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ABSTRACT

The present paper is an ongoing research project and intends to demonstrate that, in
the North of Portugal, the creation of a business network can become an opportunity
to achieve territorial sustainability. Methodologically, the research is based on mixed
practice, non-interventionist and interventionist. The first phase is characterized by the
analysis of the business fabric, through the survey of micro, small and medium-sized
companies in the North of Portugal. The second phase analyzes and demonstrates the
results obtained through the fieldwork. Finally, the authors intend to demonstrate that
in the North of Portugal, the implementation of a design-oriented territorial network
strategy can be crucial to achieving territorial sustainability to define the evolution of
the local economy, through the business characterization of the territory under study.
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INTRODUCTION

The development of a territorial business network system can be crucial
to stimulate local development, in the sense that it represents an opportunity
to favor and encourage investments. This strategy, in addition to contributing
to the dynamization of the productive activities involved, will make it possi-
ble to trigger new partnerships, which may be an opportunity to develop and
share resources, processes, knowledge and innovation among the intervening
parties.

The territory of the North of Portugal is mainly characterized by small and
medium-sized companies and, according to data from the National Institute
of Statistics, in the study carried out in 2008 on the structures of Portuguese
companies, “there were 349,756 micro, small and medium-sized companies
(SMEs) in Portugal”, taking into account that the North region had 113,747
companies, influencing the region’s turnover by 69.5%.
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Therefore, the authors question whether, in the North of Portugal, the
implementation of a territorial network strategy can be crucial to achieve
territorial sustainability (Costa et al., 2022) to define the evolution of the
local economy. In this sense, it is intended to implement a business network
system of contacts, through the characterization of the business fabric of the
territory under study, in this case, the North of Portugal, which promote
innovation, design-driven innovation (Verganti, 2020). In addition with this
new philosophy inmind it is also possible to generate dynamism in productive
activities and, consequently in the region, fostering sustainability and even the
success or even survival of the same.

Moreover, this connection between the business network system can be an
opportunity to create innovation through the transfer of ideas and solutions,
often from seemingly different areas, enhancing the productive capacity of
each company, improving supply and making processes and resources more
profitable.

METHODS

This study is based on a mixed methodology, with non-interventionist and
interventionist stages.

The non-interventionist phase is characterized by the analysis of the busi-
ness fabric, through the survey of micro, small and medium-sized enterprises
in the North of Portugal and the preparation of an analysis sheet that was
used in the later phase as a way to compile the information collected and
analyze the companies visited.

The interventionist phase analyzes and demonstrates the results obtained
through the fieldwork, through the departure and visit to the companies
identified in the first part of the work. Considering that an observation and
identification work was carried out with the companies, by filling out the
previously prepared analysis form and by visiting the production part of the
companies. This phase allowed us to get to know the business fabric of Nor-
thern Portugal, as well as the reality of each company and each business sector
analysed.

THE BASES

In the design research process fieldwork is very important, because empathy
is created, in living with people, in creating experimentation. As Tom Kelley
(2016) mentions, seeing and hearing things with our eyes and ears is the
critical first step in augmenting or creating an advanced product. Innovation
starts with a look.

For design research, fieldwork proves to be pertinent in that it allows for
direct contact with the industry, as future project partners, as well as for the
knowledge that one obtains of the reality of each activity sector and each
company.

The fieldwork also allows us to understand the relationship that exists
between design and business. In this sense, it allows us to understand how
design relates to the productive part, both in handmade production and in
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industrial work. In this case, it is based on a work of research, observation,
identification and analysis of everything that encompasses each sector of acti-
vity, from materials, techniques and production processes, thus creating a
territorial business system.

THE RESEARCH

This study was based on a mixed technique. On the one hand, in the first part,
a work of identification and survey of the companies present in the North of
Portugal region and the elaboration of the analysis sheet was carried out. The
analysis sheet included some questions (see Table 1).

On the other hand, with the second part, based on fieldwork, in which
the work team visited the identified companies, it was possible to analyze
a series of data about the business fabric of Northern Portugal through the
survey carried out with the analysis form. At this moment, it was possible to
detect fundamental elements for the research, such as the productive sector,
the number of people in the company, the knowledge about techniques and
technologies, the existing partnerships and if the company has a designer.

