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Preface Visual model

What people actually do at work has always been inter-
esting. Maybe you remember wondering when you were 
a kid: What do Mom and Dad actually do at the office? 
The wonder might be even bigger when you work with 
‘fuzzy’ stuff. When you work with placemaking, branding, 
culture analysis, and identity work that is not as easily 
explained as being a doctor or a carpenter. 

Being a culture design agency, we develop concepts, 
designs, places and brands by employing mindsets and 
skills from the fields of design and cultural analysis. We 
believe that our mix of culture and design skills, general 
curiosity and hard work is a strong potion. We are not 
alone in this. Many other design agencies, consultancies 
and urban planners have similar thoughts and we are 
constantly learning from them. But we also have our own 
way of doing things. 

With this publication, we have the chance to share our 
views on what we do and our own mixed potion of culture 
and design practices. Our aspiration is to be as clear as 
possible about how we actually work inside Urgent.Agency 
and to share the methods and tools that continue to 
inspire us.

What we have assembled in this book is not a final 
statement. We share reflections about what happens as 
we work – both specifically in our field of design, place-
making and cultural transformations, and in the world 
in general. And we have used the occasion to express 
some quite practical information about how we work – 
and what we believe to be the best way to work. 
 
A part of our DNA is to be open to the world around us, 
to different methods, people, mindsets. The world is not 
a nail, and we are not a hammer, meaning that there 
is more than one way forward. Very often we discuss, 
collaborate and co-create with many different people 
with various backgrounds. It’s an essential part of how 

The backdrop for 
Urgent.Practice

we grow as people and as a team. That’s why we have 
asked some of our personal heroes, clients and collabo-
rators (sometimes one and the same person) to add their 
perspectives on the issues that are on our mind.
 
All this is made possible thanks to the Danish Arts 
Foundation Committee for Architecture Grants and 
Project Funding, who have given us a grant as part of the 
Share Your Practice program. The ambition is to share 
how we work, notably to introduce emerging designers, 
architects and academics and other related practitioners 
to our practices, mindsets and methods. We are grateful 
for this opportunity to share. 

Reader’s guide
In part 1, we introduce the mindsets and methods that 
influence us. In parts 2, 3 and 4, we dive into three areas 
of work – notably building identity, making places 
and driving cultural change. In each part we mix our 
thoughts with specific practices, experiences and advice 
from our projects. We also introduce perspectives from 
outstanding practitioners whom we have asked to con-
sider what is urgent in their field – and which practices 
they employ in their everyday work life. 

Though carved out in neat parts, neither projects, 
practices nor practitioner perspectives can – or should 
be – contained by their overall theme. The point being 
that no disciplines are islands. They overlap. A company 
brand unfolds itself in space. An office redesign affects 
the company culture. The way we look affect the way we 
are and vice versa.

With this publication we reflect upon our own practice 
– in and between disciplines. We hope you, our reader, 
will see why we believe that it is urgent to explore these 
borderlands.

Mads Quistgaard & Christian Pagh, Urgent.Agency

Identity
From image to

action

People
Driving cultural 

change

Space
Making places

The books is organized in four parts. The first 
part introduces to the overall mindset and practice
of culture design. Part two to four each address  
themes that we are engaged in: brand identity,  
placemaking and change leadership.
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What is Urgent?

Urgent.Practice

Maybe you don't know who is talking here, so let’s fill 
you in. Mads Quistgaard, brand strategist & designer, 
and Christian Pagh, philosopher & cultural entrepreneur, 
created Urgent.Agency in the fall of 2015. The ambition 
was to create a new type of agency, capable of working 
more creatively in the muddy waters of contemporary 
society. The backdrop: Though we might tire from the 
vocabulary of disruption, we can’t escape the facts – the 
way we live and work is undergoing remarkable change. 

Certainly, in the fields of strategy, design and urban 
planning things are changing. In our own world, we are 
witnessing new and inspiring reactions to contempo-
rary challenges. We are curious: What are the relevant 
responses to the rapid social, economical and urban 
changes we are witnessing? When the world refuses to be 
a nail, we must avoid the temptation of being a hammer. 

The essence of Urgent.Agency is the ambition to be more 
than just an agency. We want to engage in knowledge 
sharing and knowledge production – but still with a very 
practical, hands-on approach. 

We have launched Urgent.Ventures as a platform for 
entrepreneurship and start-up-projects. We have ventured
into other ways of collaborating than the traditional 
agency model focusing on developing new business, 
services and concepts. We engage with clients, partners 
and start-ups, as well as foster projects of our own. And 
on our own behalf, we’re engaged in a variety of projects 
– ranging from urban sanitation and sustainable wood 
impregnation to the making of sustainable jewellery.

Knowledge is the vehicle – yet the links between knowl-
edge institutions, informal networks of knowledge and 

More than an agency:
Academy and ventures

We want to make room for sharing across disciplines, 
focusing on relevance, rethinking the processes of work 
and with a sense of urgency that drives everything we 
do. We have coined the phrase ‘culture design’, de-
scribing our approach, because we believe that great 
solutions stem from a deep understanding of culture – of 
how people act, interact and communicate. And we have 
based Urgent.Agency on a combination of deep special-
ization and interdisciplinarity. 

In the past years, we have become a team of specialized 
and creative professionals from the world of design, 
culture, architecture and business. At this point in time – 
september 2018 – we are based at Nørrebro, Copenhagen 
and Roderløkka, Oslo, with a team of 16 people in the 
two cities.

business are mostly weak and inefficient. We created 
Urgent.Academy as a platform for mediating knowledge 
and market, theory and practice, academy and hands-on 
projects. We aspire to bring the methodological insights 
and talent from culture, business and design schools to 
life and we want to inspire learning by taking real chal-
lenges and cases to the universities and design schools. 
We have taught, published books, given lectures, and 
held master classes. This book is our way of sharing it all.

A short story of 
Urgent.Agency
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Why talk about culture design? What does 
a culture-infused design agency do? How 
do we actually work? Welcome to an honest 
homebrew of inspirations, obsessions and 
lessons learned.

   Introdu-
cing      
   culture 
  design 
practices

Part I
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Part I

Introducing culture design practices

David Budtz,
Professor of Science Communication 

and Director of the 
Humanomics Research Centre

What do you consider to be the most important 
issues to address within your field?

Humanities, and especially philosophy, need to 
take on a clear and much more ambitious role in 
society, which entails that we, at universities and 
within our field, become better at interacting with 
society. One of my major concerns rests on our 
understanding of how our field impacts society. 
Reaching that understanding demands a pre-un-
derstanding of where and how humanities through 
expertise, knowledge and advice already contrib-
utes to society. Let’s call it the descriptive task. 
Then comes our second task in need of addressing, 
which I believe is more interesting and more im-
portant too, which is facilitating an understanding 
of how one can drive change and actively become 
an agent of cultural and societal change. We can 
label that the human factor. 

Society is confronted with multiple different 
challenges, such as major societal challenges, 
environmental and informational crises, and a 
crisis of trust and even distrust. If you want to 
understand the scope of a crisis, you need to 
understand the human interface – and the extent 
to which people themselves are able to actively 
contribute. This entails exploring how you as a 
designer, architect or urban planner are able to 
recalibrate og redesign the value system as a 
behavioral design of how people act in the real 
world and not in theory. In the face of pervasive 
technologies, I believe it is extremely important 
to use the humanities, not as a chock for slowing 
down the pace of technological innovation but as 
a guiding principle, as a design principle even. We 
need to mobilise knowledge about human agency 
as a much more profound practice. The crises of 
information and misinformation etc. are all driven 
by a lack of understanding and a misguided lack 
of access to information.

U

D

What do you see as the most important 
practices in your work and why?

Leadership, communication and engagement. 
Working in the humanities and finding that you 
have researched a phenomenon which you be-
lieve can or will greatly impact society, you must 
take on personal leadership and make an effort 
of communicating that specific research. It is so 
important that you are willing to get your mes-
sages across yourself. It is unlikely that you will 
find yourself in a situation where someone comes 
and asks you for your knowledge. You have to 
circulate, mobilise and integrate yourself – both 
in order to create the best research possible and 
especially in order to get you messages across. Of 
course that necessitates a number of other skill 
sets. For promoting the ambition of humanities 
to become a standardised practice, universities 
need to teach better skill sets to practitioners 
and researchers. The ability to communicate to 
non-expert audiences is vital. Not being able to 
communicate with stakeholders or collaborators, 
be that designers, journalists or other, inhibits 
your chances of impacting their practices. On top 
of that, you need to understand that communi-
cation is not a one way process. It is a two way. 
Finally, it is equally important to possess the skill 
of listening to other people and engaging your-
self with their current situations, their norms and 
values, and not least their criteria of success.

David Budtz Pedersen's research focuses on science 
and higher education policy, impact assessment, 
and evidence-informed policy-making. Dr. Pedersen 
is Strategic Adviser to the Danish Ministry of Higher 
Education and Science. He has about 150 entries on 
his list of publications ranging from research papers, 
research monographs, edited volumes, policy reports, 
op-ed columns and newspaper contributions. He has 
an international public presence with outreach activi-
ties in science policy, speaking frequently on the topic 
of research evaluation, social science and humanities, 
and the use of metrics.

Understand

U

D

the 
    human    
interface
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What we 
  talk  about 
when we 
  talk  about 
culture 
design

 
Why do we talk about culture design – and what does it mean?
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What we talk about when we talk about culture design

Urgent.Practice

It all starts with experience. Many are the times 
when we have realised that we simply need to 
bridge theoretical understanding with actual 
action more efficiently. Imagine that you want 
to solve the fact that there are no urinals for 
women at public events, which forces women 
to choose between waiting in endless lines or 
holding it in at countless public events, fes-
tivals, concerts and demonstrations. How do 
you solve this absurdity? 

To approach this challenge we need to see 
things differently, using various skills and em-
ploying a number of practices. Firstly, we need 
to understand the needs of the women who 
might use it, and secondly we need to consider 
the actual three-dimensional solution that 
will need to materialize in order to solve the 
problem. In other words: We need to engage 
with understanding the culture of peeing in a 
public place as well as the tangible design. 

It is quite obvious that the act of peeing in a 
public place in itself, though fairly simple physi-
cally, is in fact also quite complex. It relates to 
a variety of practical issues in a public context: 
Where is the urinal placed? Where do I put my 
coat/bag/beer/whatever while peeing? How 
do I keep track of my friends? There is also a 
list of more specific cultural issues related to 
sex, safety, privacy, hygiene and so forth. In 
this seemingly specific design challenge, we 
discover a complexity of norms, habits, social 
expectations that affect how a human uses and 
interacts with the world around it. 

A similar complexity arises when you design 
for cities, companies or organisations and 
consider how they appear to themselves and 
the people who interact with them. What actu-
ally constitutes a liveable neighbourhood, for 
instance? Is it the architecture? The infrastruc-
ture? The economical conditions? The local 
enthusiasts that host the Sunday market? All of 
the above? The same goes for cultural institu-
tions. Which physical, social, content-related 
and communicative aspects of an experience 

come together in the visitor’s mind and end 
up in a conclusion: I’ll be back soon/I’m never 
coming back!

The practices of cultural analysis
Culture as such is a contested concept with 
a variety of meanings. Culture is often un-
derstood in two ways: 1. As a way of life, our 
everyday habits, actions and communication 
(the anthropological approach). 2. As artis-
tic expression – namely the specific types of 
output that we consider “cultural” – e.g. music, 
film, literature, theatre, art (the narrow cre-
ative/artistic understanding of culture). In the 
first case, we talk about culture as relating to 

An essential component 
when understanding 
culture – whether it is 
understanding the social 
exchanges at a festival, 
the clashes of cultures in 
a company merger, or a 
film – is engaging in an 
interpretation of what you 
have in front of you. This 
interpretation entails a 
certain level of curiosity, 
empathy and imagination.

The quest for decent 
peeing for all
In a sense, it’s weird that the most common 
things we humans do are often considered the 
most taboo. This goes for going to the toilet 
too – peeing, having a crap (or whatever you 
want to call it). 

Some years ago, we became slightly obsessed 
with trying to solve the specific challenge of 
making it easier for women to pee at festivals. 
In the early 2010s there was little care in the 
air, and queuing meaninglessly was the order 
of the day – as was peeing all kinds of places – 
just like men, just substantially more exposed 
and ridiculed. 

We started to look at ways to solve the problem 
and got involved with the Roskilde Festival, 
starting with a workshop at the (neatly titled) 
seminar Piss Off. This led us to pursue a design 
solution to the problem. We invested time in 
talking to women, doing additional workshops 
trying to understand what matters in the peeing 

situation. The fact, of course, is that urinal-us-
ing women are different. Some need more 
privacy than others, some are more drunk than 
others etc. We needed to get our heads around 
a long list of needs – sometimes contradictory 
ones. Additionally, in the most mundane fields 
of design you must engage in the art of sense-
making, turning data into relevant insights to 
inform the actual design. In our case, we ended 
up targeting an open air, minimal touch, four 
unit mobile urinal that we named Pollee. 

We produced a few different prototypes for 
Roskilde Festival, testing different degrees of 
privacy and designs. The following year, we 
developed an updated version for both Rosilde 
and Distortion and we got caught up in design-
ing a few simple pissoirs for men too (Street 
Pee), initially portable (in plastic) and later fixed 
(in stainless steel) – to be inserted into the sew-
er grates, using the existing infrastructure and 
making the solutions simple and cheap.

In terms of the user experience for Pollee, our 
prototypes were widely used, appreciated 
and substantially faster to use than standard 
toilets. A few Street Pee can still be found in 
the streets of Copenhagen along with a few 
models of Copenhagen Urban Toilet – a fully 
fledged toilet made to be available for those 
who spend a lot of time on the street – includ-
ing drug users. 

We are still pursuing ways to turn some of 
these designs into mass production models, 
but luckily we are not alone in the field any-
more as solving these fundamental issues of 
sanitation has gotten more attention. 

The way a bar, a festival or a city handles the 
fundamental human need of going to the toilet 
is a pretty tangible manifestation of how much 
they care about people. Too often, you don’t 
see the kindness you hope for. We hope to see 
– and make – more accomodating design in 
the years to come.

Pollee prototype at Distortion Festival
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What we talk about when we talk about culture design
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Part I

Introducing culture design practices

nationality (he is a typical Dane) or groups (she 
is into heavy metal) – in the latter we talk about 
culture as something we produce or practice 
(performing, expressing ourselves) or consume 
(going to a concert, buying an art book).

The art of understanding culture in the broadest 
sense is linked to anthropology, ethnography 
and sociology, while the more narrow artistic 
definition is affiliated with the humanities – e.g. 
comparative literature, film, theatre studies etc. 

An essential component when understanding 
culture – whether it is understanding the social 
exchanges at a festival, the clashes of cultures 
in a company merger, or a film – is engaging 
in an interpretation of what you have in front 
of you. This interpretation entails a certain 
level of curiosity, empathy and imagination. It 
involves an interest in symbols, objects, mean-
ing, languages, people, norms, and ethics.
It comes down to curiosity and to being aware 
of the multifaceted mixture of weirdness and 

pragmatism that constitutes the actions of 
mankind – the banality and complexity that 
goes into human existence. From the (seemingly) 
simplest facts (I am thirsty) to the decision that 
follows (I’m buying/not buying a Coke). Thinking 
about culture is a way to remember that the 
seemingly normal and familiar things we do 
are complex. The way in which we organise 
our workplaces, our institutions, our society is 
not a given. It could all be different. 

The concept of culture refers to the world as 
something that is read, interpreted, negotiated 
– and pointing to the necessity of being skilled 
at analysing, thinking and producing with a 
certain cultural sensitivity. The traditions of an-
alysing culture – both in the (broader) anthro-
pological sense and in the (narrower) artistic 
sense – offers a rich world of strategies for 
deciphering the worlds and practices around 
us. The humanistic tradition of interpreting 
the minds and actions of other people can in-
spire the way we see and act in the world. And 
the most inspiring cultural analysts make you 
aware of how wild and weird the world we 
make actually is.

However, the humanistic tradition rarely en-
gages in the actual production of the world’s 
materiality – the buildings and objects around 
us. It generally offers little advice on how to 
actually change things and create new, tan-
gible solutions. This is where we turn to the 
concept of design.

The concepts of design
When most people hear the word design, they 
think furniture, accessories, fashion and beau-
tiful spaces. The word design originally meant 
“marking out” and drawing, to make some-
thing stand out. The significant contributor to 
the history of design, John Heskett, describes 
design as “... the human capacity to shape and 
make our environment in ways without precedent 
in nature, to serve our needs and give meaning to 
our lives”. A definition that opens up more than 
it narrows down, to say the least. Design as a 

The humanistic tradition 
of interpreting the minds 
and actions of other peo-
ple can inspire the way we 
see and act in the world. 
And the most inspiring 
cultural analysts make 
you aware of how wild and 
weird the world we make 
actually is.

concept can be sliced and diced in hundreds 
of ways and these years the concept of design 
is changing rapidly. 

The popular understanding of design still re-
lates to objects. But many will be familiar with 
the broader understanding of design where 
process and methodology are at the centre. 
Nowadays we talk about service design, busi-
ness design, critical design – and we talk about 
design thinking, design management, design 
mindsets and design methodology. 

Design is extensively turning towards what is 
referred to as the 3rd and 4th order of design, 
looking at systems, services and environments. 
Management consultants are engaging in 
design methodology and designers are increas-
ingly gaining access to management floors. 

Christian Bason, head of Danish Design Center, 
describes the design process as “visual and 
experimental, having people’s experiences and 
behaviour as its focal point”. He makes the 
case (as we do) that there is an immense po-
tential in engaging in processes with the power 

of visuality and tangibility. The eye and the 
hand (as well as the other senses) play a crucial 
role when it comes to addressing complex and 
abstract problems. Employing even the most 
mundane tools such as sketching, using refer-
ence pictures or building models help tremen-
dously. By bringing thoughts into the world 
with a body, they help clarify what we think 
and give us an inkling of how to address it. In 
other words, we find that the 1st and 2nd order 
of design is as valid and efficient as the 4th. 

This is at the heart of solving problems, at the 
heart of creativity. The enemy of creativity is 
not critique. It is a lack of focus, of not knowing 
what we are talking about. To battle fluffiness 
you must be concrete. A mode to do this is 
to build scenarios, narratives, versions of the 
actual problem – and thereby discover potential 
solutions. This exercise is very familiar to most 
designers and has increasingly proved its worth 
as a way of linking what is with what could be.

