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Abstract Design is often a tacit component of policymaking, and so it is
often difficult to pin down its role and contribution to innovation policy.
As an area of policy and policy research, design suffers from misconcep-
tions about what it is, and what it offers. We propose the Design Policy
Ecosystem as an overarching model that works in two ways: it identifies
and categorizes existing policy actions and instruments that are examples
of design policy and maps the field of organizations working to support
these policies in a given national context. After quantitative data gathering,
framework development, and testing with policymakers, experts, and advo-
cates from fourteen European countries, we translated the framework into
an online evidence-based resource platform intended to raise awareness
about the landscape of design policy across the EU. The framework locates
and organizes design policy-related actions in ways that policymakers, in-
termediaries, innovators, and interested parties can better understand the
strengths and weaknesses of their Design Policy Ecosystem, and reveals the
most appropriate areas where design could be a lever for development.
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In this article, we ask, “What exactly is design policy?” And, more specifically,
“What is the appropriate perspective and framework to adopt when researching
this topic in the European context?” We will first explore how to identify the gen-
eral nature and characteristics of design policy. Then we will look at the particular
context of European design policy —a continent characterized by socioeconomic
diversity — after which we will flesh out the notion of how to consider (and fund)
design that takes place as part of broader innovation policies.

Design policy is acquiring new emphasis, due to the recent attention to
design in the European Commission innovation strategy, which has led many EU
nations to explore design as a driver of socio-economic growth on their own.' The
European Commission recognizes design as an important lever for innovation, with
one working paper describing it as

“a multifaceted and broad concept with no commonly agreed definition. There

is agreement that design can be both a verb and a noun —an activity (to design)

and the result of this activity (a design)—but the understanding of what the
activity of design actually entails varies.”?
Design innovation has become a source of new meaning for products and services,?
as well as a process of “people-centered innovation by which desirable and usable
products and services are defined and delivered.”*

Despite traces of evidence in policy documents, it is difficult to find a system-
atic research approach to design policy. Design policy is defined as “the process by
which governments translate their political vision into programs and actions in
order to develop national design resources and encourage their effective use in the
country.”® This description is linked to a range of design policy models® that look at
why governments ought to support the design sector and how they should support
design activities and processes. Their aim is, therefore, to identify the most relevant
areas for investment to support design in a specific National Innovation System.’
Many existing models focus on ways to prove design’s contribution to economic
growth, for example by proposing business cases that have used design as a crit-
ical success factor. Anna Whicher’s Design Ecosystem® identifies design’s role in
the context of innovation according to nine key components —actors, designers,
users, research, education, promotion, policy, funding, and support. Critiques’ of
this position have remarked that it defines design policy mainly in terms of how it
serves the design profession, unlike other types of policy whose focus is on societal
systems more broadly. Such criticism challenges the notion that design policy is rel-
evant to academic research and institutional practice. However, more recently, this
critical perspective has been complemented by scholars who consider design policy
“not as a rational, problem-solving activity but as a socially based, collective activity
for generating solutions to complex problems and challenges.”'? This position
moves design policy far from the interests of a specific sector and proposes a novel
research challenge: explore design not as an independent domain but as part of the
broader sphere of innovation policy. Thus far, academics have under-researched
this shift — references to approaches and tools capable of defining a design-driven
logic that can support and inform innovation policy are few and far between. Fur-
ther investigation is needed to understand the rationale and frameworks that will
clarify a taxonomy of design policy as part of innovation policy and capture the
characteristics of design policy in this domain.

In this article we propose a framework that researchers and policy designers
can use to identify, classify, explore, and depict what we call a design policy eco-
system. We look into establishing a more cohesive policy framework for design,
and report on how this presents several challenges, starting with the uncertainties
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