During the process sixty-two companies, were visited in order to achieve
the data information. The choose have been made so far to companies in vari-
ous fields of activities (see Table 2), as the North of Portugal is characterized
with different fields of activities. Thus, the research may present a real state
of the art.

Of the total of the sixty-two companies visited, and from eighteen diffe-
rent fields of activity, the sector that stands out the most is carpentry and
furniture. This scope stands out from the others, with 32% of the visits,
considering that, “in Portugal, there is a high level of geographical concen-
tration, and the largest number of companies in the sector is located in the
north of the country” (DGAE, 2017). Next, and in descending order, are the
metalworking, textile and footwear sectors.

According to the work carried one, through the analysis form, it is also
possible to conclude that according the total number of companies visited,
43.5% of the companies have a designer. From this percentage of companies
with a designer, 37% are former students from the Polytechnic Institute of
Viana do Castelo. It is possible to conclude that the business culture in the

Table 1. The topics to analyze the companies (Costa et al. 2023).

Topics

Company data (name, address and owner) and scope of activity
Business volume and type of production
The market and the number of employees
The types of products
Materials, main production processes, machinery and tools
Departments existing in the company
Marketing and/or distribution is carried out directly
The company’s communication (website, social networks, etc.)
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Table 2. The different sectors analyzed in
the region (Costa et al. 2023).

Sectors

Carpentry and furniture
Locksmiths and metalworking
Taps
Footwear
Textile
Ceramics
Plastic
Protective equipment
Upholstery
Interiors
Refrigeration equipment
Hydraulic and pneumatic equipment
Paper and corrugated cardboard
Shipbuilding
Hand tools
Leather goods
Construction industry
Granite

Figure 1: Division of companies visited by sector of activity (Costa et al. 2023).

north of the country shows disbelief in relation to the role that the designer
can play as a strategic agent and bearer of innovation.

FUTURE RESEARCH

This study will allow the achievement of future and different objectives,
namely:

• In the short term it is intended to achieve an analysis of at least 100
companies in the North of Portugal.
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Figure 2: Percentage of companies with a designer (Costa et al. 2023).

• The creation of a database with companies from the Northern Portugal
region.

• To clear identify the sectors of the region.
• To identify the companies that don’t have a designer.
• To promote the creation of partnerships between the Academy and the

productive entities so that, in the future, project partners can be found.
• To establish a close relationship between the Institution and the companies

in the study region.
• In academic terms, undergraduate and master’s students may have the

opportunity to develop projects with application with the companies
analyzed in this study.

• This research can promote links between the companies analyzed, gene-
rating, and activating a collaborative process between them.

• To reach territorial sustainability in order to define the growth of the local
economy, through the business classification of the territory under study.

CONCLUSION

This research project demonstrates that, in North of Portugal, the imple-
mentation of a design-oriented territorial network strategy can be crucial
to achieving territorial sustainability to define the evolution of the local
economy.

This strategy, in addition to contributing to the dynamization of the pro-
ductive activities involved, will make it possible to trigger new partnerships,
which may be an opportunity to develop and share resources, processes,
knowledge and innovation among the intervening parties.

For companies, this study proves to be beneficial, due to the synergy cre-
ated between the productive activities involved, as well as the sharing of
knowledge, resources, processes, and innovation among the intervening par-
ties. For all the entities involved in this research project, the creation of
synergy is important, because the links created between the academy, the
companies, the industries and also the artisanal workshops may become
advantageous, not only for future projects but also for the region. For, this
synergy created through the system of territorial networks in the Northern
Portugal region promotes success and, in some cases, even contributes to the
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survival of companies and productive areas that are bearers of the region’s
culture. Identifying companies that do not have designers will create the
opportunity for a design professional to establish himself in a company. On
the other hand, the Academy will play its role as a catalyst for connections
between the business world and research.

For Academia, this research is important because the links created between
academia and business may prove beneficial for future projects. As well as,
for the importance of making students, as future professionals, understand
that business network systems, through design, can be the ideal platforms to
implement innovation in the territory. In academic terms, the analysis created
may allow projects to be developed with classes of bachelor and/or master
students, enhancing projects with application.
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