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This paper sets out a position that 
begins with a personal journey from 
being a knitwear designer-entrepreneur 
to an academic researcher in fashion, 
textiles, design and technology. By 
championing innovation and working 
with design-led small and micro fashion 
businesses, my research contributes to 
finding ways through the complexities 
of fashion and sustainability, in effect 
creating a “research and development” 
space to support the industry. 
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A Personal Journey 
Having spent over 15 years running my fashion knitwear business before
entering higher education, I experienced the highs and (financial) lows
of being a self-taught designer turned entrepreneur and company 
creative director. I experienced the single-minded commitment that it
took to keep the business on track through swift success, rapid growth
and all that these entailed. It was exhilarating and scary at the same
time – being sought-after by buyers and fêted by the press, whilst
struggling to manage production, maintain creative output and keep
financially afloat. Within the wholesale fashion system, there is a very
long cycle from investing in designing and marketing a new collection,
to getting the orders produced, delivered and maybe – just maybe –
being paid well over a year later, whilst simultaneously having to create
the next collection. 

This is still a familiar story to any creative design-led small (or more likely)
micro-sized1 business in the designer fashion sector today. The financial 
and operational challenges for such businesses have fundamentally
remained the same even though a great deal that surrounds fashion 
has changed dramatically, including communication technologies, the
accelerated fashion calendar and social media. Clothes are still physical
artefacts, but they are now also much travelled items with very brief lives,
to many simply a cheap and disposable commodity. 

The Contemporary Industry 
Since the end of the last century, consumption has continued to rise
inexorably as prices have been driven down by the competitive mass
market fast fashion system’s “race to the bottom”, in stark contrast to
the increase in other living costs, such as housing, transport and energy.
Of course, low retail prices do not reflect the “invisible” social costs of
the contemporary global fashion system and the “hidden” environmental
and social externalities – a fundamental and unsustainable injustice. 
After many years of awareness-raising and campaigns about
sustainability in the fashion and textile industries – including the UK
government’s pioneering Sustainable Clothing Action Plan launched
in 2007, and an increasing number of publications (e.g. Fletcher, 2008;
Fletcher & Grose, 2012; Fletcher & Tham, 2015; Black, 2008, 2012; 
Hethorn & Ulasewisz, 2008; Seigle, 2011) and initiatives on sustainable
fashion2 – the time for concerted action arrived. 

The tragedy of the coronavirus pandemic has served to sharpen the
focus on all that is wrong with the former fashion “business as usual”,
and accelerate the imperatives for systemic change that have steadily
come to public awareness over the last 15 years, and are at last being
acknowledged by parts of the mainstream fashion industry. For example,
Stockholm Fashion Week was cancelled in July 2019 due to 
sustainability concerns; the influential Global Fashion Agenda issued
its CEO Agenda Redesigning Fashion’s Business Model, updated in 
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response to Covid-19 (Global Fashion Agenda 2020); luxury brand
leader Gucci committed to reducing the number of collections it shows
annually from five to two (Deeley, 2020), and London Fashion Week
staged a digital-only event in June 2020. It is easy to criticise the state
of fashion, but considerably harder to generate transformation to new
paradigms, new ways of doing fashion (both making and consuming),
and revaluing an often denigrated but economically and culturally
significant sector.   

My Intervention into the Debate 
In order to communicate what is fundamentally a complex, tension-
ridden and contested space, I developed the notion of the “Fashion
Paradox”3 to crystallise some of the many contradictions within the
fashion space, such as fashion’s inherent transience and obsolescence
playing a major role in supporting millions of livelihoods globally, or
the luxury of Bond Street or 5th Avenue set against the poor working
conditions endemic throughout the fashion industry. So, back in 2005,
as part of the Research Council-funded Designing for the 21st Century
Initiative4, I ran an interdisciplinary research network called Interrogating 
Fashion that debated issues across many aspects of fashion including
design, sustainability, new technology, business practices, and the
culture of fashion, bringing diverse practitioners and academic theorists
together with industry-based researchers. Three key themes framed
the debates: “Digital Fashion: From craft to mass customization; The
Fashion Paradox: Transience and Sustainability; and Fashion in Context:
Presentation and Display, Audience and Engagement” (Black, 2007). I
cast the net very wide, but by the end of the year, the need to interrogate
other creative and design practices was acknowledged5. The first two 
themes set the direction for my continuing research, developing into
practice-led research projects, pioneering publications on sustainable
fashion, and a new academic journal entitled Fashion Practice. I joined
the newly emergent Centre for Sustainable Fashion in 2008, just after
the publication of Eco Chic: The Fashion Paradox, one of the first books 
to appear on sustainable fashion. 

