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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
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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



14

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
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sy

st
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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

22
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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  
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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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27ddc.dk

Designing an 
irresistible 
circular society 
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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/



Building a co-leading 
organization 

36
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What type of organisation fully reflects 
the challenges of our time?

A time of complexity and turbulence 

Need for agility, innovation and sustainability 

Balancing the long-term versus fast decision-

making 

Organizations that unleash the full creative 

potential of people 

Attracting, retaining and nurturing talent
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We want the DDC to be… 

…a liberated organization where colleagues have the space and 

backing to realize our strategy together 

…a healthy organization where people thrive and grow 

…an efficient and innovative organization, where there is the 

most possible space to work on what creates value and makes 

sense 



What do we 
believe about 
people?



A set of assumptions about human nature 

drive every strategic and organisational 

decision.

We believe that people 

- Thrive by trust and recognition 

- Grow when they have influence 

- Want to make a difference 

- Will take responsibility 

- Can lead and can follow

Starting point: What 
do we believe about 
people?



Elements of a human-centred workplace.

Profile of the next 
organisation?

Working at the Danish Design Center 

· Everyone chooses their personal 

leader 

· Everyone can offer their leadership 

· Everyone freely chooses their 

professional area of work  

· No fixed departments or teams. 

Instead : Task/project-based teams 

· Procedures and polices aren’t 

formulated before the need arises. 

· Tasks not defined by position but by 

roles.



“I don’t know, but let’s find out 
together”.

42
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Value of co-leadership 

· Problems solved closer to 
the task 

· Better attraction & 
recruitment of talent 

· Higher productivity 

· More innovative 

· More collaboration 

· Adaptive organization 

· More qualified, legitimate 
decision-making 

· Resilience during covid-19 

Some challenges 

· What is the balance 
between individual and the 
collective? 

· How to make the most 
critical decisions? 

· How to ensure that 
everyone thrives? 

· Speed in difficult decisions 

· What are the new 
leadership roles?
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“We are now more an organism 
than an organization.”



David Graeber 
The Utopia of Rules

“The ultimate hidden  
truth of the world is  

it is something we make  
and could just as easily  

make differently.”

46
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Introducing our 
design futures 
practice

Kimmie Tentschert  
Senior Creative & Project manager 



Futures Design   
If you can imagine it,  
you can design it

48



Bladerunner 2049



We’re facing several 
immense systemic 
challenges  

e.g youth mental health
50



The future feels both 
terrifyingly uncertain and 
entirely out of our grasp 

We have no agency
51



It’s not about  
finding the solution 
but claiming  
opportunity space 

52



We work like this 
to…

53



We work like this 
to…

54

Open up the 
conversation 

Build an emotional 
with the future 

Expose our 
blindspots 

Expand the 
opportunity space



What can it look 
like in practice?

55



56

Example of a process

1

Understand how the problem manifests in the present
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Example of a process

12

Understand evolution and origin of the problem
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Example of a process

1 3

Design vision of future to transition to

2
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Example of a process

1 32 4

Think rigorously about transition pathways
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Example of a process

1 32 45

Intervene systemically through ecologies of  

interconnected interventions
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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

61
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Example of a process

1

Understand how the problem manifests in the present



Characteristics of a new, alternative system 

63

Focus on structures 

Focus on re-designing the structures 
that reproduces patterns which 
cause well-being.

Purpose

There is a focus on promoting well-
being in everyday environments by 
enabling new responses when 
problems are collectively 
experienced.

In the everyday environment  

Ressources

Access to understanding and 
engaging with the collective 
well-being is open to all.

Well-being is a shared responsibility

Power

For all  

Build capacity beyond professionals, 
allowing people to be a resource to 
each other and the everyday 
environment.

Relations

 Characteristics of the current system 

Purpose

Ressources

Relations

Focus on diagnosing and treating the  
individual’s symptoms.

There is a focus on providing individual 
support and treatment, away from the 
everyday environments.

Away from the everyday 

environment 

The individual diagnosis unlocks 
treatment  
targeted the individual’s specific needs.

Targeted individuals with 
specific diagnosis 

Focus on symptoms

Power

Mental health is handled by 

professionals

Access to diagnosing and treating 
mental health symptoms is limited to 
psychiatrists and psychologists. 
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Example of a process

12

Understand evolution and origin of the problem



Historical perspective

400 years before Christ

400 BC – 1400 AD

17th century

1800-1950 

1990

00’s

2010 2022

Humoral pathology

Biomedical 

paradigms

Physical reactions and 

frames

From physical 

health to mental 

health

A treatment guarantee 

is introduced

Back to the 

biomedical paradigm

?

Today

?

The Middle Ages

65

Moral paradigm

"The Danes' mental health: Development, background and consequences" Signe Hald Andersen, Jacob Ladenburg and Phillip Steen Dyssegaard 2020



1990 2000 2010 2020

The debates about the well-being of 

children and young people were about 

divorces, physical conditions at schools, 

bullying, obesity and health behaviour. 

