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Abstract

Denmark is globally recognized as a “design nation” and is the first country in the
world to introduce a formal design policy and strategy. To Denmark, design has
become a policy instrument and also a national strategy. China has now entered a
stage featured by industrial upgrading, digital governance, and the pursuit of high-
quality growth. Therefore, it is necessary to study Denmark’s design policy to learn
how to integrate design into business and public sectors to produce powerful ef-
fects. This paper first studies the evolution of Danish design policy and the success-
ful cases of the application of design policies in real life, and then, based on this,
summarizes the major reasons for the success of Denmark’s design policy. Further,
this paper, taking Denmark’s design policy as a reference framework, offers sug-

gestions such as upgrading industry to “designed better”, building design and in-
dustrial ecosystems, incorporating design into digital governance, establishing evi-
dence-based design policy to promote design in the Chinese business and public
sector, and implementing its own design policy.
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1. Introduction

Denmark is globally recognized as a “design nation” and is the first country in the world to introduce a formal design
policy to reinforce the capabilities of design and apply them to realize certain economic and societal goals through
the strategic use of public resources. From the late 1990s, Danish design policy has evolved from cultural and export
branding built on “Danish Modern”, to a focus on industrial competitiveness and innovation, and finally to a design
that supports public-sector service and the green and digital transitions. Therefore, in Denmark, design has trans-
formed from a celebrated national style into a tool for productivity, innovation, and public-sector administration,
supported by various institutions, successful design-based programs, and continuous policy adjustments.

2. The Evolution of Denmark’s Design Policy

2.1 Pre-Policy Foundations: Design as Culture

Denmark’s powerful, globally recognized design identity derives from its culture and history. “Danish Modern” was
formed in the mid-20th century and included furniture, lighting, and products. Now it is equal to functionalism,
craftsmanship, and everyday living style. This cultural background makes up a strong “design narrative”, suggesting
the brand equity and export value of Danish products, and demonstrates a belief that design can embody national
qualities. However, this “design narrative” alone cannot ensure that the capabilities of design would benefit all the
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economic industries or that firms outside design industries would invest strategically in design. This early stage is
best termed as the stage of “design policy without policy”-design was supported through education, cultural institu-
tions, and export promotion, but there was no consistent national strategy for design.

In 1978, the Danish Design Centre (DDC) was established, which signified the Danish government’s critical step
toward a formal policy in design. Since then, DDC gradually became the center to promote design into operational
programs for business support, measurement, and dissemination. Due to its good performance in promoting design,
DDC was subsequently recognized as a key actor in implementing and coordinating national design policies and as
a major reason for Denmark’s sustainable design policies in changing political cycles. DDC represents a typical
Danish pattern: instead of heavy regulation, Denmark emphasizes infrastructure-knowledge, advisory plans, net-
works, and demonstrations—to enhance the use of design in business and public services.

2.2 First National Design Policy (1997): Design for Competitiveness

In 1997, Denmark launched a national design policy, which is often cited as one of the first design policies in the
world. This policy showed that Denmark realized that innovation and differentiation would play a major role in the
future because of globalization and technological change. Therefore, Denmark re-positioned design as a national
resource for business development and competitiveness, not just a cultural and artistic tradition. Its ambition in design
was not limited to supporting the design industries (furniture, fashion, etc.) but to spread design capabilities into other
firms and export sectors that are not closely related to design, helping them reshape their user value, product image,
and positioning in the market. DDC’s role expanded accordingly, and design policy began to put its focus on raising
design awareness, advisory support, and professional capacity building.

In the evolution of Danish design policy, the government constantly monitored the related data and conducted
evaluations to decide whether it should make continued investment. The constant monitoring and evaluation demon-
strated a clear link between design use and firm performance, which greatly helped maintain financial and political
support.

In this stage, design policy transformed from a simple belief that “design is good” into a more pragmatic tool that
can boost firm performance. This shift lowered the barrier to hiring design expertise and strengthened the design
sector itself. The shift also proved that the potential value of using design and design methods is creating “superior
products, services, systems, and strategies” and “faster, more efficient and accurate innovation processes” (OECD,
2024), which is aligned with OECD thinking.