But design is also still a craft that is mastered 
by years of training. The actual doing of design, 
let’s say graphic design, is often mastered by 
highly driven people who do not necessarily 
express themselves through words or tangible 
knowledge. There is a tacit capability, in the eye 
and the hand. At Urgent.Agency we insist on 
combining the two extremes of design: design 
as craft and design as process and mindset.

Culture design trade marks
By employing the concept of culture design, 
we underscore the understanding of the cul-
tures of the people involved – the stakeholders 
and (existing and potential) users – and dare to 
engage in the production of ideas, scenarios 
or versions of a solution. We aspire to a funda-
mental openness towards the type of results 
that might arise from our work. The output is 
relative to the challenge and can be anything 
from strategic directions, based on research of 
different sorts, to graphic design.

visual
communication

SYMBOLS

FOUR ORDERS OF DESIGN
Adapted from the 'Four orders of design' model 
developed by Richard Buchanan

objects

THINGS

interactions
experiences

ACTIONS

systems

THOUGHTS

Tangible &
Visible

Abstract &
Invisible

1 2 3 4
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One of the great minds in analysing culture is the American 
anthropologist Clifford Geertz. In his book The Interpretation 
of Cultures he unfolds with great precision many of the 
intricacies of actually reading and understanding what is 
going on – even in the simplest exchange between people. 
The cultural understanding that goes into interpreting the 
wink of an eye is substantial (as he demonstrates referring 
to another anthropologist Gilbert Ryle). The simple gesture 
where one boy winks to another can be read in many ways – 
both by the person in the situation (Did he wink at me? Was 
it on purpose? Is he making fun of me?) and by the cultural 
analyst, observing and trying to understand what is going on. 
Nobody – and certainly no data set or ‘objective’ description 
– can tell you what is really going on. Because the meaning 
of that wink and so many other social exchanges are defined 
in the realm of culture, by the actors in the play that unfolds 
itself before us and within us. 

One of the main points here is that the seemingly normal 
things that constitute our everyday life are full of depth, subtle 
hints, super precise readings and exchanges of meaning 
through a huge variety of symbols. Just think about how 
intuitively we form an idea of a person based on his or her 
choice of clothes (wow, he is really a businessman/hipster 
dude). Consider how quickly you get a feeling of a company 
culture when you enter an office space. What does the 
logo say? What does the colourful wall with post-it notes 
suggest? We all read each other and the spaces we are in – 
all the time.

The depth of
interpretation

One of the main points here 
is that the seemingly normal 
things that constitute our 
everyday life are full of depth, 
subtle hints, super precise 
readings and exchanges of 
meaning through a huge 
variety of symbols. 

Of course we are not alone in mixing culture 
and design. In most versions of today’s wide 
concept of design thinking, culture analysis 
has become a quite integral part of the design 
toolbox. Many design schools and design 
companies claim to do user research and 
employ anthropological or ethnographic tools 
to gain insight. Though you might discuss the 
depth and rigour of how design research is 
actually done in some contexts, we are funda-
mentally on the same page. 

So why don’t we just call ourselves a service 
design agency or strategic design agency? In 
a sense, we could, as we share the fundamental 
outset: the interest in human experience and 
the ambition to create human-centered solu-
tions. We agree that the individual experience 
is a good place to start as it is the only place 
where experience takes place (that we know 
of). But beyond the joy of creating our own 
terminology, we like to stress a few nuances. 
Talking about culture implies an interest in the 
wider field of culture, which is more than just 
the individual, the “user”. We want to emphasise 
the importance of addressing conditions and 
contexts beyond the individual. We include the 
cultural and physical structures that connect 
and define us.

By insisting on human experience and 
curiosity – and fusing practices from a 
variety of skilled people – we can, in fact, 
come up with more creative, more humane, 
more meaningful solutions to the urgent 
challenges of today and tomorrow.

Culture design is a way to emphasise that 
whatever is to be designed must be connected 
to the complex cultures of everyday life. By 
linking the two words we also aim to under-
score the need to combine understanding 
culture with acting on it. It’s about the need to 
fill the gap between knowing and doing and 
moving more dynamically from research to 
production. This way we avoid two deadly sins: 
the serious research delivered in a report that 
nobody reads, and the superficial design with 
no real knowledge or insight into the world or 
the people it aims to engage. 

Though there is no golden method of culture 
design, there is experience that comes from 
engaging with all kinds of projects and pro-
cesses, including the blunders that makes you 
all the wiser. By insisting on human experience 
and curiosity – and fusing practices from a 
variety of skilled people – we can, in fact, come 
up with more creative, more humane, more 
meaningful solutions to the urgent challenges 
of today and tomorrow. 
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Life-
  centred 

Simona Maschi,
Co-founder and CEO, Copenhagen 

Institute of Interaction Design

What do you consider to be the most urgent 
issues to address within your field?

For the past 12 years or so, we have been practic-
ing human-centred design, but actually we call it 
people-centred design and innovation. We focus 
on people as a source of inspiration to learn and 
co-create the solutions we want to see applied. 
The idea is to make people part of the process, 
so that we make sure we design something that 
fits with their lives and creates value. But within 
the past two years, we have started to talk about 

U

S

our practice as life-centred innovation, where 
we focus on people and the planet. If we focus 
only on people we might end up in the wrong 
place for the planet – both from a sustainability 
perspective and considering shared resources 
across the world. Our work is grounded in the 
17 UN Sustainable Development Goals and we 
are firmly committed to achieving the targets 
of the goals by 2030. We want to make sure, as 
designers, that we not only focus on people but 
really embrace the complexities of designing for 
life – for any kind of living organism. This means 

Simona Maschi is co-founder and CEO of the 
Copenhagen Institute of Interaction Design 
– a world-renowned school, research group, 
innovation consultancy, and startup incubator. 
Her craft is service design, scenario design, and 
design methods, and she has used those skills 
to create an innovation culture that acts as a 
conduit between industry, academia and en-
trepreneurship. Recent projects have explored 
topics such as private and public transportation, 
health and wellbeing, sustainable housing, and 
smart cities. 
 
Simona is a frequent speaker at conferences 
and events, bringing inspiration on how 
life-centred design can create new pathways 
for innovation. She has more than 20 years of 
teaching experience at various institutions in 
Denmark (ITU, DTU, the Danish Design School, 
180 Academy) and internationally.
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including evaluation of what is good for the eco-
system in which we exist. This is one of our key 
areas: learning much more about how designers 
can integrate the knowledge, tools and processes 
of scientists, urban planners and other experts so 
that we can work on a systemic level.
 
Another interesting outcome of the 17 goals is the 
notion of adaptation. As designers, we believe 
we have the responsibility to build opportunities 
out of catastrophic changes, so we have started 
an initiative called the Adaptation Studio. Instead 
of complaining about climate change, calling 
on policymakers to save us, or throwing up our 
hands and saying this is too big for us to tackle, 
we are asking questions such as: How might we 
develop solutions, products, or services that will 
help us adapt to climate change? Adaptation 
doesn’t mean giving up on more sustainable 
practices, it means recognising that we may also 
need new behaviours, new values and new ways 
of thinking about the changes we are facing 
today and will face in the near future – things like 
extreme weather patterns, mass migration and 
diminishing resources.
 
Finally, inclusion – from a gender, economic and 
social perspective – is one of our main focus 
areas. The main goal of the 17 sustainability goals 
is to not leave anyone behind. It is about reducing 
the barriers between individuals and organisa-
tions in a way that creates more inclusion across 
countries and so on. Personally, I look at inclusion 
as one of the key motivators for my work. 
 
What do you see as the most important 
practices in your work and why?

For us, it is all about prototyping. Building a mock-
up enhances the creativity within everyone – so 
that you can co-create with the people for whom 
you’re designing. Design skills and tools offer a 
way to prototype and test and continually refine 
the innovations you’re bringing to market. Build, 
test, repeat. Learning by doing is key. And this 
process never really ends. Today, data is the new 
material to play with, rather than plastic, wood or 
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glass. Having data at our fingertips allows us to 
change and adapt our solutions in a way that was 
never before possible.
 
And by the way, prototyping isn’t just a specific 
phase, but rather a mindset that allows everyone 
to be part of the process of shaping new ideas. 
That only happens if you open up the process to 
include more than just one specialised design 
team who bring only one part of the knowledge 
needed to the table. Right now, we are facing 
systemic challenges that can not be addressed 
by a single product or service. Systemic thinking 
calls for cross-disciplinary teams that can come 
together around a shared vision of how to tackle 
the big picture, rather than individual problems or 
challenges. Cross-disciplinarity is key.

S

innovation 
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The process of discussing our practice – thanks to the generous 
Share Your Practice grant – has given us the chance to reflect 
upon what we actually do. From moving the Danish art scene 
forward to award winning graphic design. From understanding 
the needs of chronic lung patients to wayfinding at a museum. 
From carefully building a brand identity to considering how to 
revitalise diplomacy. As we look at our body of projects and 
discuss how we work, we see certain skills involved, certain tools 
used – and notably – a certain mix of people and approaches.

Sometimes we refer to what we do as mixed martial arts. 
We don’t just do karate, we do it all! Judo, boxing, you 
name it. We sample whatever makes the most sense and 
are inherently undogmatic about the tools we employ. 
For example, we follow the work of international design 
agencies like IDEO, Fuseproject, and Hara Design Institute 
and schools like Stanford d.school, ChangeLabs, CIID, 
MIT etc. Here you can find a rich variety of analytical tools 
and methods on how to engage with people, citizens, 
customers or users of a given service or solutions. We 
get inspired, we steal and we use it all. 

However, our experience is that the tools themselves do 
not ensure anything. A tool is an occasion, a frame for 
something else to unfold. Nothing can be harvested by 
the tool itself. It has no agency.

It is about the people (not the model)
The important matter, the sudden insights, the deep 
understanding of what is really important, need to be har-
vested by a mind – or rather several minds – that can make 
sense of what is being said, expressed, done, or written 
down. Christian Madsbjerg and Mikkel B. Rasmussen 
from ReD Associates accurately points to this in their book 
The Moment of Clarity. They stress how the ability to 
think with a backdrop of cultural capability is really at 
the heart of crafting out insights and concepts that are 
relevant to people. Essentially it comes down to: What 

Introducing 
 the practice 
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Some of the classics
Some tools are great for getting started. The 
good old brainstorm can still be a great way 
of getting everybody involved, emptying their 
heads of old thoughts and ideas. Other tools 
have the power to focus a team effort. Simply 
having a well-known framework is often a good 
place to begin. 

The classic SWOT exercise – mapping the 
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and 
threats of a project can be a useful way to open 
up a project, clarifying what specific and gener-
al potentials and challenges to consider. 

When looking at a flow between the user and a 
given service, experience or product, user jour-
neys (or costumer journeys) can be a great tool. 
It can help you remember and consider all the 
touchpoints where you (potentially) engage with 
a user, before, during and after an experience. 

Creating personas is often a way of bringing the 
user into the room and to the centre of the solu-
tion being created. What are they like? What 
types of preferences do they have? How would 
they like to engage with this or that?

Trying to define core functional advantages, 
values, personality traits of an organisation as 
we often do with a brand platform exercise can 
be equally valuable. We have developed quite a 
variety of projects using the brand platform and 
it is interesting how the sheer process of de-
fining words often lead to deep conversations 
about what a company really is – and what it 
wants to be.
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are you doing? Did you meet so and so? One needs to 
sense what people need before they know it themselves. 
The design process is at the same time relational and a 
very practical matter. When and how do you set up meet-
ings and workshops? How formal or informal are they? 
How do you engage users? What type of space do you 
work in? How do you mark out the time? In a sense, design 
and innovation processes are both more abstract and 
more concrete than many tend to think. It comes down to 
a list of very practical tasks. And to an entire catalogue 
of unmentioned and often unacknowledged skills, a tacit 
knowledge of what to do and what not to do. The power of 
this entire human register cannot be underestimated and 
is a part of any process, whether we like it or not. 
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Still from “Persona”, Ingmar Bergman (1966)When working with Malmö 
Stadsteater and attempting 
to re-brand the theatre in an 
appetising and strategically 
relevant way, it comes in 
handy that our consultants 
are Ingmar Bergman nerds 
who bring their knowledge 
of Swedish theatre and the 
Bergman legacy to the table.In the exploratory phase of a design process, it is a 

question of infusing plenty of imagination, openness and 
empathy. We prioritise bringing new perspectives to the 
table – quite often from people who will have to live or 
engage with a given solution. But also from specialists, 
other actors from the field – or from unrelated fields. We 
believe in fishing in many different waters. An essential 
point is that the people in our team are cultivated – as 
full human beings. Their knowledge, cultural under-
standing, skills (tacit or obvious) must all be activated 
in the process. An example: When working with Malmö 
Stadsteater and attempting to re-brand the theatre in 
an appetising and strategically relevant way, it comes in 
handy that our consultants are Ingmar Bergman nerds 
who bring their knowledge of Swedish theatre and the 
Bergman legacy to the table – thereby reminding the 
theatre of its own powerful legacy and creating a visual 
identity that salutes it.

Process design: The art of party making
The focus on people – and on the culture of an organisa-
tion, a place, a process – points to the importance of de-
signing the process. If you are to engage people in pro-
cesses of transformation, it is highly important to create 
an atmosphere of trust, of shared direction and genuine 
intention. In a sense, designing a good process can be 
compared to a good party. You need to be a good host. 
This means building and maintaining the framework: 
light food, good drinks, dance music and, notably, a 
good atmosphere. It also means that you should work to 
make the right people talk to each other, to avoid boring 
situations taking over the party. In other words, you need 
to pay attention and you need to ask open questions! How 

are the minds present in the room capable of imagining 
and realising? Which opportunities are present – and 
which are not? The fact is that projects are never better 
than the people engaged in the project. It depends on 
the individual and collective skills brought together and 
the curation of the processes, flows and outputs. It is 
quite banal, but nevertheless important to keep in mind.
There are a few points to be made here. Crafting gen-
uinely good design processes and solutions is difficult. 
Human-centric design – with all the colourful toolkits etc. 
– tends to be communicated in playful and accessible 
ways. The friendly form of communication is admirable 
and it might help people get a better understanding of 
the potential and processes related to the approaches. 
But actually practicing (culture) design and crafting 
valuable solutions for people require a variety of human 
skills that goes way beyond what can be condensed into 
a good-looking illustration. In our experience, it has to 
do with skills that are not easily visualized. The actual 
reflection often appears in an unstructured and even 
messy manner and is highly dependant on a variety of 
specific human skills. Just like in any other profession, 
it needs serious experience to become good at it. 

The fact is that projects are 
never better than the people 
engaged in the project. It 
depends on the individual 
and collective skills brought 
together and the curation of the 
processes, flows and outputs.

Opening the design process
In the beginning of projects we often combine some 
kind of creative research, drawing on cultural analysis in 
one form or the other and a variety of design methods. 
This should not come as a surprise. Every consultant and 
design agency engages in analysis and creates some 
sort of output, and in that sense we are no different. But 
again, we have our own passion points and obsessions, 
that we find to be truly urgent when it comes to doing 
good work. 
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The party can fail. No matter how much preparation and 
effort the host puts into the party, the party is dependant 
on many factors in order to succeed. No amount of music 
or drinks, though they help, can ensure the success of 
a party. It comes back to the people and sometimes to 
conditions which are unpredictable. Sometimes it is 
really hard to know why a party succeeds or fails. But over 
time we know who amongst our friends are capable of 
throwing a good party and who will have people leaving 
long before the late night snacks.

Engaging people in the making
Another analogy can be found in the power of engaging 
people and making the party – or design process – a 
shared endeavor. Including good people in the party 
production increases the chances of success. If you offer 
people the opportunity to really contribute, most people 
take it – and make the celebration all the greater! Engag-
ing the client’s team can be just as helpful in a design 
process. It can be asking the client’s team to supply good 
examples, offer initial ideas, generate data and more. 
Generating a shared vision and team-spirit – and acting 
on it – is very helpful. The fact is: People love to help, to 
be a part of something, to show what they are capable of. 
Design processes are dependant on people and lead-
ership – or hostmanship. Ultimately, it comes down to 
experience, judgement and savoir-faire. The capability of 
knowing how to do it. The tacit human skills. 

Interdisciplinarity in practice
So how do you work with human skills? At the heart of 
the practice at Urgent.Agency is the notion that inter-
disciplinarity makes us stronger. It is not easy, but at the 
end of the day, including very different perspectives in a 
process makes us produce better work. 

Design processes are depen-
dant on people and leadership 
– or hostmanship. Ultimately, 
it comes down to experience, 
judgement and savoir-faire. 
The capability of knowing how 
to do it. The tacit human skills.

In a sense, design and 
innovation processes 
are both more abstract 
and more concrete than 
many tend to think. It 
comes down to a list of 
very practical tasks. And 
to an entire catalogue of 
unmentioned and often 
unacknowledged skills, 
a tacit knowledge of 
what to do and what not 
to do.
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the entire team. We have a formulated vision of em-
powering our team, aiming at bringing everybody on the 
team as close to the client, the case, the knowledge as 
possible. To sum up, we strive to create an atmosphere 
in the projects where it is clear that everybody can chip 
in and that all are equal. In that sense, we are rooted in 
a non-hierarchical, performance-oriented Scandinavian 
culture. It is the power of the idea, the approach or the 
action that matters when we discuss – not who is talking. 
To make that work, we need to be clear about the goal, 
the framework, the direction – and then be genuinely 
open and have fun while doing it.

able new light on a project and increase the understand-
ing between team members for each other's professions 
and beyond. 

Our team carry a variety of human skills, personal experi-
ences and obsessions that make them see, think and act 
in a way that adds valuable input to the equation. As Tim 
Brown from IDEO points out in his book The Ten Faces of 
Innovation, it is about understanding how various people 
(or approaches) can contribute with different skills at dif-
ferent stages of a (design) process. He makes the sound 
argument that the art of mixing skills and personalities 
is key in order to produce a fully fleshed-out concept, 
product or solution. The mix can be related to the profes-
sions that a team contains, but can also go beyond that. 
The actual skills in a workplace is of course richer than 
just the title. Our colleagues have other relevant skills, 
interests and passions that could prove to be great for a 
project. How do you harvest these? How do you include 
as much insight as possible when you work together? 

We have a formulated vision 
of empowering our team, aim-
ing at bringing everybody on 
the team as close to the client, 
the case, the knowledge as 
possible.

The point is to combine 
openness and curiosity with 
the respect of the professional 
skills of your team members – 
be it graphic design, research, 
writing or architecture.

