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Abstract. In recent years, new market rules have forced changes in how com-
panies relate to their customers. It is necessary to create new solutions precisely
adapted to customers’ needs. To do this, companies must expand their boundaries
and adopt a transdisciplinary approach. In this panorama, the adoption of Strate-
gic Designmeant as an approach to creating innovative product-service systems
that characterize the company and its market positioning - appears fundamental
and decisive. This paper deals with a practical case of application of the Strate-
gic Design approach from a company operating in a non-traditional sector. The
aim is to show the fundamental steps the company took in order to develop a
new strategy thanks to the adoption of Strategic Design. As a result of adopting
Strategic Design, the company created a new offer comprising a coherent and
innovative product-system. This paper presents the positive implications emerged
for the company from its adoption of Strategic Design.

Keywords: Strategic Design - Strategy innovation - Design strategy - Design
methods - Competitive advantage

1 Introduction

Contemporary society presents a rapid evolution and change in demand that require new
solutions, different from those created in the last years [1].

To respond to the changing demands of their customers, companies must become
systems organizers and solution providers. This means they must organize themselves
to provide a consistent and integrated set of products and services that are specifically
adapted to the needs of their customers [2].

Companies cannot continue to work and produce within their own perimeter: it is
necessary to consider the collaborations among different disciplines and players.

In this panorama, in recent years Strategic Design has played a key role in enabling
various companies to differentiate themselves in the market.

Strategic Design aims to define, through a design approach, the strategy embracing
product, service and communication elements that a company uses to create an identity,
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define itself on the market and shape its mission [3]. The use of Strategic Design allows
the company to develop a set of specific strategic results [2].

Such an approach provides a competitive advantage that is generally linked to good
market positioning [4]. This strategy helps an organization to create original and defen-
sible products, a recognizable brand and a clear identity that will attract the attention of
potential customers and investors [3].

This is possible because Strategic Design by its very nature gives direction to more
vertical competencies. It provides the possibility to manage teams and solve complex
problems quickly and efficiently [4].

This paper aims to discuss how it is possible to apply a Strategic Design process to
innovate a company, defining the steps to be followed and discussing the benefits of a
Strategic Design process.

The example of a real case from a traditional sector will be presented to support
the discussion. The case is related to a company operating in the field of prefabricated
steel constructions that in the last years decided to adopt a Strategic Design approach
to identify new design directions. The company aimed to position itself on the market
with distinctive and innovative elements.

The research and design guidelines applied within the company included the adoption
of Strategic Design processes combined with scenario building once in order to identify
a new clear strategy to reposition the company in the market.

The aim was to create a new offer that could be implemented in the future, to compete
against the traditional offers of the industry in which the company operated.

The paper adopts a qualitative single case study methodology, describing as results
the methodological framework and process implemented and discussing the benefits that
Strategic Design can bring to companies.

2 Theoretical Background

Contemporary society features a rapid evolution and change in demand that require new
solutions, different from those created in the last years [1].

Companies need to create a competitive advantage, which Porter [4] believes they
can achieve by positioning themselves differently from their competitors in the market.
According to Porter’s ‘competitive advantage’ theories, in order to gain this competitive
advantage companies must focus on original solutions, a different production structure,
and a brand that can be easily recognized.

The aim is to go beyond competition in order not to operate in what Mauborgne and
Kim [5, 6] call a ‘red ocean’, i.e., an environment where competition rules are clear and
companies compete with their rivals in order to share a slice of the market.

In ‘red ocean’ contexts, companies find themselves sharing profits among competi-
tors and very often have an offer that for customers represents standardized and worthless
objects defined by Peters [7] as commodities.

What companies should do instead is to work on creating a ‘blue ocean’ strategy [8,
9], i.e., a situation where they can operate in a market that is not over-competitive and
where they]can explore a new type of customer demand.
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Therefore, companies’ efforts are focused on innovation, which for Barrett and Sex-
ton [10] represents the end and a path to competitive advantage.

In this condition of necessary creation of competitive advantage, the use of Strategic
Design can be the way through which companies can position themselves effectively on
the market [11].

Strategic Design “is the project activity co-opted in the formulization and develop-
ment of an organization’s strategy. Its objective is to give shape to the strategy, which
is meant mainly as a system-product, the organic and coherent set of various media
(product, service, communication) with which an enterprise builds its identity, positions
itself on the market, and defines its mission in society” [3].

The use of Strategic Design represents the possibility of making profitable decisions
in a turbulent and uncertain environment (Landry 2000; Manzini and Meroni 2007).

Over the years, the contexts within which Strategic Design can make a contribution
have increased in number, as they are no longer limited to a corporate context. Strategic
Design can provide support within enterprises, companies, consultancy firms, institu-
tions, governments, territories, and associations. (Zurlo 1999). It has become something
that is not just a ‘nice to have’ but is a ‘must have’ to achieve a diverse and competitive
offer.

The possibility of large-scale use can be attributed to the characteristics of Strategic
Design: it allows a dialogic process between several actors, it creates value in response
to identified needs, it acts and sets goals according to the context in which it has to act
(Zurlo 2010).

