable solutions, that might be temporary or can respond to changing conditions and 

needs (Irwin, 2015, 2018; Kossoff et al., 2015). The empirical findings highlight that designers 

could be and should be the ones leading the transformation, since they have suitable thinking 

and tools to explore with participatory approaches, what the preferred images of the futures 

could be and they can instigate and steer change into the wanted direction. On the other 

hand, this was seen as one of the hardest missions to accomplish, since structures and culture 

in organisations and society is supporting different kind of goals and decision-making prac-

tices and the dominant economics-oriented worldview demands for effectiveness and results, 

not creative explorations. Linking development projects together in a larger portfolio to insti-

gate transformation towards longer-term goals was seen as important way to improve the 

effectives of the development. That is why it is important for Design professionals to under-

stand how transformation happens and stay patient and positive and on the right track while 

helping also others in doing so.  

Lastly, as highlighted in both, theoretical approaches and in empirical findings, the complexity 

and speed of changes that surround us as individuals and as organisation and societies, re-

quires a mindset of openness, curiousness, optimism and capability of self-reflection and will-

ingness to make a difference in collaboration with others. The findings emphasise that the 

change and transformation we seek starts from ourselves. Only by reflecting where we stand 

in this world, we can start seeing the underlying structures and connections that surround us 

and other people. Understanding this gives us far better tools to pursue the preferred futures 

together. 

 

7.2 How could integrating Future studies to Design studies support designers to de-

velop the skills that are needed?  

Research in both Futures Studies and Design is progressing towards more finetuned ap-

proaches, touching the ethical, moral and philosophical aspects and the multidisciplinary, ho-

listic and participatory approaches and calling for transformational change and innovation 

(see, e.g., Kuosa, 2011; Zhang, 2023). On the other hand, the findings of this study show how 

organisations and individuals in them are still struggling under the weight of increasing de-

mands and lack a proper mindset and skillset to approach the challenges with a holistic and 

systemic worldview, futures conscious stance and designerly ways of thinking, crafting and 

developing.  

The approaches to integrating Futures studies with Design, that were presented in the theo-

retical framework, suggest that these fields could highly benefit from working together (see, 

e.g., Angheloiu et al., 2017). Next, different viewpoints for the advantages of this integration 
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and the requirements it poses for Design professionals are examined and mirrored with the 

findings from the interview data.  

 

7.2.1 Three Lenses of Integrating Futures Studies into Desing Practice  

 

The three different lenses or routes to integrating Futures studies and Design (Business & 

Strategy, Arts & Experiments and Systemic and Holistic), which were introduced in theoretical 

framework, could all be clearly identified from the empirical data, even though the perspec-

tives were highly overlapping. Depending on the level on which Design is practised at in the 

organisation, the need for certain types of skills was seen as essential. It could also be identi-

fied from the data, that when the discussion moved towards more complex challenges, also 

the needed skillset of Design professionals seems to become more and more multidimen-

sional. In the empirical data, systematically using the longer time-perspective and under-

standing the pluralistic nature of futures (see e.g., Voros, 2001) was seen as an essential re-

quirement for design professional. By adopting these principles and applying them systemat-

ically in their thinking and doing, design professionals can start to envision more and better 

options and this way, make more room for innovation and creativity in themselves and in 

others.  

When looking at the integration of the fields of Futures studies and Design in terms of the first 

lens, business and strategy, the requirements highlighted in empirical data were, for example, 

strategic thinking, foresight tools and methods and knowing how to use longer time-perspec-

tives in design, planning and decision-making. With this perspective, the benefits of using such 

skills can lead to creation of future value and significant competitive advantage, in reduced 

risk. As Bühring & Liedtka (2018) mention, this kind of development of perceptions about the 

futures through using the tools and methods of design may be used to inform the decisions 

or strategies of what is changing over the longer time-horizons and how this may be trans-

lated into creative and innovative images and narratives of possible futures. Also Koskelo 

(2021) brings forward the need to combine futures thinking with business, design and human 

sciences and warns of the possible pitfalls of using foresight as the only guiding factor for 

strategic and business development at the expense of the present moment. She highlights 

the importance of the capabilities to use multiple time-frames, recognising the biased think-

ing and relying on inadequate foresight skills or hasty decision-making based on scenarios 

that are outdated or based on incomplete monitoring of the operating environment. (Koskelo, 

2021.) Advancing these points, the findings of this study point to the importance of being able 

to imagine and map the possible scenarios. Understanding the context of traditional planning 

and decision-making processes of the organisations would provide Design professionals with 

advanced skills and capabilities to use their core-expertise of Design especially in strategic 

positions. Understanding the “rules” and structures of business and organisational develop-

ment also gives credibility to Design professionals in the eyes of the presentatives of the more 
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the traditional approaches of organisational development. Knowing the ground gives an op-

portunity to question the existing status quo and suggest alternative approaches for innova-

tion.  

