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ABSTRACT
The mechanisms by which consultancies learn to deal with a changing environment involves the development of
managers and employees. Design consultancies therefore need to create a culture of knowledge, learning and
continual improvement. This means learning not just through formal education and training but from the
processes in which employees are engaged on a daily basis – becoming a learning organisation

The key characteristics of learning organisations were obtained from literature and this inventory was used as a
basis for observations and interviews in six design consultancies. Analyses of the data show that a vision for future
is an important motivator for learning. The range and turnover of projects offer resources for learning and whilst
designers were good ‘absorbers’ of innovation, there was a tendency to use this to develop experience rather
than insight.  Formal training and development opportunities were limited and consultancies preferred to ‘buy in’
new expertise rather than develop their own. Inter company networking was strong and regarded as an
authoritative source of information.

INTRODUCTION

Like other areas of industry, the design consultancy sector is one that is subject to change. In 2001 government
was exhorting British design consultancies to become world class, by 2002 however, many companies were
merely sitting tight, hoping to ride out a recession. In a previous recession in the 1980s, there had been a
substantial shake out of weaker design businesses, but have today’s consultancies learnt from this experience?
How can what are often very small businesses build the capability to change and prosper? The subject of this
paper therefore centres not on how to survive the current recession, but how design consultancies learn how to
respond to whatever situations prevail.

The research project from which this paper draws seeks to establish the presence of organisational learning in UK
design consultancies and develop a picture of the state of cultures of development in the sector. This paper
describes a research project which identifies the presence of a range of mechanisms for learning. Importantly, the
investigation covers mechanisms for the creation, transmission and embedding of knowledge. In particular and
mindful of the fact that design consultancies are mostly small businesses, we were interested in mechanism which
were part of the everyday routines of the studio and of the business, thereby suggesting how improvement might
be achieved within limited time and monetary constraints.
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ABOUT THE SECTOR

The UK’s design consultancy sector has in the past claimed a measure of global success. It is clearly an area of industry
where the UK government believes there is potential for competitive advantage (Design Council 2001). The
topography of this sector in the UK is of over 4,000 companies, a large percentage of which are very small - 34%
having under 5 employees and only 10% who have over 50 employees (British Design Initiative 2001). It has always
been quite difficult to grasp the exact extent of the sector because of its shifting nature. The cost of entry is very low
– there are little or no set up costs involved in establishing a new design consultancy – and new companies open and
others close or merge frequently. There are consultancies throughout the country, indeed most towns of any size will
have at least one, but the majority of companies and certainly those of any size cluster around the major conurbations,
particularly London and Manchester. Currently the industry exports to the value of just under £1 billion per annum.

In the past in the UK, recession has hit these businesses particularly hard, mainly because design and advertising
budgets are often the first to be cut in difficult economic times. However, in contrast, good times have allowed
design businesses to boom. Even in the better times of the 1990s and early 2000s design consultancies faced
considerable challenges. Their clients have become more design aware and generally, expectations of levels of
service have increased. The need to be world class is ever more pressing not just to provide the potential to expand
consultancy services into new markets abroad, but also to provide a global reach for domestic clients. Furthermore,
defence of domestic market share has become an issue as trading barriers are removed across Europe. This sector
is as always, highly competitive, with a constant influx of new entrants tending to keep prices low.

In the UK the Design Council and Department of Trade and Industry have both placed importance on the abilities
and innovativeness of staff as a means of developing the kind of businesses which can be world class (DTI 2002).
Respected UK designer Michael Johnson expressed his concerns at a recent Design Council forum when he asked
how he could renergise and update key staff who hold considerable knowledge and expect them to learn a new
language and read the Financial Times everyday (Johnson 2001).

Uncharacteristic of many other small business sectors, design consultancies require highly skilled staff and a
degree is the threshold requirement for employment for design staff. The buoyant supply of UK design graduates
allows this standard to be maintained. In common with other industries characterised by many small businesses
however, aspects like business planning and staff development are often rudimentary (Bruce and Morris 1995).
Surveys consistently show that employees are less likely to be offered training and development opportunities
than their peers in large organisations (Perrin & Grant 2001) and this appears to hold true for design consultancies
too. Cost is often the major barrier and in particular, the loss of working time in businesses which rely on a few
key individuals to generate income. 

Continual improvement and the ability to collect and utilise new knowledge and capabilities is a characteristic of
world class business. Therefore keeping staff up dated is important and retaining and renergising key staff who
‘hold’ tacit knowledge also becomes an issue. Design consultancies therefore need to create a culture which
encourages knowledge, learning and continual improvement. The challenge in establishing cultures of learning –
becoming a learning organisation - lies in the limited resources available and the lack of understanding of how
this might be achieved. 