2.3 DesignDenmark (2007): The White Paper and Broadening Remit

In 2007, the Danish government issued the white paper DesignDenmark, and it is a major landmark in the evolution
of its design policy. DesignDenmark explicitly and officially stated that design is an increasingly important means
for business competitiveness and innovation, going far beyond the traditionally believed “product styling”. In
DesignDenmark, the Danish government (2007) clearly stated that the design policy pursued two linked objectives:
1) strengthen the design industry as an export and knowledge sector, and 2) increase design use across the economy
as a capability inside non-design firms. This dual goal was critical because it shows that Denmark increasingly treats
design as infrastructure—a systematic method for innovation, branding, user value, and service quality, instead of
only a creative industry to support. This new perspective of design made design relevant not only to ministries of
culture or trade, but also to ministries of education, digital government, welfare, and climate. It is also Denmark’s
response to the changing innovation conditions around the world.

This change in the perspective of design coincided with the global rise of service design, design thinking, and
public-sector innovation labs. In Denmark, these trends shifted design policy emphasis from outputs (objects, furni-
ture) toward process capability (how organizations identify user needs, seek solutions, and improve user experience).
This “design as method” belief made it easier for design to integrate into government, health, employment services,
and digital transformation.

2.4 Public Sector Design: MindLab as a Policy Symbol (2002-2018)

By the early 2010s, Denmark increasingly situated design within creative industries and growth strategies. In 2013,
the Danish government issued its 2013 growth plan—Denmark at Work—Plan for Growth in the Creative Industries
and Design, which is another key milestone in the evolution of Danish design policy. It showed that design has
transformed from national identity to business competitiveness, and finally to a part of an integrated growth
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ecosystem that includes education, business, research, and internationalization (The Danish Government, 2013). Den-
mark’s 2013 plan suggests it tried to support the creative sector, while simultaneously spreading design methods into
other industries and the public sector.

Now Danish design policy is oriented increasingly toward complex systems challenges rather than only firm-level
competitiveness. The DDC’s location in BLOX, a Copenhagen hub for design, architecture, and urban innovation,
clearly suggests this orientation. Also, strategies made by the DDC put emphasis on design’s role in addressing large
societal transitions—green, social, and digital. In terms of design policy, this phase is characterized by design for the
green transition (circular economy, climate adaptation), public value (inclusive services, citizen trust), and the digital
society. These orientations redefine the earlier goals of design policy, expanding the scope of design policy to include
sustainability and social legitimacy.

The evolution of Denmark’s design policy implies how design is understood and executed in Denmark. Design in
Denmark experienced many changes: from cultural heritage to institutionalized policy, from business competitive-
ness to public-sector innovation and sustainability, and now design has become a strategic capability deeply rooted
across Danish society (Scherfig, Brunander, & Melander, 2010). The evolution of Danish design policy illustrates
that the effectiveness of design policy depends on long-term governmental capacity, evidence-based justification,
and a collective willingness of the continuous expansion of the application of design.

3. Two Successful Cases of Denmark’s Design Policy in Practice

In this part, two successful cases of Danish design policy in practice are examined. The first is the programs led by
MindLab, a pioneering public-sector innovation lab that demonstrated how design can promote policy-making and
public services. The second is the design promotion and diffusion programs directed by DDC that illustrate how to
systematically integrate design into small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and national strategies. Together,
the two cases display how Danish design policy runs successfully across both the public and private sectors and how
it turns long-term policy goals into specific outcomes that can be evaluated.

3.1 The Case of MindLab

One of the greatest achievements of Denmark’s design policy is the integration of design into the public sector. When
design policy in many countries focused almost exclusively on business competitiveness and creative industries,
Denmark extended the definition of design to include policy development, service delivery, and governance.
MindLab is widely identified as one of the earliest government design labs and solid evidence of Denmark’s contri-
bution to public-sector design.