Strategic Design not only makes it possible to understand how to solve a problem,
thus acting as a problem solver, but also acts as a problem setting by evaluating differ-
ent elements of the problem and considering other issues, before moving on to mere
resolution (Zurlo 1999).

In elaboration of future strategies, Strategic Design identifies a series of signals of
the present, references to possible changes taking place, and uses them to devise future
visions the company could embrace in order to respond in advance to new changes.

Itis therefore possible to say that Strategic Design in its work also focuses on Scenario
Building activities. Manzini (in Manzini and Jegou 2003) asserted that the future cannot
be predicted, but the present can contain clues of what will happen in the future and
above all that what will happen in the future is the result of what we do from now on.

In any case, it must be emphasized that this new way of operating for companies
requires a not inconsiderable transformative effort. This is because it requires new ways
of interacting with customers, new strategies for operating in the market, and new ways
of involving stakeholders.

3 Research Methodology

The purpose of this paper is to demonstrate, through a practical case, how Strategic
Design can contribute to the creation of new strategies in companies, including in non-
traditional sectors, and how this may lead to a winning positioning and the creation of
competitive advantage.
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Considering the setting of the study and the typology of the “how” question, it
was decided to adopt a case study methodology, described in the literature as the most
appropriate (Eisenhardt 1989; Yin, 2011) and the most effective for answering ‘how”
questions in support of investigations (Easton 1995).

The case study methodology can help to understand in detail the role that Strategic
Design can play in the realization of a new winning offer. Furthermore, several schol-
ars suggest using this methodology when it is necessary to understand how a certain
method can foster organizational innovation (Eisenhardt 2021), leveraging on a single
and particularly inspiring case (Siggelkow 2008).

This study tried to research and identify a case of a company that had applied Strategic
Design to revolutionize its offer, thus completely transforming its strategy. Furthermore,
companies were skimmed by discarding all those big established sectors with available
innovation studies.

Preference was given to companies operating in traditional sectors, which are often
commodity-like offerings and where innovating strategy is more complicated.

All the above mentioned parameters led us to select for our case study a company
operating in the steel structure sector and established in the mid-1990s.

The chosen company was founded as a spin-off from another family business
operating in the steel sector, for the production and processing of steel.

In recent years, the company has tried to offer something new, focusing on steel
prefabricated housing. This choice was made in order to be able to offer something
different compared to the industry landscape.

However, the strategy deployed has not led to positive results, as steel constructions
are associated by users with cold and uncomfortable elements.

The company therefore decided to seek Strategic Design driven consultancy in order
to devise a new strategy and elaborate engagement and communication methods that
would be successful with its target customers.

The aim was to create something new that would allow the company to position itself
differently, while also overcoming the problem associated with the ‘cold element’ that
the company had encountered so far and that was characteristic of the steel structure
sector.

This study is based on both primary and secondary sources. All data available in
trade magazines, youtube, and several websites were used as secondary sources.

Furthermore, in order to understand how and why certain decisions were made, semi-
structured interviews were conducted with the CEO and the marketing manager of the
company.

These two interlocutors were chosen because they represent the key figures behind
the Strategic Design driven project. This choice thus made it possible to discover a series
of data from behind the scenes and to have more references on the positive implications
obtained from this project.
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Table 1 shows the data collection details.

Table 1. Overview of the different data and related sources analyzed

Data sources Use in the analysis

Semi-structured interviews Understanding the managerial decisions taken and the role of
Strategic Design in the new strategy

Recorded interviews and events | Understanding the history of the company
Understanding the role of design in the previous strategy
Understanding the main steps of the new strategy
Understanding the main project steps

Press Compare other information and studies on the company’s
strategy both ex-ante and ex-post

Studying ex-ante and ex-post communication artifacts to
compare the new and the old strategy

4 Results

Following Following the analysis of the company, based on both primary and secondary
sources, it was possible to identify the main steps implemented in the new strategy
developed through the Strategic Design approach.

The main steps are presented below, together with a brief description of how they
were conducted in order to highlight the benefits identified for each action.

4.1 Mapping the Company and Assessing the Market

The first step was to study the company and the related market.

For this purpose, a SWOT analysis was first carried out. This tool, through the study
of Strenghts, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats (SWOT), is a well-established tool
for strategic planning and quality control.

The purpose is to identify and examine the company’s existing resources, both inter-
nally and externally, including the impact of current trends in order to identify possible
positive and negative implications on the business (Hill and Westbrook 1997).

The second step was to develop a positioning map, a tool that gives information about
“the place a product occupies in the mind of its target audience”. (Andrei, Ecaterina and
Tonut 2010; Bell 2008).

The last company analysis step was carried out through the ‘ten types of innovation’
tool, which aims “to assess how companies are approaching innovation internally, to help
in analyzing the competitive environment and to reveal gaps and potential opportunities
for doing something different and upending the market.*

The tool presents ten levers that companies should consider in order to innovate. It
can provide insights into the company’s own situation and also into the situation of the
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target market. This provides insights into both the areas of innovation the company may
explore in order to compete with other companies, based on the market distribution.