Having a discipline is at the heart of interdisciplinarity. 
We are deeply dependant on having specialists within 
each of the fields where we produce. Having serious re-
searchers who are capable of independent and creative 
research, people who can pick up the phone and ask 
questions to strangers, people who can motivate other 
people to talk and share their knowledge and their ideas. 
Having skilled designers and architects who possess a 
backbone of tacit knowledge that makes them capable 
of seeing things not yet there, of doing visual research 
and knowing where to look and transforming the essence 
of an organisation or an urban area into captivating and 
precise graphic and spatial designs.

When we are the best versions of ourselves, we include 
amateurs at different stages of the process. The designer 
will look at the words. The culture analyst will consider the 
design. We do this internally and sometimes, if we have 
the time and resources, externally, meaning that we test 
our ideas or assumptions on outside amateurs. Friends of 
the house, collaborators, family. The word amateur comes 
from loving and there is something great about the open 
enthusiasm and questions that comes from the amateur. 

The art of transpositioning
The point is to combine openness and curiosity with the 
respect of the professional skills of your team members 
– be it graphic design, research, writing or architecture. 
Martin Gran, head of design at Snøhetta, introduced us 
to their concept of transpositioning. Transpositioning 
is the formulated practice of having employees explore 
other roles than the one that comes with their profes-
sions. In specific parts of the process, the architect must 
be the engineer, the designer must play the part of the 
urban planner, the graphic designer must be the analyst. 
Not only can this process be fun, it can also shed valu-

At Urgent.Agency, we are still trying to improve our 
ability to bring different perspectives and skills to the 
table in our processes. It can be tempting to fall back 
on old specialist roles. We are increasingly sustaining a 
transposition practice and building a culture for sharing 
knowledge and inspiration. A part of this is supporting 
great habits and rituals in our work life. This also comes 
down to very practical things, including designing the 
interfaces for knowledge sharing, both physical and 
online: From using programs and digital platforms where 
we can share what we know (Google drive, Dropbox, 
Facebook, Pinterest) to hanging up everything from 
moodboards to process overviews and spreadsheets. 
All this helps making everything we produce visible for 
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Creating
Cecilie Waagner Falkenstrøm,

Artist

What do you consider to be the most important 
issues to address within your field?

The technical field of machine intelligence is 
developing with rapid speed which leads to spec-
ulations about the possibilities of creating real 
post-human beings in the future. When it comes 
to our human engagement with artificial intelli-
gence I always think about the novel Frankenstein; 
or, The Modern Prometheus by Mary Shelley, where 
the cornerstone is the creator who wants to bestow 
life upon lifeless matter. To me, it seems vital that 
we investigate our human engagement with the 
creation of artificial intelligence per se: Why do 
we have this longing to create superior artificial 
intelligence? What does this passion tell us about 
our own humanness? Are we on a mission impos-
sible caught in the paradox of the thought that 
wants to think the unthinkable? And what are the 
darker existential and ethical implications of hu-
man engagement with artificial intelligence? 

What do you see as the most important 
practices in your work and why? 

I investigate possibilities in the cross-section  
between artistic practice and tech practice.  
I constantly strive to make the impossible possi-
ble by overcoming the gap between fiction and 
reality. In my practice, I investigate a term that I 
call “humanised technology”. In other words, I am 
interested in how humanness can be ascribed to 
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technology. At its roots, my practice is an investi-
gation into the nature of being human, the limits 
of technology and our human limits as creators of 
humanised technology. To investigate the existen-
tial dilemmas we humans encounter when faced 
with artificial intelligence, I have created different 
pieces of humanised technology, e.g. “ARTificial 
Intelligence FRANK” and “ARTificial Intelligence 
MARY”. Both FRANK and MARY are what I will 
term ARTificial intelligences, i.e. half real machine 
intelligence and half fiction. They are programmed 
using the newest advancements within machine 
intelligence algorithm, to which an additional 
layer of fictional character has been added, hereby 
enabling the illusion that FRANK and MARY are 
real post-human beings. People can have a direct 
verbal dialogue with FRANK and MARY, who will 
speak with a humanised voice.

Cecilie Waagner Falkenstrøm is a young Danish 
artist employing new media technology, e.g. artificial 
intelligence technology (AI), to create immersive art-
works. Cecilie’s artworks have been exhibited interna-
tionally and are the cornerstones in her practice-based 
PhD at Royal College of Art in London. Cecilie has 
been awarded the TECHNE Award 2017 as well as The 
Lumen Prize 2017 in the category Artificial Intelligence 
Award for her artwork ARTificial Intelligence FRANK.

To me, it seems vital that we investigate 
our human engagement with the creation 
of artificial intelligence per se: Why do 
we have this longing to create superior 
artificial intelligence?

  ARTificial
intelligence
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Every workplace has a tendency to develop its own internal 
language. Quite tribal, really. When new employees first catch 
wind of this office lingo, they may think their colleagues are 
a bit silly or even nerdy, but after a few months they will most 
likely hear themselves spouting those same words to clients 
with great conviction. We all drink the office cool-aid, so we 
might as well come clean. Here is our tribal office lingo!

We have contact!
There is a certain phrase within the Danish military 
called “frem til føling”, which roughly translates to  

“moving forward until you have enemy contact”. Now, 
we are not soldiers and our clients are most definitely 
not the enemy, but in our experience approaching the 
client in steady advances until you encounter a point of 
no entry, efficiently outlines the actual scope of the task 
at hand. Believing that it is better to go a bit too far than 
not nearly far enough, we often receive a friendly slap 
on the wrist before we set up camp. With a bit of luck, 
this maneuver also allows the clients to understand the 
outline of their own dreams, ambitions and potentials.

Battling
The benefit/hassle of having a cross-disciplinary team is 
that consensus is not easily achieved. The multitude of 
perspectives that each of us bring to the table are all valid 
and qualified in their own right – and sometimes really 
annoying. Now, we can’t rap and we definitely can’t 
break dance or any of the other cool stuff associated with 
hip hop culture but that doesn’t mean we can’t battle. 
There is a time and a place for the “yes, and” tactics – 
and there is a time and place for the “no, but”. The latter 
approach speeds us into disciplinary battles within our 
own team, challenging each other's thoughts, assump-
tions and tastes in a no-holds-barred battle designed to 
fireproof our design solutions.

Urgent.Ways of being

Marinating
It has been proven again and again that the neurological 
process of creation and innovation – in other words 

“good ideas” – is closely linked to the simple passing 
of time. While workshops can be excellent drivers for 
creativity and for guiding a conceptual process along, 
we also put a lot of faith in the less billable “passing of 
time”. We call it “marinating”. Marinating involves one 
part thinking, one part conversing, one part sensing, and 
one part simply co-existing with the topic at hand. We 
find that it adds depth and flavour – and that it makes  
for a heartier result.

We’re jammin’!
As a kid, you tended to gravitate towards the kids who 
knew how to make the whole “let’s pretend”-thing work. 
The whole joy of playing was tied to that particular 
capability of constantly suggesting and altering the nar-
rative of the game as you went along. At Urgent.Agency, 
we cultivate the art of playing, of “jamming” on an idea. 
When you are jamming you listen to the other players 
and feel the beat of the conversation. When the mood 
strikes you, you add something new and see where that 
takes you – always suggesting, always altering. As with 
all jam sessions, you need to play your instrument well 
in order to join in. The ability to jam with others is one of 
the skills that we value the most. You might even say that 
it is a prerequisite for working at Urgent.Agency. 

“We need to talk”
The most ominous four words known to man. However, 
we really do need to talk. Why? Because there is only 
so much data, observations, prototyping and strategy a 
consultant can process before the need to actively ad-
dress issues, preconceptions, bad habits and big dreams 
becomes pressing. At Urgent.Agency, we practice our 
conversation skills. Taking our time, face to face, hashing 
it out – in other words: We believe in listening, processing 
and telling it like it is. 
 
Use your words, not your buzzwords
Some homes have a swear jar. In most design offices, 
a buzzword jar would be a lucrative business with the 
overwhelming but steady stream of popular phrases with 
little to no real content flowing within our industry. The 
buzzword – or even bullshit – bingo is a hazard of the 
trade and we know from personal experience how easy it 
is to meet the clients with the expected armor of “burning 
platforms”, “the big why”, “purpose-driven leadership” 
ad nauseum. Easy yes, efficient no. Seeing as we are a 
group of culture geeks with arms and legs firmly planted 
in pop culture as well as fine arts, we make an effort to 
get the point across with words that actually resonate 
with our clients. Is your company The Beatles or do you 
feel more like a Diana Ross and The Supremes compa-
ny? Rock band-analogies, references to classic movies, 
Shakespeare metaphors – whatever works! 

Walk a mile in my shoe
The power of imagination is real. Understanding people 
is about imagining – or empathising. Feeling what others 
feel. How do we do that? We are big fans of the good old 
conversation – but we truly believe in also walking the 
paths of others, having our own bodies and minds expe-
riencing what others experience. We try to find ways to 
make it easy for people to express what they think or feel, 
for example by using images. We also invest in diving 
deeper than the first answer we get. When it comes to 
knowing what people want, many people don’t actually 
know – even though they may think they do. It takes time 
to dive into the reality of other people. As the old Elvis 
song also neatly implies. 

Have the cake and eat it too 
Why not try to pursue the best of all worlds? We find a 
creative power in pursuing the sweet spot of a win/win.  
It forces us to keep looking further, to find the point 
where your concept is doing what it should – and then 
some! In architecture, it is sometimes so wonderfully 
obvious, as in the Oslo Opera, for example: Yes, of course 
you can have both a great opera house and a magnificent 
public space. In reality, you can’t always get what you 
want. But having the sweet spot as an ambition is a strong 
driver to foster the creation of solutions that are better 
than you thought possible.

Shift perspectives
When we pitch projects we often say: We go all the way 
in – all the way out. Film language: We move from master 
shot to the detail. From the outside in, with data-infused 
desk research approach, having people who are good at 
the big scheme of things, the numbers, the trends. But 
equally important is the cultural analyst who has the eye 
for the small things that matter. We believe in the dialec-
tics of going from general to the specific and back again.
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Branding and strategic design often become 
the nest for deep discussions about who “we” 
are – as a company, a brand, an organisation 
– and who we want to be. In this way, brand 
identity processes is the place where culture, 
image and vision meet. What urgent practices 
are brewing in the contemporary branding 
pot? How do you move from image to action?

From 
      image 
to action
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From image to action

Hunter Tura,
President and CEO, 
Bruce Mau Design

What do you consider to be the most urgent 
issues to address within your field?

Secrets. On paper, design agencies are competi-
tors and should not share information. The previ-
ous generation of design agencies has been quite 
proprietary about their secrets and their design. I 
am very interested in rethinking the collaborative 
model and open dialogue. Design business goes 
up and down, and being able to reveal secrets 
in the design community is so valuable that we 
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better rethink a new collaborative model for the 
21st century, and that’s on seve ral scales. One 
scale is how we interact with our clients. We try to 
break down traditional barriers between agency 
and client. Today, we view our clients as collabora-
tors, and if possible, we create the project together 
because it is insane to have all that design intelli-
gence sequestered on the quiet side. Secondly, we 
need to rethink the collaborative model within our 
organisation and put in place a collaborative mod-
el that guarantees the best possible work. Bringing 

Hunter Tura is President and CEO of Bruce 
Mau Design where he is responsible for the 
firm’s overall strategic direction, creative 
excellence and global business development. 
Over the past two decades, he has worked 
with business, cultural and design leaders from 
organisations such as Samsung, GE, Unilever, 
Sonos, the V&A, Harvard University, the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania and the Ullens Center for 
Contemporary Art in Beijing on a range of de-
sign initiatives. Current collaborations include 
projects for Audi, Netflix, Asics and the John F. 
Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts. He is 
the Curator of the Canada Pavilion for the 2018 
London Design Biennale.

Pushing 
 into            
    the           
unknown

on a new chief creative officer has allowed us to 
build an organisational structure where we put 
down the absolutely best possible team for every 
one of our assignments as opposed to having 
more structured teams that can’t work on the 
projects they’re passionate about. Finally, there 
is the scale of the design community at large. 
How we share information, best practices, ideas 
and enthusiasm in the community. Despite us not 
working together in a formal way, there is incred-
ible value in the information that we exchange. I 
think there is a changing landscape of collabora-
tion that, for me, is really exciting. 

I trained as an architect, and one thing that was 
always difficult for me in practicing architecture 
was not being interested in the known. My interest 
was and is the unknown. When architects think 
they know how a space will be used, it's a form 
of fiction writing. Design, on the other hand, 
anticipates and pushes into the unknown more 
comfortably. Increasingly, data and research will 
inform us about people’s reactions, but you still 
don’t really know, and you can't always foresee 
it. Risk is an interesting metric in the world of 
contemporary design. Being able to evaluate risk 
is a talent, and people who can advise on risk 
with accuracy provide incredible value to their 
client. Yet, design, for me, is comfortable with the 
unknown. I so dislike the word process, it implies 
that you will do the same thing every time and ex-
pect a different outcome. If we want to achieve a 
different outcome, we need to modify our method 
and practices. Period.

What do you see as the most important 
practices in your work and why? 

I am the least talented person in my organisation. 
In terms of actual design skills, communication 
skills, writing skills, I have no talent, really. But I 
can build truly great design teams to drive really 
innovative work. The number one thing that I 
look for is not a skill, it’s energy. The world is full 
of great designers and there is so much talent 
and intelligence. But one differentiator for me is 
bringing a certain passion, intensity, curiosity and 

ambition to the work. I have found that if you have 
that energy, you will and you can figure out how 
to acquire other skills. You can figure out a way-
finding path, something you cannot if you have 
a static skill set. If you have a sense of urgency 
about what you do, and why, then you've got it. 
Urgency so perfectly captures my world view.
 
There is the concept of design being shifted from 
image to action. Brands today can be platforms 
for participation and exchange as opposed to 
icons representing something. With Facebook 
as an example, there is a sophisticated technol-
ogy in play, but it’s the brand that is the enabler 
of actions and interactions, and the brand is the 
platform for said interactions per se. I encourage 
brands to explore how to be a platform for par-
ticipation and action, and when designing a logo 
or a trademark, what we design should strive to 
be representative of that action and not indepen-
dent of it. Action-based design is where our work 
is headed, and there is incredible potential for 
brands to make deep emotional connections with 
their customers. Brands can not only be platforms 
for action, but they can inspire action from others.
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There was a time when the word “branding” was consi-
dered a dirty word in certain circles. And maybe legiti-
mately so. The original take on branding was more about 
the packaging of a project than the quality of the project 
itself. The early stages of marketing and branding had 
the advantage of a monolithic media machine with the 
bandwidth and authority to claim that its product was 
great without having to actually prove it. It has been 
said that the current US President Donald Trump is the 
anachronistic poster boy for ol’ school branding: “I have 
the best words”, “I am the best business man”, “I have 
many friends”, etc. – all one-sided claims of greatness 
that seem unconcerned with the truth or verification. 

That kind of branding and marketing is a magic trick 
that is otherwise nearly impossible to pull off these days. 
Today, branding is a two-sided motion of control and 
surrender. Control because it is prudent to attempt to 
control or at least influence the story being told about 
you or your product; because the world does not really 
care if you consider yourself the owner of a brand or not, 
it will form an opinion regardless. And therefore: surren-
der. There is no such thing as a bulletproof brand with 
immunity to popular belief and discourse – whether true 

or false. All you can do, as brand owner, is to create a 
brand that is as smart, accurate and truthful as possible 
and then surrender yourself to the tides of financial fluc-
tuation, political agendas, popular opinion, and general 
disruption of the world as we know it.

Is identity just ol’ school branding?
Sometimes people ask us: Why not just call it identity – 
and get rid of the word “branding”? Surely no-one objects 
to the word identity. But what if identity is just a new 
form of ol’ school branding? In the western world, we are 
witnessing a surge in identity claims. Where identity 
used to be based on verifiable and objective facts, it now 
seems to be a highly subjective claim, based on feelings 
and personal beliefs. You may choose to identify as a 
different gender or non-gender or with an ethnicity that 
consists of maybe 1/10 of your genetic make-up. What 
used to be called hobbies, eating habits or just plain old 
personality traits now have the ability to offer you some 
sort of identity. You are a flexitarian, you are a gypset-
ter, you are an introvert. Your identity, your choice – and 
much like the claims of Donald Trump, no-one is able – 
or allowed – to challenge or question your identity. It is a 
monolithic message delivered with sovereign power. 

Today, branding is a two-sided mo-
tion of control and surrender. Control 
because it is prudent to attempt to 
control or at least influence the story 
being told about you or your product; 
because the world does not really care 
if you consider yourself the owner of 
a brand or not, it will form an opinion 
regardless. And therefore: surrender.

Marketing people, rejoice! Having people voluntarily 
classify themselves into separate target groups is almost 
too good to be true. Surely, this makes it easier. But alas, 
the modern user with its elastic identity expect the same 
from its products. It expects more. The modern user wants 
consumer goods to contribute to the on-going personal 
branding on various social media platforms. So in fact, 
marketing and branding has never been more complex.

Begin anywhere
In all of this excitement, it is easy to lose sight of the 
basic components of a sensible branding strategy. If your 
target group is a bouquet of identities that your product 
has to appease, where does that leave your brand? We 
have found that simplicity enhances sincerity. When we 
embark on a branding process, we only have one credo: 
Coherence! Does the vision match the behaviour and 
does it show? If not, you may have fallen into old habits 
of monolithic branding: “I am whatever I say I am” and 
your brand does not stand a chance. We tend to use the 

CULTURE
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AGE

good old VCI alignment model developed by Hatch & 
Schultz from Copenhagen Business School.

The benefit of this model is that its simplicity allows our 
clients to group their considerations into three categori-
es and focus fully on each of them. Seeing that we often 
deal with old and powerful institutions or large com-
panies, simplicity is key. Having to change the internal 
culture or visual identity can seem daunting and insur-
mountable. But as music pioneer John Cage famously 
suggested, when faced with an overwhelming assignment: 
“Begin anywhere”! 

Resistance lurks in the corners and the opposition can be 
vocal and yield a more powerful sword than that of the 
ambitious branding strategist. So the questions are: How 
can we initiate and motivate necessary change without 
alienating core people in the organisation? Carrot or stick? 
Process or visible results? Co-creation or recommendati-
ons? What will be the most efficient driver for change?

 The Hatch & Schultz VCI alignment mode



You are 
a flexitarian, 
you are 
a gypsetter, 
you are 
an introvert. 
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Opening a great big can of worms!
Very often a brand strategy process starts out being 
about something else. “We need a new website!”, for 
instance. But a website is of course nothing more than 
a communication tool with which you express an overall 
brand strategy. So the question is: What do you want to 
express with your website? And who are you performing 
for? Let’s talk about that instead of the website.