MindLab was established in 2002, which is a turning point in how design was understood within government. It
served as a powerful policy instrument that integrated design methods into the public sector. From 2002 to 2018,
MindLab utilized user-centered and design-oriented methods in many ministries, as it was owned by several Danish
ministries (including business, employment, education, and taxation), reflecting a cross-government design approach.
MindLab did not operate as a traditional policy unit. Instead, it functioned as an innovation medium inside the Danish
government. It played a methodological rather than regulatory role. The lab adopted and normalized design practices
such as user-centered research that include ethnographic fieldwork with citizens, businesses, and front-line staff; co-
creation that brings together policymakers, users, and stakeholders in structured design workshops; and prototyping
and testing that allows policy and services to be tested before their implementation.

These methods are in sharp contrast with the traditional top-down policy-making processes, which usually depend
on abstract assumptions and complex legal frameworks. MindLab projects did not operate in isolation. Civil servants
were included in these projects to make sure that design knowledge is diffused back into ministries. In this way,
MindLab turns into a capacity-building tool, matching Denmark’s broader design policy emphasis on learning and
diffusion rather than finding only one solution. Therefore, the existence of MindLab is consistent with the broader
design policy objectives: expanding design from products to services and systems, and positioning design as a method
for solving more complex problems. It helped people realize that design could improve policy implementation, ser-
vice delivery, and citizen experience, and that design policy’s scope is expanded from a policy instrument into wel-
fare-state modernization.

MindLab’s successful projects can be measured from several aspects. First, it made tangible improvements in the
public sector, including clearer communication, more accessible systems, and more responsive service designs. Sec-
ond, it had a strong impact on the Danish government, legitimizing the whole process of experimentation, user

DOI: 10.26855/jhass.2026.06.012 695 Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science



Yuange Wang

involvement, and iterative problem-solving in addressing complicated issues. Globally, MindLab has established a
good example for public-sector innovation, which attracted governments and organizations from around the world to
study the Danish model and contributed to Denmark’s reputation as a leader in design-led governance. Even though
MindLab was closed in 2018, its closure was not a sign of failure. Rather, it demonstrated that design methods had
been successfully integrated into other institutions and practices (Mallalieu et al., 2024).

3.2 Danish Design Centre and Design Diffusion in SMEs

While MindLab is a good example of the application of design in the public sector, DDC shows how to integrate
design into business development-particularly among SMEs. DDC has played a pivotal role in the implementation
of national design policy since the late 1990s. At that time, although Denmark had a distinctive design identity, many
firms, particularly SMEs outside traditional design industries, did not use design in a strategic way. Design then was
often seen as styling or branding rather than a driving force of innovation. Hence, Danish design policy aimed to
lower barriers to utilization and build long-term design capability within business.

Against this background, DDC launched a range of programs and tools to realize these objectives. The promotion
of the “design ladder” was one of the most influential programs and tools. “Design ladder” describes different degrees
of design maturity in firms: no use of design, design as styling, design as process, and design as strategy. With this
framework, DDC and its partners started initiatives such as subsidized design advisory programs-programs that pro-
moted SMEs to work with professional designers at reduced risk; diagnostic tools-tools that helped firms apply their
current use of design and identify pathways for their future development. These initiatives embody a core principle
of Danish design policy, that is, design adoption should be supported and enabled, not mandated (Carella et al., 2025),.
Therefore, firms were encouraged to apply design in ways consistent with their strategy, instead of strictly following
a single model.

The impact of these programs has been studied and evaluated, and the results did suggest a correlation between
design use and better performance of firms. Firms that applied design more strategically were more likely to have
improved sales, stronger branding, and more export orientation. The results of the studies and evaluations supported
the claim that design contributes to innovation and competitiveness.

Beyond firm-level results, the DDC’s work helped shift national discourse. Design became recognized as an in-
tangible asset comparable to R&D or digital capability. This recognition allowed design policy to be integrated into
broader innovation and growth strategies, including creative industry initiatives and sustainability agendas.

In recent years, DDC has put greater emphasis on addressing systemic challenges such as the green transition and
circular economy, which again shows that business-oriented design capabilities can be shifted toward societal goals.