A Hybrid Approach 
Progress towards sustainable fashion was initially held back through
a siloed approach to dealing with the complex, “wicked” problems
presented by the fashion system (Horst and Webber, 1973). I believe 
a hybrid approach is essential. Having moved to design from studying
the sciences and maths, interdisciplinarity has been a key driver for my
approach to both education and research. When running academic
courses at University of Brighton and London College of Fashion (LCF),
I brought scientists into the fashion and textile design curriculum. At LCF
I convened the Fashion Science research group of practitioners, who
explored collaborations between material scientists, computer scientists, 



5Valuing Practice and Practitioners in Fashion Research 

and fashion and textile practitioners – an approach exemplified in the
work of my colleague Helen Storey, Professor of Fashion and Science
at LCF. 

My specialist field of knitwear design is a hybrid of textiles and fashion,
requiring both creative and technical development through what I refer
to as “soft engineering”, whether hand craft or advanced industrial
technology. Being at the intersection of disciplines is an awkward
but highly productive space, one where designers have proved adept
at constructive cross-disciplinary communication. Designers more
generally have moved from end-of-pipeline problem solvers to take on
new broader roles: designers have become initiators, facilitators and
brokers of action, communicating across sectors and disciplines. Design
thinking has become a recognised concept, applied in many business
contexts in recent years (Brown 2008; Kimbell 2011, 2012), but the 
integration of fashion into design research has been slow. 

Fashion Research, Research in Fashion 

Throughout my academic career, the position of textile and fashion 
research has consistently been undervalued. Fashion practice was for
many years considered to be a purely commercial endeavour, left to its
own devices, and was not regarded as part of the academy (except 
as dress in social and economic history). At the same time, there was
little understanding of university research amongst fashion practitioners.
Building on my practical industry experience as a designer-entrepreneur,
I have taken a pragmatic approach to research in fashion practice, 
bridging between micro and small fashion businesses and academic 
research through dialogue and practical design projects. 

Fashion and Sustainability 

Following on from Interrogating Fashion, I led collaborative research 
projects including Considerate Design for Personalised Fashion; FIREup
(Fashion, Innovation, Research and Enterprise); Mapping Sustainable
Fashion Opportunities for SMEs across the EU; and currently Fostering
Sustainable Practices (FSP)6, directly engaging with the UK design-led
fashion community that is renowned globally for its creativity and 
innovation. These micro and small businesses (the majority based 
in London) are thrust into unfair competition with the mass fashion 
machine and often struggle to survive. Despite many major challenges,
independent fashion businesses have functioned as the “research and
development” for the wider fashion industry for many years, whilst
having few resources to invest in their own development. The FIREup
project (see figures 1 and 2) explored new models of knowledge 
exchange through practical collaborations between designer fashion
businesses and researchers at UAL (LCF, Central Saint Martin’s 
and Chelsea College of Arts), aiming to bring research closer to the
fashion sector, foster more open innovation, and support longer term
investigation beyond the pressures of the next season. 
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Following this, the collaborative Fostering Sustainable Practices project,
based at the Centre for Sustainable Fashion, recognises these design-
led fashion enterprises as key drivers for transformation of the fashion
system towards a sustainable future for the industry. As such, the project
is researching creative practice, entrepreneurship, business ethos, and
operations – working with over 40 micro and small fashion enterprises,
and with the organisations that support them. Many enterprises are
pioneering new business models for fashion that champion design for
sustainability, living and working by their ethical values to embrace 
social justice and equity, together with minimizing environmental impact.
Some businesses may be social enterprises, or work with community
outreach and donate a portion of their income to charitable causes. 
Key examples from the FSP project include Elvis & Kresse, Bethany 
Williams, Raeburn Design, Finisterre, Away to Mars, Save Your 
Wardrobe and many others. Clearly, these are not businesses solely 
driven by profit or shareholders, as they aim to reconcile environmental,
social and economic sustainability whilst surviving and thriving, through
their creative practice. These independent enterprises offer real
potential to shift the fashion system, from one that contributes to the
current ecological and social crisis, to one that contributes to a new
sustainable prosperity. 