LITERATURE REVIEW

The concept of the learning organisation suggests that knowledge can be created from action and in an appropriate
organisational culture, embedded into strategies, approaches and values (Argyris and Schon 1978; Senge 1990;
Pedlar, Burgoyne and Boydell 1991). Central to this idea is the link between individual knowledge acquisition and
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that of the organisation itself. Learning companies are those in which action has two purposes, what Argyris and
Schon (1978) describe as double loop learning – the single loop being immediate problem solving or error correction,
the secondary loop providing for insight to be put to use in a longer-term process of development and change.
Organisational learning is therefore an interaction between the actions and reflection of individuals and the ability
of the organisation to capture these and embed them into the strategies and operations of the organisation. 

Organisations in which reflective practice and organisational learning take place often have the following systems
and features:

• Horizon scanning – for new technology, markets, products etc
• Information sharing mechanisms – both internal and external to the organisation
• Participatory policy and strategy making – involving people in decision making
• A culture of self development and learning – reflective practice, being comfortable with risk, systems for

evaluation
(Adapted from Pedlar et al 1991)

These features help to create and access knowledge derived from the actions and outcomes experienced by
individuals during the course of their daily activities. There is now a full recognition of how people can learn from
experience and there are good reasons why this may work particularly well for practising designers and in the
environment of the design consultancy (Ashton 1998). 

The literature evidences many examples of how learning mechanisms might manifest themselves in the context
of a design consultancy and therefore will suggest a culture for learning. Activities such as team working (Ayas
1997; Tierney et al 2000; Gemser and Van Zee 2002), inter and end of project evaluations (Hollins and Hollins
1991; Huber 1998) and a clear view of developmental needs which are geared to meet organisational aims (Bruce
and Morris 1995; Gemser and Van Zee 2002) are all issues which have received attention in design research. In
other research areas, social interaction (Laver and Wenger 1991; Lam 2000; Gamble and Blackwell 2001) and
external networking (Brown and Duguid 2001) have been highlighted as mechanisms for learning but have
received little attention in the context of design. Furthermore, there was some evidence that the environment of
the studio is a possible mechanism which needed investigation (Ashton 2000). The existence of some or all of
these features might suggest that design organisations contain the capability to learn.

The review of literature shows that there should be a focus in the research on social interaction between people
as the writing on organisational learning suggests that successful transmission and embedding require contact
between people. Ashton (2001) claims that successful designers have large and diverse social networks. 
Some of the most compelling papers in this vein are by Brown and Duguid (2002) whose research in Silicon Valley
concludes that it is the physical proximity of social networks that exist there which enable learning and innovation. 

The social element has further ramifications for not only can groups transmit knowledge but they can also create
it. Indeed it is the view of social constructivist that all knowledge is agreed between groups of individuals and
that therefore there is no such thing as a universal truth (Burr 1995). This certainly accords with a view of design
which would suggest that there is no right answer to a design problem. In a situation where there is no empirical
referent for what is right, individuals instinctively look to the agreed norms of their peer group to legitimise their
solutions or behaviour (Ashton 2000).  

A further factor which would impact upon the research was the importance of tacit knowledge in design practice
(Schon 1983). For whilst other kinds of knowledge are possible to codify and can be stored and distributed in a
variety of ways, tacit knowledge resides in people and can only be transmitted by social interaction. Giroux and
Taylor (2002) go further by saying that tacit knowledge is located not in individual cognition but actually in
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specific situations and actions. Although this is a generalisation, tacit knowledge is often described as ‘sticky’ – it
is difficult to transmit – (as opposed to explicit, codified knowledge which might be said to be ‘leaky’ and spreads
easily). This would provide further challenges for determining the capability for learning.

RESEARCH METHODS

With the overall aim of discovering the state of learning cultures in design consultancies, the research method
needed to reflect both the key points of the literature and take account of the make up of the consultancy sector
in the UK. One of the first problems to be tackled was inherent in the nature of learning itself. It is of course
extremely difficult to determine when learning has taken place – particularly if the knowledge acquired is tacit
rather than explicit. However, it is possible to determine whether learning mechanisms are present and how
accessible these are to the range of employees. This then became the first stage of the research and the project
reported in this paper.

Having obtained the key characteristics of learning organisations and a range of likely mechanism from the
literature, a data collection process was devised which included observations and interviews in five design
consultancies. The objective was to search for as many of the characteristics from the literature as was possible
and to find evidence of their functioning.

