Project Proposal form
IDE Master Graduation Project

In this proposal the agreements made between student and supervisory team about the student’s IDE
Master Graduation Project are set out. This document needs to be prepared for the Kick-off meeting and
should be submitted in MyCase.

Name student Alessandro Simoni Student number 6311202

Project title Adapting Strategic Design for Leadership Succession in Manufacturing SMEs

Please state the title of your graduation project (above). Keep the title compact and simple. Do not use
abbreviations. The remainder of this document allows you to define and clarify your graduation project.

MSc programme [ ] Design for Interaction [] Integrated Product Design  [M] Strategic Product Design

] Other (in case of a double degree outside IDE):

- J

Introduction

Describe the context of your project in the box below; What is the domain in which your project takes place?
Who are the main stakeholders and what interests are at stake? Describe the opportunities (and limitations)
in this domain to better serve the stakeholder interests. (max 250 words)

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMESs) constitute the backbone of the Italian economy,
particularly within the manufacturing sector, where production is often locally embedded, and
organisational structures remain lean and informal. These firms are increasingly exposed to complex
transition moments such as market shifts, technological change, sustainability pressures, leadership
succession, and strategic reorientation. While such transitions play a decisive role in shaping long-term
resilience and competitiveness, many SMEs navigate them without access to formal strategic
capabilities, relying instead on experience, intuition, and tacit knowledge.

This graduation project is situated at the intersection of strategic design, organisational transformation,
and small manufacturing enterprises, with a particular focus on the Italian and Piedmontese industrial
context. The domain is characterised by limited resources, absence of dedicated strategy or innovation
functions, concentrated decision-making, and strong production-driven cultures. Within this landscape,
strategic reflections and long-term orientation are often overshadowed by operational urgency.

Strategic design offers holistic, system-oriented approaches that support sensemaking, stakeholder
alignment, and capability building in situations of uncertainty and change. In theory, these approaches
are well-suited to addressing the complexity of organisational transitions. In practice, however, these
frameworks have been developed for large, resource-rich organisations and expert audiences. As a
result, they often fail to translate to SME contexts due to constraints related to time, language,
organisational structure, decision culture, and available resources.

Within this domain, the project investigates how strategic design can be adapted to support SMEs with
limited formal strategic capabilities during leadership succession, with a focus on strengthening
strategic and organisational capacity.
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Introduction (continued): space for images
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Problem Definition

What problem do you want to solve in the context described in the introduction, and within the available time
frame of 100 working days? (= Master Graduation Project of 30 EC). What opportunities do you see to
create added value for the described stakeholders? Substantiate your choice. (max 200 words)

Family-owned SMEs often approach leadership succession as an inevitable event, rather than as a
strategic organisational transition that requires deliberate sensemaking and alignment. As a result, many
firms enter succession phases reactively, relying on intuition and tacit knowledge, which can lead to
strategic inertia, loss of competitiveness, or organisational instability. Most strategic design frameworks,
methods, and tools have been developed for large, resource-rich organisations and expert-led contexts.
Their applicability to family-owned manufacturing SMEs remains insufficiently understood, particularly in
relation to leadership succession. Within the scope of this 100-working-day master’s graduation project,
the core problem addressed is the absence of adapted strategic design approaches that can support
family-owned manufacturing SMEs in preparing for leadership succession before the transition occurs.
The project investigates under which organisational conditions strategic design can meaningfully support
succession preparedness, where its principles add value or create friction, and which elements must be
simplified, translated, or reconfigured. The opportunity for added value lies in bridging the gap between
strategic design theory and the everyday realities of SMEs. For owners and successors, the project
offers a structured way to reflect on succession as a strategic transition, supporting more intentional
decision-making. Through a case study, the project develops and tests adapted strategic design
guidelines to ensure both academic rigor and practical relevance.

