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Introduction 
 
The National Technology Agency of Finland is the funding source for the Lappset project that 
we have titled WePlay. Our aim is to create a new collection of playground equipment that will 
be launched in 2006. Along the way, we will introduce and implement a new phase into 
Lappset’s product- development process, which has been missing almost totally so far—the 
concept design phase. The project’s aim is to improve the company’s product-development 
processes and, therefore, increase its innovativeness and completeness.  

 
The main result so far is that the implementation of ideas for what Keinonen et al. (2003) refer 
to as visioning the concept by the management and R&D arms of the company, was succeed 
by means of a proposed concept design phase, similar to methods used in larger companies. 

 
Concept Design 
 
In the 1990s, the tasks of industrial design have expanded towards a fuzzy front end (Cagan 
and Vogel 2002), into the early stages of product development: what are the products that a 
company should produce? 
 
Over the past 60 years, a large number of models have been developed to help improve a 
company’s performance in new product development (Craig and Hart 1992). Virtually all of 
those linear models for the development of new products are lacking as a true representation 
of reality (Trott 1998). Crawford (1997) presents a model that is more close to reality. The 
activity is not sequential, but overlapping. The phases of strategic planning, concept 
generation, pretechnical evaluation, technical development, and commercialization are 
carried out more or less at the same time. 
 
All models of the new product development process contain a phase of concept design 
(Cagan and Vogel 2002, Ulrich and Eppinger 1995, Pahl and Beitz 1996, Otto and Wood 
2001). This activity involves transforming a list of ideas into potential product concepts, which 
is the combination of all the essential characteristics of the product idea. This usually 
incorporates form, technology, and need but lacks detail (Crawford 1997). 
 
For years, the car industry has presented and used the visioning method of concept design  
(Keinonen et al. 2003). The functions of design concepts, like concept cars, are to develop 
the company’s brand, form opinions and needs among media and users, and do experiments 
and creative innovation without the day-to-day burden of detail design (Karjalainen 2003). 
Keinonen et al. (2003) summarizes why design concepts are made: to get ready for the 
product design phase, to make it possible to look for radical and uncertain solutions, to go 
through future alternatives and make them concrete to help in strategic decision making, to 
learn and to develop creativity for an individual and organization and to form public 
expectations. 

 



 

My experience as a design consultant is that management personnel don’t get very interested 
in a development process until it’s in the prototype phase. However, the possibilities to 
change a concept and design diminish as time passes and the costs of changing a concept 
rise (Trott 1998). Managers have a lot of knowledge about markets and clients’ needs that is 
valuable for designers. Therefore, it is important that the CEO and the management 
participate closely in idea development and concept design. It may be useful in another way, 
also. The designer creating new visions and visuals might be a valuable source for strategic 
decision making. According to Francis (2002), designers play three key roles as they open 
doors of opportunity: they extend managers’ notions of what is possible, substantiate 
possibilities by making a glimmer of an idea into a proposal, and designers fight for their 
ideas, therefore, introducing functional abrasion into the management’s decision-making 
processes. 

 
Context and Purpose 
 
Lappset Group Ltd., located in northern Finland, was started as a one-man enterprise whose 
ownership will pass to the next generation. As Lappset matures, their product-development 
process is going through changes. There is a demand for effective and innovative product 
development, which would lead the firm to become the leading playground equipment 
manufacturer in Europe. 
 
Lappset’s R&D department employs mechanical designers, drawers, prototype builders, and 
one industrial designer, altogether 14 individuals. The WePlay project and its side projects 
has enlarged the department by three industrial designers (including the author), two students 
seeking masters degrees and six researchers from the education and sport and leisure 
departments of the University of Rovaniemi, and a local polytechnic. Altogether, there are six 
PhD students working on the project. Lappset’s input into R&D is significant during this three-
year period; its R&D budget is 9 percent of its yearly turnover, although part of this is publicly 
funded. 

 
For a two-and-half-year period of September 2003 to December 2005, I am on a leave of 
absence to do my doctoral thesis on the WePlay project. During that time, I will work in the 
company’s R&D department in the roles of industrial designer, project manager, and 
researcher. My design team consists of two industrial designers, which are responsible for 
new concepts and two research assistants. 
 
In this project, I will take on the role of an active consultant and influence the process under 
study. Particular attention will be paid to the study of decision making, implementation, and 
change processes within the company (Gummesson 1991). The other researchers will deliver 
information, ideas, and knowledge for our design team. 

 
The Usual Problems 
 
In our study, we did an investigation of three previous product-development cases from the 
last few years. We interviewed the founder and product design teams that were set up for 
each project. Usually, the team is made up of an R&D manager, a project manager, a 
mechanical designer, an industrial designer, a purchasing specialist, a marketing specialist, 
and a subcontractor. 
 