Sample selection was undertaken on the basis that it should reflect the make up of this design sector in the UK in
terms of geographical location and size. It was believed that for this kind of study, size and location were more
significant variables than say, the kind of design undertaken. The sample therefore contained two enterprises with
five or less people and three with over five. The larger enterprises and the denser creative communities are in major
cities. The split between the major conurbations and the provinces was therefore also three in the former and two
in the latter geographical location. The selection was random – the first five agencies that fit the relevant criteria
that were willing to participate! Indeed finding consultancies to participate was one initial problem and perhaps
highlights not only the time constraints on these companies but also their understanding of the value of research.

Data collection involved periods of observation in studios and interviews with staff.  The observations were
designed to study how day to day design practice provided opportunities and barriers to learning and also
involved a diagram of the studio layout and observations about the ‘feel’ or atmosphere – noise, mess, ‘buzz’ etc.
The interviews focussed on management practices, attitudes to learning and evaluative and developmental
opportunities. A vertical slice was taken through the company to involve people at all levels – in many cases this
meant interviewing all design staff.

A sample of five is relatively small but it was considered important to produce a depth of information in a few
places rather than making a superficial sweep across a wide range of consultancies. This method offered the
opportunity to record in detail examples of good, interesting or other relevant practices and to search for other
features which may not have been recorded in the literature and those which may be particular or central to the
design context. Similarities between the five cases suggested that certain mechanisms are commonly found but
it would not be possible to say that these mechanisms are present in all consultancies in all countries. 

PRESENCE OF LEARNING MECHANISMS

Analysis of the data showed several key features emerging as common across cases and others that occurred in
only one or two places but were nevertheless considered to be interesting practice. The six key features presented
below have been selected because they fulfil one or both of these criteria.
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Designers were good ‘absorbers’ of innovation 
The acquisition of new skills and knowledge needs a constant influx of ideas, experiences and information and
importantly, opportunities for reflection and evaluation. It was indicated during the research that increasing both
skills and knowledge of advances in technology and markets is an essential basis for producing appropriate or
innovative design solutions.  Respondents cite the external environment of the media frequently and in particular,
will look to design emerging within their own discipline. There was recognition that other people were important
sources of information and many had identified particular individuals whose feedback or knowledge they valued:

‘I mean that has always been my philosophy that I will meet and talk to anyone, you don’t
have to believe what they tell you, you do learn from it. That way you learn that either
people are bullshitters, people are liars or people are very wise’

Tim, Graphic Designer
Very often the most valued source was another member of staff in the same company. Just as in a formal
educational situation they seek out someone to reassure them they are doing the right thing. An in-company
search for information and feedback could suggest a stagnation of ideas and approaches is possible.  This is
substantiated by Jason, a web designer, who links this with the need to bring in new people:

‘That guy who has been working there for so long will go down that same, similar thought
process that he knows works whereas someone new will come in and won’t be quite so
sure, he won’t know what constraints are, he won’t be blinkered by anything he will go
wherever he likes.’

What seems critical to the effective and widespread use of information, are mechanisms which enable it to be
shared and embedded. Mechanisms such as project reviews, end of project evaluation and client feedback were
sought. In only one instance – one of the larger consultancies studied - were these mechanisms present and an
integrated part of the design process. The research suggests that despite considerable evidence from research and
the dissemination of good practice, designers in the main, have not introduced structured mechanisms of
reflection to review the performance of individual designers and projects. An interesting illustration of this
emerged when respondent’s attitudes to learning were set against their attitudes to reflection and evaluation. It
was common for designers to say that learning was vital and indeed was accelerated because of the fast pace
and intensive nature of projects and the industry in general. However, when asked about reflective practices, lack
of time was cited as the main reason why formal mechanisms for individual and project evaluation were not
implemented. Indeed many designers said they did not find time for personal and informal self-reflection.

The acquiring of information appears therefore to be something that is of importance to designers mainly as a
source of inspiration and feedback. Designers seem hungry for experience but lack of time or mechanisms for
reflection and evaluation would suggest limited capability to develop insight. Information sharing is clearly
enabled via people – principally those with whom designers work, but also some outside the studio. Both these
ideas are expanded upon below.

The Studio Environment
All of the consultancies studied had open plan studios in which all, or groups of designers work together. In some
cases, but by all means not all, managers and non-design personnel also shared open plan spaces. It was common
for respondents to mention a relaxed atmosphere or informal work surrounding as conducive to information
sharing. There was recognition that the physical environment within the studio can play a significant role in
encouraging learning from others.  A well designed, informal and open-plan studio creates a social dynamic and
provides designers with the space to communicate with their co-workers, exchange and share ideas and know-
how, observe how others approach problems. 
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‘You can’t think if the room’s wrong. Well, I’d have to say that wouldn’t I, but its true! N is
a real stickler for detail, the studio has to be just right so he’s spent a lot of money on it.
You can tell. It makes you feel good to come to work… important … a proper designer. And
you act like that around the studio … with others.’