Assignment

This is the most important part of the project brief because it will give a clear direction of what you are heading
for. Formulate an assignment to yourself regarding what you expect to deliver as result at the end of your
project (1 sentence. As you graduate as an industrial design engineer, your assignment will start with a verb
(Investigate/Design/Validate/Create), and you may use the format:

(Investigate/Design/Validate/Create) a (what will be the deliverable 2 prototype/roadmap/process/
intervention /approach/quideline/strategy/...) to (what should it do >(create/understand/evaluate/validate/
improve/execute/ analyse/...) (the objective = experience/value/process/product/...) for (whom - target
group/client/...) in (what context).

Investigate, design, and validate a set of accessible strategic design guidelines that support
family-owned manufacturing SMEs in preparing for leadership succession, enabling intentional
decision-making and organisational readiness within constrained resources and informal structures.

Explain your project approach to carrying out your graduation project and what research and design methods
you plan to use to generate your design solution (max 150 words).

This graduation project adopts an experimental and iterative approach structured in three overlapping
phases: understanding and contextualising, case study exploration, and synthesis and framework
development. The first phase builds a theoretical and contextual foundation through a focused literature
review on strategic design for organisational change and on leadership succession in manufacturing
SMEs, complemented by expert interviews to identify key principles, tools, and limitations. The second
phase consists of an in-depth qualitative case study of a family-owned manufacturing SME preparing
for leadership succession. Data will be collected through interviews, observations, and analysis of
routines, decision-making processes, and organisational practices. Strategic design principles are
iteratively explored and tested in a learning-by-doing manner. The final phase synthesises insights from
theory and practice to extract recurring patterns and translate them into a set of accessible strategic
design guidelines. These guidelines aim to support SMEs in building organisational readiness and
navigating leadership succession intentionally within constrained resources and informal structures.
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Project planning

To make visible how you plan to spend your time, you must make a planning for the full project. You are advised to
use a Gantt chart format to show the different phases of your project, deliverables you have in mind, meetings and
in-between deadlines. Keep in mind that all activities should fit within the given run time of 100 working days. Your
planning should include the Kick-off, Midterm Evaluation, Green Light and Finalisation (ceremony). Please
indicate periods of part-time activities and/or periods of not spending time on your graduation project, if any (for
instance because of holidays or parallel course activities). Add (an image of) the planning in the box below. If it is
not readable, you can add the planning as an attachment to My Case along with this Proposal.
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Motivation and personal ambitions

Explain why you wish to start this project, what competencies you want to prove or develop (e.g. competencies
acquired in your MSc programme, electives, extra-curricular activities or other).

Optionally, describe whether you have some (max 5) personal learning ambitions which you explicitly want to
address in this project, on top of the learning objectives of the Graduation Project itself. You might think of e.g.
acquiring in depth knowledge on a specific subject, broadening your competencies or experimenting with a
specific tool or methodology (200 words max).

The motivation for this project emerged during my studies at TU Delft, where | engaged extensively with
strategic design and observed its impact through applied, real-world projects. While defining my thesis
topic, | noticed a recurring pattern: strategic design is most often developed and applied within large,
resource-rich organisations, where formal structures and dedicated innovation capabilities support its
adoption. This led me to question whether and how strategic design could be meaningfully applied in more
constrained contexts. Italian manufacturing SMEs represent a familiar and relevant setting in which such
guestions become particularly tangible. Additionally, my experience of explaining strategic design to
non-designers, often met with hesitation or resistance, motivated me to investigate how the discipline could
be translated into a more accessible and actionable form for organisations with limited strategic capacity.

Through this project | aim to demonstrate and further develop several competencies acquired during my
MSc. | want to apply strategic design methods in a real SME context, translating academic frameworks into
practical and accessible interventions, and to strengthen my ability to analyse organisational dynamics,
resources, and decision-making processes. A central learning ambition is to improve how | communicate
and facilitate strategic design with non-designers, developing a language and tools that reduce resistance
and increase engagement. | also seek to learn how to work directly with a real client without the mediation
of the university, managing expectations, boundaries, and collaboration autonomously. Finally, | aim to
deepen my understanding of SME organisational behaviour and to develop a more pragmatic,
context-sensitive design approach capable of generating value within real resource constraints.
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