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INTRODUCTION:

ver the last 2 years we have carefully installed 
a strategic design and innovation group within 
Semcon’s design unit. This team is sustained by 
our annual research and innovation focus area; 
providing insights on the topics that we believe 

will be vital to our customers future business. 
 
Design Days 2016 represented the heart of our first year 
of exploration into an area greatly significant to us; 
mobility. And it was so inspiring to witness just how 
important this topic was to the diverse array of speakers 
and guests we welcomed to our headquarters, in June.  
 
Designing mobility services for our rapidly growing cities 
is one of our times greatest challenges, and Semcon Design 
Days was an opportunity for us to step away from our desks 
to discover the work and perspectives of eminent thinkers 
from a variety of different backgrounds and industries. 
 
As an actor within future of product and service 
development, Semcon is taking increasing responsibility 
in leading the way forward for our clients. Therefore our 
yearly innovation themes will be the backbone of our in-
house activities, and I am profoundly excited to open our 
doors to you again for the next Design Days.  

Martin Andersson.
Area Manager, Design, Semcon.
Contact: martin.andersson@semcon.com
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Guests at Design Days 2016. Photo by Mathias Bergmark



he ability to travel 
efficiently is an essential 
characteristic of any 
urban environment.  Public 
transport, private transport 

and goods delivery by road, rail, 
water or air, represent the lifeblood 
of our cities. And as the movement of 
blood in our veins is essential to 
our health, the effectiveness of our 
transportation sector is critical to 
the prosperity, social flexibility 
and general wellbeing of urban life.
 
Over the course of the 20th century 
the automobile has sculpted human 
civilization and become the de-facto 
form of passenger transportation. 
The introduction of the mass-
produced automobile represents 
a transformation in mobility and 
convenience and its effects have 
changed employment patterns, social 
interactions, goods distribution 
and infrastructure. You might say we 
became addicted to the automobile, 
and like many dependencies, the 
consequences of this obsession has 
cast a long and menacing shadow. 
The mass use of the automobile and 
its roaring reliance on fossil fuels 
has mortally wounded our planet, and 
the humble car is the major culprit 
behind accidental death, social 
isolation, obesity, urban sprawl, 
urban decay and classism. 
The last 25 or so years have seen 
an awakening to the destructive 
consequence of the automobile; with 
political and consumer pressure 
initially pushing the European 
Commission to impose that the 
environmental costs of vehicle 
emissions should be internalised by 
the industry from 1993, in an effort 
to reduce greenhouse gasses. 
Yet to many, this slight tilt towards 
sustainability was far too little, 
far too late.

This half-hearted gesture of 
environmental sympathy left the 
door wide open for new opportunist 
players, epitomized by the 
astonishing and sudden arrival of 
Tesla Motors, revealing just how 
complacent the automotive OEM had 

become. Tesla’s remarkable grip 
on cutting edge innovation and its 
disruptive approach to business, 
saw the carmaker, who first launched 
an electric car in 2008 (!), take 
on a formerly immovable, century-
old industry with such swagger and 
progressive thinking, that in June 
2014, CEO Elon Musk made all the 
companies patents accessible; an 
audacious gesture to an industry 
that prides itself on its tally of 
patents, to hurry-up and catch-up. 
Yet while Tesla are questioning 
the establishment, other auxiliary 
players are interrupting consumer 
characteristics. The connected age 
has brought with it a disruptive 
tendency for commercial power to 
slide towards online services like 
Spotify, AirBnB and Netflix, rather 
than bureaucratic original producers, 
resulting in an evolution of consumer 
conditions and expectations. Today’s 
car sharing systems offer most of the 
benefits of a privately owned car, 
without many of the time and money 
consuming drawbacks. 

And then there’s Uber.

Uber’s controversial arrival has 
subjugated mobility services so 
effectively, that the value of the 
company (founded in 2009) has already 
leapfrogged GM, Honda and Ford, 
without producing or owning a single 
vehicle. The on-demand efficiency 
Uber offers, is certainly compelling 
carmakers to reconsider their 
business models and adopt a more 
present stance in connected culture, 
but with autonomous mobility just 
around the corner, these patched-
up business models might soon be 
outmoded:  
During his Design Days talk Carlo 
Ratti suggested that adoption of 
autonomous car-sharing models, 
might see cities function on 20% of 
the cars they do today, which would 
likely see the market pool shrink so 
significantly it would potentially 
dry-up much of the industry. 
In this hypothetical, efficient new 
transportation landscape, we might 
see the evolution of the 

TJAMES BROOKS
Strategic Designer, Semcon.

