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A new interregional collaboration has been launched to enhance the competitiveness of European 
small and medium enterprises (SMEs) through a more strategic use of design. On 7th-9th March 2017, 
a team of eight partners, led by PDR, the International Design and Research Centre based at Cardiff 
Metropolitan University, met in Bruges to inaugurate the project.  
 
SMEs are a central component of the EU economy, providing a substantial source of jobs and 
economic growth. They represent 99% of all businesses in the EU, and it is estimated that in the past 
five years, they have created around 85% of new jobs and provided two-thirds of the total private 
sector employment in the EU1. The improvement of SMEs competitiveness can therefore have a 
colossal impact on the economy, and as such is one of the 11 thematic priorities for Cohesion Policy 
in 2014-2020. 
 
Design4Innovation addresses this ambition and aims to integrate design-driven innovation for SME 
competitiveness into ERDF Operational Programmes, so that at minimum 1,600 SMEs from partner 
regions could benefit from financial or non-financial support to bring more user-friendly and 
profitable products to the market. The project is funded by Interreg Europe – a programme to 
support development and delivery of better policies. 
 
Design is one of the most accessible tools that enables user-centred innovation across the private 
and public sectors. However, as shown by the Innobarometer 2016 study, 56% of European 
businesses still do not use design and further 14% use it only for styling2. In its ‘Action Plan for 
Design-driven Innovation’, European Commission recognises the value of design and encourages all 
member states and regions to develop similar sets of actions: 
 

“A more systematic use of design as a tool for user-centred and market-driven 
innovation in all sectors of the economy, complementary to R&D, would improve 

European competitiveness. Analyses of the contribution of design show that 
companies that strategically invest in design tend to be more profitable and grow 

faster. […] Even though the Action Plan focuses on measures supported by EU policies, 
matching actions promoting adoption of design in innovation policy are required at 

national and regional levels."3 

 
During three years of interregional knowledge exchange phase, Design4Innovation partners will 
support national and regional governments to develop and implement Design Action Plans and 
integrate design into innovation support programmes for SMEs. Following that, the project will 
monitor implementation of Design Action Plans and SMEs using design to bring products and 

                                                           
1 European Commission (2017) https://ec.europa.eu/growth/smes_en  
2 European Commission (2016)  Innobarometer 2016 – EU business innovation trends, Flash Eurobarometer 
433 – TNS Political & Social 
3 European Commission (2013) Implementing an Action Plan for Design-Driven Innovation, Brussels, 
SWD(2013) 380 final 
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services to market. This will provide much-needed data sets to evaluate the impact and share the 
lessons learnt. 
 

 
Figure 1 EU Design Ladder 2016 (source: European Commission (2016) Innobarometer 2016 – EU business innovation 
trends, Flash Eurobarometer 433 – TNS Political & Social) 

The project kick-off meeting, hosted by a Belgian partner – Flanders Innovation & Entrepreneurship 
(VLAIO), combined the Partnership Meeting, interactive workshop ‘Mapping Design Ecosystems’ 
with key stakeholders from the partner regions and a study visit to three Flemish SMEs that have 
successfully used design expertise through VLAIO support scheme ‘SME Wallet’.  
 
Dr Anna Whicher, manager of the project, emphasises a collaborative and hands-on approach of 
Design4Innovation: 

"We would like to practice what we preach and use design methods to collaboratively 
engage a range of stakeholders in co-creating the Design Action Plans. As part of the 
first workshop we have mapped our Design Ecosystems, identified the strengths and 

weakness and begun to develop our Design Action Plans." 

 
More information on the project available at www.interregeurope.eu/design4innovation/   
For any queries, please contact Communication Manager – Piotr Swiatek at 
pswiatek@pdronline.co.uk  
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