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This paper confronts texts from one of the European Commission’s most promising 
strategic innovation documents and a small text from Mitch Resnick from the MIT 
Media Lab explaining the rationale behind the learning principles in Computer 
Clubhouses. 
The paper has a double objective: it looks for support in the Commission’s 
innovation strategies for two major approaches: 
 

- promoting user-centred learning game designing, including end-users and 
community players in all development phases of learning games, and at the same 
time promoting the integration of user-centred learning game designing in the 
training of learning game students and entrepreneurs 
 

- promoting learning by media designing as an innovative didactics for the new 
generations of young learners, in youth as well as vocational education, and in 
non-formal settings. 
 
The most important contribution from the Commission in this context is the clear 
focus on designing as an innovative development and production process including 
end-users and community players, and including societal value considerations as 
well. This approach represents a new way for young entrepreneurs to create and 
reach their markets. 
And, when confronted with the Resnick texts, it turns out that designing is also an 
innovative learning approach, allowing the learners to construct and produce 
knowledge, to do in interaction with the community and to do it by taking a holistic 
approach, again: including end-users and societal values in the process. 
 
Through the confrontation of such approaches, it becomes clear that the word 
“design” and the design process should be applied as a basic approach to learning 
and educational innovation, and to young media talents’ entrepreneurship. 
 
The Commission paper also clearly documents that the Nordic countries are 
among the most innovative regions when it comes about the broad and creative 
use of design approaches and principles. 
This favourable position should be exploited to the max by media and learning 
initiatives. 
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Quotations from Commission’s  
Design as a driver of user-centred innovation 
 
User needs, aspirations and abilities are the starting point and focus of design 
activities. 
 
Beyond recognised drivers of innovation in other policy domains, such as 
education and entrepreneurship, some countries in the EU and beyond have 
started looking at drivers of innovation not previously looked at in a policy 
context. Notably, some of Europe’s leading innovation nations such as Finland, 
Denmark and the UK have included user-driven or usercentred innovation as 
cornerstones of their national innovation strategies. It is seen as a way of 
providing innovative products, services and systems that correspond better to 
user needs and hence are more competitive. 
 
Attention has therefore been paid to drivers of “hidden innovation” in for 
example creativity and user involvement. 
 
User needs, aspirations and abilities are the starting point and focus of design 
activities. Designers increasingly involve users in the process of co-creation. 
User-centred innovation is therefore often driven by design activities and design 
thinking, and involves tools and methodologies developed and used by designers. 
 
The potential of design lies partly in its broad nature, allowing a wide range of 
considerations to be taken into account in the development of products, 
services and systems, and in its bridging capacity, connecting technology with 
the user, engineering with the commercial, and transforming creativity into 
innovation. 
 
‘Design is an integrated process. It is a methodology (or a way of thinking) which 
guides the synthesis of creativity, technology, scientific and commercial 
disciplines to produce unique (and superior) products, services, and 
communications.’ 
 
Design is an activity that follows a certain methodology and a number of steps — 
such as research, conceptualising, modelling, testing and re-design — and not 
only the results of that activity. As such, it is considered as the bridge between 
for example creativity and innovation, technology and the user, scientific and 
commercial disciplines. 
 
Design is a holistic approach which allows a range of considerations beyond 
aesthetics to be taken into account, including functionality, ergonomics, 
usability, accessibility, product safety, sustainability, cost and intangibles such 
as brand and culture. 
 
One perspective on the relationship between design, innovation and 
competitiveness is to consider that design acts as bridge between science, 
technology and the user by putting the user in the centre. The role of design is 
to strengthen the communication between the different parts of the innovation 
process — for example between R&D and production, R&D and marketing, to turn 
ideas and technological inventions into products and services, and make 
innovative products commercially acceptable, user-friendly and appealing. 
 In this sense, design is a tool for innovation in new or emerging markets 
where user-friendly and appealing design is a must to create or enter the 
market.  
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A user-centred design approach applied early in the concept development 
process may also have a cost saving potential, preventing further investments in 
a product or service that would later fail in the market due to a lack of 
compatibility with user needs, tastes or abilities. 
 
 
‘Creativity’ is the generation of new ideas — either new ways of looking at 
existing problems, or of seeing new opportunities, perhaps by exploiting 
emerging technologies or changes in markets. 
‘Innovation’ is the successful exploitation of new ideas. It is the process that 
carries them through to new products, new services, new ways of running the 
business or even new ways of doing business. 
‘Design’ is what links creativity and innovation. It shapes ideas to become 
practical and attractive propositions for users or customers. Design may be 
described as creativity deployed to a specific end. 
 
 
⇒ Focus on user-centred problem solving: Design is seen as a way of 

identifying and solving user problems by for example studying users and/or 
by involving them through visualisation and participatory design 
techniques such as co-creation. User-centred design innovation stresses 
human needs, aspirations and abilities, and strives for holistic and visionary 
solutions. 

 
⇒ Design as a multidisciplinary and cross-functional innovation activity: The 

designer facilitates cross-disciplinary innovation processes and interactions 
by bringing together individuals from different corporate functions within a 
company, such as management, engineering and marketing, but may also 
bring in expertise from disciplines such as psychology, sociology, 
anthropology and arts. 

