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DIAGNOSE: WORKSHOP DOSSIER

FiftySix Design Talks — 2026 Cycle 1

Introduction FiftySix Design Talks is a biannual framework consisting of two cycles
per year, with each cycle dedicated to a single theme and concluding with one
usable industry deliverable. Workshop 1 of the 2026 Cycle 1, titled "Diagnostic,” serves
as the foundational stage of the "Empathise” phase. Its primary objective is to
identify a specific industry friction—the "bottleneck"—that the remainder of the
cycle will design a solution for. By mapping existing capacity and leveraging
ecosystem advantages, the workshop focuses the cycle's efforts on a single, solvable
barrier.
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Session Overview

On 23 February 2026, at 1800hrs, the first diagnostic workshop of the FiftySix Design Talks 2026 Cycle 1
was convened at Studio 1 within the Valletta Design Cluster (VDC), Il-Bi¢cerija l-Antika. This session
launched the "Empathise” and “Identify” phases of the design process, specifically addressing the theme:
The Value Gap in Product Design: Why do great design ideas in Malta struggle to move from prototype to

market?

Participants

The workshop brought together a strategic mix of institutional leaders, industry practitioners, and

academic heads to map the current ecosystem:

e Joanne Attard Mallia (Head of VDC)

e Francois Mangion and William Bondin (Directors & Architects at [+A)
e Becky Grech (Head of Product Design at MCAST)

e David Sciberras (CEO & Co-founder of Invent 3D)

e Thomaz Cauchi (Artist and Tattooist)

Moderator

Joeaby Vassallo (Director at [+A)

Inventory Map

Objective: Identifying existing assets within the ecosystem to understand what is "already on the table".

1. Spaces & Infrastructure

e Factory space at Invent 3D: Available area of 500m?>.
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e Valletta Design Cluster (VDC) + SOA: Primary hub and School of Art collaboration.
e MCAST: Campus facilities and student body access.

e VDC Members: The existing community of resident creatives and professionals.

e UCL: Access to University College London staff and expertise.

e ECHN: European Creative Hubs Network residencies.

e Professional Bodies: Chamber of Engineers and Malta Chamber.

e MIHA: Malta Industrial Heritage Association.

e International Network: Established contacts in China across Architecture, Electronics, and Industry.

2. Tools & Materials

e Open Source Software: Inkscape, Scribus, GIMP, and Blender.

e Design & Computation: Grasshopper and Arduino.

e VDC Project Waste: On-site materials available for reuse.

e VDC Specialist Spaces: Makerspace and Food Space tools.

e Invent 3D: Access to specialized 3D printing/manufacturing tools.

e |+A: 6-Axis Robot with 3kg payload

3. Skills in the Room

e Design & Aesthetics: Graphic Design, Web Design, Branding, Spatial Design, and Experiential
Design.

e Product Development: Product Design, Furniture Design, Shoe Making, and Idea Generation.

e Technical & Architectural: Architect (Parametric Design/Modelling), 2D CAD, 3D Modelling (Rhino
3D), and CNC machines programming.

e Business & Legal: Sales & Marketing Coaching, Funding Applications, and IP (Intellectual Property)
expertise (including a representative from the IP office).

e Communication: Public Speaking.

e Strategic: Path to Market expertise.
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SSWOOT Advantage Map

Objective: To pivot the product design ecosystem in Malta from a problem-focused mindset to an
advantage-focused one by ensuring that the identification of core assets and opportunities outweighs

internal frictions and external constraints by a factor of two.

Strengths S’ Core Assets (Dependable Ecosystem)

e Funding Schemes: Existing financial support structures.
e Network: Established professional connections.

e (Good Concept Developers: Strong baseline for early-stage idea creation.

Strengths S? Distinct Capabilities (Local Edge)

e Ingenious People: High level of individual creativity and resourcefulness.

e Horizontal Possibilities: The ecosystem offers "practically endless" lateral opportunities.
e Willingness to take Risks: A cultural or professional openness to trying new things.

e International Mindset: Individuals who maintain active engagement with international

developments

Opportunities O'lImmediate Openings (Near-term)

e State is open to innovation: Receptive government/institutional climate.
e Mentorship: Potential to activate guidance from experienced peers.

e Knowledge/lssues Sharing: Ready-to-use pathways for collaborative learning.

Opportunities O¢ Scalable Pathways (Long-term)

e Support Platforms (Financial): Growth of dedicated funding for product design.
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e |P Register (International): Formalising Malta’s framework that considers intellectual property as an
asset on a global scale.

e Establish Malta as a Design Hub (International): Positioning the country as a global design R&D
node.

e Production Capacity: Scaling and activating the physical ability to manufacture locally.

Weaknesses W Internal Friction (Internal Breakdown)

e The designer does not have the know-how to move their design forward: A gap between the idea
and the execution path.

e People's character: Individual personality traits or mindsets acting as barriers.

e Knowledge/Personnel Capacity: A lack of specialised human resources.

e Outdated personnel with no willingness to conduct CPD: Stagnation in professional development.

e Public Procurement Procedure: Bureaucratic hurdles in the way the government buys

services/products.

Threats T External Constraint (Outside Pressures)

e | ow Salaries within Industry: Economic pressure driving talent elsewhere.
e Investors take advantage of inventors: Unbalanced power dynamics in funding.

e No acknowledgment of informal skills: Failure to value non-traditional expertise.

Final Bottleneck Statement

“Good ideas fail to reach the market because we lack an ethical
ecosystem of skilled people & supportive platforms to carry

them forward.”
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Justification of the Bottleneck Assessment

The workshop participants grouped the identified Internal Frictions (W) and External Constraints (T) into

two primary candidate themes to define the cycle's bottleneck.

1. Public Procurement Procedure

This theme remained a standalone category during the assessment.
High Friction: It was identified as a major external constraint
Institutional Barrier: It represents the "supportive platforms" mentioned in the statement, or rather,

the lack of an effective one currently in place.

2. Capacity (Human Capital Capacity)

This was the most complex grouping, merging several individual frictions into a single overarching theme

that received the highest urgency.

Sub-Group: Personality of Designer: This group addressed behavioral and mindset barriers within
the ecosystem, specifically "People’s character" and the individual "Personality of the Designer".
Sub-Group: Skills: This group addressed technical and professional "know-how" gaps, including the
designer's inability to move designs forward and the issue of "outdated personnel” avoiding
professional development.

Final Synthesis: Both "Personality” and "Skills" were placed under the master theme of Capacity
(Human Capital Capacity). This indicates that the primary reason ideas fail is not just a lack of
tools, but a lack of a sufficiently developed and ethically-minded human resource pool to execute

them.

3. Ethical Ecosystem (External Context)

The inclusion of "ethical” in the final statement stems from the constraints identified in the wider

ecosystem:

n-h

/_—A de“‘g"
e talks



VALL=TTA
D=SIGN
CLUST=R

VALLETTA
CULTURAL
AGENCY

Sheet 7 of 7

e Investor Relations: The observation that "Investors take advantage of inventors" highlights a
predatory environment.
e Devaluation: The "no acknowledgment of informal skills” further reinforces the need for an

ecosystem that ethically recognizes and rewards diverse forms of expertise.

Way Forward & Conclusion

The cycle will now transition to Workshop 2: Ideate, scheduled for the beginning of March 2026.

e Objective: To ideate on potential solutions directly addressing the finalized bottleneck statement:
“Good ideas fail to reach the market because we lack an ethical ecosystem of skilled people &

supportive platforms to carry them forward.”.
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