The first analysis phase allowed the company to understand both the market and the
innovation characteristics on which its competitors were focusing.

This made it possible to identify aspects that the company had not yet developed
but that it was required to cover in order to be competitive; at the same time, some
preliminary opportunities were also identified on which the company could focus in
order to differentiate itself.

4.2 Analyzing the Most Important Stakeholders

The second step for the development of the new strategy involved the analysis of the
different stakeholders.

This analysis was then deepened by focusing on end users: this activity represented
a key step to understand how to take future decisions about the development and design
of a product or service that should meet user needs.

End-users were analysed using the Personas tool.

Personas is a user archetype that helps guide decisions on product characteristics,
interaction and design including visuals. (Pruitt and Grudin 2003)

4.3 Building Scenarios

All data obtained in the analysis phases were elaborated and used to develop future
scenarios through the scenario building tool.

Scenario building is a tool to support the creative process, useful to create ‘stories’
of possible solutions from research results and related data analysis.

Scenarios represent “stories about the future, but their purpose is to make better
decisions in the present” (Wilkinson and Kupers 2014).

Scenario development helps to identify possible paths towards a future vision,
creating consistent descriptions of possible future situations.

The obtained result was the generation of four possible scenarios for new contexts
and applications that the company could undertake.

The two most feasible scenarios, with respect to the company’s core competencies,
were selected, representing two new solutions, one in the residential and one in industrial
segment, with design directions hitherto unexplored by the company.

4.4 Developing Both a New Services Set and a New Identity

The last step of the new strategy saw the development of a new set of services to be
associated with the selected scenarios and the creation of a new brand strategy.

Using the insights gathered in the research phase and considering the characteristics
of the new scenarios, the company defined the set of new services to be offered in relation
to the new design solutions it would develop.

The decision on the set of services took into account both the strategic analysis of
what the competitors were offering and the needs that in the research phase had emerged
from the analysis of user needs and trends.
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Finally, the company studied the tone of voice used in related industries featuring
particularly high-performance communications, and developed a new brand strategy to
communicate the new designed solutions and to position them effectively in the market.
For the definition of the new brand strategy, the company took into account also the
relationship with the company’s previous brands, in an attempt to convey the same
values.

Communications focused on both the performance and features offered by the new
solutions, in order to overcome prejudices (particularly the one about steel structures as
cold elements) in the minds of end users.

5 Discussion

This study has identified a successful best practice for the use of Strategic Design in
companies resulting in the creation and effective definition of a new strategy and defining
a new path to reach innovation inside companies.

This paper was conceived as a contribution offering a new strategic process to be put
into practice by different companies, scaling up to other contexts, in order to offer them
new opportunities, being able to produce a new strategy to operate on the market and to
communicate with customers.

One of the main results emerged from this study is the definition of the main steps
to be followed to effectively apply Strategic Design in a company.

Figure 1 summarizes the path to follow and includes all the main steps emerged from
the case study analysis and commented in the findings.

market . best competitor
research practice analysis

analysis of scenario set of brand

. redefining |,
the company

mapping

reframing building services definition

indirect
user
analysis

direct
user
analysis

analysis
of users

RESEARCH PHASE DESIGN PHASE

Fig. 1. Representation of the Strategic Design process adopted in the company.

The obtained results and the related effects allowed to verify the effectiveness of the
use of this strategy with reference to the main objectives that Strategic Design should
enable to achieve.

Zurlo (2010) states that Strategic Design should produce as an outcome an original
offer, with a recognizable brand and a clear identity, with the power to attract both new
customers and investors.
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Furthermore, it was possible to confirm the validity of the process represented in
Fig. 1, thanks to a series of positive effects that the company was able to verify on the
market.

The first positive effect was the creation of new partnerships: the development of
the new offer required the establishment of new connections that gave to the company
the possibility to expand its offer and the systemic vision of the brand. Thanks to this
achievement, the company can now offer its customers systemic solutions.

Another recognized positive effect of the new strategy was the market differentiation:
considering the analysis made and the opportunities emerged, the company has decided
to follow different phases associated to the new solution. In particular, the design, the
implementation, the finishing, and the installation processes will be internalized by the
brand itself, thus differentiating its offer.

Moreover, another positive effect has been the creation of new streams of revenues:
new possibilities have emerged for the company to offer its services not just in relation
to its finished products but also as stand-alone services. The company has realized it has
in-house capabilities that enable it to also operate as a support operator disconnected
from the vertical offer of the company.

Finally, another positive effect was that the company realized it can enter new mar-
kets: the company therefore grasped the possibility of being not only “a supplier of the
material” but also a key actor in different contexts. The company will produce solutions
for the construction and office markets, where it was not present before.

Through the described case study, we have therefore identified a Strategic Design
driven methodological process that companies can adopt to achieve satisfactory results.
We have also identified the benefits this adoption can bring, enabling effective market
positioning and gaining a new competitive advantage.
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