↑  Figure 1. FIREup project (2014):
Accessories designer Michelle Lowe-Holder
collaborated with LCF Digital Lab to develop
3D printed clamshell-inspired clutch bags. 

Top: Portraits of Michelle Lowe-Holder © Polly Penrose
Bottom left: Sketches © Michelle Lowe-Holder 
Bottom centre: Digital sketch © Thomas Makryniotis
Bottom right: Workshop photo © Sandy Black 

↓ Figure 2. Michelle Lowe-Holder’s range of
customised clamshell bags displayed on the
FIREup stand at AHRC Creative Economy
Showcase, March 2014 © Sandy Black 
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Fashion and Technology 

Fashion, a largely craft-based industry, was surprisingly slow to 
embrace emerging technologies. Now entrepreneurial organisations
are harnessing digital technologies together with fashion to develop
new processes, products, business models, and retail formats – a
shift that has gained much greater relevance in the current pandemic.
Extending the functionality of clothing through interaction that engages
on an emotional level and meets a range of human needs, has huge

potential beyond the gimmicks initially
seen through an outdated “technology
push” approach that only seeks “the next
big thing” as a purely commercial win. 
In contrast, this new agenda reflects 
a shift to meeting genuine needs and
desires by innovative means. For
example, for over 15 years, Cute Circuit
has exemplified such innovative
approaches to technology (figures 3
and 4). The two co-founders (combining
expertise in fashion with interaction
design) developed their own electronic
components and modular systems
designed for disassembly, creating new
ways to communicate and inspire 
through integration of technology with
fashion, including differently-abled users.   

Personalisation and fashion-on-demand systems are significant new
paradigms that can really make inroads into reducing the senseless
overconsumption and overproduction of fashion that has prevailed
for too long. With its focus on the individual customer’s needs, the
Considerate Design project aimed to reduce consumption but enhance
delight, and make sustainability accessible to fashion designers
at different levels of the industry. New methods of manufacturing 
for personalised fashion products, including bespoke leather bags
(figure 5) and seamless knitwear, integrated 3D body scanning and
3D printing technologies with both craft and industrial manufacturing 
processes. 

Knitting technology continues to be a source of innovation. The
pioneering software systems company Unmade (originally called 
Knyttan), created a proof-of-concept system for digital end-to-end 
manufacturing, by means of digitally produced customized knitwear
made to order – a unique product at near mass production costs. Now,
by empowering businesses to only make what is actually needed,
Unmade aim to disrupt the fashion industry through digitally-enabled
mass customization and fashion-on-demand. 

↓ Figure 3. Cute Circuit’s pioneering
wearable technology. 

Left: The HugShirt™, first developed in
2002 in order to communicate physically
with loved ones at a distance, 2006
© Cute Circuit 

Right: The M-Dress mobile phone dress,
2007 © Cute Circuit 

↓ Figure 4. Cute Circuit Soundshirt developed
from the Hug Shirt to communicate
the haptic sensation of sounds to the hard
of hearing and others, 2019 © Cute Circuit 
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Such businesses offer key examples of the potential to accelerate
change in the fashion system by harnessing technology for
sustainable ends. 

→ Figure 5.
Considerate Design
project: Ergonomic
back-pack handcrafted
in leather and moulded 
to a 3D printed form
created from personal
body scan data, 2009
© Sandy Black 

The Future Fashion Agenda 
Now, more than ever before, as Covid-19 has wreaked suffering and
tragedy across the globe, the role of fashion in society and in the 
economy has been brought sharply into focus. The fashion sector 
has been disastrously affected, and much debate is now taking place
around the imperative to reset the fashion industry, and the unprece-
dented opportunity that C19 represents, to finally catalyse change in
the face of the climate emergency – away from the dominant paradigms
of overproduction, overconsumption and waste. There are calls (see
for example Binkley, 2020, rewiringfashion.org) for the resetting of the
fashion calendar to be more “in season” for the consumer, and visions 
of season-less evolving collections; moving to online presentations
with smaller scale, local physical presentations to reduce the
unnecessary carbon footprint of the fashion industry. There is an 
important opportunity to redress the key power imbalance in the 
wholesale relationship between small designers/brands and retailers,
with a reduction in markdown culture crucial to retaining the real value
in fashion clothing. 