On the other hand, when the need for a fundamental paradigm shift away from economy-

centred thinking was discussed in the interviews, skills like creativity, openness, critical think-

ing and the ability to explore multiple futures images in co-creation through design became 

more prominent. The second lens of integration, approaching it through arts and explora-

tions, brought up similar needs and aims for the skillset of Design professionals. Dunne & Raby 

(2013) suggest that design can allow a person to open windows on the future in order to 

better understand the present. Recent developments in the field of design paint a picture of 

a practice shifting from outcome-oriented problem-solving approach to a broader mindset of 

asking carefully crafted questions through different, future-emphasising approaches like de-

sign fiction, speculative design and critical design (Angheloiu, Sheldrick, Tennant & Chaudhuri, 

2020). The empirical findings highlight that we should be asking better questions to begin 

with and challenge the existing status quo and way of thinking. Even though foresight skills of 

individuals and organisations were highly requested, it was often mentioned that if the design 

professionals want to instigate transformative change, they should use the power of design 

to make things, including futures, visible and to be experienced here and today. These arte-

facts can help in dismantling existing worldviews and make room for new ones. As Ketonen-

Oksi & Vigren (2024) conclude, in order to nurture the potential for imagining transformative 

futures, novel and innovative approaches, tools, and methods along with profound under-

standing of their potential to generate transformative political and collective agency is 

needed and also greater emphasis should be placed on ensuring that the methods used are 

well-suited to achieving the desired transformation. Based on the empirical data it became 

clear, that Design professionals already possess such tools and methods, but they would 

highly benefit from the perspective-broadening aspect of Futures studies. When looking at 

the integration through this lens, instead of focusing on solutions, of which Design is some-

times criticised at, design professionals can focus on providing alternatives and making them 

concrete and as such, expose the images of the future to criticism, discussion and evaluation.  

As Angheloiu, Sheldrick, Tennant & Chaudhuri (2020) state, developing a sense of ownership 

is the key to enable participants to effectively reflect on alternative futures and their implica-

tions. In the interviews, this was highlighted when talking about change, transformation and 

our agency over the futures. The third lens of integration, highlighting the systemic and holis-

tic approach, could be identified especially when talking about wicked problems, systemic 

nature of everything, increasing complexity of our operating environment and the need to 

change things radically and transformatively. In the skillset of Design professionals, this calls 

for systemic thinking, holistic approach, multidisciplinary expertise and participatory design 

skills, and skills and willingness to act as an agent for change. Also, the ethical perspective of 

design and designers became prominent. A designer has a moral obligation to open up the 

decision-making process to more people, especially to the one’s that bear the consequences, 

allowing them to choose, which future they want or do not want (Zhang, 2023, p. 322). This 

statement received a lot of support from the interviews and was seen as closely entangled to 
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the changing role of design professionals and the skills required from them. As Irwin (2015), 

suggests, Transition Designs as an approach is deeply grounded in futures-oriented visions, it 

is fundamentally transdisciplinary, it highlights the need to understand the dynamic nature of 

change in social systems and emphases the temporal nature of the designed solutions, thus 

taking it a step further from, for example, service design. As was highlighted in the empirical 

data, these are exactly the kind of skills and approaches that the experts recognised as needed 

for Design professionals. Instigating transformational change was seen as a hard task that 

could be solved by working together for a greater, common purpose, by linking smaller pro-

jects and initiatives on a local level. This requires the designers working on those projects to 

be able to see the systems-level changes they could initiate, but as Irwin (2015) states, also 

to accept that emergent outcomes of design interventions cannot be predicted, but they can 

be speculated. As designers, even though we take pride in being great solving and framing 

the problem, we should acknowledge that recently technology has been a both a driver and 

a lens through which we interpret our reality and decide on what problems are worth solving 

(Angheloiu, Sheldrick, Tennant & Chaudhuri, 2020). Approaching challenges through this lens 

is challenging the dominant paradigms of economy and technology, demanding fast, con-

crete, predictable and profitable results, as was requested by the interviewees.  