From this section, it can be clearly seen that MindLab and DDC demonstrate the wide range and consistency of
Danish design policy. MindLab tells us how design policy can better public sector governance and service delivery,
while the DDC’s SME programs show how design policy can sharpen business competitiveness.

4. The Reasons for the Success of Danish Design Policy

Danish design policy is widely regarded as one of the most successful in the world because it treats design not as
decoration or a niche cultural sector, but as a strategic societal capability. Its success is the outcome of several mutu-
ally reinforcing factors that operate across institutions, policy domains, and time.

4.1 Design as a Capability, not a Style

A key reason for the success of Danish design policy is its broad definition of design. Denmark does not simply
restrict design to aesthetics, products, or creative expression. Instead, design in Denmark is perceived as a problem-
solving tool, a user-centered way of thinking, and a systematic approach for innovation, governance, and sustainabil-
ity (Guo & Zhang, 2012).

This definition of design allows design to be applied across many sectors—business development, public services,
digital government, urban planning, and social policy—rather than being limited only to the design industry or cul-
tural industry. Therefore, design is treated as how things are done, not merely what things look like. Policymakers,
civil servants, businesses, and citizens alike are all involved in and become relevant to design.

4.2 Design Policy with Continuity

The second reason for the success of Danish design policy is that design policy is supported by stable institutions,
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rather than short-lived political initiatives. Organizations such as DDC have ensured continuity for design policy
since 1978, not interrupted by changing political parties and shifting policy priorities. This institutional stability en-
ables the accumulation of expertise and experiences, years of learning and evaluation, and thousands of studies of
successful practices (Mallalieu et al., 2024). Consequently, Danish design policy grows gradually and firmly rather
than restarting with each new government.

4.3 Design Policy with Focus on Diffusion

Rather than concentrating resources only on elite designers or flagship projects, Denmark emphasizes spreading de-
sign capabilities equally throughout society. Design policy actively targets SMEs, the public sector, and daily services
used by ordinary citizens. Tools such as advisory programs, design frameworks, and experimental projects lower
barriers to participation and encourage trial and error. This diffusion strategy promises that the benefits of design can
be widely shared, increasing both social equality and economic efficiency.

4.4 Design Policy with Evidence-Based Evaluation

Another factor for its success is Denmark’s greater emphasis on the evaluation of design policy. Design policy has
been justified not only on cultural grounds, but also through evidence linking design use to enhanced firm perfor-
mance, better innovation outcomes, improved export growth, and higher public-sector efficiency. This evidence-
based approach ensures that design policy has fair competition with other policy tools such as R&D funding or dig-
itization programs. It also safeguards design policy from being misunderstood as a tool that is subjective or symbolic.

4.5 Design Policy that Is Integrated into Public Sectors

The next reason for the success of Danish design policy is that it is embedded, not isolated. Design is fully integrated
into innovation and competitiveness strategies, public-sector reform and digital government, urban development and
social inclusion policies, and sustainability and green transition agendas (Li & Tang, 2012). The integration ensures
that design is perceived as an approach to achieve broader societal goals, instead of an end in itself.

4.6 Design Policy with Focus on User Experience

The last reason for the success of Danish design policy is that it prioritizes user experiences. Whether in public
services, digital systems, or urban spaces, Danish design policy consistently attaches great importance to users’ ex-
perience, stakeholders’ benefits, and experimental solutions in real contexts. As a result, services and systems pro-
duced by design policy are accessible, fair, and understandable to all the interested parties (Chen & Xu, 2024). Den-
mark is a welfare state, and such experiences are essential for maintaining trust between Danish people and the gov-
ernment-a key asset in Danish society.

5. The Implications of Danish Design Policy for China

Although design policy has emerged as an important but not fully understood economic and social tool, many coun-
tries simply connect design primarily with aesthetics, branding, or creative industries. Denmark’s distinctive cases
prove that design policy has evolved into a systemic governance instrument, and that it can be applied across business,
public services, digital infrastructure, and social development. In contrast, China has realized the importance of de-
sign in industrial upgrading and cultural development, but its design policy is more incoherent and output-oriented.