The common thread among companies that are weathering the storm
most successfully is an authentic and integrated commitment to a
purpose larger than profitability or growth, using fashion for good.
If these enterprises are recognized as key drivers for transformation
of the fashion system, can a degrowth agenda be realised where
sufficiency is the goal? I believe in the positive power of fashion practice
to collectively build an academic and industry community focused
on solving a range of challenges, including how fashion is done,
what fashion may become, and what fashion must address for an
uncertain future. 

https://rewiringfashion.org
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Endnotes 
1 Current EU definitions: a micro business has up to nine employees and turnover under EUR2 million; 

a small business has up to 49 employees and turnover under EUR10million. 

2 Including the Nordic Initiative Clean and Ethical (NICE), leading to the Global Fashion Agenda (from 2010), 
Sustainable Apparel Coalition (from 2011), Fashion Revolution (from 2013), European Clothing Action Plan 
(2017 –19). 

3 The Fashion Paradox was a theme of my Interrogating Fashion Research Cluster in 2005, part of the Designing 
for the 21st Century initiative and informed the publication of Eco Chic: The Fashion Paradox in 2008 
(Black Dog Publishing). 

4 A cross-disciplinary initiative funded by two UK Research Councils – Arts & Humanities and Engineering 
& Physical Sciences – a welcome approach and focus on design as a broad discipline. The initiative was 
led between 2005 and 2009 by Prof Tom Inns, then of Dundee University. 

5 In Designing for the 21st Century: Interdisciplinary Questions and Insights the initiative director Tom Inns states: 
“Such a research discourse could be happening within every design discipline, for example, product design, 
graphic design, engineering design, and so on.” (2007, p.21). 

6 Considerate Design for Personalised Fashion (AHRC/EPSRC funded) with Cambridge Engineering Design 
Centre and the Open University; FIREup: Fashion, Innovation, Research and Enterprise, (AHRC funded), 
with UAL colleagues from Chelsea and CSM; Mapping Sustainable Fashion Opportunities for SMEs (EU 
funded) with Middlesex University, Politecnico di Milano and Institut Français de la Mode); and currently 
Rethinking Fashion Design Entrepreneurship: Fostering Sustainable Practices (AHRC funded), with Middlesex 

University and Open University. 
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Weblinks 
Considerate Design Project Archive site 
https://www.consideratedeisgn.com 

Cute Circuit  
https://cutecircuit.com 

Fashion designers and retailers call for resetting the fashion calendar: 
https://www.rewiringfashion.org 

FIREup project overview film 
https://vimeo.com/169533326 

Unmade 
https://www.unmade.com 

https://www.consideratedeisgn.com
https://vimeo.com/169533326 
https://www.unmade.com
https://www.rewiringfashion.org
https://cutecircuit.com
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2 Assemblages of Social Design 

This paper discusses the philosophical 
notion of assemblage: its ontological 
reality, relational agency and its affective 
pull. It argues that the institution of 
social design should be conceptualised 
in terms of an assemblage. 
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Introduction 
Assemblage is a concept that cuts across many of the works of Deleuze
and Guattari (1984, 1986, 1988; see also Guattari, 1984, 1989, 1995)
and others for whom their work is important. Primary among these latter
is Manuel DeLanda who has developed what he calls “Assemblage
Theory” from Deleuze and Guattari’s work, particularly through his books
A New Philosophy of Society: Assemblage Theory and Social Complexity
(2006) and Assemblage Theory (2016). There are however other
discussions of this concept (Latour, 2005; Philips, 2006; Venn, 2006)
as it has become relevant in a number of different disciplines and 
practices in recent years. What follows will be a snapshot of a much
larger set of discourses on the concept of assemblage. As such, it is
an early step in developing the role of the concept of assemblage in
relation to social design. 