Interviews indicate that it is normal for a development project to fall behind the schedule. If 
mechanical designers must explore new materials or manufacturing techniques during the 
development project, it will compromise the timetable. Another problem seems to be finishing 
the project; there are always more wishes and new ideas coming. There seem to be 
difficulties in defining a project plan and product specifications. The specifications keep 
changing during the development project, which is frustrating for the team. In the project plan 



 

there is an optimistic tendency to proceed with as few prototype-building cycles as possible; 
but each project built at least three prototypes during the process. Usually, there is not a 
sufficient concept-design project done before the establishing of the development project; the 
goal is not clear enough for everybody involved. The larger picture is somewhat missing or 
blurred; there is no long-term design-management thinking the product development is quite 
impulsive. 
 
The positive side of the company’s product development is that the management is rather 
active and interested in new designs and products. 

 
Concept Design 
 
Even though the idea of concept design is new for the company, and we are presenting for 
the first time how this kind of process is done in product development, there is nothing 
particularly new in our practice; we are rather implementing the way concept design is done, 
according to my experience, in the car industry or in a design consultancy, for example. Later, 
we present the idea of visioning concept design for the management and an annual rhythm of 
the product design process. 

 
Our project team moved into Lappset’s R&D department in September 2003. First, we did an 
overall plan and schedule for the next three years. In short, it goes like this: idea design, 
concept design, product design, ramp-up, and launch in 2006. The suggested design method 
was to work on the functions, structure, and form of the new product simultaneously, but 
separately, during the idea phase in fall 2003. For the first time in company’s history, we were 
able to spent lots of time and energy in early fuzzy end of the new product development. 

 
Spring 2004 was reserved for the concept-design phase, where functions, structure, and form 
was to be put together. 
 
My interpretation is, based on interviews and my observations, that high demands, the 
openness of our task, a lack of guidance, and different views in the company collectively 
paralyzed our design team. The team was trying to collect and analyze information and 
please all parties, such as researhers and managers, until we reached a collaborative 
solution, but in this case, it became a quagmire. Finally, we had to leave our department and 
took a three-day workshop in the facilities of our university by ourselves. It was in the 
university environment that the first 300 product ideas were sketched. 
 
Later, we brainstormed and individually drafted 630 product ideas altogether. From them, we 
selected 60 product ideas and ended up with 20 functional product ideas that we presented 
as forthcoming products of the new collection. The selection was done in cooperation with 
researchers and managers, more or less intutively, in monthly meetings with each group. 
 
Having finally decided what the design problems that we are to solve will be, we are able to 
start a concept design phase, which will last until June 2004. In June, we will pass our first 
concepts onto the mechanical designers of the R&D department and they will take over and 
open the official product design projects. We are to follow the projects, but go back to 
generating ideas and concepts at the same time. 
 
The first organized interview with the design team took place in mid-February. The two 
designers expressed some disappointment with their own ideas and concepts. In the 
beginning, we were enthusiastic about the wild concepts and new-to-the-world ideas we 
would produce, and now, looking at our sketches on the walls around us, the ideas actually 
seemed rather conservative. 
 



 

The team of two designers told that their feelings were alternating between enthusiasm and 
anxiety: “We can’t invent anything, nothing will come out of these.” A designer mentioned that 
when she’d go away for a couple days, she’d come back to work full of enthusiasm, but when 
she was finally in the workplace, the feeling had diminished by the afternoon. The designers 
complained that nobody would come and tell them what was good and what was not, what 
should be developed forward and what not. Somebody should come and say: “Wonderful, this 
is excellent, this we are going to take forward… nobody in the company will take a stand and 
speak forth their ideas. Is it up to us, to make these decisions, of what kinds of products the 
company will produce in the future.” 

 
The first thought was that we are suffering from designer’s block, meaning that in a creative 
work there is lot of anxiety that comes with freedom. Sitting in front of the blank sketch paper 
with a pen in a hand can be terrifying. 
 
Secondly, we are getting a lot of pressure from others right now: The chairman of the 
company wants wooden and modular structures for economic reasons. The managing 
director wants marketing concepts based on research. The product-development manager 
hardly ever says anything in a meeting. The sales managers just argue among themselves. It 
is also obvious that the researchers don’t have experience with product development. In 
trying trying to please everybody, we have ended up with a very conservative collection of 
playground-equipment sketches. 
 
The third interpretation was that we might not have internalized possibilities of our concept 
design phase. If the team thinks about the usual product requirements, such as safety, too 
much, we may end up suggesting rather well known solutions, instead of inventing radical 
new ideas. 

 
Cooperation with the Management 
 
The design team has monthly meetings with the management, where new ideas and 
concepts and the process of our work is presented and discussed. The participants of the 
meeting are usually the top management of the company: the managing director, the 
chairman, sales and export managers, the R&D manager, the marketing manager, and the 
senior industrial designer. The monthly meeting serves as a communication forum, a 
decision-making forum, and an intervention forum for us. 
 
Our first two meetings with the management were a disappointing. The early stages of 
product design really seemed a bit fuzzy; management could not answer what and how many 
products the new collection should contain, who its target users would be, where the market 
would be, and what the assumptions for technology would be. 
 