 

7.2.2 Future-proofing Design professionals’ skillset: Anticipation and Futures Literacy 

 

The empirical findings confirm how the practice of Design can provide Design professionals 

with the tools and methods to bring the imagined futures more concrete, personal, experien-

tial and closer to present at all levels of design. This advances the prior literature (Angheloiu 

et al., 2017; Design Council, 2021; Irwin, 2015) by showing how it would be helpful and im-

portant for Design professionals to get familiar with the concepts of Anticipation, and Futures 

literacy, given that the strength and asset of Design professionals is to bring futures closer to 

present, into action. Stephan (2017) claims, that if designers want to create the future, they 

need to learn about transformation, and in order to do so, they need to learn about anticipa-

tion first. Understanding Anticipation and Futures literacy would provide Design professionals 

with valuable knowledge and understanding on how to approach futures with design and in 

action.  

Miller et al. (2013) define efforts to know the future as anticipation or imagination of actions, 

which means thinking about the possible consequences of decisions that allows considering 

and evaluating future options. As Wilenius (2018) points out, it is important to recognise the 

dynamic and emergent nature of anticipation: the future is not something that occurs from 

somewhere, it is made. In this sense, the concept of anticipatory thinking brings Futures think-

ing closer to Design, where learning is closely linked into action and doing and learning from 

doing. The importance of the idea of “using the futures” in the present was brought up often 

in the empirical data as it was seen to have massive potential to help in making better deci-

sions and strategies, reducing risk and ensuring sustainability of our current actions in the 

long run. The interviews were held in Finnish, and the word corresponding to anticipation, 
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antisipaatio or tulevaisuuskäsitys (Koskelo, 2021; Wilenius, 2018) was not explicitly men-

tioned, but the descriptions of how the design professionals should develop that skill and why 

it should be used clearly support this claim. In effort to clarify the concept of anticipation, 

Stephan (2017, p. S3630) states that, “To anticipate means to find a cause in the future that 

starts a transformation in the present. Understanding and exploring futures in order to make 

better choices today, and in that sense, steering the change and transformation towards the 

futures was seen as one of the most important skills for Design professionals, thus describing 

anticipation skills and anticipatory thinking. Even though imagining possible futures was seen 

as important for multiple reasons, such as increased creativity and inclusion of wider perspec-

tives, anticipation was seen closely linked especially to practising design profession and high-

lighting the dynamic aspect of making changes in the present in pursuit of preferable futures. 

Koskelo (2021) warns of the potential narrowness of individuals anticipation and adds that it 

is crucial to understand why and how to use those anticipations, thus referring to futures lit-

eracy as and individuals’ capacity.  

Futures literature, that refers to individual’s capability to consciously use the future in the 

present (see, e.g., Pouru-Mikkola & Wilenius, 2021) is linked to understanding how and why 

to use the futures in the present (Miller, 2018b). Skills and capabilities on futures literacy can 

support Design professionals in developing systematic thinking skills and holistic perspective, 

so strongly called for in the empirical data. According to Miller (2018b), futures literature as 

a capability is both reflexive and constructive, describing aptly how the interviewees wish the 

Design professionals could participate in building the world around us. Thinking about why to 

use a certain image of the future, why something imagined is designed or should be designed, 

calls for ethical consideration and recognising the underlying power structures and assump-

tions of our Western thinking and paradigm and including the stakeholders, both human and 

non-human, to participate (see, e.g., Angheloiu et al. 2017). Anticipation and action for fu-

tures in the present can also bring along the sense of agency and the tools for the participating 

individuals to create agency, which, in the empirical data, was seen as an important aspect of 

the posture and skillset of Design professionals in the current operating environment. Coops 

et al. (2022) highlight the importance of futures literacy as the unifying approach between 

futures studies and design: Instead of approaching future from our past experiences and pro-

jecting our fears to futures images, we should try to understand them through using creativity 

as a driving force. Being futures’ literate helps let go of the strains of the past and approaching 

future with curiosity, as was highly requested in the empirical data.  