Urgent.Agency subscribes to the art of the conversation – 
not unlike a therapeutic session with plenty of tough love. 
We take our time to get to the bottom of the matter: Who 
are you, who do you want to be and do you behave accor-
dingly? Done properly, this exercise leaves the client with 
an almost cathartic feeling of clarity – even though they 
may have had to open a few cans of worms to get there. 

To move the therapeutic process forward, bringing in 
views from the outside world can be a powerful tool. Our 
clients often fluctuate between elation and mortification, 
when they hear what their peers or users actually think 
of them – for better or worse. If coherence is the obje-
ctive, the outside experiences and views add valuable 
insight to the entire endeavour and reminds the client of 
the fact that a vision, mission, strategy or visual identity 
means very little if the outside world is not picking up 
on it. Your brand is not what you say it is. It is a constant 
negotiation between what you put across and the way 
you are remembered. 

Purpose-washing?
Many have heard of white-washing and green-washing, 
but what about purpose-washing? Could it be that 
“purpose” is the new stale vision/mission of corporate 
strategy? As in, the act of articulating the purpose is 
sufficient? Along with a long line of bad habits of using 
the vision/mission as a symbolic gesture and hanging 
the brand platform values on the wall in nice frames 
instead of acting on them?

The blame for that tendency is to be shared between 
clients and consultants. Some words simply don’t pack a 
punch. They lack the ability to materialise into something 
tangible and therefore remain glossy punchlines or feel 
good statements about “courage” and “innovation” on 
corporate corridors. 

A branding strategy needs to offer a platform that moves 
from words and images to perceivable action. Do the 
designers actually design based on the brand platform? 
Do the communicators communicate? Having a highly 
cross-disciplinary team is a constant reminder of that. You 
might even say that we at Urgent.Agency are the actual 
litmus test of the branding strategies, we help create.

Some words simply 
don’t pack a punch. 
They lack the ability 
to materialise into 
something tangible 
and therefore remain 
glossy punchlines or 
feel good statements 
about “courage” 
and “innovation” on 
corporate corridors. 
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 Bringing 
Ane Cortzen,

Head of Culture, Kähler
What do you consider to be the most urgent 
issues to address within your field?

My mission, on behalf of Kähler, is to bring culture 
to people who do not experience it today or who 
have come to the conclusion that it’s aimed at 
an exclusive club they are not a part of. If you ask 
them, many Danes will say they do not understand 
design – but lots of Danes have beautiful design 
in their homes. Unfortunately, the design field 
has been divided in two. There are those who 
embrace culture and then there is a large part of 
the population who does not feel as if they were 
invited. I see it as one of my most important tasks 
to bridge the two.

It’s a fundamental practice in my work that I can 
connect design and the receiver. The same goes 
for my job as a television host where it is crucial 
that I master looking at things from multiple 
points of view. Many designers become blind 
to other people’s needs and wants. And most 
people do not understand what a designer or a 
cultural actor does.

That’s also why I’m very aware of my language 
and not to claim myself through it. I find that a lot 
of people are looking to boost their professional 
appearance by using overly complicated phrases 
so that the recipient will be impressed. I believe 
that it’s only creating distance. It doesn’t make 
you appear clever, but mainly just arrogant. A lot 
of people think architects and designers speak a 
“secret” language and that the culture and design 
industry is refined and floating above the people. 
But great Danish designers like Poul Henningsen 
and Børge Mogensen aimed at the exact opposite 
when they talked about accessible design for the 
people. A chasm has been created and I see it as 
my job to minimise it.
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What do you see as the most important 
practices in your work and why? 

My work is divided in two. I worked in graphic 
design for many years and had my own design 
company that worked with TV station identities. 
Within these jobs and in my job as Design Director 
at DR, I worked in a clearly defined field of design 
characterised by digital outputs. It was centred 
around the ability to master tool, form, function 
and then manage the process in the way that I 
was trained to do at The School of Architecture.

My practice is very much related to my archi-
tectural education. Architects have always been 
preoccupied with uncovering problems and 
context of a job first. There is often a belief that 
designers find their creativity from within through 
sudden inspiration or intuition. But it's all about 
how things looked in the past, understanding 
the receiver today and working towards meeting 
these needs now and in the future. This applies 
whether you’re creating a chair, a television 
program or a talk. It's not about me or about what 
I like. You must free the design from your own 
ego and look towards the user. I have worked like 
that for my entire professional life. Today, my job 
is all about cultural dissemination but my pro-
cess is the same as always. It's about uncovering 
needs and finding solutions while offering people 
something they did not know they needed. There 
is always the possibility of following trends and 
norms, but challenge what people think they 
want, and very interesting solutions often arise.

Ane Cortzen originally graduated from The Royal 
Danish Academy of Fine Arts in 2001. In 2016, she was 
appointed Head of Culture at Kähler after several years 
of working both on and off camera for the Danish 
Broadcasting Corporation (DR). She entered DR as Cre-
ative Director at DR Design in 2006 and was appointed 
Design Editor in 2010 with responsibility for DR’s overall 
visual identity. Later in 2010, she went head first into the 
job as Host & Program Officer at DR Kultur on shows 
such as TV!TV!TV!, Vogternes Råd, Søndag Live!, Made 
in Denmark and TV-Quizzen.
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In the world of brand identity and a wild proliferation of brands, 
handling the relationship between brands is a strategic area of 
its own. When it comes to brand hierarchies and how to construct 
them, the difference between theory and practice is as big as the 
difference between reading a soufflé recipe and actually making 
one. The chance of a collapse is real! This is why we treat cases 
regarding the merger or split of existing brands with the utmost 
diligence – the stakes are high and we have to get it right. 

Brand — 
hierarchies

Make up or     

   break up!

— continues on page 51

All brands come with emotional ties. But some more 
than others. We have had the pleasure of developing a 
brand strategy for two brands that embody dedication 
and passion – albeit in two entirely different ways: The 
refined furniture of Danish design legend Finn Juhl, and 
the legendary Copenhagen music venue, Jazzhouse. In 
both cases, the brands were extremely well-known and 
carried a heavy legacy. And emotions were running high!

If you love somebody, set them free
In the case of Finn Juhl, we were brought in to help the 
Danish company One Collection, who has production 
rights to the majority of Finn Juhl’s designs, unite their 
existing collection of high-end office furniture with the 
unique line of furniture of Finn Juhl. A task that turned out 
to be not only improbable but also strategically unwise. 
Probing the most relevant actors in the One Collection 
sales chain, we came to the conclusion that instead of 
making up, the two lines needed to break up in order to 
survive with their brands intact. 

One Collection remained true to its original line-up there-
by allowing the more glamorous and internationally suited 
brand of Finn Juhl realize its full potential as a luxury line 
with its own cultural legacy and significance. The result 
was the new brand: House of Finn Juhl – an instant classic 
that entered the stage as if it had been here all along – 
which you might argue that it had. 
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THE DESIGN ELEMENTS OF

HOUSE OF FINN JUHL

THE REBIRTH OF A MASTER

Considered very international in style and expression by his Danish 
contemporaries while being received as truly Danish by international 
furniture connoisseurs, the furniture of Finn Juhl has always refused 
to blend in. Perhaps it is this complex characteristic that has earned 
Finn Juhl the title of “Father of Danish Design”.
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Goodbye boozy uncle, hello miss Alice.
Breaking up was – surprisingly – not that hard to do in 
the case of House of Finn Juhl. It made the most sense. 
However, in the case of Jazzhouse and its, at the time, 
pending merger with the lesser known world music ven-
ue Global Copenhagen, the emphasis had to be on uniting 
the two brands and somehow appeasing the angry 
group of music lovers who felt evicted from their home. 
The fact that the music venues were merging in Global 
Copenhagen’s existing residence was completely over-
shadowed by the emotionally charged response to the 
fact that Jazzhouse was vacating its premises. It felt as if 
everybody’s favorite boozy, rock’n’roll uncle had moved 
out of the bachelor pad and shacked up with a younger 
girlfriend of the more vegan and holistic persuasion.

A big group of dedicated followers felt abandoned. So 
what to do? After analysing our way to the conclusion 
that despite a whole range of similarities and overlaps, 
the two venues were still, in public opinion, non-com-
patible, we were left with the decision: If the strongest 
of the brands, Jazzhouse, cannot or will not survive a 
change of location when it comes to attracting the same 
group of followers, how do we then treat this asymmetrical, 
unpopular merger?

The queen is dead, long live the queen!
The answer presented itself in a moment of non-senti-
mental clarity: “The queen is dead, long live the queen!”. 
It was the end of an era and instead of holding on to past 
glory, a new brand had to rise from its ashes. Maybe she 
would inherit her father’s good looks. Maybe she would 
have her mother’s open mind. Maybe she would just be 
herself. And so, Alice was born. A music venue in her 
own right.

The common denominator in the cases of Finn Juhl 
and Jazzhouse was “heritage”. Does your history propel 
you into the future with confidence and a group of loyal 
followers – or is your history the very thing that prevents 
you from being who you need to be – no matter how 
cherished? 
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“Happy families are all alike; every unhappy family is unhappy in 
its own way.” Those are the famous first words of Leo Tolstoy’s 
seminal novel Anna Karenina. It has since lent its name to 
a model for system dynamics – the Anna Karenina Principle – 
describing the idea that for a system to succeed, a large number 
of factors have to succeed, whereas failure instantly occurs 
merely by failure of one key factor. Such is the world of the apex 
animal of cultural institutions: the museum. On top of the cultural 
food chain only by appearance, the successful life of a museum 
depends on a large number of factors to succeed – externally, 
internally and structurally.

The —
       Anna 
Karenina   
  Principle

We are not sure when or how working with museums 
became a niche for us but somehow we have managed 
to engage with a handful of the most popular museums 
in Denmark – thereby consolidating a reputation as the 
go-to agency for re-branding museums. We like to think 
that it has something to do with our company makeup as 
a cross-disciplinary agency with a highly cultural profile 
– and everything to do with our capacity to embrace the 
Anna Karenina Principle of cultural institutions.

There’s no place like home
In 2015, we were contacted by Kunsten, Museum of 
Modern Art in Aalborg. They found themselves in a 
peculiar predicament. After having endured two full years 
of eviction from their iconic building by Alvar Aalto due 
to renovation, they were now facing the challenge of 
moving back into their actual home – but instead of relief, 
they felt a certain amount of hesitation. The last two years 
had been spent in a provisional kiosk at Aalborg train 
station and the art had been a “to go” product – literally 
being transported around the region. 

Carrying a multimillion dollar painting of Andy Warhol 
around in bulletproof glass has quite the impact on 
people. Maybe even more so than seeing art in its usual 
surroundings. This made the museum realise that they 
had made a virtue out of necessity – and that there was 
something about the activistic approach that gave them 
the edge they needed. Having activism, approachability 
and immediacy as benchmarks for their homecoming, 
we came up with a brand strategy with the essence of 

“creative force” (skaberkraft) at its core. No matter what 
the museum wanted to achieve, it had to channel the 
original and very human creative force that lies behind 
any work of art. The trick was to hold on to that feeling of 
genuine nearness combined with spatial flexibility while 
still embracing the amazing space created by Alvar Aalto. 

We came up with three principles: 1. Pretend that the 
museum is not yours - you are merely borrowing it. With 
this mindset, the "to go"-energy could be preserved. 
2. We found a solution in “to go signage” – an unusual 
concept for art museums but it allowed the museum 
to insist on a dynamic exhibition practice while giving 
its visitors a visual and highly recognisable format for 
navigation. 3. When you communicate, follow a recipe 
of: Context + Art + Communication. As a rule, these three 
elements had to be present in all forms of communication, 
whether in graphics or in the "to go" signage. Not only did 
it literally tie the art to the museum through the images, 
but more importantly it forced the curators to work more 
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Signage to go - the museum main-
tains a sense of systematic flexibility 
and intuitive communication.
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closely together with the communication department, 
just like they had been forced to be innovative together 
during their out-of-house period. 

The museum as a supertanker!
When Designmuseum Danmark approached us in 2016, 
the situation was quite the opposite. The museum was 
not about to leave its listed building but it was faced 
with the pleasant problem of a rapid increase in visitor 
numbers – partly due to the fact that the museum had 
updated its name from the Industrial Arts Museum 
(Kunstindustrimuseet) to Design Museum Denmark. 
All of a sudden, the increasing amount of tourists in 
Copenhagen understood that the museum was all about 
design! Visitor numbers soared, leaving the museum with 
the distinct feeling of being underdressed for success.

Designmuseum Danmark is a Danish cultural institution 
and when faced with institutions of a certain weight 
class, you will quickly learn that not only are decisions 
not made on the spot, but more importantly, the long 
tradition of the place casts a heavy shadow on the 
process of rethinking and re-designing. It is more than a 
workplace, it is a passion project for its employees, some 
of which have invested their lives in the museum. 

Does that mean that change is unwelcome? Not neces-
sarily. But it means that we as an agency had to regu-
late our approach to fit with the rhythm of the museum 
and to take our time trying to identify the factors that 
were making this particular family less than happy. The 
Anna Karenina factor was identified: It was not about 

the amount of visitors, the restrictions of the building, 
the museum’s internal capacity for collaboration, or any 
other practical factor. It was more about the mindset 
governing all the decisions relating to these factors.

We share design
In close collaboration with the museum, we developed 
a brand strategy that consolidated the museum as the 
collective design memory of Denmark. With remembering 
comes the responsibility of sharing your memories and 
knowledge. The museum knew it all along but articulating 
it as an actual brand promise transformed the respon-
sibility into something not unlike a mantra: “We share 
design”. We share it with the public in any shape, form 
and platform. We share it with each other in the process 
of creating new exhibitions or communication initiatives. 
We share it with the press, making sure that the collective 
memory reaches all corners of its design constituency.

To top it all off, we designed a new visual identity that 
turned out to be the most effective driver for change. 
By actually dressing for success – in welcoming colours 
and a modern yet approachable typeface – the museum 
underwent a make-over from website to signage to 
publications to every little piece of merchandise. The 
power of design is the ability to transform the framework 
of everyday interactions, so by looking more the part of 
a modern and welcoming museum, it started feeling – 
and behaving – the part!

The happy museum
The Anna Karenina model requires a thorough examina-
tion of the patient. Why is the patient not happy despite 
its success/beautiful surroundings/growing visitor num-
bers/talented staff?

Which factor is causing the system to fail? An inquisi-
tive branding process means listening to and observing 
the patient before identifying the failing factor. In the 
case of Kunsten, the trick was to transfer the newfound 
temporality and activism to the old home, whereas 
Designmuseum Danmark had to unlock a mindset that 
allowed it to share more freely, openly and visually.

Transforming the Designmuseum Danmark from outside-in.
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Martin Gran,
Partner, Snøhetta

What do you consider to be the most urgent 
issues to address within your field?

The challenge that comes to mind discussing 
contemporary architecture and design is the need 
to be more together, to work better as a collective 
in our creative industry. What we do when de-
signing or creating is important, and we need to 
unite ourselves to make our competencies visible. 
It should be visible for the market that actually 
craves and needs design, infused with the social 
ambition and consideration. In the Nordic coun-
tries, we have a special position and a human and 
holistic approach that is relevant for the world. 
But we need to express the deeper difference 
that really great design gives to projects. There 
are many designers that can make something 
that just looks pretty or cool. The truly important 
part is the added value that comes from better 
thinking, from creating designs or solutions that 
are genuinely generous, social, and ambitious. 
Design is a tool for interaction and change, for 
creating something that carries real meaning. It’s 
urgent for the design field to voice that vision – 
and voice the power design has to solve problems 
and create great solutions.

What do you see as the most important 
practices in your work and why? 

We need to meet! I like the old saying: “When 
people meet, things happen”. Creating arenas 
where we can debate, create, agree and disagree 
is mandatory to make things happen. I believe 
we should share more across the board, in the 
design community. Protectiveness around ideas, 
methods and projects must be a thing of the past. 
We need to have faith and trust that our ability to 
implement is enough. Ideas should be shared. We 
must be generous about what we know. 

Internally, when we work, we are quite focused 
on how to frame the best, most creative innova-
tion processes. We work from the notion that you 
can and should activate the whole person in the 
creative processes. Not only do people engage 
a challenge with different competencies – for 
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example with having both architects, designers 
and clients going at it from each their perspective. 
We think it is important to challenge the inherent 
conservatism that comes with being professional. 
We try to use a collective intelligence that channels 
different levels of complexity towards clear forms 
and functions. That’s why we sometimes encourage 
graphic designers to take the role of an architect, 
engineers to consider landscape architecture – 
and architects to consider construction. We call 
this practice transpositioning. Changing positions 
once in a while can offer valuable new perspectives 
on assignments. And it is a way to make people 
be at their best – beyond the professional focus, 
to challenge the comfort zone, banish the narrow-
ness and look for a holistic approach. We think 
that people are capable of much more than their 
trained profession. It takes an effort to create the 
space where people are ready to share their ideas 
when they are out of their comfort zone. To make 
it happen, it’s essential to foster an environment of 
trust, a place where everybody feels safe.

Martin Gran is a partner in Snøhetta and leads 
the design division. With degrees in management, 
psychology, sociology and 20 years’ experience within 
brand-driven communication and design environments 
and projects, Martin is a versatile and professional 
advisor. His deep interest in the human mind combined 
with commercial understanding and ability make him 
a strategic asset to design projects. His professional 
career spans from being Scandinavian Design Group’s 
New Business Director and Strategic Advisor, to strate-
gic lead for McCann Erickson New York. Other positions 
include strategic planner at Leo Burnett, Head of Adver-
tising at Rimi (ICA Ahold) Norway, and Account Director 
at Leo Burnett Advertising Agency. Martin also regularly 
gives lectures and talks all over the world.

    collective 
intelligence
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Design Museum Denmark calls itself “the design memory”  
of Denmark. When looking through the museum’s extensive  
archives, we stumbled upon one particular, almost forgotten  
memory belonging to the Danish history of typography –  
and breathed new life into it.

The missing   
link of Danish 

typography?

Working on the re-branding and visual identity of Design 
Museum Denmark, Creative Partner Mads Quistgaard 
had the pleasure of a guided tour through the museum’s 
archives and it was here that he literally stumbled upon a 
collection of typographic sketches and material belonging 
to Naur Klint, the son of legendary designer Kaare Klint. 
The typeface was called Flexibility and it turned out to be 
the proverbial hidden treasure – some might even say “the 
missing link” in the Danish history of typography.
 
Flexibility was designed in the early 1960s at a time when 
the traditional craftsmanship of Engelhardt and Bindesbøll 
was going through the grinder of modernism, producing 
new and complete systemic type families with a different 
take on usability and, well, flexibility.