 
⇒ Design as a holistic and strategic activity: Design considerations — i.e. 

putting the user at the centre — permeate the innovation process, from 
product development, customer service and management up to the highest 
levels of hierarchy. Rather than ‘design as styling’ added on towards the end 
of the product development process, the user is the focus in earlier (more 
strategic) phases. Design is a core element of company strategy and helps 
visualise possible scenarios to support strategic decision making. 

 
As the concept of design has developed, the role of the designer has evolved 
too. Design as a strategic, cross-functional and multidisciplinary innovation 
activity implies a broader role for the designer, linking other functions and 
ensuring that the customer is always in focus. It requires a new and broader set 
of skills in the designer, including better understanding of business-related 
matters. It also requires that the designer sees him/herself as part of a  
collective effort towards user-centred innovation, rather than an independent 
form giver. 
The development of co-creation and user-driven innovation means that more and 
more people are involved in design activities, and that the role of the 
designer is diffused. 
 
Design helps companies better meet the needs of consumers and users, as it 
allows for increased usability and user-friendliness. User-friendly and safe 
products and services benefit all users, but particularly the atypical, 
underprivileged, vulnerable or minority users, such as disabled and elderly 
individuals, children and individuals from cultural or linguistic minorities. 
 
The movement towards socially responsible design has resulted in a number of 
schools of thought, including ‘accessible design’, ‘inclusive design’, ‘universal 
design’ and ‘design for all’ (‘design for human diversity, social inclusion and 
equality’). These schools have their distinctive features, but have in common the 
emphasis on the social aspect of design and – often – on the removal of barriers 
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of access to products, services and infrastructures for persons with disabilities. 
The ageing of the population has put these issues high on the political agenda. 
 
Living Labs are open innovation environments in real-life settings, in which user-
driven innovation is integrated within the co-creation process of new services, 
products and societal infrastructures. In recent years, Living Labs have become 
an instrument for involving the user at all stages of the research, development 
and innovation process. 
 
A Living Lab is a user-driven open innovation ecosystem based on a business – 
citizens – government partnership which enables users to take an active part in 
the research, development and innovation process: 
• bringing the users early into the creative process in order to better discover 
new and emerging behaviours and user patterns; 
• bridging the innovation gap between technology development and the uptake 
of new products and services involving all relevant players in the value network 
via partnerships between business, citizens, and government; 
• allowing for early assessment of the socio-economic implications of new 
technological solutions by demonstrating the validity of innovative services and 
business models. 
 
The challenge is the lack of designers with the right skills and experience in 
view of recent developments in the area of design, such as strategic user-centred 
design, eco-design, ‘design for all’, design management and computer-aided 
design. Design consultants who lack for example basic business and management 
skills may have difficulties convincing industrial clients. In-house designers 
without these skills may not be capable of building bridges between the technical 
and commercial departments. Similarly, designers without entrepreneurial skills 
may find it difficult to start and grow their own business. These issues need to be 
tackled through education that better integrates design with management, basic 
business and entrepreneurship. Likewise, they may be addressed by continuing 
professional development and training throughout designers’ careers. 
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Mitch Resnick, MIT Media Lab 
Learning by designing 
 
When people think about learning and education, they often think about one 
person transmitting information to another, like this: Increasingly, educators are 
recognizing that this “transmission approach” doesn’t work very well. Research 
has shown that people learn best not when they are passively receiving 
information, but when they are actively engaged in exploring, experimenting, 
and expressing themselves (sometimes known as the 3 X’s). 
More and more schools are focusing on learning-by-doing, engaging students in 
hands-on activities. Computer Clubhouses follow a similar strategy, but go a step 
further: members don’t simply get their hands on computers, they use computers 
to design, create, and invent things. It’s not just learning by- doing; it’s 
learning-by-designing. 
 
Design projects engage learners as active participants, giving them a greater 
sense of control and responsibility for the learning process. 
Design projects encourage creative problem-solving. 
Design projects are often interdisciplinary, bringing together ideas from art, 
technology, math, and sciences. 
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Design projects help learners learn to put themselves in the minds of others, 
since they need to consider how others will use the things they create. 
Design projects provide opportunities for reflection and collaboration. 
Design projects set up a positive-feedback loop of learning: when learners design 
things, they get new ideas, leading them to design new things, from which they 
get even more ideas, leading them to design yet more things, and so on. 
 
The Clubhouse learning-by-designing approach is inspired by two important 
theories of learning and education. 
The constructivist theory of learning, developed by Swiss psychologist Jean 
Piaget, views learning as a very active process in which people continually 
construct new knowledge from their experiences in the world. 
According to this theory, people don’t get ideas, they make them. 
Constructivist theory is the underpinning for many educational reform initiatives. 
The constructionist approach to education, developed by MIT professor Seymour 
Papert, is based on two types of construction: it argues that people construct 
new knowledge especially well when they are engaged in constructing things 
in the world. 
What’s important is that they are actively engaged in creating something 
meaningful to themselves or others around them. 
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