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→

Harald Dunnink is the founder and creative director 
at Momkai, a successful Dutch digital design studio 
that has won a wide range of awards. Their design for 
De Correspondent won them the Jury Prize at the 
European Design Awards in 2014.

Dunnink’s involvement in De Correspondent goes far beyond 
that of a regular design project, though. Inspired by Rob 
Wijnberg’s philosophy, Dunnink decided to become a partner 
in the start-up online news platform. This is not the first 
time he’s gone off the beaten track. His digital design agency 
distinguishes itself through a mix of creative rebellion and 
professionalism. Dunnink possesses the right mix of qualities 
and skills that a successful creative entrepreneur needs in this 
day and age.

One might think Dunnink’s success with Momkai was 
something that came about naturally. But when talking to 
Dunnink, you realize that’s not the case. Dunnink sets a high 
bar for the work he produces and therefore asks a lot of 
himself and his employees. He is goal-oriented, a conscious 
decision maker, dares to invest and is unafraid to make mis-
takes. His most expensive mistake? His lawyer, unfortunately, 
declines to let him comment on that one.

Dunnink explains, “I have learnt much in the sense that 
you should be tough when it comes to business. You should 
make sure you have everything spelt out in black and white.” 
He regrets that he isn’t able to share what happened with 
a previous design and business model made by Momkai, 
specifically because he would like to warn other designers not 
to make the same mistakes.

On the other hand, he appreciates – together with his 
partner Sebastian Kersten – that he now knows how to find 
a lawyer when he needs one. Now they combat all cases of 
plagiarism directly, something that also makes a statement on 
behalf of all Dutch designers. In Dunnink’s eyes, plagiarism 
crosses a line; creative work deserves to be protected.

When he had just founded Momkai, Dunnink could afford 
to try a lot of different things. He was young and making 
money was not something he was used to doing. Many of his 
friends were in the same position, but from the start he was 
very goal-oriented. He made a conscious decision to include 
commercial clients in Momkai’s portfolio, for which projects 
he exhibited the same level of dedication.

“Through this we created the means to work for alternative 
clients or to try our own projects. You can use one kind of pro-
ject to finance another. People often don’t know what you can 
make, so you need to find a way to create things that clearly 
show what it is you can do.” Dunnink has also worked hard to 
include well-known brands among his clients, when possible 
for projects in which Momkai can be in the driving seat. The 

fact that clients could choose any agency, but instead went for 
Momkai, gave him confidence. “If you work for bigger nation-
al and international clients, you also tend to get the space and 
budget to really do what you want. I have always believed that 
the success of that work would help us move forward.”

That is also why in the past Dunnink has often been willing 
to commit much more time to a design than the hours for 
which he might be paid. “By overreaching for a long time, we 
might have given away too much on occasion. But I’m not go-
ing to apologize for that now. Because of this we could attain 
a level in our work that became the reason clients choose us 
today. You are your own investor, but at a certain point you’ve 
paid your dues and need to take the next step. Nowadays we 
manage our projects more carefully. We made an analysis, 
designed and developed our own software so that we could 
register working hours, and hired a great senior project 
manager. Managing working hours more carefully works well, 
especially when working with commercial clients.”

Mr. Teambuilding
When asked what skills designers need nowadays to be suc-
cessful in setting up their own business, Dunnink immedi-
ately comes to the importance of teamwork. Especially in the 
field of digital design, it is impossible to work by yourself. As 
a designer you might have a vision, but you need a developer 
to bring it to life. It is a process of cooperation. In addition, 
Dunnink is a great believer in the added value that teamwork 
generates. 

“Cooperation does not have to involve a lot of players. But 
doing everything yourself simply does not work. You need to 
know your own strengths and attract people that complement 
your weaknesses. I found my partner Sebastian Kersten very 
early on. We run Momkai on a fifty-fifty basis, with Sebastian 
as the technical director. I have also worked with Martijn van 
Dam for nine years now. Because he is so talented, I can do 
much more as a result of our working together.” Working 
in a team – Momkai now has 22 full time employees – is now 
necessary for Dunnink to deliver the desired level of quality. 
“I have always aimed for a permanent team rather than 
working with freelancers. The work we do does not require 
many designers, but we do need a lot of dedicated developers; 
without them our work simply doesn’t exist. You achieve the 
best results with a balanced team. Having your own team also 
enables you to work with clients directly, you don’t have to 
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work with other agencies. There are notable exceptions, but 
overall I have experienced that in those situations responsi-
bilities can often become diluted. I’ve also come across cases 
where people don’t go far enough, and don’t demand enough 
from themselves. When you build a team, there’s much more 
room to develop a specific work ethic. And the work can still 
be fun, you don’t have to yell at everyone like Steve Jobs.”