Focus on physical reactions: headache, 

stomach ache, nervousness, irritation 

and sadness 

Mental health among adults in the 90s: 

Stress 

In the early 00s, focus on physical 

school environment rather than MH - 

computer games, tobacco, alcohol, 

chat, and physical health 

From the year 2000, it is also discussed 

that the frequency of stress, 

unhappiness, and DAMP/ADHD is 

increasing and that many students feel 

nervous and are often sad. 

The concept of mental health appears in 

several reports in the late 00s. 

This may be due, among other things, to 

systemic changes in the late 00s - the 

Health Act: Extended right to 

examination and treatment in psychiatry.

Up through the 2010s, the focus on 

children and young people's mental 

health is increasing. 

Systemic change: Treatment 

guarantee In 2010 - Psychiatric 

patients are equated with patients 

who have a somatic disorder 

In this period, we talk about life 

satisfaction, body image, loneliness, 

self-esteem, self-efficacy and positive 

mental health. 

Focus on the pressure that school 

children experience in terms of 

expectations for their schooling and 

performance culture, and how a great 

deal of pressure is connected to 

mental dissatisfaction. 

 

90’s 00’s 10’s

66

Historical perspective

"The Danes' mental health: Development, background and consequences" Signe Hald Andersen, Jacob Ladenburg and Phillip Steen Dyssegaard 2020
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Example of a process

1 3

Design vision of future to transition to

2



Probable futures
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Probable

Time

P
o

te
n

ti
a

l

Present Future



Plausible futures

Plausible

Probable

Time
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l

Present Future



Possible futures
Possible

Plausible

Probable

Time

P
o
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n
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a

l

Present Future



Preferred futures
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Preferred

Probable

Time

P
o

te
n

ti
a

l

Present Future



Backcasting 

Preferred

Possible

Plausible

Probable

Time

P
o

te
n

ti
a

l

Present Future



Welcome to Vorby 

Orientation meeting for  

new residents to Vorby
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Example 

Imagine if we



The seven core principles are the 
foundation of Vorby… 

Education throughout life

Relationships & caring

Nature on pourpose The open family

Community and democracy

A different kind of work

Prevention & treatment



Marna 
How do we spend 
our free time?

76

Vinter 
How do  
we learn?

Akeleje 
How do we 
contribute?
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Example of a process

1 32 4

Think rigorously about transition pathways



The seven core principles are the 
foundation of Vorby… 

Education throughout life

Relationships & caring

Nature on pourpose The open family

Community and democracy

A different kind of work

Prevention & treatment



What might the 
pathway look like?

82
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Example of a process

1 32 45

Intervene systemically through ecologies of  

interconnected interventions
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Three horizons

Horizon 1: World in crisis Horizon 2: World in turbulent transition Horizon 3: Viable World

P
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v
a
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c
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TimePresent Future

S
h

a
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e
 2

0
13H3

H1

H2
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Three horizons: H2-

Horizon 1: World in crisis Horizon 2: World in turbulent transition Horizon 3: Viable World

P
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a
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TimePresent Future

S
h
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e
 2

0
13

H2 can either be captured by H1 (H2-)

H3

H1

H2
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Three horizons: H2+

Horizon 1: World in crisis Horizon 2: World in turbulent transition Horizon 3: Viable World

H3

P
re

v
a

le
n

c
e

TimePresent Future

S
h

a
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e
 2

0
13

… or be harnessed for H3 (H2+)

H1

H2
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Move on? Questions!



Exercise 
Mapping a future

88
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Step 1 — Decide on a big change for your future 

“A future with no private cars within city limits” 

Step 2 — Map out the consequences of your 

change 

To get started consider consequences for the 

STEEP categories. Alternatively, consider 

consequences in different arenas such as 

government, family life, crime, community, nature, 

cities, work etc.

STEEP 

Social 

Technological 

Economic 

Environmental 

Political



90

A future where a… 

1. All species are recognized as citizens 

2. Only kids can vote 

3. All big decisions consider 7 

generations 

4. Everyone has a legal right to thrive 

5. There are no private cars within city 

limits 

6. It is the norm to have a ministry of 

dreams

In groups (5 minutes)

Decide on a “a future where…” 

statement together. 

Draw inspiration from your work and 

today or roll a dice by scanning this
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A future where...

ddc.dk

Mapping a future

Futures wheel

Danish Design Center

Social

Tech

Economic

Environment

Politics

?
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A future where…

Add statement
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A future where…

Add first order consequences

1st order

1st order

1st order

1st order

1st order
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A future where…

Add second order consequences

1st order

1st order

1st order

1st order

1st order

2nd order

2nd order

2nd order
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A future where…

Add third order consequences

1st order

1st order

1st order

1st order

1st order

2nd order

2nd order

2nd order

3rd order

3rd order

3rd order
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Reflections?