Urgent.Agency has enhanced and digitalized Flexibility 
and it can now be seen in all its modernistic glory on all 
visual and communicative surfaces of Designmuseum 

Danmark. The museum is having a special exhibition on 
the story of Flexibility in fall 2018, designed by Urgent.
Agency.
 
”Urgent.Agency has created a new corporate visual 
identity that reflects our development from a historical 
arts & crafts-museum to a modern design museum. 
Urgent.Agency has revitalised an important chapter of 
the Danish typography history by enhancing and digiti-
zing the typeface – Flexibility – from original designs by 
Naur Klint. A typeface that is adding a strong sense of 
character to our visual identity”
– Anne-Louise Sommer, Museum Director

Bridging the past and the present earned Flexibility and Urgent.Agency a 
Red Dot Design Award - and credit long overdue for Naur Klint!
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Benedikt Wechsler,
Swiss Ambassador to Denmark 

What do you consider to be the most urgent 
issues to address within your field?

Diplomats have to protect the interests of their own 
countries abroad. That is what our government 
and the Swiss taxpayer expect us to do. This is the 
most important part of my daily work. But this is no 
one-way ego-nation driven process. The world is 
highly interdependent, there are many global chal-
lenges like Climate Change or Migration that no 
state can successfully address alone. Our welfare 
depends on peace, prosperity and the respect for 
human rights in the whole world. As an ambassa-
dor, I have to be up-to-date on an extremely broad 
spectrum of themes in Switzerland and Denmark. 
From the energy policy to cybersecurity, from the 
arts & design to the Life Science industry, from the 
aspirations of the Greenlanders to the geopolitics 
of the Arctic diplomacy, you have to able to know 
more than only scratching at the surface. 

What do you see as the most important 
practices in your work and why? 

Diplomacy is about connecting people and has to 
offer platforms where many different stakeholders 
can interact. As an ambassador, this requires 
complex intellectual and human skills. You have 
to master different forms of communication, from 
talking to Her Majesty the Queen, or to represen-
tatives from businesses, culture and civil society 
and using Social Media channels. Just recently, 
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I had the privilege to lead a discussion with the 
President of the Swiss National Bank on the 
subject of crypto currencies and the Blockchain 
technologies. The participants were from the 
highest level of Denmark’s world of Business, 
Science and Finance. It requires the skills of 
getting familiar with a complex issue in a very 
short period of time. On top of that, you need the 
personal network to have the right mix of people 
on the appropriate level around the table. Finally, 
you are really successful when you manage to 
establish new connections that offer interesting 
collaborations between Switzerland and Denmark.

Benedikt Wechsler, former editor and diplomat, born 
16th November 1967. Since 2015 he has been serving 
as the Swiss Ambassador to Denmark. After finishing 
his studies of Business Administration and Political 
Science at the University of St. Gallen in Switzerland 
with a PhD, he joined the Swiss Foreign Ministry in 
1996. He was posted to the Swiss Mission at the UN 
and EU in New York and Brussels. Back in the capital, 
he was appointed Chief of Staff of the Minister of For-
eign Affairs and advised Swiss Presidents in diplomatic 
affairs. Under his leadership, the Swiss Embassy in 
Denmark invented the “Open Embassy” approach and 
was honored with the Danish Design Award 2017 in the 
category of Game Changer.

Diplomacy is about connecting people 
and has to offer platforms where many 
different stakeholders can interact. As 
an ambassador, this requires complex 
intellectual and human skills.

21st
  Century
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In an age of extreme production of built 
environments around us, it becomes 
increasingly urgent to consider how we 
create spaces that make sense and reflect 
how we want to live, work and interact with 
each other. How do we consider human 
aspirations and needs when creating the 
spaces we end up living in? What does it take 
to create places that matter to us? And how 
do we consider not just the individual, but the 
social and shared aspects of spaces?

Making 
     places
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We all know them: The lifeless, somehow antiseptic neigh-
bourhoods. The touristy city centre with standardised shopping 
streets. We also know the places that matter to us: The quaint 
square with the bar where locals actually meet. The real feel of 
a neighbourhood. How can we become better at making places 
we love?

Rethinking 
the cultures 
    of planning  
      
  
        and 
 architecture

It is really quite obvious when places fail. At least if the 
benchmark is: Is this place accommodating, friendly, 
considerate? Is that too much to ask? Nevertheless, we 
keep producing an immense amount of not only soulless, 
but also inefficient and even plain stupid buildings and 
spaces. The indoors spaces are not much better. Even in 
this so-called age of creativity and work/life balance, we 
don’t stop building offices with very little heart or vision. 
And when it comes to how we live, we keep building the 
exact same apartments for the same families with 1,7 kids. 

We might be painting a dark picture, but the challenges 
are serious. Not only in terms of sustainability where it is 
obvious that we need to build differently, but also in terms 
of creating places we actually relate to. The seemingly ab-
stract problem of bad urbanity becomes a very concrete 
problem for people. The layouts of most modern cities 
with long commuting, small cubicle offices and identical 
apartments are costly on many parameters – also on the 
fundamental level of happiness and well-being. 

It should be obvious that sustainability and the human 
experience are very closely intertwined. When trying to 
reduce the carbon footprint, it is essential to consider 
how to use or not use the buildings we already have. 
How do we (re)design buildings so that we can use and 
share them more efficiently? How do we design and 
build buildings that last or may be retrofitted to new use? 
In both cases, the key is understanding and creating 
spaces that people care for – and continue to care to use. 
That is a real premise for sustainability.

There are of course good planners, architects, politicians, 
entrepreneurs and enthusiasts that work hard on creating 
more social and sustainable places. Having been a part 
of a variety of urban planning processes, competitions 
and architectural projects, we have come to form a few 
informed opinions of our own about the processes, cul-
tures and formats for planning.  
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Spatial planning as an innovation process
We believe it is time to revisit the processes of planning 
on several levels, using many of the tools we know from 
the worlds of culture and design. As we see it, we need 
to strengthen both the ability to understand the cultures 
of everyday - and the ways we carve out potential futures. 
We can learn from the mindset of design (not only 
architecture). The discussions of how we want to live - 
and live together - should involve a more open-ended 
and experimental approach, seeing the urban planning 
process as an innovation process more than just a matter 
of executing a plan.   

What is a relevant process design that can activate re-
sources and people to (co)create places of value? There 
are certain trademarks of the dramaturgy of the pro-
cesses of planning and architecture - though obviously 
differences can be enormous, depending on where in 
the world you are, whether the client is public or private, 
capable or stupid. We argue that we need to ask better 
questions, build visions, consider the culture of infra-
structure, learn from experiments, develop the culture of 
planning and consider the fourth dimension: time. 

The more informed the question, the better 
the answer. Considering the relevant program 
is at the heart of the art of placemaking – the 
content, functions and activities to design 
for. A common problem is that the question 
(program) is often based on limited percepti-
ons of what can be build and how. Too many 
tenders tend to be heavy on formalities and 
detailing instead of on matters that really need 
to be discussed: The assignment that archite-
cts, planners, engineers and culture designers 
etc. are asked to solve. We need to improve on 
the pre-design phase by integrating a design 
perspective and by considering how to enable 
creative answers.

Ask informed 
questions1

The power of an engaging vision is the ability to 
remind us why we are doing what we are doing 
– and why we might need to do things differently. 
The greatest urban visions allow for people – even 
future generations – to be a part of them, while still 
having character and direction. Like the famous 
Fingerplan for Copenhagen or BIG’s dryline. It is all 
about striking a balance and foster concepts that 
are both stringent enough to mean something – 
and yet open enough to encourage interpretation 
and creativity. The challenge, of course, remains: 
How to turn the vision into useful and friendly 
design and construction. But a real and engaging 
vision is a great place to start.

Build an engaging vision

A vision to remember
A vision that strikes the balance between clarity 
and openness is the BIG U, developed by BIG 
with One Architecture & Urbanism. The project 
is an answer to Manhattan's geographical 
vulnerability to coastal flooding. The vision turns 
the infrastructural need for water protection 
into a public asset, creating a rich catalogue of 
public spaces, parks, civic activities, pavilions, 
commercial program and more. As such, the 
BIG U is a clear vision, yet the actualisation 
of it will include a variety of subdesigns, 
engaging local communities,  stakeholders 
and public offices. A clear vision, yes, but not 
a monolithic, monotheistic designer’s dream. 
Rather an assemblage of ideas, woven together 
in a massive co-creation of parts that will 
eventually constitute southern Manhattan’s full 
coastal protection.

2
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3 We have to explore the relations between 
culture and movement! An essential element 
in the art of planning is considering how the 
infrastructural nodes in a city or a building 
influence our lives. The public transportation 
hubs, the schools and shopping opportunities 
define the flows and thereby the culture of 
everyday life. That is why we need to adress 
how we knit cultural quality into places of daily 
transportation or movement. The train stations, 
the bus, the supermarket – and soon the EV 
charging stations and driverless vehicles – are 
all crucial sites for human activity. Let’s explore 
ambitious designs to make these essential 
sites more human and visionary.

Consider the culture 
of infrastructure

Infrastructure to empower culture 
Caracas, Venezuela, is the home of 
an inspiring case of infrastructure 
building. The informal settlements 
around the city are generally 
very poorly connected with the 
center. In the area of San Augustin 
a cable car was introduced by 
Urban Think-Tank and in 2010, it 
was constructed as an alternative 
to building roads that would have 
destroyed up till 30% of the local 
housing. The stations were pro-
posed as home for different social 
functions in the community. A 
great example of an infrastructural 
intervention designed to fit and 
empower the cultural context.

Time and temporality needs to be considered 
carefully in planning! The precious art of plan-
ning and architecture is mostly handled by 
people who engage with the world through
two or three dimensions. We need to consider 
the use of space in time much more seriously. 
Both in terms of intensifying the use of already 
existing buildings – sharing more, using spaces 
smartly, reusing infrastructure. And in the long 
run: We need to consider how urbanity matures 
and how capable we are of transforming rather 
than destroying existing built fabric. Not only is 
this key to minimising our carbon footprint, it’s 
also essential to the development of cities with 
textures that testify to previous experiences and 
lives that precede the bubble of the present.

The agents that form our cities and public 
spaces need to be creative and capable of 
seeking synergies and considering quality – 
rather than just acting based on automatism, 
legal frameworks or commercial structures. 
The interaction between public administration 
and other stakeholders – developers, 
associations, institutions – needs to be staged 
in a more inspirational and efficient way. 
The role of bureaucracy in this context must 
change accordingly. Rather than just being 
perceived as law-enforcers, the bureaucrats 
should be seen as a creative force. What we 
build is never better than the people and 
cultures around the table.

Consider the fourth 
dimension

Develop the culture 
of planning4

5
Prototyping new urbanity
The temporary use of Papirøen in Copenhagen 
is a prime example of how a temporary program 
may affect an urban plan. Copenhagen Street 
Food opened in 2014 in the former paper depot 
buildings, becoming an unexpected success 
and demonstrating the public potential of the 
site. When an international architectural com-
petition was announced a few years later, the 
program kept this in mind. The winning entry by 
COBE (and many other entries) designates the 
entire first floor to shared public and commer-
cial activities.
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“One of the most important things about 
the creative city is a creative bureaucracy. 
What one needs is to move from laws, rules 
and regulations to frameworks, guideli-
nes, principles. It’s allowing for individual 
creativity, not treating him like a child. It’s 
a different way of running a city. It’s about 
getting beyond the silo-thinking.”

– Charles Landry

Placemaking short
At Urgent.Agency, we talk about placemaking – or 
making places – as do more and more (but still rather 
few), namely in Northern Europe, the UK and on the east 
coast of the US. So what is it? In the words of Wikipedia, 
placemaking is an approach that aims to include “the 
local community's assets, inspiration, and potential, with 
the intention of creating public spaces that promote 
people's health, happiness, and well-being.” 

At the heart of placemaking is a multi-faceted approach 
to the planning, designing and managing of spaces 
based on the idea that places need to consider identity 
and to be specific – and not just a copy or a standardised 
place. We should engage people in the making and 
management of the spaces they themselves use. At 
Urgent.Agency, we add our own culture design take to 
this area. We argue that the tools from the world of de-
sign, notably working with scenarios, co-designing and 
prototyping, help create places that truly matter to us.

The new tradition of cultural planning
The incredible intricate structures that make up a neigh-
bourhood is not only about buildings or infrastructure, it 
is also about spaces, program and culture. The tradition 
of cultural planning highlights the importance of actu-
ally understanding and addressing the community – the 
individuals, processes (formal and informal) and organ-
isations that constitute a place. In our practice, we are 
inspired by the mindset and approaches affiliated with 
the field of cultural planning that sprang forward in the 
late nineties, notably in the UK, Australia and Northern 
Europe. Thinkers and doers such as Charles Landry, Colin 
Mercer, Lia Ghilardi, Robert Palmer, Dorte Skot-Hansen 
and Trevor Davies have developed (each in their own 
way) perspectives on the wider context of urban culture. 
In this tradition there is a focus on understanding and 
developing cultural systems and relations, seeing the 
community as an ecology. The ambition is to plan to 
strengthen or build cohesive communities.

Pursuing win-win through collaboration
The Toronto-based NGO Artscape is a great example of 
how to design projects that create value for many stake-
holders. Artscape works to improve conditions for artists 
and help build cohesive and resilient neighbourhoods. 
They bring together private investors or developers, the 

public authorities and active communities and NGOs 
around pursuing a greater vision. Artscape has suc-
ceeded in co-creating several successful development 
projects where both private stakeholders, public plan-
ners, the artists and the local communities experience 
an added value. One example is the development of the 
community cultural hub Daniels Spectrum in Toronto's 
Regent Park neighbourhood.

Exploring the life between buildings
The work of the great Jan Gehl sheds inspiring light upon 
the nature and character of urban life as he explores the 
many ways humans experience, use and inhabit cities. 
One of the greatest assets of his work is the very practical, 
hands-on tools that he introduces. Insisting on observations 
and mappings of who uses the city’s spaces how, for how 
long and when is a sound foundation for city-making. It is 
part of an important move away from an (unfortunate mo-
dernist) type of planning that belongs in a world of straight 
lines, plans and visions to an approach to city making where 
you actually move into the world to learn from it. The work 
of Gehl and the likes has made the field more aware of the 
human-centred, experiential aspect of planning.
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Placemaking for body and mind 
In a sense, it’s quite banal, but no less important or true: 
The body is an essential part of how we perceive, act and 
interact with space. What does it take to design more 
playful and engaging spaces? Thinking about it, it’s funny 
how often public spaces seem to disregard the body, 
with their hard, unfriendly and sterile appearances. Fortu-
nately, the last decade or so, we have seen an increased 
interest in creating public spaces that can accomodate 
play and physical expressivity. We have had the chance 
to work on a few projects that put the body and play at 
the centre of urban design – including Under the Pentroof 
at Carlsberg. 

Together with Keingart Architects we were invited to 
pitch on a temporary plan and design competition, 
aiming at opening up the old Carlsberg factory in 
Copenhagen to the public – and help build the identity 
of the new neighbourhood. Working on the project, we 
fell in love with the idea of using the unique properties 
of the site, notably the enormous pent roof (almost 1000 
m2, the biggest in Denmark, as far as we know). We 
also wanted to create something that could somehow 

become a symbol of change and have some kind of 
clarity to it. Furthermore, it had to be really playful and 
engaging. After a long list of ideas, detours and blind al-
leys, this eventually turned into the concept and design of 
a “rope forest” underneath the pent roof. A clear concept 
and a very tangible invitation to get tangled up in play.

The actual experience of being in the rope space was 
quite intriguing. Being in there, amidst all the ropes, 
made you feel somehow connected to the other people 
in the space. It worked as a fun social machine with its 
own distinct atmosphere. An important point, however, is 
that the premise for the project and its successful out-
put is not only the result of the idea or the design of our 
creative team. The bravery of the clients and their ability 
to play along was essential. The setup was an unusual 
combination of private investors (Carlsberg Properties), 
foundations (Realdania and The Danish Foundation for 
Culture and Sports Facilities) and the city of Copenhagen. 
Not only were they supportive of ambitious ideas and 
designs, they were also willing to change course when 
better ideas emerged. On top of that, they were able to 
ensure the necessary permits and processes to make 
things happen. 

Two essential takeaways for future practices could be: 
Remember the human body and play in design – and 
appreciate brave, creative clients that focus on ideas and 
results – and not on power plays.

The actual experience of 
being in the rope space was 
quite intriguing. Being in 
there, amidst all the ropes, 
made you feel somehow 
connected to the other people 
in the space. It worked as a 
fun social machine with its 
own distinct atmosphere.
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Dan Stubbergaard,
Founder and Creative Director, COBE

What do you consider to be the most urgent 
issues to address within your field?

I think the issue of climate change and the use 
of the planet’s resources is something that we all 
should address – especially in the field of the built 
environment. As an architect, I consider having a 
sustainable conscience to be very important. In 
the building industry, we use an immense amount 
of resources to build new buildings, urban places 
and new city districts, but how do we actually 
utilise those resources? I think we need to change 
the entire culture within the built environment. 
We need to look into the use of long-lasting 
materials, so that when you build a house it will 
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care of. Going back to the initial question, it is 
about putting a big effort into everything you do.  
I really hate unambitious architecture. You can feel 
it right away when you visit a building or space 
where no effort has been made to embrace the 
human body or the specific culture you are in. 
Maybe the most important aspect of our work 
is to be able to embrace people, places and 
the environment – and actually take care of our 
environment. Quite often, I pass by some of our 
projects in central Copenhagen and see how 
people are inhabiting and utilising these spaces 
and interacting with our design – like an urban 
living room. Seeing that and comparing it to how 
you anticipated things would turn out is amazing 
– and it does not necessarily have to be the way 
you thought it would be. It is super interesting to 
learn and observe the second life of architecture 
when it is inhabited and people take over our 
architecture. We are still a young practice but we 
are starting to become a practice that can learn 
from our successes and failures, which is a very 
interesting period to be in right now.

Dan Stubbergaard is trained as an architect from The 
Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts, School of Archi-
tecture, in Copenhagen, Denmark. Dan founded COBE 
in 2006, after working at MVRDV in Rotterdam, The 
Netherlands, and PLOT in Copenhagen, Denmark, and 
has since then been the driving force behind all of CO-
BE’s projects – from strong, iconic buildings to complex 
master plans. Alongside his architectural practice, Dan 
has taught at The Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts, 
School of Architecture, in Copenhagen, and is currently 
Visiting Professor at the University of Washington, in Se-
attle, US. He lectures internationally on COBE’s current 
research and projects, and has received several awards 
and honours.

