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What does good look like in the world of shoe design? Ask 
one designer, you get one answer. Ask another, you get 
another. As the vast collection of wonderful but extremely 
different shoe designs mankind has accumulated through 
history shows, there are no universal, objective truths when 
it comes to judging what is good and what is not. And yet we 
do judge, because we have to. Whenever we engage in some 
kind of creative activity, we do not only generate ideas – we 
also judge them as we go along, leaving bad ideas behind us 
and developing the good ones. This running, cyclic evaluation 
of our own ideas is an inescapable, inherent part of doing 
design work. 

So how do you know that a particular idea is good? The 
answer is scaringly simple: You know when it’s good because 
you can feel it. This is true for any type of creative activity. The 
ideas we develop and the choices we make are constantly 
measured against one simple question: Does it feel right?

Take a song: If you hear the right song at the right time, it 
hits you, resonates with your mind and body, grabs you with 
a power that is stronger than your will, almost forces you to 
hum along and tap your foot to the rhythm. The Germans call 
it ein Ohrwurm – an earworm. It crawls through the ear into 
your mind and stays there, roaming around at will whether 
you want it or not, unstoppable with a life of its own. If you 
look at it from from the songwriter’s perspective it is the same 
mechanism, only in reverse: You play a few notes, strum a 

rhythm, come up with a few words for the lyrics. It may take 
long or it may come to you instantly, but suddenly something 
in the music feels right. This is good, you say to yourself, 
and follow the lead to wherever it takes you, develop the 
theme, associate, pursue new routes in your ideation, play 
and listen in a running evaluation of your own work. All the 
way through the process you keep a strong awareness of 
the resonant qualities of the song: Does it turn you on? Has 
it got a groove? Does it make you want to dance? Is there 
an irresistable power in the synthesis of music and words? In 
other words: Does it feel right? 

Developing your skills for feeling what is good is a lifetime 
project. Like the musician who spends years and years 
practicing in order to grow into that kind of unity with the 
instrument which allows the music to flow freely, the designer 
develops a kind of musical sensitivity for the resonant qualities 
of the project at hand over time. Every time we practice our 
profession, we get a bit sharper in our ideation and a bit clearer 
in our judgement, and the further we get in our personal and 
professional development, the less we have to ask ourselves 
what good looks like. We just know.

The shoe projects
Helping students get to a point in their development where they 
are not haunted by doubts about what is good or inhibited by 
fear of failing is one of the ultimate goals of design education. 
And practicing all the different aspects of the profession is 
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the way to go. Sometimes you train the user-oriented side of 
being a designer, sometimes the functional. Sometimes you 
dig deep into the limitations and possibilities of production. 
And sometimes you focus entirely on the artistic, aesthetic 
aspects of the profession. This is what we did in the student 
shoe projects in this book.

The book shows the end results of a four week workshop 
at Design School Kolding supported by ECCO, in which 
7th semester students from fashion, textile and industrial 
design were given the task of creating three shoes per cross-
disciplinary group: A wild, artistic shoe design for the catwalk. 
A mild, commercial shoe design that one could imagine 
finding in an everyday shoe store. And a design which sat well 
in the middle between the wild and the mild shoe.

The students were asked to keep their design process as non-
verbal and non-logical as possible, letting the feeling in their 
inspirational sources, ideas, sketches and prototypes guide 
them through the process. The intention was to keep the 
design work close to the unreflected, intuitive feeling of desire 
and attraction which fuels the engine behind those intense 
periods of ideation and evaluation that make up the basic 
blocks of the design process. The students were encouraged 
to follow their gut feeling in everything they did, and a point 
was made of never asking for a logical explanation for their 
design choices. In the milestone presentations during the 
project, they were asked to convey the feeling in their work 

by means of images, sound, movies and poetic words rather 
than giving a chronological or functional explanation of their 
progress during the project.  

As expected, this turned out to be easier to do for the fashion 
and textile students, who often use pure intuition as the base 
of their work, than for the industrial design students with their 
more logical, problem-based approach to design. Also, it was 
no surprise that it was difficult for three people from different 
disciplines to be all guts and heart and keep the words and 
logic out of the group process, but the students managed 
to get around this challenge by being very conscious about 
alternating between periods of silent ideation and verbal 
group work. 

To get the process started, the students were given three 
kickoff ideation sessions focusing on different kinds of feeling: 
The feeling in music, the feeling in a commercial brand, and 
the bodily feeling of physical movement.

In the music session, the students listened to three very 
different pieces of music by Bach, Stockhausen and Icelandic 
artist Mugison while they were sitting in darkness with their 
eyes closed, focusing entirely on what they heard. After each 
piece of music, the students listened again in full light while 
doing a fast sketch on paper of whatever they felt like. For 
the next day, they all had to deliver a physical mock-up of a 
shoe design proposal based on the tone and overall feeling 



in their music experience. We repeated the work sequence in 
the branding and dance sessions: work with a feeling, deliver 
a shoe design mock-up next day. 