Close concept to Futures literacy, Futures consciousness (Ahvenharju et. al, 2018), adds to 

futures literacy by encompassing multiple dimensions that the empirical data supports as im-

portant skills and approaches to Design professionals. Time-perspective, agency beliefs, open-

ness to alternatives, systems perception and concern for others (Ahvenharju et al., 2018) all 

find their match in the desired skillset of Design professionals tying the concept of Futures 

consciousness especially to the softer skills, that gained emphasised attention among the ex-

perts. Framework of transformative futures learning (Pouru-Mikkola & Wilenius, 2021) high-

lights the aspects of active and motivational dimensions in building the individual’s futures 
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capacity, which were seen as significant factors in futures-proofing Design professionals’ ca-

pabilities and skills in the empirical data.  

Figure 20 illustrates, how the role of anticipation as a future skill of design professionals is 

essential, as multiple sources for foresight knowledge already exists and is available for use, 

but the ability to use that information in the present is valuable asset in approaching change 

and transformation. This is where anticipation comes in, supported by futures literacy, which 

adds the why and how to use futures knowledge, thus supporting ethical and sustainable di-

mensions of design while emphasizing the importance of systemic thinking. Together, these 

skills provide a strong foundation for leveraging multiple "lenses" of integrating Futures stud-

ies and Design and utilizing the strengths of design, such as participatory approach, making 

concrete artifacts of images of the futures and instigating action in the present. By mastering 

these skills, Design professionals can navigate complex futures and take meaningful, proactive 

steps towards creating preferred outcomes togethers with participants from varying back-

grounds. 
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Figure 20. Framework for Future-proofing Design professionals 
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7.2.3 Barries to integrating Futures Studies with Design practice 

 

Developing future literacy in organisations and systematically incorporating foresight to strat-

egy and operations can bump into barriers similar as adapting design thinking and practices 

in organisations. Literature review unsurfaced barriers such as lacking experience and re-

quired mental models in organisations and individual level, lacking measurability and clarity 

on investment and most of all unsuitable and unsupportive organisational culture to seek new 

ways for thinking and doing (see, e.g., Koivisto et al., 2019; Mortensen et al., 2021).  Empirical 

findings add to this list by showing, that recent developments of our operating environment 

have narrowed down the courage to approach challenges differently even further. Looking 

into the future and speculating alternatives feels pointless, when even tomorrow or next 

week looks uncertain.  Organisations do not have resources for it, let alone skills to use these 

capabilities, design thinking and futures thinking, systemically. Nevertheless, empirical find-

ings support the notion that imagining multiple futures and approaching them with the holis-

tic perspective of design is more important than ever. As Koskelo (2021) importantly states, 

when we want to enable co-creating of the futures, futures thinking must be demystified and 

made visible and tangible. Participatory co-creating practices of Design can help with achiev-

ing that. Combination of the barriers and current situation in operating environment enhanc-

ing their effect, poses a challenge, but also an opportunity to Design professionals to take the 

front seat in developing these skills and new ways of collaboration and decision-making in 

organisations, also on strategical level.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

   
 

84 
 

8 CONCLUSIONS  

All humans anticipate the future (Miller, 2018a) and whether knowingly or not, anticipatory 

thinking influences our decision making. It is natural for us as humans to base our images of 

the future on the information and interpretations of the past, often shadowed by our fears. 

The current operating environment, described by volatility, uncertainty, complexity and am-

biguity, creates a sense of threat, narrowing down our thinking even further. On the other 

hand, creative approaches aiming for transformation and change are more needed than ever. 

Change is happening and we can either float along or guide it to the direction we want to. 

This study highlights the notion that, Design professionals, whose expertise stem from the 

holistic approach combining thinking with doing, participatory methods, multidisciplinary ap-

proach and the ability of creating artefacts, something concrete out of ideas in agile and iter-

ative manner, have great potential to be the pathfinders and navigators in the pursuit for 

better futures for all. Taking this new role as a mentor and guide in transformation requires 

even more heightened focus on the futures and systemic thinking and adding these aspects 

to the education of Design professionals can help them in future-proofing their expertise. By 

shifting the perspective of our approaches to be drawn from the future instead of driven by 

the past (see. e.g., Stephan 2017), gives us the agency over our futures and guides the deci-

sion we make today, giving us tools to pursue the preferred future. If we do not pay attention 

to future-proofing the skills of design professionals, a great potential in transformations is 

lost.  