Assemblage and Ontology 
For DeLanda, assemblage theory is necessary to encounter social
ontology (2006) and examine how the social is created (2016). By
invoking “ontology” here, DeLanda foregrounds the question of being
(in a classic, philosophical formulation: “why is there something rather
than nothing?”), so that, for him, the existence of the social needs to be
accounted for not just accepted. Furthermore, to say that the social is an
assemblage is to position it as a creation. He introduces assemblage “to
elucidate the proper ontological status of the entities that are invoked by
sociologists and other social scientists” (DeLanda, 2006, p.8) to answer
the question “why does society exist so?” Alongside a similar and
contemporary effort — Bruno Latour (2005) Reassembling the Social: an
introduction to Actor-Network Theory — DeLanda proposes to consider
the conditions for the existence of the social as being constituted
of things in networked relations with each other. DeLanda’s account 
of assemblages is that they are “wholes characterized by relations of 
exteriority” (DeLanda, 2006, p.10; original emphasis). Antagonistic both
to totalities and essences, while nevertheless involving wholes and parts,
assemblages in DeLanda’s account offer wholes that are emergent and

“contingently obligatory” (DeLanda, 2006, p.10). For him, the most
important aspect of an assemblage is that the “component parts enter
into relations of exteriority” (DeLanda, 2006, p.45) at which point they
construct social entities: a resolutely Deleuzian position. (In Control 
and Becoming, Deleuze (1995, p.171) reflects upon his and Guattari’s
characterisation of society in A Thousand Plateaus (1988) thus: “society
is defined not so much by its contradictions as by its lines of flight, it
flees all over the place”.) The sheer dynamism of this ontology requires
recognising society as a complex construction, created by things in
relation to each other and which are always under processes of change:
an assemblage. 

But, while DeLanda emphasises his assemblage-as-emergent-whole as
definitely non-reductionist — that is, not determined by its component 
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parts — and, though he argues against seeing assemblages as totalising, 
he does place more value on the holistic final form that the assemblage 
takes (DeLanda, 2006, p.119).1 What is missing from DeLanda’s (2006) 
account is an investigation of the nature of the relations upon which 
assemblages rely. If, importantly for DeLanda, an assemblage is 
anything that emerges from the relations between the things from  
which it forms, then it constructs from a multitude of elements each  
moved or arrested by the affective impacts of the others (Deleuze, 1988, 
1990; Spinoza, 1996; Brassett, 2016, 2018). The affective relations are 
also important. 

Assemblage and Agency 
The relevance of the concept of assemblage to social design does not
stop here. In reflecting on an aspect of assemblage often overlooked in
the usage discussed — escaping as it does from English translations of
the work of Deleuze and Guattari — and which may help us work from
DeLanda’s account to something that does not dismiss the relations of
the social assemblage. This lost concept is the link to agency evident in
Deleuze and Guattari’s French: agencement. John Phillips (2006) teases
out the overlaps and discrepancies in meaning between the French and
the English concepts in his rich, short piece “Agencement/Assemblage”. 
Highlighting agencement’s relations to other of Deleuze’s concepts 
— sense, event and becoming — he uncovers the notion of “in 
connection with” that is accentuated in the French but not in the 
English.2 Where assemblage’s tendency is to give prominence to the 
concrete “state of affairs” of any collection — as in DeLanda (2006) — 
agencement has a greater fluidity in focusing upon the relations 
between the parts that are now collected. Phillips (2006, p.108) writes:

“Agencement designates the priority of neither the state of affairs nor
the statement but of their connection, which implies the production of
a sense that exceeds them and of which, transformed, they now form
parts.” More everyday French usage pitches agencement into distinctly
design and innovation territories, with connotations of layout, planning
or arrangement. Michel Callon (2006) notes these in an essay on
performativity and economics, writing: 

Agencement has the same root as agency: agencements are 

arrangements endowed with the capacity of acting in different ways 

depending on their configuration. This means that there is nothing 

left outside agencements: there is no need for further explanation, 

because the construction of its meaning is part of an agencement. 

A socio-technical agencement includes the statement[s] pointing 

to it, and it is because the former includes the latter that the 

agencement acts in line with the statement, just as the operating 

instructions are part of the device and participate in making it work. 