A branding agency partner worked with the students on the 
feeling in a brand. Professional brand people are extremely 
focused on the tacit values and the feeling of the particular 
brand, and the students spent a day gaining insight into the 
machinery behind the creation of the glittery brand surface 
and some of the tools used by the professionals to identify 
and express a brand feeling that resonates with the actual 
values of the company behind the brand.

Finally, they went through a workshop of physical movement 
guided by an actor, raising their awareness of the way we 
receive and express physical emotions with our bodies: 
The inner feeling of using your own body, walking, running, 
jumping, dancing, bending, stretching – and the feeling of 
relating to the proximity of other people’s bodies, watching 
them, following them, avoiding them, touching them. For 
some of the students, the very direct work with their own 
bodies yielded very powerful physical sensations which they 
were able to translate straight into concept ideas for their 
shoe projects.

Over the following weeks, the groups developed shoe 
designs based on very different experience-based themes 
such as the feeling of gravity on one’s body, the synaesthetic 

feelings connected to numbers, the athmosphere in the 
movie Lost in Translation, cartoons, robot toys, a self-written 
space love story, wild men and mild women, white noise, 
ballet and several others. The students were encouraged to 
resist the obvious temptation of working with their themes as 
storytelling, and to stay aware of the attractive feeling at the 
core of each particular theme which made them choose it in 
the first place – in other words: stay close to the power of their 
own resonance with the driving theme of the project and not 
divert into communicative or user-oriented design.

ECCO - the link to the real world
The shoe designers at ECCO do not make mysterious bodily 
movements in the darkness or feel their way into music with 
closed eyes as part of their everyday work to find inspiration for 
next year’s shoe collection. It is no secret that the commercial 
designer’s workflow differs radically from the methods used 
at the design school in many aspects. In the commercial 
world of shoe design money talks, and the voice of the 
market has the big say in most of the designers’ choices. At 
the design school, production cost and market demands are 
distant parameters in the horizon of the students’ upcoming 
commercial future, while training pure design skills are at the 
heart of everything we do. There is a gap between school 
work and commercial work.

And yet, ECCO has chosen to support the flamboyant design 
exercises at Design School Kolding with funding, materials 



and manpower - not for fun or because they are nice people 
(which they most certainly are), but because supporting the 
training of the coming generation of shoe designers’ primary 
artistic skills makes a lot of sense when you are a company 
which makes its earnings from design driven products, and as 
such has great interest in the availability of a home market of 
highly skilled designers. 

The student work performed at Design School Kolding may not 
always feed directly into a commercial workflow, but because 
its practice-oriented approach to learning work the muscles 
of the tacit design skills every professional designer relies on, 
the candidates leave the school very well-prepared for any 
assignment they might meet on the job market, including shoe 
design in a commercial setting.

The iceberg and the golden castle
Working with design means working with desire. In this respect 
there is no difference between commercial work, artistic work 
or design school work. If there is no desire, no irresistible 
urge to embark upon an adventure through the seven seas of 
uncertainty, to climb the dark mountains of doubt, make one’s 
way through the jungle of demands, conquer the dragon of 
one’s own limitations in order to finally win the princess (or 
prince) and ultimately occupy the throne of the golden castle 
of clarity and splendour – if there is no dream, there is no 
design. 

A design process which extends beyond the trivial must be 
driven by a strong will to change things, enrich the world 
with something yet unseen, give birth to a piece of art which 
embodies your magnificent potential as a human being, 
however small and unspectacular the project at hand might 
be – create a new beginning with your own hands, change 
the world. In the words of Bob Dylan: Someday everything’s 
gonna be different / When I paint my masterpiece.

The output of the designer’s work has also been described 
as Objects of Desire. Desire from the designer’s side, desire 
from the consumer’s side. As designers, we work the bottom 
of the iceberg, the sensual desires beneath the surface of 
human consciousness. The processes which take place when 
we create things and when we buy things happen long before 
the logical parts of our brain get the chance to come up with a 
sensible explanation for why we did this or why we absolutely 
needed to buy that. That is why the object at the centre of 
the commercial interaction between designer and consumer 
must be loaded with feeling and dreams which resonate equally 
strongly at the sender’s and at the receiver’s end. Just like music. 

The student projects in this book demonstrate the creative 
potential in striving to bypass rationality and feeding your 
design process directly from the powerful source of intuition 
and resonant feeling in the irrational machinery of the mind. 
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the shoe projects in this book demonstrate the creative potential in striving to bypass rationality 
and feeding your design process directly from the powerful source of intuition and resonant feeling in the 
irrational machinery of the mind. Fourteen groups of fashion, textile and industrial design students from 
Design School Kolding have worked with ECCO on designing a collection of shoes in a process driven by 
the tacit values behind the design: shoe design fueled by feeling.