Dunnink doesn’t want Momkai to become too big. He 
would rather maintain his ability to be selective and to say no 
rather than be forced to accept all possible projects just to be 
able to pay his employees. “Growth is a strange yardstick for 
success. Measuring the well-being of a society by the growth 
of its GDP is dubious to say the least. Similarly, it is strange 
that many entrepreneurs take the size of their company as 
a measure of success. It is much more about what you contrib-
ute to the lives of others, plus whether it makes you happy 
and whether you’re able to make a living out of it. That is what 
counts. However, the complexity of the industry, combined 
with our moderate size, does require us to be increasingly 
careful when making decisions. For example, at the moment 
I am unable to run a dedicated iOS development branch. 
Instead, we focus on web design that works well on all types 
of screens, the so-called ‘responsive design’ approach, because 
we want to guarantee universal access to our users.”

Mr. Digital
Dunnink’s choice of digital design, a direction he decided dur-
ing his studies, turned out to be a lucky one; it was the only 
sector of design that remained unaffected by the financial 
crisis. But Dunnink is surprised that the type of design he 
specializes in hasn’t attracted more attention before now, that 
it is often misunderstood and underrated.

To explain what he does to outsiders as well as to challenge 
himself, he often compares his work to that of an architect. 
“Digital design only has one downside, it’s intangible. You 
turn off the computer and it’s gone. But the layers and 
complexity of digital design makes it intellectually more chal-
lenging than classic graphic design. You don’t want your users 
to notice which screen something was specifically designed 
for, or which browser, language or download speed. That is 
part of the multifaceted nature of it. Another part of it lies 
in the transformation your design undergoes when the user 
interacts with it. In this sense, digital design is very user-ori-
ented, and I love it when design serves a particular purpose. 
We have never been successful in applying for subsidies for 
digital design. Digital tended to be seen as just another online 
advert, an association I find very insulting. I also think it’s 
a shame that a project like DutchDFA1 hardly pays any atten-
tion to digital design, and on the rare occasion that it does, 
it concerns artistically-oriented digital design such as that of 
Lust – though I really do like their intriguing concepts.”

When he first started out, Dunnink naively thought that 
awards were something you earned and you’d be selected for 
based purely on the quality of your work. Coming to realize 
that this is anything but the case was an unpleasant experi-
ence for Dunnink, who decided to deal with the whole award 
business in as rational a way as possible. “No one is selected 
for awards. You have to submit your work and submitting 
costs money. They are just companies that profit from think-
ing up more categories. The worst is when a jury member 
suggests you should submit something because he is part of 
the jury. When that happened to me once, I was like ‘Really? 
Is he telling me that?!’”

But despite his aversion to the way awards work, Dunnink 
decided to try to win everything at least once. “Awards are just 
part of being in this field.” Once he has won everything twice 
or more, he can check them off his list as multiple wins and 
start focusing on the awards he really wants to get. He is most 
interested in international awards because of the illusion they 
give that you are truly deserving of them. “On an interna-
tional scale, you can be more certain that you don’t know the 
members of the jury.”

Mr. Perfect
Dunnink’s strategic participation in award contests is 
matched by the careful way in which he presents his portfolio. 
Momkai’s website only features a very limited selection of 
all projects the design agency has worked on since it was 
founded twelve years ago. Dunnink only wants to showcase 
the projects that he believes are successful and aesthetically 
pleasing and clearly showcase Momkai’s vision. This is all 
part of Dunnink’s ongoing aim for perfection. His maxim is 
that good work generates more work. Because he has his own 
design agency, Dunnink is able to take control of everything 
he makes and bring it into the Momkai way of working. “A ho-
listic approach and the ability to create a brand from scratch 
are what I love most. That is why I like to approach the things 
we do as a whole, in which detail matters and a clear theme 
runs throughout. The biggest aim in all my work is to create 
serenity, so that the message is what really shines through.”