I really hate unambitious architecture. 
You can feel it right away when you visit 
a building or space where no effort has 
been made to embrace the human body 
or the specific culture you are in.
D
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Changing

 the built 
environment

outlast your generation; otherwise it is not sus-
tainable. We need to have an approach where a 
subtle conscience of what you do should have a 
maximum positive impact on the environment you 
work with.
 
For a long time and until recently, it has been a 
common understanding in our business that we 
had endless resources to build things and that 
needs to change. I see that as one of the biggest 
culture changes needed but also one of the most 
important issues as an architect right now. The 
Silo which we just completed in the Copenhagen 
Harbour is a good example of utilising resourc-
es that inhabit an existing industrial building by 

transforming it into something completely new 
and creating new value. For me personally, that is 
the main issue to address within my profession – to 
really consider what we do: The projects we make 
should outlast our own generation. We need to 
have a conscious approach and focus on social 
and sustainable responsibility in our projects – how 
we use materials and resources. Buildings should 
always have a positive impact on quality of life and 
the environment in which they are positioned. We 
have to make buildings that people care for and 
want to take care of for decades to come.
 
What do you see as the most important 
practices in your work and why?
 
The way we work at COBE is based on the skill of 
understanding each unique context, each unique 
program for a new building and new space. But 
also the ability of really understanding the future 
users of the proposed building or city district. I 
see this as a skill set that we have developed and 
improved over the years in order to be architects 
who understand each unique context, cultural en-
vironment and user – and by doing so, we are able 
to give the right answers to a specific challenge. 
This is something we have been very focused on 
in our practice.
 
Architecture is a very slow process. From the first 
initial dialogue with a place or a user, it can take 
four to five years before something is built. Actually, 
after 11 years of practice, we now see what it is that 
we have accomplished and how our different 
spaces and environments are utilised and taken 
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Cultivating the streets of Oslo

The city of Oslo has an ambitious plan to make the city centre 
car-free, raising many questions about how to use the streets 
and parking lots previously dominated by cars. What do the city 
and its citizens really need? How are visions of more street life 
synchronised with the practicalities of transport and cold winters? 

Cultivating
       the 

streetscapes  
       of Oslo

Planned originally by the Danish King Christian 
IV, Kvadraturen is the oldest existing district 
in Oslo. In recent years, it has evolved into an 
office and administration area with some 25,000 
people working there. The area stands out from 
the rest of Oslo with its straight streets that 
define right-angled quarters, giving it the name 
Kvadraturen. It used to be the beating heart of 
Oslo, but was also seen as a dark part of the 
city, full of junkies and sex workers. However, 
in the past 15 years, Kvadraturen has started to 
regain some of its former vigor. More and more 
stakeholders are trying to kick-start the overdue 
blooming of this historical area.
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An essential idea is the 
notion that urbanity could 
be prototyped – that you 
could test different types 
of set-ups and learn from 
them. Could we make 
Kvadraturen into a living 
lab for urban creativity?

Together with Rambøll we have been looking into acti-
vating the streetscapes of Kvadraturen – the historical 
heart of Oslo. Our study involved a substantial amount 
of talking and listening to people. We created a pop-up 
office, hosted meetings and carried out interviews, ob-
servations and registrations. To inspire future scenarios, 
we mapped how people, businesses and other rele-
vant stakeholders experience Kvadraturen today – and 
discussed possible futures. Finally, we carved out our 
findings and ideas in a publication. 

So what did we conclude from our study? In brief, the 
findings from some 100 interviews point to things you 

might expect. Many voiced that they’d like more cafés, 
meetings places and social events. Even more mentioned 
that greenery would be great, in an area that is quite 
barren. In translating needs into actions, however, you 
need to interpret. Will cafés and more trees in itself bring 
people to Kvadraturen? Most likely not. More holistic, 
braver, and embedded solutions need to be considered 
– while including more places for socialising (e.g. cafés) 
and more friendly streetscapes (e.g. greenery). But it will 
take more than that. 

We propose a variety of spatial approaches on how to 
develop the experience and quality of the area. A central 
element is a differentiation strategy for urban places, 
working to enhance specific functions and atmospheres 

– rather than subsuming everything under one unifying 
idea. The most interesting perspective to our minds is 
our proposal for the development processes, temporal-
ities and organisation in Kvadraturen. We highlight the 
importance of time-conscious planning, including con-
sidering how the streetscapes can change according 
to the time of day, week or season. Furthermore, we 
propose a series of strategies to increase collaboration 
and shared activities in the area. 

An essential idea is the notion that urbanity could be 
prototyped – that you could test different types of set-
ups and learn from them. Could we make Kvadraturen 
into a living lab for urban creativity? There has been 
a few temporary initiatives in the area – as we see it 
increasingly around the world. However, we do not 
see here, nor anywhere else (as far as we know), real 
attempts to learn from temporal initiatives in an urban 
context. We would like to see much more systematic 
and creative feedback loops. And we propose making the 
streetscapes much more available to people, organisa-
tions and initiatives to test ideas and learn from ways they 
are put to use. 

When driverless vehicles become widespread it is expect-
ed they will make a substantial amount of streets and 
parking space available for new types of use. We should 
be prepared not only in terms of good urban design, but 
also by orchestrating the interplay between public admin-
istration, private investors, organisations and individuals 
to use the streets better. Our streets could be much more 
than just places to drive or occasions to shop. The streets 
are ours – and ours to use – so let’s start realising the po-
tentials of the streets as a site for exploration of public life. 

About the project
The project was realised in collaboration with 
Rambøll by Kjersti Wikman and Therese Brekke 
and Design og Arkitektur Norge (DOGA) by Matti 
Arentz for the City of Oslo. The work also feed 
into the exhibition Reprogramming the City, 
organised by DOGA in collaboration with Scott 
Burnham. The full report in Norwegian can be 
downloaded on our website.
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Trevor Davies,
Director of Copenhagen 

International Theatre

What do you consider to be the most urgent 
issues to address within your field?

I have a focus on the role of arts as a counter-
weight to the standardisation of urban develop-
ment. One can call it public art, but in fact it is 
both deeper and broader, as the approach is on a 
number of levels. 

Firstly, a level of perception as to understanding 
the city not as a mechanical / logical / manufac-
tured reality but as a far more complex structure, 

U
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a cultural conditioned human-based organic 
entity which is in constant motion and change. 
Here the immaterial factors and human factors are 
perhaps even more important than the physical, 
trying to understand places as frames for living. 

Secondly, on a level of territory, it’s about pro-
claiming that the determinist and logical frame-
work approach is not working alone and that the 
cultural dimension must be included from the 
start and not seen as a “problem solver” but more 
as a packaging of places.

Trevor Davies is educated in Urban Planning 
(Nottingham 1972), and relocated to Denmark 
in 1978. After establishing it in 1980, he now co-
directs Copenhagen International Theatre (CIT), 
which has produced 55 international festivals 
and programmes. CIT is currently focusing on 
the urban programme “Metropolis” – a platform 
for site-specific artistic projects in Copenhagen. 
Davies has also set up and/or managed seven 
large scale projects and cultural initiatives 
including Copenhagen European Capital of 
Culture 1996 (1992-97) and Aarhus European 
Capital of Culture 2017 (2008-2013), Norwich 
City of Literature (UNESCO City of Literature) 
and DCCD Danish Centre for Culture and De-
velopment 1998. He has acted as a consultant 
for among others Nordic Council of Ministers 
and The Danish Arts Council on Intercultural 
policies, and instigated many initiatives and 
networks. His focus in this context is on the 
interrelationship between the built/constructed 
and creative/imagined in the urbanised world. 
His initiative to engage six Baltic cities in using 
“cultural planning” methodology as social ur-
ban innovation has just been granted funding 
by EU Baltic Interreg 2018-22. Trevor is based in 
Copenhagen but is in reality rather nomadic.

Thirdly, as a practice of integrated design and 
participatory design, an artistic approach often al-
lows for a deeper, more personal and more open 
approach to how places/neighbourhoods and, in 
particular, the public urban space can be formed 
and used, and where we are increasingly looking for 
aspects of authenticity, integrity and individuality. 

Fourthly, as an expression of cultural trends, sub-
cultures are increasingly necessary to propose an 
alternative to mainstream architecture and design 
solutions, promoting globalised stereotyping. 
We must again try to create places where cross-
overs, meeting points and multi-references in 
urban cultures are a part of the aesthetic language 
and universe. 

Fifthly, proposing artistic processes as creative 
processes where artists connect/work with local 
communities often stimulates long-term and 
more resilient socially inclusive local communities 
which can take on more responsibilities for man-
aging local affairs. 

Sixthly, asking artists to leave their imprints on 
the urban landscape has an aesthetic purpose 
of allowing and encouraging more experimental 
work which reaches larger publics and stimulates 
a stronger relationship between the arts and us all.

What do you see as the most important 
practices in your work and why? 

I see four major challenges in this approach. The 
first is to give a support system for artists who 
want to work in public spaces and to develop a 
mindset and skill set, which allows them to link 
their practice to often complicated socio-cultural 
economic realities as well as the environment as 
the physical context for the work. In this, one can 
use various models but clearly linking to urban 
arts organisations, festivals, academic institutions 
etc. is part of this, as is concrete hands-on work-
shops, mentoring and support.

Secondly, identifying and structuring projects 
as suitable platforms for this, i.e. often engaging 

T
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with cities to locate suitable neighbourhoods and 
situations where this “cultural planning” approach 
might be used, is of course a prerequisite. Other-
wise, these methods will simply be played out at 
festivals and in leisure time contexts.

Thirdly, identifying and developing ways to 
stimulate processes of inclusion, where we do 
not speak so much of audiences (from the arts or 
from cultural institutions) but we speak of citizens 
and how to focus increasingly on the role of using 
the arts to encourage citizens in their potentials to 
formulate their visions and to “dare” to take part 
in the public debate.

Fourthly, how to maintain a balance as an artist
between individually created “free” forms of 
expression with clear aesthetic authorship and 
working in a social context with so many con-
siderations and limitations. Many artists find this 
disturbing and thus are nervous about instru-
mentalism, and therefore we need to perhaps 
re-conceive what we define as art, artistic prac-
tice and artistic authorship.

T

 A counter-
          weight
      to    
   standard    
 planning
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How to 
    create a 
somewhere   
out of 

   nowhere 
How do you foster a neighbourhood with character and 
atmosphere when the outset is nothing but a parking lot around 
a conference centre? And how do you communicate its future 
qualities to the world?

Solstra Capital Partners engaged us to develop the 
culture strategy, brand strategy and placemaking plan 
for the new Bellakvarter neighbourhood in Copenhagen, 
located around the Bella Center. We collaborated closely 
with COBE and VLA Architects, advising on the culture 
and identity elements of the master plan. 

We developed proposals on how to program urban 
spaces, parks and consider the meeting between the 
conference center and the surrounding areas. And finally 
we created a vision, carved out a brand strategy, made 
the graphic design and developed the initial communi-
cation material, including web design. The overarching 
idea was to introduce the area as a home to the upcom-
ing Copenhagen and to highlight the present and future 
activities and culture in the area. 

The Bella Center area, 2016

The original master plan vision by COBE & VLA
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We made a variety of temporary, 
playful urban installations around 
Bella Center - building on existing 
qualities. In this case: removing a 
fence and putting up a swing in 
some nice trees.
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We focused on developing initiatives that could create 
urban life and engagement to the area in the very early 
stages of the urban development process. We spent 
substantial resources analysing the area and finally 
developing a concept for activating the area before and 
during the construction phase. We developed a compre-
hensive temporary urban design based on literally mark-
ing up the future plan on the concrete in a scale of 1:1. 

The temporary design included turning a private parking 
lot into a public space as well as the making of urban 
gardens, play facilities and establishing a café. The urban 
furniture and urban garden elements were built using the 
elements from the surrounding fence and facade that 
were gradually being removed, thus making the project 
both cheap and sustainable. The new public space was 
well received and the urban garden opportunity quickly 
used by locals in the area. In order to create a neighbour-
hood out of nothing, we had to start somewhere. And the 
idea of starting before the beginning – meaning before 
the neighbourhood even existed – planted the seeds of 
an actual culture in the area – out of nowhere but firmly 
rooted in somewhere.

About the project
The project was realised in 
collaboration with COBE and 
Vilhelm Lauritzen Architects for 
Solstra Capital Partners.

Our activation project, drawing up the new plan in 1:1 and creating a temporary public 
space in an area hitherto used for parking.
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Reconnecting 
Sinus Lynge,

Founding Partner, EFFEKT
What do you consider to be the most urgent 
issues to address within your field?

The reconnection of city and nature. I don’t mean 
this just in the sense of greening our cities but as 
a more profound understanding of how our cities 
work and perform as ecosystems in connection 
with the natural surroundings and the biosphere 
that we depend upon. Our cities and urban regions 
are going rogue with high speed growth and un-
sustainable development. Half the global popula-
tion lives in cities today, and the number is expect-
ed to grow to 70 % by 2030. As living standards 
rise, the global demand for homes is expected to 
double in the same period along with demands 
for energy, water, food, transportation, heating and 
cooling etc. This happens simultaneously with a 
growing need for declining CO2 emissions.

The built environment needs urgent remodeling, 
both contemporary buildings and tomorrow's 
buildings and building materials. We need to 
ask ourselves how we design cities that work as 
man-made ecosystems that synergise with their 
surroundings rather than depleting them. It is a 
simple question but it triggers a completely new 
way of thinking about how we construct cities, 
communities and buildings. We need cities run-
ning on renewables, where houses become power 
plants, where rainwater is collected and used for 
households, where waste is turned into resources, 
where the air is clean and biodiversity thrives. This 
will demand a big transition involving just about 
all aspects of life, but the solutions and technolo-
gies to make that transition are at our doorstep.

What do you see as the most important 
practices in your work and why? 

I believe that we as architects are well equipped 
to become changemakers. From our education, 
we have the tools to invent, model, plan and 
construct new ideas for the future. In fact, we are 
educated to shape our future habitats. We can 
visualise and communicate ideas engaging other 
stakeholders to follow our lead.
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Human evolution is driven by social and cultur-
al aspirations and the past 50 years of human 
evolution has taught us that our capability to 
collectively make change on a global scale is vir-
tually without limits. For better or worse, we have 
become a force of nature reshaping the planet 
and the biosphere we are part of. If we are to en-
gage the global society in the transition towards 
sustainability, we need to create solutions that will 
address the social, cultural and economic aspira-
tions of the many.

However, most architecture and urban projects 
today are shaped by the preconceived business-
models by clients. To change the evolution of our 
cities, we need to engage in the reformulation 
of briefs and visions for the future of our cities, 
the global population and our relationship with 
nature. We need to be curious and bold enough 
to ask the big questions that extend (far) beyond 
the traditional domain of our practice.

Sinus Lynge is founder of EFFEKT Architects 
with partner Tue Foged. The company is lo-
cated in Copenhagen, Denmark, and employs 
35 dedicated architects and urban planners 
operating in the fields of architecture, urban-
ism and research. Since EFFEKT was founded 
in 2007, Sinus has managed over 100 national 
and international projects – all centred around 
social coherence and vibrant city life as well as 
intelligent solutions to energy consumption and 
sustainability. Having developed an expertise 
through a broad range of projects, Sinus excels 
in the management of interdisciplinary teams to 
create innovative solutions. Sinus represents an 
empathic and responsive approach to architec-
ture combining thorough analysis with playful 
design thinking. This is exemplified through a 
number of award-winning projects within archi-
tecture, urbanism and research. Sinus has an 
M.Arch from The Royal Danish Academy of Fine 
Arts, School of Architecture (2005), and has later 
taught as Studio Leader of the Department of 
Urban Planning at The Royal Danish Academy 
of Fine Arts (2007-2011), as Visiting Professor at 
University of Washington (2016) and served as 
Jury Member at the World Architecture Festival 
(2014, 2016, 2017).

S

city and
     nature
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Building 
     a culture 

to build 
         a city
As part of a team directed by Bjarke Ingels Group (BIG), we were 
engaged to create an urban vision and master plan for the city of 
Billund – home of LEGO. A rare chance to consider the long-term 
development of a small city in the light of an ambitious idea: A 
town dedicated to children, creativity and play.

So how do you go about such a task? We started by a 
thorough mapping of the existing cultural and spatial 
qualities and challenges of Billund. And we engaged in 
an extensive dialogue with citizens, employees and busi-
ness actors as well as children and families in Billund. 
We mapped out the places that mattered to people, as 
well as the important routes and connections. Beyond 
Billund, we did extensive research into the nature of play 
and creativity, getting inspiration and knowledge from 
researchers, artists and practitioners around the world. 

Over the course of 9 months, we interviewed some 50 
stakeholders, families and children. Together with BIG 
we turned our research into insights about the urgent 
issues the vision should address – and ultimately into 
recommendations for future development. The deliv-
ered Billund City vision – expressed in a 400-page long 
graphic publication – proposes a radical vision for the 
city centre. Rather than extending outwards (as proposed 
by previous plans), we concentrate future developments 
in the city centre. As a connecting structure, we propose 
a “Billund Playline” – a new playful walk and bicycle con-
nection for citizens, visitors and employees in Billund.

A key challenge and 
the focus of our work 
in Urgent.Agency was 
to bring the city vision 
to life over time. How 
do you build a creative 
culture – in the city 
administration, in the 
leading businesses 
and tourist attraction 
operators of the area?

Visualization of the Billund vision master plan by BIG
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A key challenge and the focus of our work in 
Urgent.Agency was to bring the city vision to life over 
time. How do you build a creative culture – in the city 
administration, in the leading businesses and tourist 
attraction operators of the area? Can you change the 
mindset of the stakeholders from being focused on their 
own plot of land to a vision for a greater good? 

This is the hardest part. The building of a culture that is 
capable of executing an ambitious vision – a vision that 
challenges the normal practices of planning and collabo-
ration in Billund. 

In the process, we spent significant amounts of time en-
gaging people to feed into the vision – but also to inspire 
stakeholders to carry the vision into future decisive ac-
tions. How is the vision of density, diversity and playful-
ness actually brought to life when building a new hotel or 
planning the first new housing developments?
We included a Billund City Charter in the vision that 
could guide future actions and work as a benchmark for 
the planning practices. We also included a range of rec-
ommendations on how public and private stakeholders 

in Billund could cooperate and co-create in the further 
development of the city. Our ideas included creating a 
public/private/urban forum, creating new partnerships, 
as well as new ways of connecting local actors in shared 
events, initiatives and projects.