William, Product Designer
Respondents were asked specifically about the incidence of team working as this is cited in the literature as a key
mechanism for information sharing and learning. Many felt that there was a team atmosphere within the studio
but in only one consultancy studied, did project work consistently require the attention of more than one
designer. 

The social side of life in design studios appeared to be crucial to the sharing and embedding of ideas and
innovation bought in by individual designers. It is therefore important that employees feel this is a legitimate
activity which is encouraged. Whilst sharing explicit information and knowledge may be possible using other
methods – databases or even notice boards - social interaction is the only way tacit knowledge can be shared. In
two consultancies investigated there were regular incentives to encourage social interaction – in one this took the
form of paid for evenings out together and in another, buffet lunches in the studio were a regular feature of the
working week. In this same consultancy there was also a ‘play room’ somewhere were staff could meet and talk
outside the working environment of the studio. 

Opportunities for team working as described in much design literature are limited in this industry sector.
Therefore, working closely alongside others who are engaged on different projects, with different clients and
using varied approaches, becomes a powerful mechanism for sharing learning. 

Consultancy Size
In the smaller consultancies studied, these opportunities for shared learning were obviously more limited. The
smallest of these which contained just two people, nevertheless serviced clients of national and in some cases
international standing. However, as they admitted themselves, the scope of the work was often mundane. Here
the opportunities for learning were considerably less because of the limited number of clients, projects and people
from which to draw experience. Everything about this company was geared towards informality. There were very
few project management mechanisms and the working atmosphere was extremely casual. It is perhaps true that
a very small company – a partnership in fact – can maintain efficiency without formal mechanisms. The size of
operation suited them and indeed they were resistant to growth or change because it minimised the need to
involve themselves with ‘management’ and in particular those issues associated with employing others. 

Bearing in mind the reliance of the larger companies on people to enable information acquisition and sharing, is
there enough going on in this company to allow them to learn sufficiently to survive? It is possible that the ideas
and approaches here could become fixed, unchallenged by new ideas. This may not be a particular problem whilst
they can continue to satisfy the needs of the existing clients. But even in this static client environment, the needs
of clients will surely change. This consultancy however, displayed a strong reliance on external networking to
acquire knowledge and it is possible that this was a way of replacing the lack of internal mechanisms. 

External Networking 
A possible way of augmenting the opportunities available for information exchange in team or co-working might
be achieved through external networking. Networking of two main kinds were evident in the research; the use
of friends in the industry and the shifting nature of employment in the industry sector itself.

The smallest consultancy studied made full use of a network of other designers who were friends from University
and a more local network of freelance designers who they employ on an occasional and temporary basis. One
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critical feature of the former network is that it is dispersed and there is little competitive threat. Occasions when
they ’pick up the phone’ include feedback on concepts or ideas through to help with new software.

Networking beyond the design sector was also used. In one case the designer/owner was a member of a local
business organisation and he also worked part-time at a local university. This in particular was cited as being a
real stimulus to his learning:

‘ I could say its about putting something back but I’m also on the lookout for a good person
and it’s a good environment to let my mind wander, I mean, let it be receptive to all those ideas’

Nick owner/designer, Product Design consultancy
The nature of the design industry suggests a shifting scene of companies opening, closing and merging. The
research offers examples of designers who having worked in an established company, have then set up on their
own. In the largest consultancy studied, there was an acceptance of the movement of staff around various other
London based companies. These patterns of employment were seen as acceptable practice and advantageous as
it served to increase contacts in other companies and circulate information and experience. Learning therefore
ceases to be just about organisational development but also about the development of communities of practice
within which individual consultancies sit and of the industry as a whole.

Networking between design consultancies involving the exchange of knowledge and skills, seems to offer a
productive method of information gathering for consultancies of all sizes and in particular may aid small
consultancies with limited internal resources. 

New Expertise 
Only one of the companies investigated offered development opportunities to their staff. Similarly, even simple
development mechanisms such as annual appraisal were evident in only one company. Lack of time was cited as
the reason why both individuals and their managers felt unable to undertake any formal development. Training
was such a rare event that in the one company where it did occur it caused resentment because it was unclear
why certain individuals had been selected. In a further instance the manager said that training was available to
anyone who wanted it but the employees were not aware of this opportunity. This was not a surprising result as
it mirrors the amount of training offered to employees in other small business sectors in the UK.