Proceed with caution:

Cliff-top road on Big Sur, California. Photo by James Brooks



car follow a similar trajectory as 
the mobile phone, where like the car, 
planned obsolescence was initially 
hinged on aesthetic upgrades. But 
since the integration of connected 
technologies, emphasis has shifted 
towards a handsets capability to 
provide adaptive and effective access 
to our digital lives. Today’s mobile 
phone aesthetics have become less 
about flashy design gimmicks and 
more about functionalism and you’d 
struggle to spot the difference 
between the exterior design of the 
top 10 selling phones of 2016: They 
are digital Swiss Army knives of 
apps that provide users all the tools 
they need to pick the lock on their 
digital dreams. 
The automobile will likely provide 
one of the last remaining links 
towards closing the loop of 
ubiquitous connectivity, seeing our 
streets become a continuously flowing 
procession of telecommuters. Maybe 
even  removing the need for a static 
work or living space; thus possibly 
even creating the potential to 
reverse the strain of urbanization. 
Fantastic! However, to use the 
aforementioned analogy, we might have 
sobered up to the painful hangover 
of automobile addiction, but do we 
understand the potential impact of 
today’s obsession with technological 
solutionism as the inevitable 
response to all life’s needs? 

In Björn Siesjö’s DD talk about 
his work on the future design for 
Gothenburg, he highlighted the 
importance of open spaces for people 
to step-out of the rat-race, to 
linger, reflect and gain perspective 
over their surroundings. I think 
we can learn from the enlightened 
practices of anthropology, 
architecture and urban planning when 
designing the mobility systems of 
tomorrow: With our tendency to see 
technology as mandatory, we fail to 
really question when, where and for 
whom technology may be unsuitable. 
I think the emergent role of the 
designer will be to understand the 

individual and social repercussions 
of technological innovation, in 
order to look past a commercial 
culture grappling to give people 
what they didn’t know they needed, 
and instead filter out the things 
they didn’t know they didn’t need. 
Designers should find the spaces in 
our efficient and connected world for 
people to reconnect to themselves, 
others and their surroundings, 
in order to appreciate the human 
experience rather than simply 
becoming components of it. 

Today the biggest problems 
regarding the integration of 
autonomous transport, are ethical 
and philosophical questions around 
the location accountability, and I 
think as technology is becoming more 
embedded in the human condition, 
we are seeing the potential for its 
perils to become more profoundly 
metaphysical. Tomorrows designers 
will need to mature to become 
forecasters and technological 
interventionists rather than just 
solutionist employees of progress, 
because if history has taught us 
one thing, it’s that reliance on  
technological advance, tends to come 
with unforeseen costs.
 

__

More from James at: 
www.semcon.com
Contact: james.brooks@semcon.com

“ ...do we understand the impact 
of today’s obsession with 
technological solutionism as 
the inevitable response to all 
life’s needs?”

Parisian protests agianst Uber. Photo by Charles Platiau, Reuters.

http://www.semcon.com
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Clockwise from top left:  
Guests questioning the panel of 
speakers.

Guest speakers: Carlo Ratti. Lucas 
Kubina. Michèl Annink. Björn Siesjö.
Philippe Bertrand.

Host and Moderator: Semcon Design 
Manger Hanna Ljungström & Leo 
Gullbring.

All photos by Mathias Bergmark



he combustion engine is 
as obsolete as the water 
closet, a waste of finite 
resources, technologies that 
has outlived themselves. 

The car as such has shattered the 
urban fabric and usurped too much 
of valuable space in our cities. 
Profound changes are at hand when new 
technology such as autonomous self-
driving cars and electric-powered 
bicycles as well as intelligent 
sharing systems will start to reshape 
the very idea of how we get around in 
our cities. 

At Semcon Design Days 2016 plenty 
of new designs for mobility were 
presented and discussed at length, 
with our key-note speaker, professor 
and MIT SENSEable City Lab director 
Carlo Ratti, showing how a sense and 
response city will foster new dynamic 
systems which possibly can reduce 
the fleet of cars, cabs, and Ubers 
to a fifth of today. Technological 
innovations gets a lot of headlines, 
of course, but profound societal 
changes will come along as well. 
Why invest money in a car you hardly 
use for more than an hour a day, and 
which then stays parked occupying 
valuable city space?  How would it 
work out with ridesharing to start 
with, and then self-driving cars 
in a not so distant future? Will we 
enter a sharing economy where private 
property as conceived today will be 
replaced by new ways of expressing 
individuality? Or will these changes 
be only incremental, just replacing 
one technology with a slightly 
greener one? 

Lukas Kubina, formerly content 
director at DLD (Digital Life 
Design), hailed by the Economist as 
the most influential tech conference 
in Europe, acknowledged that an Uber 
account is more important to young 
people than having a driving license 
nowadays. Lukas envisioned future 
shared cars as something beyond 
the car itself: a place to work, to 
read, to relax, to sleep, to use as 
a hotel. Community as an organizing 
theme instead of all the restraints 

that come with infrastructure. Old 
concepts of ownership and permanence 
exchanged for a constant ever-
changing flux. It almost seemed that 
Lukas Kubina dreamt about reviving 
the radical designs of the Japanese 
metabolist movement and the British 
Archigram where your autonomous 
living pods would congregate and 
assemble to build instantaneous 
forever-changing cities. And Lukas, 
as an editor, a journalist, and soon 
to be novelist, warned that focusing 
too much on the technological 
side would have us missing out 
on the required sociological and 
psychological changes involved. 
How do we shape, and how do we cope 
with emerging new technologies of 
mobility? How will future mobility 
concept replace the status and the 
attraction of the car of today? 
Will there be any resemblance, or 
a revolutionary change as powerful 
as with the smart phone and the 
emergence of social media? 