Did BIG and we succeed in creating a successful vision? 
Yes, in many ways we did. The vision – including the 
process – has changed the way Billund sees itself and 
opened up essential discussions about where to develop 
and how to do it. In other ways we might say no, we did 
not succeed, or at least acknowledge that a lot of the 
work remains to be seen. Creating a culture and capacity 
in the leading organisations that will bring the vision into 
being is not done in one year or in one project. It remains 
to be seen whether Billund will be able to sow and har-
vest the incredible potential of the vision and turn it into 
projects that are genuinely playful and creative. 

About the project
Capital of Children was developed in 
collaboration with Bjarke Ingels Group 
(BIG) for Kirkbi, Realdania and Billund 
Municipality. Billund City Vision won 
the Danish Design Award – Visionary 
Concepts in 2016.

Installation by artist Karoline Larsen

Visualization of an urban play biennale - an event proposed to energize the development process over time.

Presenting the vision for some 800 residents from Billund
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 Working 
Dominic Leong,

Founding partner, Leong Leong
What do you consider to be the most urgent 
issues to address within your field?

We are interested in the intersections between 
what seem like disparate issues. For example, 
the intersection between social equity and aes-
thetic experience or the co-mingling of public 
and private interests which create new forms of 
collectivity. Equally, our ecological survival is also 
inseparable from the aesthetic experiences which 
condition our interpretation of the environment 
and how we interact with it. We've found the fuzzy 
overlaps and intersections the most urgent spac-
es to think and work in.

But I also think there are meta issues like manag-
ing technological acceleration and hyper-com-
plexity. Sometimes it requires resistance and 
other times its more productive to just find a flow-
state. How do we speed up and slow down at the 
same time? In either case, managing time and 
compounding complexity become determining 
factors in how we are able to affect the world in a 
meaningful way. We are interested in architecture 
that can do both.  

In way the internet changed everything for 
architecture. Architecture is just catching up to 
the possibility that physical spaces are no lon-
ger the primary medium of organizing people, 
information, and power. Our subjectivities and 
collectivities are often formed virtually and then 
evolve into physical spaces. For example, if you 
were born in 2000 you might think your physical 
body is actually your avatar and your online self 
is the real you, and in a sense this is in fact true. 
This blurring of the digital and the physical also 
has a huge influence on the value of our physical 
environment relative to our sense of collectivity.

We are also talking about ethics in our studio. Be-
ing a practice in the US right now has really mo-
tivated us to think about the political dimensions 
of architectural practice. So this includes not only 
the  “what” but “why” do we do certain projects 
and “how” do engage with clients, our staff and 
other people affected by what we make.
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What do you see as the most important 
practices in your work and why? 

All of this means we are shifting our focus from 
objects or specific typologies to understanding the 
relationship between them, it requires an expertise 
in connecting the dots. Architects do this naturally 
from an intellectual point of view but there is a lot of 
room to apply this way of thinking to more innovative 
models of practice. What does it mean to develop 
architectural expertise and skills for a post-typo-
logical context?

In one sense, it means we optimize horizontal 
knowledge that spread across many different types 
of clients and projects with vertical knowledge 
that is related to specific typologies. This doesn’t 
suggest that we do everything but that we develop 
expertise within a related ecosystem of typologies.

Dominic Leong is founding partner together 
with Christopher Leong of Leong Leong, an 
award-winning architecture and design firm 
based in New York that focuses on projects 
that envision new relationships between cul-
ture and commerce, public and private, and the 
domestic and monumental. Dominic received 
his Master of Science in Advanced Architectural 
Design from Columbia University, graduating 
with Honors, and his Bachelor of Architecture 
from California Polytechnic State University, 
San Luis Obispo. He has lived and worked in 
Shanghai, Paris, and New York. In 2007, he was 
awarded the Architecture League Prize by The 
Architectural League of New York. Dominic is 
Adjunct Assistant Professor at the Columbia 
University Graduate School of Architecture, 
Planning and Preservation.

between  
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We worked with Arken Museum of Modern Art 
to redesign their café. Our design, remaking the 
entire café interior, features a simple, nordic 
materiality - highlighting the experience of the 
outside landscape. 
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     Making 
 sense of 
workplace  
    design

The way we work is changing. Today, more and more companies 
and organisations wake up to the fact that their workspaces are 
no longer fit for what they do. 

It is hard to even recall that there was a time when 
people didn't reply to emails in cafés, airplanes or even 
tucked up in bed – and “innovate or die” was not the 
preferred company slogan. But our workspaces are in 
many ways stuck in the past. The standardised offices 
of the industrial age hardly accommodate the increased 
need for collaboration, knowledge sharing and co-cre-
ation. Not to mention the fact that they tend to be quite 
depressing to spend a third of your life in. 

So, within facility management (the field of developing 
and maintaining offices) new winds are blowing. There 
is talk about new ways of working and activity-based 
working – moving from having a fixed desk to moving 
around, depending on what works for you. Big com-
panies like Google, Microsoft, ISS and many more 
engage in rethinking workspaces. The incredible rise 
of co-working spaces like WeWork and the increased 
interest from big companies to look like co-working 
spaces points in a similar direction: We need to consider 
how we work and collaborate. 

The sad fact, however, is that there are still a lot of old 
school, unkind, inefficient office spaces out there. In 
construction and management of office space, it’s strik-
ing how absent a genuine interest in the human experi-
ence is – and how often that absence results in soulless 
environments, being not only bad for the employees, but 
also for business. The workplace as such needs radical 
rethinking. And just applying funky colours or a fresh 
café, however nice that might be, won't cut it.

It’s really hard to measure how workplace design affects 
efficiency as there are many parameters that affect how well 
you work (including your boss, your colleagues and your 
personal life). And on top of that: People are different. What 
you can measure, however, is the experience of efficiency 
and workplace satisfaction. British Leesman Index have 
specialised in surveying how workplaces are experienced. 
Their data pool with several 100,000 answers contains 
interesting insights into what generally matters to people. 
The data does not favour a specific typology – open plan 
vs. individual offices for example. But it does suggest that 
the companies that invest in their office design based on 
cultural understanding get better results.
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Making sense of workplace design
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We argue that there is a real need to link the spatial 
understanding of the architect and the technological un-
derstanding of the engineer with a deeper understanding 
of the cultural aspects of the place: What matters to the 
people who work there? Can we understand the culture 
of the people working there and design accordingly? Can 
we learn from the culture of urban planning in making 
both more efficient, sustainable and human workplaces?

Rethinking the workplace strategy of Siemens Gamesa
We have an ongoing collaboration with the international 
windpower company Siemens Gamesa developing their 
workplace strategy. On the agenda are several issues. 
Having just merged two major windpower giants, Siemens 
(based in Denmark and Germany) and Gemesa (based 
in Spain), the workplace strategy needs to be formulated 
again. What is the spatial expression of the new company 
culture? How do you design for activity-based working in a 
culture where many are used to having their own desk? 

It’s not an easy task to change the everyday of people’s 
worklife. And in many cases, we see very little under-
standing of the importance of the workspace. Many 
companies introduce activity-based working as a way 
simply to cut costs. In many cases, there are in fact too 
much space in offices – when people are in meetings, 
etc – and densifying the office is possible. To succeed, 
however, you need to invest thought and action into cre-
ating a place that is not just a worse version of what you 
had before; a boring office, now with less space. 
In our work – for example with Siemens – we invest in 
considering the full variety of elements that constitute 
the workday. An essential element is carving out differ-
entiated workspaces that can actually accommodate dif-
ferent needs and moods. From focused concentration to 
social interaction. From project spaces to lounge areas.

The point is that we need to care enough to engage with 
the people and the space – with a real interest in both. It 
is in fact possible to make more with less space in many 
cases – but you need to know what you are doing and 
why. As employees tend to be by far the most valuable 
asset in most companies, it is well worth the invest-
ment to understand and engage the employees. Not to 
mention that we might have other reasons – maybe just 
common decency – to create working environments that 
people appreciate. 

Lorem ipsum dolor sit 
amet, consectetuer 
adipiscing elit. Aenean 
commodo ligula eget do-
lor. Aenean massa. Cum 
sociis natoque penatibus 
et magnis dis parturient 
montes, nascetur ridiculus 
mus. Donec quam felis, 
ultricies nec, pellentesque 
eu, pretium quis, sem. 
Nulla consequat massa 
quis enim. Donec pede 
justo, fringilla vel, aliquet 
nec, vulputate eget, arcu. 
In enim justo, rhoncus ut, 
imperdiet a, venenatis 
vitae, justo. Nullam dic-
tum felis eu pede mollis 
pretium. Integer tincidunt. 

Cras dapibus. Vivamus 
elementum semper 
nisi. Aenean vulputate 
eleifend tellus. Aenean 
leo ligula, porttitor eu, 
consequat vitae, eleifend 
ac, enim. Aliquam lorem 
ante, dapibus in, viverra 
quis, feugiat a, tellus. 
Phasellus viverra nulla 
ut metus varius laoreet. 
Quisque rutrum. Aenean 
imperdiet. Etiam ultricies 
nisi vel augue. Curabitur 
ullamcorper ultricies nisi. 
Nam eget dui.

Considering workplace identity & culture 
DSB (The Danish State Railways) faced substantial or-
ganisational change and had ambitions of refurbishing 
facilities that no longer accommodated neither the basic 
needs of the employees, nor the vision of the manage-
ment. We were engaged to consider the future of the his-
toric building at Copenhagen Central Station and create 
more attractive and relevant facilities for the employees. 

Being the home of the on-the-ground train personnel, 
the building must address a variety of different functions. 
A team from Urgent.Agency set out to analyse the needs 
and visions of the employees as well as analyse the 
spatial qualities and potentials of the listed building. This 
formed the outset for a reprogramming of the building, 
proposing to share functions across departments and 
introducing much more character and diversity in the 
employee spaces. 

The concept features a variety of new spaces and func-
tions that support different zones with different activities 
and atmospheres, connecting to the identity of DSB. The 
essential social and functional hubs, notably the kitch-
en and coffee spots, is given special attention, because 
that’s where people spend time, socialise etc. The design 
supports more openness and social activity, while also 
accommodating more relaxed and private activities. The 
evaluation of the test space shows great enthusiasm for 
the new interior design and set-up.
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The design of the new employee facilities 
was inspired by the colour scheme of iconic 
DSB posters from the fifties that resonated 
with the personel.  

The social areas, notably the kitchen, was given priority, as this is where everybody has to go to get 
coffee etc. We replaced a small narrow tea kitchen with a big kitchen centered around a generous 
table made for sharing.
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If you want to move things - organisations, 
brands, neighbourhoods - forward, there is 
no way without mobilising the brainpower 
of people - be it the employees, the users 
or the public at large. When we work with 
strategy and execution, we increasingly see 
that the component of engaging people is 
essential - and that the practices of design 
can be incredibly powerful to bring about 
meaningful change. 

Driving   
    cultural 
change

Part IV
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Building

Carla Cammilla Hjort,
Director, 
SPACE10

What do you consider to be the most urgent 
issues to address within your field?

From my experience of building communities and 
leading social change through art and cultural 
design, the most important focus is twofold. First, 
you need to have a very strong and clear vision of 
what you wish to build, why it is important and of 
course also who it is for. Once you have defined 
your purpose and project framework, the second 
most important aspect, in my opinion, is leader-
ship. There seems to be a misconception about 
how you build real communities. Today, it seems 
as if everyone wishes to design spaces and digital 
interfaces for people to share and come together. 
However, a lot of designers and architects (and 
perhaps even worse marketeers) seem to think 
that if we just design nice spaces and platforms, 
the community will somehow magically appear 
and function. From my experience, this rarely 
seems to be the case. Community is all about cre-
ating a sense of belonging and that first and fore-
most comes from having a visionary leader to lead 
the way. We need to remember that community 
is created for and by people and a fancy app or a 
flashy co-living space will not do the trick alone.

U

C

Carla Cammilla Hjort is a creative and cultural entre-
preneur based in Copenhagen, Denmark. Driven by 
her passion for people, the planet, society and culture, 
she develops concepts, projects and communities that 
help deliver positive change. Carla is the founder of 
ArtRebels, a creative design studio; Trailerpark Festival, 
a music, art and tech festival; Made in Space, a hybrid 
conference exploring alternative future scenarios; and 
SPACE10, a future-living lab on a mission to create 
better and more sustainable ways of living.

Community is all about creating a sense 
of belonging and that first and foremost 
comes from having a visionary leader to 
lead the way. We need to remember that 
community is created for and by people 
and a fancy app or a flashy co-living 
space will not do the trick alone.

 resilient 
communities

U

C

What do you see as the most important 
practices in your work and why? 

As already mentioned, I believe that great leader-
ship is very crucial in everything I do and I always 
make sure to develop these skills in my team. 
Besides leadership, I think a high level of design 
and conceptual skill sets are super important 
when you want to work within the field of cultural 
design. You need to love people and sincerely 
care about how we live and interact in order to 
build long lasting and meaningful solutions.



135Driving cultural change

Part IV

134

When it comes to strategy work – of trying to move 
something and somebody in a certain direction – it’s 
essential to consider what is experienced as meaningful, 
relevant and fair on both an individual and a collective 
level. These days this discussion is often framed with the 
almost notorious concept of “purpose”. John O'Brien, 
co-author on The Power of Purpose, states that "culture 
eats strategy for breakfast, but culture gets its appetite 
from purpose."

Though we might tire from the corporate lingo of pur-
pose, it’s hard not to acknowledge how it actually does 
matter to feel that what you do matters. The problem is 
that all too often, the purpose talk remains abstract and 
remote from the actual work in the front line of producti-
on – whether you’re teaching, administrating, building or 
selling a product. The purpose can be obvious in the big 
scheme of things (e.g. building knowledge), yet locally 
things might just not work for all kinds of reasons. 

Bridging visions – or purpose – with actual actions tends 
to be the really hard part. In this process of clarifying 
what you want to do and what actions that can help 
you move ahead, we have found that the practices and 
culture of design can be incredibly helpful. The practices 
and mindsets from design help you clarify and express 
your vision – and how you might get there. What do you 
actually aim to create in a cultural centre? What is the 
journey we would like our patient at the hospital to have?
Building new processes, services and communities re-

quires a wide variety of skills. But in framing co-creation 
processes, the mindset of design is incredibly powerful. 
The nexus of design and culture can help empower 
people by enabling them to build ideas and concepts to 
the extent that they can be shared, discussed, interacted 
with. The world that is and the world that might be can 
both become clearer, more tangible. In a complex world 
of virtualities this is not to be underestimated. 

Engage in designing scenarios (not just solutions)
To clarify, this approach is not a straight process of hie-
rarchical decisions, abstract spreadsheets etc. Though 
we understand the necessity of plans, structure etc., we 
underscore the importance of refocusing on the human 
and the human experience. This is where life happens 
and this is where we have to start. 

In our take on the design process, we are inspired by the 
general mindset of design thinking. A special source of 
inspiration has been the experimental nature of public 
innovation agencies like MindLab (now sadly closed) 
in Denmark, Nesta in the UK and La 27ieme Region in 
France. What’s striking about the approach of these 
organisations is the insistence of being in the front line 
– actually being with employees, front-line personnel, in 
the field – and actually working with the most practical 
design tools when designing for the future. This often 
includes sketching and prototyping services or solutions 
– often with users – and testing and getting feedback 
from users.    

Culture eats strategy for breakfast, it’s been said. And though it’s 
also been said that money eats culture for breakfast, it’s our ex-
perience that the cultural component cannot be underestimated 
when you’re embarking on any endeavour of changing or devel-
oping … anything! When we talk about culture we emphasise how 
we’re prioritising the subjective and intersubjective aspect of the 
world – and that we believe that there is huge potential in paying 
attention to this; the human experiences and actions. That might 
sound banal, but it is harder than you might think to be concrete 
about what we actually think and do.

Engaging cultures by design practice

The 
reality
   of 
vision



136 137

The reality of vision

Urgent.Practice Driving cultural change

Part IV

"It’s no longer sufficient to be discreet, 
observe, and write home. We need to look 
at diplomacy in a more new-school way."

– Benedikt Wechsler, Ambassador

Design in this context does not mean an actual design – 
as for example a construction drawing for a building, a 
graphic product or an object. It means employing tools 
from design, e.g. sketching, visual references, scenarios, 
to express and clarify needs, directions and concepts. 
We believe in increasing the explorative, creative work 
in the earlier phases of a creative process – using e.g. 
scenarios – before moving to an execution. 

In the context of building a new institution for example – 
e.g. a cultural centre, an office or an organisation for the 
arts – it’s our experience that the very framing is essential. 
The questions you ask and the assignment that you put 
forward must be considered creatively. The production 
of the brief can – and should – be considered as a design 
process in itself. This means: A place where there is also 
room to experiment, express ideas, consider alternatives. 
Generally, people need to spend more time in the earliest 
phases of projects, to really explore ideas, content direc-
tions and conceptual opportunities and give them body, 
so they can be discussed.  

Designing for the next generation of libraries
An example: In a few projects we have worked with 
libraries and public culture centres. The world of libra-
ries and cultural consumption is changing radically. 
Technology is about to make the original library function 
as knowledge provider (mainly through books) obsolete 
as the opportunities to obtain knowledge, inspiration or 
entertainment other places have exploded. Yet, many of 
us love libraries. What to do? It makes sense to explore 
what types of needs and desires people have for cultural 
experiences, relations or activities that make (or could 
make) people go to the library. Before we decide the size 
of the foyer or the amounts of square meters we need 
for books, we need to discuss both the ambition of the 
library – and the way this vision might come alive. 

Similarly, in many other contexts, it seems obvious to us 
that there is a need to really consider both the why and 
the how. We see the need to rethink the museum expe-
rience – as e.g. Rane Willerslev is trying to do with the 
The Danish National Museum. In the world of diplomacy, 
we see how the Swiss Ambassador to Denmark bravely 
explores new ways of thinking and acting out diplomacy.

Making pop-up diplomacy with the Swiss Embassy
The diplomatic world in the traditional shape of embas-
sies has undergone radical change in the last decades. 
Consulates are being closed down, merged or placed 
under severe austerity measures. In collaboration with 
the Embassy of Switzerland in Denmark, we ventured out 
to re-imagine the whole concept of an embassy.

The Swiss ambassador Benedikt Wechsler represents a 
new kind of ambassador – the kind you find on a bicycle 
rushing through the streets of Copenhagen and not be-
hind the desk at an embassy. Because in today’s political 
and social climate it is as important as ever to renegotia-
te cultural and political networks – and to inspire open-
ness and cultural exchange.

Benedikt Wechsler sets up his pop-up embassy anywhere 
he likes – but always after announcing on social media 
the destination of the next pop-up embassy. Just look 
for a Swiss, Danish and EU flag, and there he is: The 
ambassador is free to meet you.