(Callon, 2006, p.13) 
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An actor’s agency is thus founded upon an ability to arrange, to act, to
design and innovate, to make connections between things in creative 
ways whose affective potentials then exceed the possibilities of the 
designer or innovator. Assemblages need agents. Excess potential can 
then fold back into the agencement to enrich further opportunities for 
impactful creative production. This point can be made in yet another way. 

In the Introduction to Deleuze and Design (Brassett and Marenko, 2015,  
pp.5 — 6), the authors note Deleuze and Guattari’s use of the reflexive   
verb “se dessiner” in describing Kafka’s work. “Coming into view” is the 
translators’ choice to render “se dessine”, which can also be translated  
as “emerges” and, more literally, “designs itself”.3 Assemblages,
agencements emerge, stand out, come into view not passively but 
actively. This is not only what design does, but also what it is: design 
designs our ontological possibilities.4  This is why Kafka, as told by 
Deleuze and Guattari, was interested in how a new “agencement se 
dessine”: in how the capacities for action so key to any form of agency 
are given the ability to emerge, to self-arrange, to design themselves. 

Assemblage and the Affective Pull   
At the opening of a book containing a collection of lectures given in the
mid-/late-1930s, after his retirement, philosopher and mathematician
Alfred North Whitehead writes the following: “[philosophy’s] primary
stage can be termed assemblage” (1966, p.2; original emphasis). 
It is a small reference, but beckons much. Against “systematization” 
— a totalising and closed grouping of ideas — Whitehead values 
assemblage as an open-ended gathering together of matters-of-fact
and matters-of-importance. For him, while matters-of-fact can be
investigated scientifically, matters-of-importance are the purview of
speculative philosophy: philosophy of the ‘what if?’; philosophy that
is resolutely creative of the possibilities of present experience under
pressure from the future (Whitehead, 1961). This recalls Latour’s
discussion of design in his keynote address at the Design History
Society’s Annual Conference, “Networks of Design” (2008; pp.2 —10).
For him, design needs to be seen as dealing with “matters of concern”
not with “matters of fact”. Following this, we may posit all design as
that which constructs assemblages of affective importance from
interconnected things. If we can move these assemblages away from
totalising concepts and narratives, towards constructs that value
openness, connection and creative evolution, then social design can
activate (along) both its ontological value and its relational importance.
Latour highlights this through his use of the word “thing”. From an Old
English word (itself from Old Norse) that captured not only the cultural,
legal and political deliberations of matters-of-concern, “thing” is also
the spaces in which these took place. The creative production of things 
— those designed and innovated as a result of organisational processes
and those redesigned, deranged, hacked or subverted by people
outside of these organisations — is a multiply entangled assemblage:
of a number of different concerns at a moment in time; and, in an 
immanent fashion, of the conditions for such assemblages to exist.5 
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Social Design as an Assemblage 
These are the ingredients for the institution of social design as an
assemblage. It will, it seems to me, regard the design practices that
it mobilises as important acts upon which it is also assembled. In 
philosophical parlance (particularly of Spinoza, Whitehead and
Deleuze), this is immanent. That is, such an assemblage self-
constructs on a plane on which (and as which) the conditions for
its existence, the facts of its existence and the multiple concerns
that it holds in relations mutually affect. This is both complex and 
complicated, but instituting social design as an affective assemblage
was never going to be easy. 
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Endnotes 
1 For a more nuanced examination of emergent systems and their relations to reductionism and holism, 

developed through an account of “integrative levels” see: Stengers (1997) and a commentary in Brassett 
(2021 forthcoming). 

2 It is worth noting that Guattari (1984) uses ‘agencement’ in the senses discussed here before Deleuze 
and that it is one of the many creative impacts that Deleuze receives from his encounter with Guattari. 

3 In the original: « quand peut-on dire qu’un nouvel agencement se dessine? » (Deleuze and Guattari, 
1975, p.149). 

4 The emerging ethics here is also important to note. It constitutes both a social design and a political 
design and is thus valuable to consider for those of us interested in social design and innovation. See, 
too, note 5 below. 