Employing staff members who have worked within other companies, experienced in similar or different markets,
was seen as a way of rapidly introducing knowledge and skills. The employment of recent design graduates, was
in theory thought to be an inexpensive and effective way of introducing fresh, innovative ideas but in practice all
those considering employing someone new in the near future said they would look for someone with experience.

Whilst the movement of staff seems to be an important element which helps to build external networks, there
are disadvantages in this practice. Small businesses tend to rely on a few key individuals who hold much of the
expertise that the company possess. They are an asset and the more so if the company has failed to share and
embed the information these people hold. Loss of these key individuals can cause tremendous disruption but
enticing long serving employees to stay in such flat organisations can be problematic. It was interesting to note
how few consultancies had ways of showing that employees were valued. Two companies said they gave financial
bonuses in particular circumstances but many designers said what the really wanted was an occasional ‘pat on
the back when you have excelled yourself’.

The Link to Management Practices
The management practices seen in the research were in stark contrast to the informal and open environment in
which designers work. Communication styles may be informal, particularly in very small agencies, but
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management practices and company policies were not only unsophisticated but obscure to employees. Whilst
employers felt they were ‘all one happy family’, employed designers said otherwise. Employed designers were
expected to be creative and inquisitive on behalf of clients but were not involved or empowered to participate in
how the businesses they worked in were run. There was a general unease with people management.

The general impression within the majority of companies was of fairly hard pushed designers, focused on the
completion of the current project and indeed many said they enjoyed this pace of work. This feeling was echoed
in their managers who consistently said that they would like staff to undertake training and to implement
evaluative mechanisms but did not have the time. The state of development of mechanisms for learning was
often linked to organisation’s vision for the future. Jane, the Managing Director of a dynamic graphic design
business said:

‘Our aim and our challenges are really important and it has to be in our industry, being at
the forefront of it really. Because as soon as you sit back and think you have learnt it, you
have lost it’

Consultancies that had no plans for change or growth were less positive in their attitudes to learning and its
associated mechanisms. It has to be said again that this finding was very much in line with the results found in
other small businesses in the UK but it had been hoped that as design consultancies display an enlightened
approach in other aspects of their businesses – most notably the informality of modes of communication – that
this might be reflected in management practices.

One key result of the research is a reinforcement of the importance of people to allow consultancies to operate
effectively but also to grow or change or just survive. This does not mean using people, but empowering them
to apply and thereby embed, their fullest range of skills and knowledge back into the organisation. Some
engagement with staff development in its broadest sense, therefore becomes essential. A clear vision of where
the company is going in the future acts as a motivator to venture into this often uncomfortable territory and to
allocate time to the task.

CONCLUSIONS

The research has shown that some mechanisms for acquiring innovation are likely to be present in design
consultancies and that they are reliant on individuals to both create and introduce new information and
approaches.  An external network also seems to be important as a means to bringing information of different
kinds into the consultancy.

The most prevalent information sharing mechanism was the studio itself and this highlights the importance of
the configuration and ambience of this environment. As traditional team work seldom occurred, the social
networking within the organisation came into play and effective consultancies will look for approaches to
positively stimulate exchange. 

Embedding mechanisms appear to be more problematic. Those companies with a vision for their future where
more comfortable talking about the importance of learning and had better developed mechanisms for project
review and evaluation. Although modes of communication were informal, participatory management practices
were disappointingly lacking. There was a lack of integrated mechanisms for project and individual reflection and
evaluation. Human resource practices were rudimentary and opportunities for training or education rare. 
The nature of shifting employment in the sector itself can be considered both as an advantage and a
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disadvantage. The movement of staff around different businesses, the use of established companies as a
spawning ground for new agencies and the theoretical at least, search for fresh creative talent ensures a dynamic
industry sector. However, it is also true that through this process companies lose wise and experienced employees
who hold much of the knowledge available to the company. It may be more beneficial to try to retain staff by
appropriate management practices and by helping them to remain innovative and energised.

Despite a small but purposively selected sample, there are aspects of the data which allows us to believe that the
results might be generalisable. The data reveal the kind of practices which might be expected of designers and
which echo literature. The findings particularly in respect of management practices, reflects the general picture
amongst small businesses in the UK. Management style is believed to be culturally dependant and this is well
researched topic. It is likely therefore that in this respect, these results may be specific to the UK. Further
investigation in this direction would be interesting and this may be a fruitful avenue for future research. The main
focus of this research was essentially inward looking – at the mechanisms within the consultancy. The aspect of
the research which is now being explored further is the impact of communities of practice – external networking
– to understand how learning can contribute to the development of the sector as a whole.
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