Dunnink’s own studio is also subject to this holistic ap-
proach. He emphasizes the importance of management proce-
dures and creating the right culture within a team of employ-
ees, and it is clear that Dunnink’s eye for detail is reflected in 
the way he runs his business. Take, for example, his emails, 
which he only sends out after careful editing and always in 
a beautiful layout. The clear language and lack of spelling mis-
takes is notable in the world of design. “In contrast to a lot of 
design and ad agencies out there, I don’t want to put manage-
ment on a pedestal. I want to stay involved in all aspects of the 
design process. As an employer, I have always been careful to 
reward people appropriately and in accordance with industry 
standards. I work hard to give my colleagues the confidence 
they need to make their own creations – within the framework 
of the Momkai style – and to challenge them to expand their 
boundaries. Good colleagues are deserving of good tools and 
rewards worthy of their work. It is important to me that my 
team likes working at Momkai, and that the atmosphere is 
both pleasant and ambitious.”

Sometimes people ask whether after so many years 
of Momkai, he would be up for a new challenge. At times 
he wonders the same, such as when he was so busy with 
De Correspondent, he was practically working two full-time 
jobs. However, in the end, Dunnink is grateful for the studio 
and his collaboration with Sebastian Kersten. “Our studio 
is like a creative playground, it’s an environment I can keep 
adjusting. I want the designs for our clients to be able to stand 
the test of time, and the same goes for our studio. I often miss 
the beauty of the long-term. Athletes like Xavi and Pirlo, who 
continually perform to a very high standard, really inspire 
me. So I look for challenges through specific projects, projects 
that offer a larger scale, a bigger impact or more freedom. 
In addition to delivering high-quality work, I think it’s 
important that we are able to make a living out of it. But I also 
don’t want everything to be predetermined by some financial 
mastermind at the top of the organization. There is power in 
leaving some space, too.”

As for whether Dunnink is more talented than many of 
his fellow designers, he prefers to leave that judgment to 
others. He thinks his success can be attributed to the fact that 
he is good at maintaining his creative focus and he invests 
in quality, both in the work for his clients and in the way he 
runs Momkai. Sometimes it comes down to luck, but for the 
most part timing and recognizing opportunities when you 
see them are what’s crucial. Dunnink explains, “A football 
player once said, ‘That trick I do, you can do as well. But the 
reason I play for a club at the top of the league and you don’t is 
because I can do the trick at exactly the right time.’”

1 Dutch Design Fashion Architecture (DutchDFA) was a four-year strategic 
programme (2009–2012) aimed at strengthening the international position 
of Dutch design, fashion and architecture.

Originally published in Dude, Dutch Designers Magazine in July 2014.
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It all started with journalist, philosopher and publicist Rob 
Wijnberg (1982). After a stormy career in journalism, ending 
with his resignation as the editor-in-chief of NRC Next1, Wijn-
berg was looking for a way to build an innovative online 
platform for journalists. A twenty-minute conversation with 
Dunnink was all it took, as it soon became clear that both men 
shared very similar views on both journalism and design.

Daredevil
Dunnink was bold enough to see the opportunity De Corre-
spondent offered and take it. “When we started, it wasn’t at 
all clear to Sebastian and me how this would turn out. There 
was no money. There had never been a successful journalistic 
crowdfunding project in the Netherlands. There was no trace 
of a guarantee that it would work. For most people that fact 
might have been an indication not to jump in the way we did, 
but at a certain point you have to believe in a project’s poten-
tial. That also means that there will be things that don’t pay off 
and where you lose out, not to mention the 300 projects you 
need to do on the side to survive such a period.”

Now, less than a year into the project, the platform has 
gained more than 30‚000 members. Readers follow their 
favourite correspondents and actively interact with them on 
the website, contributing €60 a year to enjoy the platform. 
Wijnberg – who along with Dunnink presented the project 
at the social design conference What Design Can Do – knows 

why De Correspondent managed to attract so many readers: 
“The news is always about exceptions. We write about the 
rules, about the systems governing our world. While other 
media simply follow the agenda as it is being set, the news 
that is in the news, we make our own. From news to new.” 
The unique vision of the project is strengthened by its 
design.

“It was important that the online platform would work on 
every kind of device, whilst maintaining the level of spacious-
ness necessary for an optimal reading experience,” Dunnink 
says. “We gave De Correspondent a ‘hand-made’ feel, through 
a personal signature that would emphasize the authorship of 
each of the correspondents. That is also why we based the logo 
on my handwriting. I often miss that kind of personal touch 
in digital design. De Correspondent has its own identity, as if it 
had always been there.”