In our second meeting, we tried a different approach; we gave a puzzle of 60 possible product 
ideas in a form of small images for managers to make their own combination of a future 
playground. Some of the managers did the puzzle with their kids at home. Based on the 
managers’ selections, opinions of the researchers, and our own intuition, we formed the first 
collection of 20 product ideas that would form a playground. Although everybody seemed 
quite happy about our progress, the author and designers had doubts as to whether the team 
was on the right track. 
 
Refreshingly, our third meeting with the management was a success; we got answers to our 
questions, decisions were made, and we had a good discussion and a couple of good laughs. 
The meeting proceeded on schedule and everybody followed the agenda we presented. I 
suspect that our complaint about earlier meetings had been heard by the managers, and they 
we paying attention this time. 
 



 

In that meeting, we were able to launch the idea that when we get our first concept ready to 
hand over to the R&D department, we will keep working on developing concepts with the 
mechanical designers, but also start creating new product ideas and concepts 
simultaneously. I proposed that 50 percent of our time should be used on generating new 
ideas; that would ensure that the innovation of new designs would be a permanent function at 
R&D. 
 
I also suggested that not only should the industrial designers be able to play with ideas, but 
also that the whole R&D department should do one or two “experimental projects” each year.  
These kinds of projects would serve to educate the members about new materials, 
techniques, and creative methods. Still, each such project could develop some kind of an eye 
catcher for marketing purposes. This kind of action would be quite a bit the same as design 
concepts done by more developed companies—visioning concept design. 

 
During the concept-design phase, we started to discuss the design theme of the new 
collection. Even before we had any sketch of a product, we started to talk about what the new 
playground would look like, what would be the first impression of it when a child sees it for the 
first time, and how an elderly person feels when approaching it. From these discussions, we 
concentrated on the formal language of our products: colors, shapes, composition, and so 
forth. Our aim was to determinate our styling even before we had our product functions 
defined. We kept moving between written descriptions and visual collages made from product 
images from other disciplines: cars, mobile phones, furniture, and architecture. 

 
By the middle of April 2004, when we are at the halfway point of our concept-design phase, 
the first seeds of the idea of an in-house design studio will have been planted in the company. 
Such a studio needs a critical mass of industrial designers and they have to have enough 
time and resources to work on new ideas. 
 
One of the first results is the model of integrating visioning concept design with the rest of the 
product- development process. This model is called the year-clock. If Lappset will accept it as 
a part of the product development process, then concept design will be forming a natural 
bridge between strategic management and product development. 

 
Conclusions 
 
This study will continue until 2006. So far the results in the company are: 
• Developing 20 concepts for new playground equipment. 
• Introducing the idea of in-house design studio, within critical mass of designers and 

resources for visioning concept design. 
• Introducing the idea of experimental projects for the R&D department. 
• Presenting the model of the annual rhythm of the design process: the year-clock. 
• Presenting playground design theme discussions. 
• Creating and maintaining the idea bank. 
 
This study indicates that the design team needs the strong support and guidance of the 
management and R&D department. Our next critical phase will be delivering our concepts to 
the product-development department and to let it take control of these concepts and their 
development. Our success will be measured by how many of our concepts will get the go-
ahead decision. 

 
References 
 
Cagan, J. and Vogel, C. Creating Breakthrough Products: Innovation from Product Planning to Program 
Approval. Upper Saddle River: Prentice-Hall, 2002. 
 



 

Craig, A. and Hart, S. Where to Now in New Product Development. European Journal of Marketing 26, 
(1992): 11. 
 
Crawford, C. M. New Products Management. Chicago: Irwin, 1996. 
 
Gummesson, E. Qualitative Methods in Management Research. London: Sage Publications, 1991.  
 
Francis, D. “Strategy and Design.” Bruce, M. and Bessant, J. (eds.) Design in Business: Strategic 
Innovation through Design. London: Pearson Education, 2002. 
 
Karjalainen, T-M. Autoteollisuuden muotoilukonseptit. in Keinonen, T. and JÄÄSKÖ, V. (eds.) 
Tuotekonseptointi. Helsinki: Teknova,, 2004. 
 
Keinonen, T. et al. Mitä tuotekeonseptointi on? in Keinonen, T. and JÄÄSKÖ, V. (eds.) 
Tuotekonseptointi. Helsinki: Teknova, 2004. 
 
Trott, P. Innovation Management and New Product Development. London: Pitman Publishing, 1998. 
 
Otto, K. and Wood, K. Product Design: Techniques in Reverse Engineering and New Product 
Development. Upper Saddle River: Prentice-Hall, 2001. 
 
Pahl, G. and Beitz, W. Engineering Design: A Systematic Approach. 2nd ed., London: Springer-Verlag, 
1996. 
 
Ulrich, K. and Eppinger, S. Product Design and Development. New York: McGraw-Hill, 1995. 


