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 The phenomena scien-
tists are asked to investigate are not 
given, but in fact essentially shaped 
by and contingent on human inter-
vention. The project “Creating Know-
ledge through Design & Conceptual 
Innovation” at Kiel University aims to 
prepare students to engage with tricky 
problems. “We follow an ethnographic 
approach, observing people interacting 
with the socio-material world when 
working with knowledge and design 
objects”, explains Dr Heidrun Allert, 
Professor for Education Science with 
a focus on Media Education and Edu-
cational Informatics at Kiel University. 
Allert and her team want to find out 
how knowledge is generated. “We are 
living in an unfinished universe”, doc-
toral student Sabine Reisas explains. 
“Phenomena are not simply given, they 
are created in a process of design.” 
Meaning, design as such is a way of 
inquiring, of gaining knowledge”.
The project has been funded by the 
European Union. It aims to foster the 
ability to understand, design and find 
new ways of meeting societal change. 
Allert and her team watched people 
working creatively and designing all 
kinds of objects. For example, they 
presented their students with a design 
challenge called “designing for noma-
dic work“. Students at the universi-
ty are conceptualized as knowledge 
nomads who move around on the cam-
pus all day. How can we design space to 
support knowledge nomads?
Furthermore, Allert and her team have 

completed a process model for anyone 
who would like to draw on their the-
ory and enact design as an epistemic 
practice. According to the “Handbook – 
Design as Inquiry”, written by Chris-
toph Richter and Allert herself, this 
process is divided into six stages. The 
activities follow a certain order but 
can – and should – be switched back 
and forth. 
The first stage is questioning. “The 
search for a meaningful question con-
stitutes a central entry point to the 
design and inquiry process”, the pro-

fessor says. This aims to reflect on how 
change can be achieved, for which tar-
get group and in what context. A group 
of students addressed a very pragmatic 
question: How can we help students to 
find a topic for their thesis?
Stage two of the process is exploring 
and framing. Here, information about 
the object of design has to be collected; 
an understanding of people’s needs, 
practices and the situation at hand has 
to be gathered. “The aim of the explor-
ation is (…) to develop a preliminary 
understanding of the situation people 

are confronted with or living in”, the 
handbook states. 
The envisioning stage constitutes 
the creative core of the process. This 
in volves searching for and selecting 
design options by developing several 
different options. “This stage is meant 
to be a form of exploration which 
allows a deeper understanding of the 
problem”, Allert says. 
The next stage is called prototyping. 
This might result in a simple sketch, 
a storyboard or role-play. It might be 
followed by regression to an earlier 
stage if necessary. It also prepares for 
practical testing and probing of the 
design option. At this stage, set-backs 
are as important as successes. Allert: 
“Practices co-evolve with the design 
option. Probing is a form of testing a 
hypothesis.” Probing is essential to the 
design process, as the context in reality 
is complex, and consequences rarely 
foreseeable. 
The last activity is articulation of 
knowledge, sharing of findings (“pre-
senting”) and reflecting upon the 
design object. In class, the students 
came up with a computer-like object 
that supported students’ epistemic 
activities. With this Tamagotchi-like 
device, students are meant to find a 
topic for their thesis that actually fits 
their interests. 
The EU-funded project will come to an 
end this year. The 300,000 Euros fund-
ing had to be shared between all three 
partners of the project – Kiel University, 
the Upper Austria University of Applied 
Sciences, and Finland’s Helsinki Metro-
polia University of Applied Sciences. 
During the past two years they have 
held summer schools in Kiel and Fin-
land, classes in Austria and Finland 
and an on-line class, and created the 
handbook. Ann-Christin Wimber
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To create solutions to challenges of everyday life as a form of inquiry is the 
aim of a project led by Heidrun Allert. The Professor of Media Education 
has created a process model for this complex  concept.
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 The financial crisis in 2008 
was a shock: not only did it destabilise 
the entire global economy, it also made 
economists aware that their assump-
tions on how to keep an economic sys-
tem stable were simply wrong. Up until 
the Lehman Brothers’ bankruptcy, it 
was assumed that the financial system 
was safe if only the financial institu-
tions composing it had sound balance 
sheets – these being statements of a 
company‘s financial condition, con-
taining data on assets, liabilities and 
ownership equity. “The crisis high-
lighted the problem of false assump-
tions”, states Mattia Montagna, doc-
toral candidate at the Kiel Institute of 

World Economy (IfW). The 26-year-old 
from Italy came to Kiel on a Humboldt 
Fellowship. Originally educated in The-
oretical Physics, at his alma mater in 
Pavia he learned about the so-called 
network theory and its application to 
systems. Dr Thomas Lux, a Profes-
sor of Monetary Economics and Inter-
national Finance at Kiel University, was 
then about to establish a new research 
department focusing on “Financial 
Markets and Macro-economic Activ-
ities” at the IfW. Montagna was eager 
to work with Lux, who had started 

