
Summary of the Tricky Design Symposium 2019 

By Prof. Lorraine Gamman, Design Against Crime Research Centre, UAL and Prof. 
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The Tricky Design Symposium was well attended and produced a lively debate showing 

that there is a distinct appetite for discussion of design’s ethics, that the subject is varied 

and that it can be a useful element in both design practice as well as PhD student work.   

  

Day One  

Day one of the symposium was divided into four panel discussions that addressed the 

following questions:   

· How can we design with others in an ethical way?   

· How does ethics shape the things we design?   

· How should design practice intervene in the public sphere?   

· Can new ecologies provide a more equitable path for design?   

As well as the strong sense that design is always already ethically implicated, highlights 

included reports on participative projects, critical accounts of the ethical implications of 

particular designs of objects and systems – as well as the moral passion of contributors 

- who explained the drivers behind some of the projects discussed.  

Speakers on forms of social design that engage deeply with communities included 

Bahbak Nezhad, who proposed ‘tools for estrangement’ to distantiate the researcher 

and participants from the situation, Eduardo Staszowski’s account of the way an 

institution like a public library can address incarceration and post-incarceration and the 

picture of an ethics of care played out through activist design in spatial commons 

rendered by Torange Khonsari, who gave a passionate account of activism through 

design.   

Objects that are both contentious in their ethics and their engagement with systems of 

control featured both in Mahmoud Keshavarz’s account of the design of the system of 

passports, and of interventions into it, as well as in Stephanie Hankey’s trip from 

silicone valley (there is no ethics in tech design… ‘can’ ≠ ‘should’) to the AI Barbie, via 

data security. This journey was complemented by the gold thread that Kate Davies’ 

drew out in her filmic critique of fast fashion.   

The politics of ‘austerity’ throws up complex ethical issues in social design, which Sarah 

Rhodes characterised from her work with Adam Thorpe, linked to public collaboration. 

Directly political settings, formal and less formal, were prominent in Lucy Kimbell’s 

questioning of the use of design methods in relation to institutions – the ‘for why’ 

question. Scrutiny of the degree to which politically committed design should acquiesce 

to briefs that ignore a wider setting that itself negates the brief - and trust - was the 



inspiration for Shana Agid to propose relationship building – ‘allyship’ – as a fit objective 

for participative design methods.  

An exploration of the ethics of hygiene, what is clean or dirty in spaces, practices and 

our use of other organisms, ran through the contributions to the symposium from 

Jeremy Kidwell, Carole Collet and Amy Twigger-Holroyd. Jeremy’s dystopian vision of 

design as the creation of hygienic spaces, free of non-human life, contrasted with 

Carole’s account of using non-human allies to create bio-designs useful to humans 

based on new bio-methods for catalysing materials. Amy described her work that seeks 

to countervail the cost to humans of a fashion system that de-skills humans – picking up 

Jeremy’s recommendations of sympathy, love and patience as principles for an ethical 

design with all types of others, in the spirit of what has been called “rational 

compassion” (Paul Boom 2016), bringing the final focus of the day back to a practice-

led account of how to go forward.   

  

Day Two  

Day two of the symposium was divided into three sections.   

 

The Social Design Institute  

The first led by Professor Lucy Kimbell gave an introduction to the newly emerging UAL 

Social Design Institute and what methodologies and approaches were central to it. Her 

paper inspired a strong audience discussion about the need for social sustainability and 

address to SDGs as well as developing important new social design narratives about 

approaches to future design practice.  

 

Ethical vignettes  

The second event of the morning was introduced by Professor Lorraine Gamman who 

invited design academics and PhD students to contribute a series of ‘ethical vignettes’:  

·      A student is doing a placement with a textile company. They are asked to create a 

prototype electronic textile (E-textile) for a luxury car that will monitor the heart rate 

of the driver and passengers. What ethical considerations should the student raise 

with the client? (by Rachael Wickenden)  

·      A student with visual impairment is studying fashion at London College of Fashion. 

The student has joined the pattern cutting class but the lecturer was unaware that 

they would be teaching a student with this physical disability. The lecturer has no 

experience of teaching students with visual impairment and doesn’t understand the 

terminology. What are the ethical considerations from the lecturer’s perspective? (by 

Claudette David-Bonnick  



·      A designer is asked to create a ‘silent talk’ device which allows the user to 

communicate using thought, both person-to-person or person-to-machine. The 

enhancement device will be available to buy on the market and needs to be 

permanently connected to the skull. What ethical issues will the designer have to 

consider when creating the device? (by Lesley-Ann Daly)  