Today, China’s economic development has entered a stage featured by industrial upgrading, digital governance,
and the pursuit of high-quality growth rather than sheer expansion in scale. The key policy goals, such as moving
manufacturing up the global value chain, improving public service delivery, and building a people-centered digital
state, require not only investment in technology, but also new ways of integrating systems, services, and user inter-
action (Liu, 2012). Therefore, Denmark’s design policy can serve as a reference framework for China.

5.1 Upgrading Industry from “Made Better” to “Designed Better”

China’s manufacturing industry is globally dominant in scale, but still faces structural challenges, such as its reliance
on OEM (Original Equipment Manufacturer)/ODM (Original Design Manufacturer) models, less-known global
brands, and limited control over standards, etc. Although Chinese government policies increasingly stress “design-
driven innovation,” design is still treated as a styling function, or an add-on of its branding (Ji, 2012). Consequently,
many firms remain stuck in the lower end of global value chains.
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Based on what was mentioned about Denmark’s successful design policy and cases, China can take actions to
strengthen industrial upgrading from the following aspects:

1) Embedding design earlier in the value chain: Design should shape product definition, system architecture, and
service models—not just appearance;

2) Treating design as an organizational capability: Policy should encourage firms to build in-house design compe-
tence and integrate designers into decision-making;

3) Targeting SMEs, not only national champions: Like Denmark, China’s upgrading challenge depends heavily on
improving the capabilities of millions of SMEs.

Chinese design policy should help shift the Chinese manufacturing industry from “Made in China” to “Designed
in China” by strengthening firms’ ability to define products, experiences, and platforms, instead of only appearance
or styling.

5.2 Building Design and Industrial Ecosystems in China

Danish design policy does not isolate design firms from industry. Instead, it builds ecosystems that coordinate de-
signers, manufacturers, engineers, and service providers and promote their collaboration. Therefore, design can be
positioned as a connector across multiple industries. The approach of building a design ecosystem can achieve faster
innovation, a better match between technology and user needs, and resilience in global markets.

In China, the fact is that designers are separated from engineers and manufacturers; design education does not fit
into industry needs; and policy support is isolated across different ministries. That is, a coherent industrial ecosystem
has not yet been built up in China. From Danish design policy, I think the Chinese government can integrate design
into industrial clusters, like advanced manufacturing zones and high-tech parks, build connections between design
education and upgrading industries, and take design as a bridge to bond manufacturing, digital services, and branding
together. In summary, design policy should be treated as part of industrial cluster policy, not as a cultural or educa-
tional addition.

5.3 Incorporated into Digital Governance: Design as State Capacity, Not Decoration

Denmark is a global leader in digital government for its design-led governance. Design methods, such as user research,
prototyping, and service design, are fully embedded in its public-sector governance. Denmark’s digital systems are
designed to be intuitive, inclusive, and consistent across various areas.

China has also achieved amazing progress in digital governance: e-government platforms, smart cities, and Al-
enabled administration. However, citizens often encounter problems such as complex interfaces, inconsistent stand-
ards across regions, or sometimes administrative logic overriding user experience. Denmark’s experience demon-
strates that digital governance performs better when design is included in policy development, not just shown at the
interface stage, and when experimentation is institutionalized, allowing services to be tested before large-scale roll-
out. Denmark’s design methods may help China improve the quality of digital governance, like reducing friction,
errors, and dissatisfaction, without undermining its administrative authority.

5.4 Establishing Evidence-Based Design Policy for China

Denmark issues design policy after a series of measurements, like collecting performance data, researching firm-
level impact, and evaluating service outcomes. This allows design policy to compete with R&D and digitization
initiatives. While China’s policy evaluation system emphasizes output indicators, short-term targets, and visible
achievements.

In practice, design outcomes are often qualitative and long-term and are harder to capture. China can incorporate
design-related indicators into industrial upgrading metrics, link design use to productivity, export value, and service
efficiency, and reward long-term capability building, not just visible outcomes. Therefore, China can gradually build
up a performance evaluation system to ensure the continuity and sustainability of its design policy.
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