 

Research summary  

This study is aimed at increasing the understanding and discussion on the matter of how cur-

rent skills of Design professionals correspond to the needs that stem from practising the pro-

fession in the turmoil of the globally and locally recognised challenges of our operating envi-

ronment. The prevailing world view requiring fast and visible results and efficiency poses chal-

lenges for Design professionals. By investigating literature and different theoretical ap-

proaches at the intersection of Design and Futures Studies and bringing them together with 

qualitive research data derived from eleven expert interviews, this study suggests that com-

bining certain aspects of Futures studies to the education of Design professionals, they could 

bring much emphasised futures focus, ethical consideration and holistic perspective to Design 

practice. 

The Design professional skillset identified from the empirical data mirrored the increasing 

complexity and uncertainty of our operating environment. The most important skills to sup-

port Design professionals to respond to changes in their operating environment and role were 

a mixture of soft skills and professional skills. Soft skills, supporting in creation of an open, 

empathic, ethical and futures-focused mindset and posture, should be backed up with strong 

design skills, multidisciplinary knowledge and expertise in co-design practices. Great empha-

sis in this mixture was given especially to systemic thinking, futures thinking, sustainability 
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and ethics, participatory approach, multidisciplinary approach, Design professionals’ capabil-

ities as mentor and facilitator, designers’ capabilities and willingness to steer transformation 

and change and capability for self-reflection and posture of openness and curiosity.  

This study further suggests that integrating Futures studies with Design practice, especially 

understanding the concepts of anticipation and futures literacy, can help design professionals 

approach futures and transformation systemically and with open posture. Anticipation and 

Futures literacy, as individual’s capability, allow Design professionals to use the different 

lenses of integrating Futures studies with design practice (Business & strategy, Arts & explo-

rations and Systemic & holistic) at all levels of Design in organisation (see, e.g., Koivisto et al., 

2019). Depending on the level of influence of the Design solution, whether it is strategic, op-

erational or explorative, different kind of approaches of Futures studies can be incorporated 

to Design practice. Understanding futures literacy and anticipation helps position oneself and 

others in the face of challenges and opens up thoughts on what is possible, supporting the 

use of creativity in innovation as well as in solving everyday challenges. Actively integrating 

futures into all design and decision-making processes naturally brings in all aspects of sustain-

ability (social, ecological, economic) and strongly guides actions through shared purpose and 

sense of agency. Futures literate design professionals have the capability to decide why and 

how to use the anticipatory knowledge in the present while pursuing the preferred futures 

together with multidisciplinary stakeholders. Futures consciousness (Ahvenharju et al., 2018, 

2021), a close relative to the concept of futures literacy, adds to it by promoting also longer 

time perspective, agency beliefs, systems perception, openness to alternatives and concern 

for others in addition to cognitive aspects of futures literature. Futures consciousness thus 

mirrors strongly the skills needed in more recent systemic, holistic, ethical and sustainable 

design approaches (see e.g., Zhang, 2023), making it a valuable addition to Desing profession-

als skills set. Design practice and expertise provide tools and methods for bringing imagined 

futures from ideas to reality, clarifying and identifying the real problem, building a shared 

understanding by concretising abstract future visions through various prototypes, artifacts, 

and illustrations. Design artefacts also introduce an experiential level, allowing the partici-

pants to prototype, how a particular future might feel like on a personal level. Shared under-

standing is refined and developed together through iterating and co-developing these proto-

types and artefacts.  

 

Theoretical contributions of the study  

Theoretical contributions of this study add to the existing literature of integrating the fields 

of Futures studies and Design by highlighting the emphasised importance of open, curious, 

empathic and ethical attitude and mindset as one of the most important capabilities of fu-

tures-proofed Design professional especially as the uncertainty in the operating environment 

increases. This study provides insight by emphasising how strong design skills can provide 

added value to making futures images concrete especially in these situations only if creativity 

and ethical choices are not discouraged and intimidated by threat, but supported by sense of 

agency and willingness to make a difference. Similarly, this study adds to design research by 
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bringing the concept of anticipation and anticipatory thinking to the discussion on the skillset 

of Design professionals and bringing the focus on the action and the forms the future takes in 

the present. Findings support not just adding certain foresight skills and methods to Design 

professionals’ skillset, but to advance one’s anticipatory thinking skills and systemically using 

the large pool of futures knowledge made available by others as well. This makes anticipatory 

thinking a core skill in future-proofing Design professionals. Supporting more recent, non-

affirmative (Zhang 2023) design approaches highlighting the need for both, social and ethical 

approaches, findings of this study suggest actively including futures literacy and Futures con-

sciousness to the education of Design professionals in order to emphasise the need to incor-

porate time perspective, agency beliefs, openness to alternatives, systems perception and 

concern for others (Ahvenharju et al., 2018, 2021) into the skillset of future-proofed Design 

professionals. 