·      Designing for prison is always tricky. Fires in prisons cause deaths of inmates every 

year. The fire-retardant foam used for prison mattresses wears badly and is neither 

environmentally friendly to produce or dispose of, but it is very resistant to fire. A 

slightly less fire-retardant foam is more comfortable promoting both wellbeing and 

sustainability. How should the designer approach the ethics in this scenario? (by 

Katie-May Boyd)  

·      You’ve been invited to design and facilitate conversations leading to a proposal for 

housing and mixed-use space in an historically contested neighbourhood in your 

city. There are multiple groups of neighbours, displaced former residents, policy-

makers, businesses, cultural institutions, and city planners already involved. You’re 

able to get a largely representative group of people to participate in a multi-part 

process, at the end of which there are emergent themes, but no consensus, and the 

themes include clear divergence and even conflicting needs or desires. What next 

steps do you consider? (by Shana Agid)  

·      The group needs to find examples of unsuccessful design. They could provide 

narrative descriptions of useless design or give picture contributions. Who should 

take responsibility for the user experience with these designs? (by Nela Milic)  

Participants read each of these scenarios, choosing a dilemma to interrogate, and 

conducted a ten minute round table discussion, before a bell rang and each group 

moved on to the next table. The vignettes proved a successful technique for stimulating 

ethical discussion, facilitated by each author, who wrote up the varied feedback on their 

specific dilemma.  

 

Pecha Kucha  

The final event of the afternoon consisted of a series of Pecha Kucha presentations of 

ethical dilemmas that have been faced by design researchers in their own practice and 

research enquiries. They included:   

Malcom Quinn   

In modernism, the designer became the normative observer of a social distinction 

between reason and passion, expressed in judgments on the ‘rightness’ and 

‘wrongness’ of objects and environments. Social design emerged from the rejection of 

the ideal observer of modernist design as unrealistic and ethically unsound. It called for 

‘design for the real world’ that went beyond a one-observer-one-world notion of design. 



If social design rejects pseudo-moral distinctions between the right object and the wrong 

object and engages with the ethics of real world problems, how should social designers 

conduct ‘real world’ observations?   

John Wynne   

A discussion of the ethical issues involved in an interdisciplinary project on sound and 

noise in hospitals. Our team, consisting of researchers from nursing, acoustics, social 

sciences and sound arts have been given permission to work on a ward at a major 

London hospital. This follows on from an exploratory workshop testing participant 

responses to various potential forms of intervention to influence the perception of noise 

in the healthcare environment. Taking this research onto a working ward for older 

patients presents unique challenges, both practical and ethical.   

Elissa Brunato   

I confronted ‘material ethics’ in my MA project where I created colourful shimmering 

sequins from wood derived nano-cellulose through the use of bio-technology. My 

research led me to investigate companies that state their material is ‘sustainable’, but 

through further material investigation I found complex implications. The immorality of 

communicating a material option to be more sustainable than it is, in this case, can lead 

to the general public believing in the innovation and making the innovation possible.   

Daniella Jenkins   

Tricky design - the curious case of pensions. This presentation set out the ethical 

challenges associated with designing pensions and made the case for using design 

methodologies in this complex policy space. There are three dimensions to this: 1) 

Imagined and real futures and the challenges of temporal decision making 2) Agency or 

nudges? Balancing individual decision making with government interventions 3) Design 

assumptions that underpin pensions and how these can transfer inequalities into the 

future.   

Alisa Rauzavina   

A presentation of the project I have been leading in an indigenous village in Guna Yala, 

Panama, helping 30 artisan women start a cooperative. Through the use of their 

traditional textile, I have helped them to expand their knowledge of environmental 

issues affecting their land and inspired internal conservation projects within the 

cooperative through the medium of textile. Part of the project is to enhance the artisans 

design knowledge so that they are capable of self-sufficiently making items that can be 

sold in the global market. Another part of the project is looking into how exported 

Chinese cotton can be replaced with more locally sourced organic cotton, as well as 

researching with the community if cotton and natural dyes could be reintroduced to their 

lands. Geographic and connectivity isolation of this vulnerable community, my own 

education and western approach have raised several tricky design/education boundary 



questions especially as I am working with the Mola textile, the obsolete national symbol 

of their cultural heritage.   

Lesley-Ann Daly   

An introduction to my research and a definition of Human Enhancement (HE). Giving 

examples of the technology, I will explore potential impacts of HE in the future under the 

titles; Therapy vs Enhancement; Regulatory Considerations; Human Rights; Agency 

and Accountability; and Sociocultural Impacts. These was visualised for the audience in 

a data visualisation piece I have created for my research. The aim of which is to allow a 

non-specialist audience to explore, understand and create an opinion on the 

development of HE technologies and consider the impact it may have on them as a user 

or a member of an enhanced society. 

 