“We don’t believe in objective journalism. It is an impossi-
ble standard to attain, and anyone who doesn’t say so is mis-
leading their readers,” Wijnberg contends. “Our design wants 
to show that these are people talking to you, not a platform. In 
this way we differ from other media. On most news websites 
the stories take centre stage and the author disappears into 
the background. They believe that the presence of the person 
telling the story distracts from the story itself. But the story-
teller is crucial – it is the person behind it that brings the story 
to life.”

Harald Dunnink’s contribution to De Correspondent 
is without a doubt the best example of his performing 
“the right trick at the right time”. “This is our best 
project right now. We are at our best when we create 
a stage for other people’s stories. And these stories 
definitely deserve a stage.”

→
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Details
The design should help the reader focus on the story. The web-
site does not publish any adverts, an exception in the media 
and publishing business. Nor do the articles have hyperlinks 
in the text, tempting you to leave the page. Dunnink explains, 
“I genuinely believe people want more context, that they want 
to understand the world around them and that they’re inter-
ested in reading longer stories on the internet. So don’t keep 
showing them the exit. That’s why we designed the ‘side note’. 
With it you can include references to more information in the 
margin. In the main story we place ‘infocards,’ an idea of Ker-
sten’s. The cards sort of work like context buttons that bridge 
the knowledge gaps between different readers. Some terms 
in the text have this drop-down function. If you don’t know 
the term, the info card lets you to read an explanation right 
there in the story. Just like the personal touch afforded by the 
handcrafted logo, these features are examples of how design 
strengthens the concept.” The design does not interrupt the 
reading experience and better yet, helps influence the way the 
stories are told. “It creates a lot of clarity,” Dunnink continues. 
“The additional text simply appears in the same layout as the 
rest and is custom written for that particular story. I think 
details like these are very important to the platform’s success. 
Maybe they aren’t even consciously noticed, but it’s fun if 
other designers and developers can see them.”

And De Correspondent’s competitors do see its success and 
the fact that innovation in online journalism is possible. More 
new initiatives are popping up: Myjour, eLinea and Blendle, the 
online newspaper stand of Marten Blankensteijn and Alexan-
der Klöpping, which at its recent launch generated a wave of 
media attention. At the same time, De Correspondent’s current 
development model might inhibit its growth somewhat: 
members have the ability to share articles with their friends 
on social media. This greatly expands the reach of the stories, 
but it also results in a situation where much of the content is 
available for free if you have members of De Correspondent in 
your social network.

While Dunnink does not always support growth, he knows 
it is sometimes necessary. “You want to grow – more members, 
international expansion, investment. More money means 
more time for quality development. So De Correspondent is 
currently considering its options. In the beginning we were 
just excited about the number of people who supported the 
project through crowdfunding, but you can’t just rely on 
membership increases. De Correspondent has no ads, a decision 
I completely support, but in terms of business development it 
does make you think ‘hmm… we need to expand the business 

models behind it if this is going to be sustainable in the long 
run’.”

One of those options for future growth is related to Respon-
dens. While developing De Correspondent, Momkai built this 
content management system for the correspondents to use. 
It’s a commercial system that will be able to accommodate 
different “storefronts” and can be sold to third parties. This 
hasn’t happened yet, but the option is something that is being 
explored in depth.

“Maintaining the balance between our involvement in this 
project and Momkai as a studio is a big challenge,” explains 
Dunnink. “At Momkai we tend to work on projects that can be 
planned, but De Correspondent works differently, every day new 
stories are being published.” Suddenly Momkai is confronted 
with the fun but hectic daily realities of journalism. “What 
is important,” he notes, “is that from the start our studio 
really did its utmost to make the launch a success. Props to 
our development team, who for a while there didn’t know 
the meaning of ‘fresh air.’ Once the website was launched we 
flipped our approach around. Now we manage De Correspond-
ent as a regular project, keeping hours and planning feature 
releases, and that makes it doable.”

Dunning adds, “The four shareholders, Rob, publisher 
 Ernst-Jan Pfauth, Sebastian and me, also hold a weekly meet-
ing. I can’t emphasize enough how important it is to stick 
to and have this rhythm. The only thing with being around 
journalists so much of the time is that you have to be careful 
not to accidentally fall into their smoking habits.”

1 NRC Next is a Dutch daily newspaper aimed at well-educated young people.

Originally published in Dude, Dutch Designers Magazine in July 2014.
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