 

Practical Implications of the study 

Even though the purpose of basic qualitative study is to increase the understanding of the 

phenomenon and the meanings the phenomenon has for those who are involved (Merriam 

& Tisdell, 2016), some practical implications can still be derived from the results. 

On individual level, the findings and suggestions of this study aim to demonstrate the value 

of combining Futures studies with Design practice, providing a roadmap for Design profes-

sionals to proactively engage with the future rather than merely reacting to it. This study en-

courages Design professionals to reflect on their own motivation, recognise suitable role and 

opportunities to influence and build their futures-focus and related skills accordingly. Being a 

futures-literate and futures-conscious Design professional increases the understanding of 

oneself, the operating environment, people in it and their motivation. Focusing on developing 

soft skills, such as empathy, ethics and communication and interaction skills together with 

professional skills (including participatory and multidisciplinary approach), and combining 

them with systemic and holistic thinking, gives a strong foundation to thriving in your profes-

sion despite the challenges the changing role of Design professionals poses. Learning the ba-

sics of futures thinking open up a world of tools and methods that future-proofed profession-

als of design can utilize and develop onwards, especially in participatory approaches. Intro-

ducing oneself with the approaches presented in the theoretical framework can help Design 

professionals both in framing complex challenges and approaching them with a longer time 

perspective. For example, the idea behind Irwin’s Transition Design Framework (2018) is to 

provide designers a logic that adds to designing systems-level change by bringing together 

knowledge and practices outside the design discipline and supporting the co-evolution of 

knowledge, action and self-reflection. 

Practical implications of this study also suggest that Design professionals need to pay special 

attention on how and with what wording futures design or design futures is presented to the 

participants and wider audience. As Koskelo (2021) mentions, all people are futures design-

ers, but how can we use that potential when working together. What kind of vocabulary we 

should use while inviting others to join in order to de-mystify the integration of these two 
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expert-fields? Since both of these fields already have distinct vocabularies, process-models 

and methods, Design professionals need to be skilled in communicating and interacting in an 

accessible way. Again, this means letting go of the hero’s cloak made out of the jargon of 

design and futures and making sure to use one’s expertise in inviting people to join, especially 

the ones that usually do not have a voice. 

This study provides suggestions for how design education programs can incorporate futures 

studies to better prepare students for the challenges and opportunities of the future. Inves-

tigating the possibility to join forces with Futures studies, starting with adding the under-

standing of the concepts of anticipation (Miller et al., 2013, 2018) and Futures consciousness 

(Ahvenharju et al., 2018) to design education and exploring transformational futures learning 

(Pouru-Mikkola & Wilenius, 2021), would provide Design professionals with a head start to 

developing the much emphasised “soft skills” of Futures-proofed Design professionals. As the 

findings of this study suggest, more emphasis on understanding systems and systemic change 

in design education is needed, since the changes in operating environment and in the role of 

Design professionals are described as more and more complex and interconnected. Design 

professionals, who already have a unique, holistic approach of combining thinking and doing 

together, could provide valuable insights to organisational strategy and decision-making by 

applying futures thinking and innovating how these methods can be used to address real-

world challenges, such as sustainability, social innovation, and technological disruption. 

In Finland, combining strong expertise and academic tradition in Futures studies and (partic-

ularly participatory and empathetic) Design, with technological expertise, we could have a 

unique multidisciplinary combination to offer. The findings of this this study show that all of 

these components are needed in the transition towards more sustainable future for all on 

planet Earth. By working together, Design, Futures studies and Technology, guided by ethics, 

critical thinking and systemic approach, could offer profound and innovative solutions that 

bring together the strengths and perspectives of different fields. This approach could lead to 

significant results in promoting societal transformation in an inclusive and comprehensive 

manner. Combining the important questions, the “What if…?” of Futures Studies and “How 

might we…? of Design, takes us much closer to that goal. 