In close collaboration with the embassy, we created a 
whole new concept of diplomacy: The Open Embassy! An 
open and accessible form of diplomacy, that puts dialogue 
and cultural exchange at the heart of diplomacy.

In close collaboration with the embassy, we created a whole new concept 
of diplomacy: The Open Embassy! An open and accessible form of diplo-
macy, that puts dialogue and cultural exchange at the heart of diplomacy.
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into context and even challenged. Not only is every artist 
part of an ongoing debate about what art is or should 
be, what’s cool and what’s not; as most people, they tend 
to be rather conservative and see things from their spe-
cific point of view. If you’re looking to create something 
new, you often need to get inspiration from other 
domains and practices. Could we instead learn a thing 
or two from the revolution of the Danish food scene (the 
New Nordic food movement) or Danish cinema (Dogme 
95)? What is happening in the world of entrepreneurship?

In this process, we also made sure to engage in dialogue 
and discussions with professionals outside the art field. 
We would also do this in informal ways, including hosting 
salons where we talked to people we consider inspiring 
and relevant. 

Our experience is that the analysis becomes much more 
on target when informed by initial ideas about what a so-
lution might look like. When we could convey what might 
be the results of our work – e.g. a new art production hub 
– to the people we engaged with, it became something 
specific to discuss. 

An essential part of this approach, however, is the ability 
to let the initial ideas go, once your research results start 
coming in. No matter how good initial ideas seem, they 
must battle the realities of the world. A good idea is 
often just the beginning of a better one.

In the case of lifting the visual arts scene in Denmark, the 
first output of the analysis was the publication Kunstens 
Rammer – Nyskabelser af muligheder for kunstnerisk 
udvikling i Danmark” (“The Framework of Art – Re-creating 
possibilities for artistic development in Denmark”). This 
documented a real need for focal points and facilities for 
artistic development and professional guidance in the 
field of visual arts. It also presented scenarios of potential 
solutions – including the outlines of new organisational 
modes and new shared production facilities. 

In line with Bikubenfonden's transparent and collabora-
tive strategy, the publication was made public, and insti-
tutions, foundations and individuals were encouraged to 
give feedback on the work. The following process inclu-
ded more research, dialogue and concept development 
in close collaboration with Bikubenfonden. That led to a 

proposal to form an association dedicated to realising 
a new centre for artistic production and research: Art 
Hub Copenhagen. Having made the initial organisa-
tional design and scope, the association – backed by 
Bikubenfonden in alliance with other central stakehol-
ders in the field – is now working actively to bring Art 
Hub Copenhagen into being. 

The intertwining of research and ideation 
You’ll find tons of process overviews, neatly illustrated, 
that takes you from some kind of analysis to some kind 
of solution. At Urgent.Agency, we are no different: We 
also spend time understanding a given assignment, its 
context, its stakeholders. But it is our experience that 
the process is much more about dancing back and forth 
between analysis and creative output. 

Analysing what people do and want is not just a straight-
forward thing you do (as some seem to think or pretend). 
Any analysis depends on a relevant research design and 
crafting a good research design is in itself often a very 
creative endeavour. What exactly to analyse? How to do 
it? With whom to engage? Within what limits in terms of 
time, money etc.? 

This is generally the case – and certainly if your research 
and strategy concern something as complicated and 
enigmatic as the world of art – in this case trying to un-
derstand how you can help advance the Danish art sce-
ne. We were engaged by the foundation Bikubenfonden 
to uncover challenges and opportunities for advancing 
the field nationally and internationally.  

Analysis remixed
We began the study as an open investigation into struc-
tural and individual challenges and opportunities for artist 
development. We engaged in interviews, workshops and 
focus groups with visual artists, industry professionals, 
organisations and arts foundations and did substantial 
desktop research looking into international best practice.

Quite early in the research process, we tested out ideas 
and notions that emanated from the process. It became 
clear that certain themes were especially relevant. This 
included access to studio and production facilities, 
better knowledge sharing, better international networks 
and new ways to engage with actors outside the art field. 
We invested time in developing ideas on how to address 
these issues in order to be able to reintroduce them to 
the field – and receive feedback. How would a shared 
meeting and production space for the arts work? Where 
and how big could it be? How could it be organised? 

Deciding what to do is not done by research alone. It 
requires judgment and the introduction of many diffe-
rent perspectives. The views of the working artists, for 
example, should of course be heard, but must also be put 

KNOWLEDGE SHARING
AND COOPERATION

FINANCING AND
ORGANISATION

STUDIO AND
PRODUCTION FACILITIES
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Moving
  beyond
current  
         reality

Jesper Christiansen,
Head of Strategy and Development, 

Nesta

What do you consider to be the most urgent 
issues to address within your field?

A couple of related elements. There is the need for 
closing the legitimacy gap forming between the 
public and the government, the need for systemic 
thinking, acquiring new skills and attitudes, and 
then there is the question of how to lead and gov-
ern change. Increasingly, the public experiences 
the way government intervenes in their lives as 
lacking meaning and as out of touch with their 
everyday realities. Moreover, we are dealing with 
cross-cutting and complex problems such as 
climate change and migration, none of which can 
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be solved by national, regional or local govern-
ments individually – or by any one department 
or agency. Addressing these issues reveals that 
the instruments of government today are out of 
date and in dire need of being updated. The same 
goes for the roles, abilities and attitudes of gov-
ernment officials and politicians. Both of which 
we are trying to address in the global innovation 
learning platform States of Change: A deliberate 
attempt to foster cultural change and transform 
how governments operate through enabling and 
leveraging a dedicated learning collective for 
changemakers and innovation practitioners from 
around the world.

Jesper Christiansen is Head of Strategy & 
Development of Innovation Skills at Nesta, 
an innovation charity helping people and 
organisations improve how they innovate for 
the public and social good. At Nesta, Jesper 
is developing and leading States of Change, 
a new global learning platform aimed at 
dramatically accelerating the embedding of 
innovation mindsets, habits and behaviours into 
government practices across the world. Over the 
past decade, Jesper has been working with and 
advising government organisations and interna-
tional institutions around the world to support 
their strategic innovation work and build better 
capacity for dealing with complex problems. 
This work has both been carried out at Nesta 
and in his previous role as Head of Research 
and Programme Lead at Danish cross-govern-
ment innovation unit MindLab. Jesper holds a 
Ph.D. in Anthropology focusing on embedding 
human-centred innovation practices in public 
sector organisations.

What I am increasingly 
finding is that it is 
important to protect the 
curiosity and "naivety" 
in your project. You’re 
creating something that 
is open, uncertain and 
has yet to be defined.
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JWe believe that we cannot just teach methods or 
develop toolkits to teach these, we have to think 
and perceive them as part of a bigger change to 
governments. What we see is that being effective 
and strategic in adopting these methods is embed-
ding a new mindset which can lead to change and 
connect better to citizens' realities. It is a mindset 
around engaging people differently, understanding 
and viewing problems differently, and enabling 
new development processes that are more exper-
imental, iterative and learning-based. These are 
elements of what we are trying to enable as a 
function in government, and it’s crucial that be-
fore we think about the technicalities of methods 
and tools, we have to focus on and address that 
bigger element.

What do you see as the most important 
practices in your work and why? 

I guess the overall focus is to develop a movement 
rather than one organisation. The bigger question 
being What kind of society do we want to live in? 
For me, rather than creating another competing 
lab or a different team, I thought it would be more 

useful to create a platform where emerging com-
munities of practice can begin to work together. 
For my personal contribution, connecting the big 
picture with an ambition to mobilise people is at 
the core of my work.

This has to be an honest ambition that starts with 
people, with real experiences. It comes down to 
your ability to connecting emotional relationships 
to problems and people, and then mobilising 
a movement around that. This involves a high 
amount of empathy when attempting to understand 
various positions and viewpoints, maintaining the 
diversity of mental models but with a dedication 
to collective outcomes. What I am increasingly 
finding is that it is important to protect the curi-
osity and "naivety" in your project. You’re creating 
something that is open, uncertain and has yet 
to be defined. This creates push backs, and you 
have people around you that reject it and want 
to define it within what they already know. But 
sometimes you have to stay resiliently naive while 
developing an idea that aims to create new pos-
sibilities – it is deliberately out of touch with the 
current reality.
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Can design be used to innovate politics? Increasingly, around 
the world, design methods are used to address complex political 

challenges as part of social innovation processes. 

Design- 
infused public 

innovation

Though at first introduced in Europe and the US, we  
now see how design methodologies are being introduced 
across the globe, notably in Asia and in Latin America.  
At Urgent.Agency, we have had the opportunity to  
collaborate with I2CO school of Transformative  
Leadership in Mexico.

Together we developed the Political Innovation Ma-
sterclass. The ambition was to introduce the potentials 
of a design-based approach to political development, 
governance and public innovation. We completed two 
different programs in 2017 – one for thought leaders, 
managers and politicians with different backgrounds in 
Mexico City and one for the Government of the federal 
state of Queretaro. Both programs were centred around 
having participants formulate and develop their own 
projects and ideas. In this process, the participants got 

to work hands-on with a variety of tools and practical 
assignments, including doing field research.

Together the teams in the masterclass worked to create 
new, citizen-oriented approaches to political or social 
initiatives – using user-centric design tools, such as 
prototyping, testing and visualising ideas and concepts. 
The output was a catalogue of concrete ideas to make a 
social difference for the people of Mexico.

Ideas included using commercial cinemas across 
Meixco for educational purposes in the day time and 
the setting up of urban makerspaces in Mexico City. The 
realisation of the projects are pursued by several of the 
master class participants.  

145
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Design-infused public innovation

“We believe that creative leadership and design 
practices can help us reinvent ourselves and 
reimagine politics, governance and address social 
challenges to find more creative and resilient 
solutions. To achieve this, we created i2Co: School 
of Transformative Leadership where we inspire and 
accelerate leaders through transformational learning 
experiences. We collaborated with Urgent.Agency 
on carving out the first masterclass program with 
the ambition to empower and enable leaders from 
different backgrounds to creatively solve complex 
challenges in their businesses, organisations and 
politics. We are looking forward to defining next 
steps and future projects where Urgent.Agency will 
play a key role, as we are determined to become 
a major force in reshaping the future of Mexican 
politics and public/social innovation.”
Armando Regil, Founder of I2CO School of Transformative Leadership
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Kill 
darlings
     and 
   fail forward
 

Søren Kaare-Andersen,
Director, Bikubenfonden

What do you consider to be the most important 
issues to address within your field?

Having the courage and determination to create 
change! When you are pursuing change, the most 
crucial thing is having a goal and knowing where 
you are heading – a vision. It is not just manage-
ment who should understand the need for change. 
Changemaking depends on the creation of a 
sense of urgency about a common goal. If people 
do not see or understand the purpose, engage-
ment is limited. I believe that the creation of this 
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determines from a broad dialogue where people 
are given positive outputs within reach. Where 
we are going must always be more attractive than 
where we are today. As a leader, I see it as one of 
my most important tasks to ensure that people 
are not afraid of losing what they have but instead 
looking forward to what they are getting. I believe 
that one should lead an organisation based on 
a value-set, and especially as a leader, dare to 
venture into yet undiscovered territory. It sounds 
easier than it is! Most people want change but 
not to change themselves. That’s a struggle in 

Søren Kaare-Andersen has been the CEO of 
the Bikubenfonden since 2011. He initiated a 
transformation focusing on the creation of new 
opportunities, development and transparen-
cy. Søren Kaare-Andersen graduated as an 
economist from the University of Copenhagen 
and studied at INSEAD. Afterwards, he started 
a career in the banking world where he spent 
most of his time as CEO of three different banks. 
Søren is also the chair of the Nasdaq OMX ad-
visory board and a member of several business 
boards of directors in Danish companies and 
pension funds. Besides his experience in strat-
egy and business development, Søren also has 
a deep insight in social development and has 
been a central part of establishing the collective 
impact secretariat "Hjem til alle" with the ambi-
tious vision of securing a home for all homeless 
young people in 2025. Furthermore, Søren has 
a profound cultural understanding through his 
long-time work as the vice chair on the Roskilde 
Festival board and as a member of the advisory 
board of the National Museum.

As a leader, I see 
it as one of my 
most important 
tasks to ensure 
that people are 
not afraid of los-
ing what they 
have but instead 
looking forward 
to what they are 
getting.
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my work as well. My experience is, however, that 
"killing my darlings" and having the courage to 
go beyond the known is where real change occur. 
An example of this is Bikubenfonden's decision to 
close down The Reumert Award. It certainly wasn’t 
because it was a bad prize, but in my opinion it 
wasn’t innovative. The same goes for the tough 
decision we made two and a half years ago, when 
we decided to cut cultural history from our contri-
butions to enhance our position within fine arts. 
If you do what you’ve always done you will get 
what you’ve always had. To cultivate courage and 
a fail-forward attitude are therefore high priorities 
on my agenda.

What do you see as the most important 
practices in your work and why?

One of the most important skills as a leader is the 
ability to both push others in front of you and lead 
the way – and also working with emotional intelli-
gence. A leader's ability to work with intuition and 
the underlying moods and dynamics in a room is 
what makes us more than just managers. For me, 
leadership is also about making your colleagues 
play to their strong suits. It is about treating each 
employee differently. I delegate as much respon-
sibility as people wish and can manage. You have 
to be close with your colleagues and build trust. 
This minimises wasting each other's time. It 
requires dedication and determination to give all 
you've got. It requires commitment. That's why I'm 
happy if an employee at their performance inter-
views say that their ambition is to get a new job. 
This means that we have established the neces-
sary level of openness.

Finally, I would like to emphasise transparency 
as a practice that I consider crucial. Foundations 
must be completely transparent in my opinion. 
That was also one of the first things I did when I 
entered as CEO at Bikubenfonden. I have always 
believed in demystification. If you have a secret 
box, people will think that there's something to be 
hidden. When people are fully exposed to what’s 
going on, they let their guards down and cultural 
change is enabled!
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Living more collectively is becoming a hot topic again. Not only 
because more and more people actually desire more community-
oriented housing, but because living together has a huge  
potential for addressing pressing urban challenges. Exploring  

Together with future-living lab SPACE10 we have explo-
red the potentials of shared living, pushing the shared 
living agenda forward. As a result, we have produced the 
publication “Imagine 2 – Exploring the Brave New World 
of Shared Living”. 

The research and publication aim to build a foundation 
for rethinking and redesigning the most essential part 
of human existence: our home. Considering how we live 
together is also at the heart of addressing some of the 
massive challenges we are facing. Not only can sharing 
spaces, resources and technology be more sustainable 
in environmental terms, it can also have a significant 
impact on creating more liveable cities, affordable homes 
and more adaptive communities. 

Shared living has many forms and faces – and it can be 
about much more than just sharing facilities. We can 
learn from the mindsets and practices of the sharing 
economy – in terms of how we create and manage our 
homes, the services we use, and the cities we inhabit. 

In our research, we have come across many outstan-
ding ideas and projects that show the opportunities that 
sharing offers. However, we also see huge challenges. In 
the worlds of finance and construction, there are still a 
widespread lack of knowledge and ability to explore the 
potentials of shared living. That’s one of the reasons why 
we identify the need for a cultural movement, putting sha-
ring on the agenda through the power of good examples, 
inspiring practitioners and great ideas that pave the way 
for realising more community oriented ways of living. 

 
shared living



About the project
The research and magazine has been  
produced in collaboration with the future- 
living lab Space 10, funded by IKEA.
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and 
legitimacy

Rane Willerslev,
Director, The National 
Museum of Denmark

What do you consider to be the most urgent 
issues to address within your field?

In my opinion, the most urgent issue is relevance. 
Relevance is also a buzzword right now, but I con-
sider it to be the most urgent issue because insti-
tutions like the National Museum is not legitimate 
in the same way today as they were 30 years ago. 
30 years ago you could not comprehend a future 
without a National Museum. Today it is a possible 
future. The budget cuts that the arts and culture 
institutions are experiencing at the moment are an 
expression of a political attitude where institutions 
have to make themselves relevant and increase 
visiting numbers or die. But I don’t really have 
a problem with that. One way of looking at the 
current developments is to view them as the fall of 
the experts. The internet has facilitated that infor-
mation can be shared and disseminated, and now 
you will often see amateurs becoming experts. The 
status that previously came with having a certain 
title, e.g. as a professor, is not enough anymore. 
This means that an old renowned institution like 
the National Museum has to change and find its 
relevance in contemporary society in order to sur-
vive. I think that is the most fundamental issue.

What do you see as the most important 
practices in your work and why? 

First of all, you need courage and a brave staff. 
For institutions like the National Museum there 
will often be a policy of fear because you con-
stantly risk getting bad reviews or upsetting the 
public, politicians, the foundations or the Ministry. 
Someone might think that what you are doing is 
too populist and so on. So you need to be brave 
and be able to take a beating and ultimately be 
prepared for the possibility of getting fired. Other-
wise you can’t move anything. You can’t move 
an institution like the National Museum forward 
without upsetting some people – and you can’t 
do it without making some mistakes along the 
way. With that being said, you also need highly 
professional researchers who are able to ask big, 
ambitious and relevant questions. Questions that 
concern general human nature, which the public 
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consider to be interesting and relevant. Since the 
museum is driven by research you need research 
communities that can raise these questions. It is 
their material that we put into play at the museum. 
Finally, you need professional competences that 
are outside what you would normally consider to 
be within the museum profession. When you hire 
staff, it is an advantage if they have experience 
with museums, but I would much rather hire peo-
ple that have been working in the fringes of the 
field who have professional skills and experience 
beyond just academic knowledge.

Rane Willerslev is 45 years old and director of the 
Danish National Museum, and Professor of Social 
Anthropology at Aarhus University. He received a PhD 
in 2003 from the University of Cambridge and in 1996, a 
master's degree in visual anthropology from the Univer-
sity of Manchester. Rane Willerslev has been Director 
of the Cultural History Museum at the University of Oslo 
from 2011-2013 and from 2008-2011 the head of the Eth-
nographic Collections at the Moesgaard Museum. From 
2013 until today he has led the Arctic research focus at 
Aarhus University.

The status that 
previously came with 
having a certain title, 
e.g. as a professor, is 
not enough anymore. 
This means that an old 
renowned institution like 
the National Museum 
has to change and 
find its relevance in 
contemporary society in 
order to survive.

Reclaiming
  relevance

R
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Rethinking the cultures of planning and architecture

Urgent.Practice Part III

Making places

If you want to 
know more about 
Urgent.Academy 
or continue the 
dialogue about 
urgent practices 
don’t hesitate to get 
in touch with us. 

Urgent.Agency 
www.urgent.agency 
Copenhagen / Oslo
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