Michèl Annink, recently appointed 
senior director of mobility services 
and customer journeys at NEVS, took 
us on a journey with the company’s 
new sustainable mobility solutions. 
Which route to take to your meeting? 
Opt for the green one and preserve 
the charge of the battery? Or the 
faster one? Meanwhile, when you are 
fastening the seatbelt, your Spotify 
list and Calender is synchronized 
with your electric car. While on your 
way a parking spot is suggested, 
want to reserve it? Possibly with a 
charging station at hand. NEVS are 
specially focused on the Chinese 
market and are about to start produce 
electric vehicle based on the Saab 
9-3 platform next year. 

Siyuan Fang, outstanding graduate 
student from Umeå Institute of 
Design, proposed as tempting a 
concept for a Volvo self-driving 
car. Drive Me is a lush two-seater 
cubicle inspired by a holistic cross-
discipline attitude along with an 
interpretation of the Scandinavian 
lounge that shelters the passengers 
in a milieu involving all senses. 

TLEO GULLBRING
Journalist, Critic and Photographer, Calimero.

Thoughts of the moderator:

Flying into London City Airport. Photo by James Brooks.



“New mobility concepts have 
the power to liberate the city 
of today, bringing people 
together...”

The windows turns into large screens 
depicting the view of your choice, be 
it the polar lights or your favorite 
city or contextual information of 
every kind; a blurring of the virtual 
and the real, the interior fused with 
the digital AI-powered interface. 
And getting rid of the traffic lights 
is no problem when auto piloted cars 
flow through intersections at high 
speeds. Fang explained that not being 
a car guy; he expected his homeland 
Chine to by-pass the Western mobility 
model going directly for the electric 
and a total rethinking of mobility as 
such.
 
 
Changes in mobility will be a 
key parameter in building our 
future. Technological changes with 
electric cars and bikes along with 
sophisticated information systems is 
though but one part, the rethinking 
of city space brings the debate 
to a whole different level. If the 
movement of the privately owned 
car laid out the blueprint for the 
city of the modern age, smarter and 
increasingly complex and overlapping 
urban mobility concepts will question 
the organizing of the city such 
as we know it. Can the city create 
new distinctions between what is 
permanent and what is transitive? 

Björn Siesjö, city architect of 
Gothenburg, is in the midst of 
converting the harbor areas of the 
city’s once thriving shipbuilding 
industry into brand new inner city 
developments. New mobility solutions 
focusing on facilitating movement 
for pedestrians and bicyclist, 
and possibly shared cars, will 
bring along a new sense of communal 
space shared by all citizens.
Obviously the changes at hand can 
be an enhancement of democracy when 
people meet and mingle through the 
sharing economy, regardless if its 
in sharing a car, a cab, their own 
apartments through AirBnB, and many 
other similar solutions popping up 
almost every day. But who will own 
these solutions? Highly contested 
Silicon Valley companies and the 
private sector? Or the state along 

with municipalities and regulating 
agencies? Will it be a top-to-bottom 
urban planning as in the modernist 
age, or rather the other way around 
with a decentralized citizen 
involving approach? 

Philippe Bertrand from BeAnotherLab 
longed for a more human emphatic 
involvement through their project 
The Machine: to Be Another. A virtual 
reality experience out of the 
ordinary where two users can alter 
their perspective through something 
that resembles a body swapping. Look 
through the eyes of another being 
and experience another skin color, 
another sex, the virtual sting of 
pain, the impairment of disability, 
your very own daughters drawing 
skills, the faith of another. New 
mobility concepts has the power 
to liberate the city of today, 
bringing people together, blurring 
and even abolishing the classical 
sense of property, reshaping 
the concept of public space, and 
letting civilization itself and not 
infrastructure for transportation, 
act as an organizing theme for the 
city of the future and the past.

__

More from Leo at: 
www.calimero.se
Contact: redaktionen@calimero.se

BeAnotherLab’s Philippe Bertrand wowing guests at Design Days 2016. Photo by Mathias Bergmark

http://www.calimero.se
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Siyuan Fang’s vision of the future: The Volvo ‘Drive Me’ Concept.



DESIGN FOR MOBILITY 
PODCAST
Listen to Carlo Ratti and James 
Brooks discuss the future of 
mobility. (click above)

If you have any questions or if 
you have anything you would like 
to contribute, we would be de-
lighted to hear from you.

Please contact: 
info@designdays.se

We are sincerely grateful for your 
participation in our first Design 
Days! 
And we look forward to inviting 
you back in 2017.

Front and rear cover photo by Mattias Bergmark, Semcon Design.

‘No Bad Days’ Photo by Sophia Dearborne

https://soundcloud.com/user-517810434/design-for-mobility/s-H0Znj
https://soundcloud.com/user-517810434/design-for-mobility/s-H0Znj
<a href="mailto:info@designdays.se>


Next Semcon Design Days:

DESIGN FOR 
HUMAN 
BEHAVIOUR
2017
www.designdays.se 

http://www.designdays.se