applying the theory originally used in 
biology to economics. He applied for a 
fellowship, came to Kiel and was able 
to create a new version of a network 
model for the interbank market.
“Because of the crisis triggered by the 
bankruptcy of the Lehman Brothers, 
we know that one single imbalance 
can destabilize the entire system”, 
 Montagna explains. “The reason lies 
in the complexity of the system. If 
one institute faces a problem it cannot 
absorb, this is spread throughout the 
network: this is called idiosyncratic 
shock.” The investigation conducted by 
Montagna and Lux was to find out how 
the structure of a banking system affects 
the stability of the system as such, 
in relation to the concept of sys temic 
risk – this refers to the risks caused by 
interdependencies or links in a system, 
where the failure of a single entity 
can cause a domino effect that could 
potentially bring down the entire sys-
tem. For his model,  Montagna  created 
three networks of inter dependencies of 
banks in the European Union. Just as 
in reality, Montagna assumed a system 
containing a large pool of medium and 
small financial institutions (“nodes”) 
and a small pool of large nodes, all of 
them with fixed links. “This system is 
quite resilient”, the young researcher 
states. “If a problem occurs in one of 
the small nodes, nothing will happen; 
but applied to the big player, the shock 
will spread throughout the system.” 
One element that needed to be inclu-
ded in the model was the behavioural 
factor. “The problem with the common 

approach is that it does not take into 
account that the bank itself can change 
the existing structure by reacting to a 
problem in a certain way.” Also, some 
financial institutions are linked not 
directly but indirectly. They have no 
business relations but share the same 
assets. Montagna’s model consists of 
these three layers: portfolio overlaps, 
credit lines or short-term interbank 
loan, and relations in form of long-
term interbank loans. “Our model is 
the first that uses this multi-layered 
structure”, Montagna points out. “With 
it we have actually proven a strong non-
linear effect in a propagative process.” 
This is due to the fact that some banks 
might be able to receive the shock 
from one layer, and transmit problems 
across different layers. For example, if 
it has to cut an interbank loan to reduce 

its activities, the lending institution 
could transmit funding problems to its 
bor rowers, and thus spread the shock. 
This in turn will affect the links with 
other banks on other layers. “For one 
single institute, the probability to fail 
might remain the same”, the Italian 
states, “but we now know that it is 
not enough to look at a single bank in 
order to predict the onset and extent 
of a financial crisis. We have to get a 
global picture.” 
Montagna’s findings are valuable not 
only to economics but also to the 
IfW. They will be funding the young 
re searcher for another year till summer 
2015. His future plans thereafter are 
clear: “I love to do research. I will go 
where I am able to do so.”
    Ann-Christin Wimber

A young Italian researcher has created a new 
model for depicting financial systems. In the 
fu ture, multi-layered interbank models might 
help to prevent another crisis like the one in 2008. 

The interbank  market 

Mattia Montagna, Humboldt stipendary from Italy, has found a new way of modelling 
financial systems.                                                                                                        Photo: pur.pur

Dr Heidrun Allert and her team have created a guideline for the process of design as 
enquiry.                                                                                                                          Credit: Reisas

“Because of the crisis triggered 
by the bankruptcy of the Lehman 

Brothers, we know that one single 
imbalance can destabilize the entire 

system.”
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 In search of much-needed 
material, University Library users need 
never feel lost again. A new range of 
interactive information is now available 
in English. Anyone can join e-learning 
classes at the online platform OLAT; 
just log in with a password or use the 
login for guests, without a password. 
The following classes are now avail-
able:  “Kiel University Library – General 
Introduction”, “Union Catalogue of Kiel 
University Library” and “Inter-library 
loan”, offering all you need to find your 
way around the library, understand the 
lending system and see what other ser-
vices are available.
If you want to test this new knowledge 
or acquire more, try the new quiz – 15 
questions on aspects of library use and 
the loan system!
The University Library also has new 
information in English on its website. 
Find more forms, handouts and legal 
documents at:
www.ub.uni-kiel.de/english, 
OLAT: http://bit.ly/olat-cau.                                         
 acw

 Research beyond disciplines 
and boundaries is the aim of a cooper-
ation established between Kiel Univer-
sity, the University of Southern Den-
mark (SDU) in Odense, as well as the 
Universities of Aarhus and Hamburg. 
They created the fund “Stella Polaris 
Universities” for launching projects 
and collab orations between Danish 
and German scientists, so-called “seed 
money”. It reimburses costs for work-
shops, symposia or travel. Each year, 
the partners put 200,000 Euros into 
the common fund. One of the projects 
launched was conceived and initiated 
by Professor Erla Hallsteinsdóttir (SDU 
Odense) and Jörg Kilian, Professor of 
German phil ology and didactics of 
 German at Kiel University. Within the 
framework of the project “Collabor-
ation in German Study and Lan-
guage –  interdisciplinary research of 
stereo types”, a cooper ation of the uni-
versities in Kiel, Odense and Aarhus, 
the re searchers “want to strengthen 
co operation in research”, states Kilian. 
“We are also interested in exchanging 
scientific findings and fostering the 
exchange of students.”
During a first symposium in 2013, 
German and Danish researchers came 
to gether in Odense. This had the func-
tion of a sounding meeting, in order 
to establish the grounds for possible 
future collaboration. It generated topics 
such as potential interdisciplinary 
research projects, joint publications 
and common areas in teaching and 
learn ing, such as summer schools. 
“This get-together of scientists from 
various  areas creates the possibility 
to share views and thoughts, and to 
re ceive input on current scientific 
topics”, says Kilian. A second sympo-
sium was held in March at Kiel Uni-
versity; it put the focus on common 
perspectives in research into stereo-
types. “If we take an interdisciplinary 
approach, we will be able to achieve 
extensive scientific results”, the pro-
fessor stresses. In the future, Kiel will 
see a lively exchange between the four 
Northern universities and particularly 
between disciplines dealing with lan-
guage, culture and stereotypes. acw