 

Limitations of the study and suggestions for further research 

Reflecting on the research process and the choices made in it, it can be said that the selection 

for the research methods and data collection served the aim and purpose of the study well. 

The findings of the study are in line with the selected research design: approaching Design as 

interdisciplinary discipline, where design knowledge resides in people, and the subjects of 

interest is the development of design ability of individuals and how that development can be 

nurtured in design education (Cross, 2006). Also, the selection for the interviewees for the 

empirical data followed this interdisciplinary approach, allowing multiple perspectives to en-

richen the data. On the other hand, building the literature review of this research design, and 

trying to keep it as relevant as possible, was challenging do to including two different fields 

of study and eventually combining them.  
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Even though assessing the quality of interpretive qualitative research is not so straightforward 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) , as a researcher, I have done my best to 

rigorously enhance the trustworthiness and reliability of this research by: carefully planning 

the research design, reporting the process transparently and guiding the reader through in-

terpretations and the analysis of the data and results with justifications and providing extracts 

as examples of all relevant themes (see, e.g., Braun & Clarke, 2006).  My own multidisciplinary 

background from Business, Leadership and Service design paired with personal interest to-

wards Futures studies gave me a change to dive deep into the topics with the interviewees 

from different fields in this research context and abled me to “speak the same language” to 

make sure, that the concepts used were understood in a similar way. But being a part of what 

was research also posed some challenges. Biggest challenge was not to assume and rush into 

interpreting based on my own perspective, but to listen carefully. I reflected my position at 

all phases of the research, analysed the data in many phases and also tested and questioned 

my findings before proceeding as described in Chapter 5.4. of this study.  

This study offers a glimpse into the crossroads of Futures studies and Design from the per-

spective of expectations, that the changing and complex operating environment poses for 

Design professionals and how integrating these fields might help in future-proofing their skill-

set and capabilities. As suggestion for further research, it would be interesting to turn towards 

the Design professionals themselves and study how they experience the changes of the oper-

ating environment and the role of the design professional. Do their experiences of the re-

quired skills and capabilities match with the finding of this study or do they differ significantly? 

Another interesting topic for research would be to find real life case studies or examples of 

design projects that have successfully integrated aspects of Futures studies in them. For ex-

ample, case studies from approaches like Transition design (see, e.g., Irwin, 2015) and Futures 

Design (see, e.g., Koskelo, 2021) would be interesting from the perspective of the required 

skillset of the Design professionals. Of course, the changing role of Design professionals and 

designing the design education to match the needs brought forward in this study deserves 

more attention in further research. 
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APPENDICES 

 

APPENDIX 1: INTERVIEW FRAMEWORK 

Background Information 

• Current position and background with Design and Futures studies 

• How would you describe your understanding of future studies and its utilization in an 

organization? 

• How would you describe your understanding and experience in (service) design? 

• What are your personal interests in these topics? 

• How do these topics come up in regards to your work? 

 

Organisational and Societal Change 

• What general themes or challenges have you identified in your or your clients'/part-

ners' operating environments in recent years? 

• How do you think these reflect on the work and skills needs of those in development 

roles (designers)? 

• What kind of information is needed in the organization to succeed better? 

 

Role of Design and Design Professionals in Organisations 

• What kind of development have you noticed in the role of Design professionals in the 

organization? 

• What changes have you identified in the skills of (service) designers in recent years? 

 

The Skills and Abilities of Design Professionals 

• What kind of skills and capabilities do you think design professionals need in today's 

organizations? 

• What skills do they have that others might lack? 

• What skills/strengths have you identified? 

 

Collaboration in organizations 

• Who do you think design professionals in development roles work with? 

• Who do you think design professionals in development roles should work with? 

• What kind of special expertise is needed for this? 

• In what kind of roles do you see design professionals in future organizations? 

• How could the impact of projects be improved?  
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o Who should be involved? 

 

Education of Design professionals 

• How do you think the skills of graduating (service) designers/design professionals 

meet the needs of the organizations at the moment? 

• What do you think are the most important themes that should be emphasized in the 

education of design professionals/service designers? 

 

Integrating Futures Studies with Design 

• What future studies methods or futures thinking premises the designers should the 

know? 

• How should one be introduced to the field of futures studies 

• What kind of collaboration of Futures studies and Design you would wish for? 
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