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Problems worth 
solving 
A mission-oriented approach to advancing 
design for innovation and sustainable growth

Christian Bason, Ph.D., CEO 
Danish Design Center



Herbert Simon, professor and Nobel laureate 

“Everybody designs who 
devises courses of action aimed 
at changing existing situations 

into preferred ones.”
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With design, we 
build and unleash 
people’s capacity to 
create a more 
sustainable world

3



About us 

Independent foundation working 
in the interest of society 

Co-funded by the government of 
Denmark 

Innovation and sustainable 
growth through a portfolio of 

projects focused on green, digital, 
and social missions 

Cross-sector, cross-level, cross-
discipline
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How we work



We must expand our 
thinking and doing 

to address our 
thorniest problems
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Innovation is in need 
of innovation.



Six expansions
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Proximity

Dimension
s

Time Value

Sectors

Life



Missions 

A strategic move to design 
for impact and new markets
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Defined impacts for a 
concrete area or context that 
are:  

Bold, inspirational, and 
widely relevant to society  

Clearly framed: targeted, 
measurable, and time-

Mission-oriented 
innovation

*Mazzucato, Mariana (2018): Mission-Oriented Research & Innovation 

in the European Union MISSIONS A problem-solving approach to fuel 

innovation-led growth. European Commission 



From funnel to megaphone: Missions entail a 
“reversed” approach to innovation

Conway. R. Leadbeater, C. & Winhall, J. (2019) The Impact Entrepreneur. Building a New Platform for Economic 

Security in work (pp. 14-15). Royal Society for the Encouragement of Arts. Manufacture and Commerce. 



What is different in missions?

Traditional innovation Mission-oriented innovation

Development begins in the present Development begins in the future

Project focus Portfolio focus

Competitive funding Collaborative funding

Top-down OR bottom-up Top-down AND bottom-up

Governance as an expense Governance as an investment

Innovation management Mission management

Internal labs and teams “Third places”

Existing market Market shaping
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From a ‘wicked’ problem to new interventions

1 

Wicked problem
2 

Scenarios
3 

Mission
4 

Portfolio of 

interventions

Reframing challenges Possible futures Preferred future New governance
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Three dynamics of 
launching and driving 
missions
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Creating
impact

Se! 
ing direction

Mobiliz
in

g e
c

o
sy

st
e

mB
u

ild
ing

 capacity

Create impact



A design-driven approach 
to missions

Imagining systemic shifts by evoking empathy  

for the future 

Experimenting in our approach to addressing 

problems we don’t know the answers to 

Connecting skills, sectors, people in 

the development of new approaches through 

co-creation. 

ddc.dk
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We pursue three missions 

focusing on… 

Green transition 

Digital transition 

Social transition 

…supported by design capacity.
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Just because we can, should we?



Developed in a strong 
partnership
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• Digital development is moving fast. 

• The transition creates enormous 

opportunities for companies                          

and for society                                                            

- nationally and globally. 

• It can be difficult to follow. 

• Techlash in 2018 and beyond                           

put an end to 20 years of                 

technology optimism. 

• Regulation and legislation:                         

GDPR, AI regulations, Data                        

Ethics Board, SIRI Commission,                 

Tech expert groups……

• Humans at the center 

• Holistic approach 

• Multidisciplinary 

• Enforcer of Ethics 

• 80% of the decisions that affect 

the impact of digital solutions on 

people and society are decided in 

the design phase. 

The Digital Transition The Role of Design

Technology creates 

opportunities -  

design determines  

how we choose to  

use the technology



The Digital 
Ethics Compass

24

•Helps companies and organizations 

create a shared focus on, understanding 

of, and vocabulary around ethics 

•Provides companies and organizations 

with a framework for working with and 

securing an ethical focus in relation to 

concrete products and services 

•Gives us a systematic way to talk about 

ethics  

 

 

The Digital  
Ethics Compass

Put the human 

in the center 

Avoid 

manipulating 

Avoid creating 

inequality 

Give 

users 

control 
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technology

understand-

able
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human rights?01. 
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interacting with an 

automated solu-
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explain itself?

04. 
Is your automated 

system transpar-

ent, so the user can 

see the engine 
room?

03. Does automation cause people to lose the abilities to do a job?

04. 

Do you manipulate 

actions by taking 

advantage of peo-

ple’s need to be 

social?
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create addiction to 

your product with 

cheap tricks?
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Do you deliberately 

make it di"cult for 

users to !nd or 

understand infor-

mation or 

functionality?

03. Do you exploit your user’s inability to concentrate to your own advantage? 
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the best case, behavioral design is used to help people make wise decisions, b
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Key guidelines in digital ethics 

Make your technology understandable 

Give users control 

Avoid manipulation 

Do not create inequality
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Designing an 
irresistible 
circular society 



28ddc.dk

Designing an 
irresistible 
circular society 
Moving Earth Overshoot day 
closer to New Years Eve
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- Bullet 

- Bullet 

- Bullet
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Case: Sustainable manufacturing mission
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Mission for sustainable 
manufacturing 

- Long term: 2030 

- Ambitious: 4000 Danish companies 

- Concrete: Carbon reduction targets 

- Partnership: 6 partners across DK 

- Financing: 15 mio. EUR

Kilde: DDC
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Towards Mission Managers

Next-gen public innovation calls for a new 

type of leader. 

Not innovation managers, but mission 

managers who focus on achieving a long-

term vision of change for a wide range of 

stakeholders.
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Roles of mission 
managers 

- Direction: Sustaining the mission for 

the long term 

- Governance: Building & nurturing 

legitimate, collaborative decision-

making 

- Impact: Managing a strategic portfolio 

of interventions & driving learning 

across the ecosystem 

- Comms: Communicating the 

difference the mission makes. https://ddc.dk/mission-managers/




























































































































