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Abstract Organizations globally look to design to help them innovate, 

differentiate, and compete in a changing economic climate. Consequently, 

design is increasingly being regarded as a dynamic and central tactical 

business resource. Considering this, the question is raised: how can the 

specific knowledge and skills of designers be better articulated, understood, 

implemented, and valued as core components of strategic innovation in 

businesses? In seeking to answer this question, this paper proposes a new 

frontier for the design profession, coined the “Design Innovation Cata-

lyst” (DIC). This paper reflects on both extant literature and the teaching 

of seven DICs embedded in industry, conducting innovation projects run 

over a twelve to twenty-four month period. This paper reports on a unique 

set of six capabilities analyzed as being not only essential for the imple-

mentation of design-led innovation, but of great assistance in overcoming 

its associated challenges. This paper outlines the role of these new design 

professionals, and discusses the value these novel capabilities provide or-

ganizations through employing DICs. Furthermore, questions surrounding 

how designers will develop these new capabilities, and how the design-led 

innovation framework in application can contribute to the future of design 

will also be presented. 
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Introduction
Interest surrounding how design can spur innovation has gained momentum 

in recent years through many business innovation-oriented publications. New 

concepts regarding the relationship and intersection of design, innovation, and 

business have been developed in design practice, such as the concept of “design 

thinking” and its application to business. 1  The value of design carries weight in 

business as it can produce a different way of thinking, doing, and tackling prob-

lems from external perspectives. Businesses have recently begun to see design as 

the key to greater productivity, resulting in higher-value products and services, 

better processes, more effective marketing, simpler structures, and a better use of 

people’s skills. 2  Design is now perceived as more than just a niche market—it has 

become one of the most persuasive and effective processes for solving problems, 

ensuring long-term business sustainability, and gaining competitive advantage. 

Consequently, design has increasingly become a vital and important strategic busi-

ness asset, contributing to the success of innovation. 3  Demand for change within 

industry is evident, with many companies universally looking to design to help 

them transform, innovate, differentiate and compete in a global marketplace. The 

benefits of design include increased quality of goods and services, improved pro-

duction flexibility, and reduced material costs. 4  

As previously reported, 5  design and designers are entering an era when our 

ability to solve complex problems is sought out above our technical competencies. 

The shift to expand our once graphic, product, and interaction domain design 

knowledge is transitioning into the age of information systems 6  and business 

model design. 7  Central to the relationship between design and business is the role 

of design-led innovation (DLI). 8  It is the belief of the author that design-led inno-

vation is positioned at the intersection of design, innovation, and business—and 

thus serves as a viable and necessary tool in transitioning from artifact design to 

business model innovation. This is not to say that all designers need to make this 

transition—rather that this emerging field needs first to be addressed as a profes-

sional domain in order to engage in this new era of design. 9  This raises the ques-

tion of who should facilitate this role. Over the last decade, many business schools 

worldwide have developed design thinking foundational and compulsory subjects 

dedicated to solving business problems creatively, with some degrees doing this 

more successfully than others. 10  It is the proposition of this paper that the “Design 

Innovation Catalyst” (DIC) fulfills this role spanning both business and design 

knowledge domains.

The concept for the DIC was first introduced by Wrigley and Bucolo, 11  and is 

influenced by Norman’s 12  transitional engineer concept—itself a third discipline 

inserted in the middle of business and design to translate between the abstractions 

of research and the realities of practice. Described as “transitional developers,” 

these people act as translators, converting design research into the language of 

business while also translating business insights into design problems for designers 

to address. 

Martin 13  identifies the need for a creative thinker—the “Innovation Cat-

alyst”—to be appointed inside organizations, to lead the way using the design 

thinking traits of empathy, ideation and experimentation. However, questions still 

remain pertaining to who these catalysts are, how—and what—is to be taught, and 

most importantly, what value they bring to organizations. This paper aims to inves-

tigate these questions and contribute to the existing body of literature regarding 

these catalysts. This paper presents an empirical study of seven design innovation 

catalysts trained in a postgraduate research program that were deployed in seven 

businesses to drive innovation efforts over a twelve to twenty-four month period. 

Findings suggest a set of six overall required capabilities and knowledge sets, and 
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