5 This recalls Deleuze’s depiction of ethics (1988, p.23) as the “typology of immanent modes of existence”. 
I work through this definition of ethics to arrive at a relational ontology of the social in which design is deeply 

implicated (Brassett, 2018, 2019). 
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The Covid-19 pandemic and the climate 
emergency are both symptoms of the 
global social-ecological crisis. This 
crisis is an existential threat which 
demands concerted action based on 
shared understanding. At the same 
time, it is also the ultimate “wicked 
problem” – a dynamic situation of 
competing interpretations, conflicting 
interests, and unconscious impulses. 
This paper proposes that art, design 
and the humanities – as spaces for 
creativity and criticality – can help 
address this crisis by engaging with 
the concept of “planetary health” and 
developing its implications in relation 
to the discourse of decolonisation. 
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Introduction 
From public to planetary health: a manifesto, was published in 2014 by 
Richard Horton and colleagues at The Lancet medical journal (figure 1).
The manifesto celebrates the interdependence between human and
ecological systems: “Our vision is for a planet that nourishes and
sustains the diversity of life with which we coexist and on which we
depend” (Horton et al., 2014, p.847). Described as “an attitude towards
life and a philosophy for living”, planetary health encompasses physical
and mental health. Aiming “to minimise differences in health according
to wealth, education, gender, and place”, the manifesto has a clear
ethos of social justice. Here, I propose that the arts and humanities
could contribute to planetary health, by complementing rational modes
of understanding with creative imagination and critical reflection, and
by engaging people through affective and embodied experience with
the ethical and emotional complexity of ecological regeneration and
restorative justice. 

↓ Figure 1. Excerpt from Planetary Health
infographic, 2017 © The Lancet 
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Health as a Systemic Concept 
The first principle of the constitution of the World Health Organization
declares that, “Health is a state of complete physical, mental and social
well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity” (World
Health Organization, 1946, p.1). Acknowledging this ideal, Fritjof Capra
drew on work by Gregory Bateson to propose a systemic conception
of health: 

Living systems are organized in such a way that they form 

multileveled structures, each level consisting of subsystems which 

are wholes in regard to their parts, and parts with respect to the 

larger wholes. Thus, molecules combine to form organelles, which 

in turn combine to form cells. The cells form tissues and organs, 

which themselves form larger systems, like the digestive system 

or the nervous system. These, finally, combine to form the living 

woman or man; and the ‘stratified order’ does not end there. 

People form families, tribes, societies, nations. All these entities— 

from molecules to human beings, and on to social systems—can 

be regarded as wholes in the sense of being integrated structures, 

and also as parts of larger wholes at higher levels of complexity. 

(Capra, 1982, p.80) 

In 1972 Bateson had brought together insights from systems theory,
psychology and anthropology to identify three interconnected networks
existing at the scales of the human being, the society and the ecosystem
(Bateson, 1972, p.435 – 6). Rather than study these networks as discrete
entities, Bateson focussed on how nonlinear causality and dynamic
feedback loops characterize the “infinite regress of relationships”
between them (Bateson, 1972, p.246). Bateson’s work informed
psychiatrist and philosopher Félix Guattari, who observed, “More than
ever today, nature has become inseparable from culture; and if we are to
understand the interactions between ecosystems, the mechanosphere,
and the social and individual universes of reference, we have to learn 
to think ‘transversally’” (Guattari, 1989, p.135). 
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Thinking Transversally  
To apply transversal thinking to the Covid-19 pandemic, let’s first
consider the ecosystem. Johan Rockström of the Stockholm
Resilience Centre identified nine planetary boundaries (figure 2),
each delineating a critical threshold in the Earth system (Rockström
et al., 2009, p.472 – 475). 

↑ Figure 2. Planetary boundaries diagram, 2015
© J. Lokrantz, based on Steffen et al., Stockholm Resilience Centre. 
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Four of these boundaries have already been breached: the biogeo-
chemical cycles of nitrogen and phosphorus, climate breakdown, loss
of biosphere integrity, and land-system change. Scientific consensus
is that the destruction of biosphere integrity and land system change
enabled the Covid-19 virus to emerge in late 2019. This should not have
been a surprise: in 2000, researchers observed that, “The combined
effects of environmentally detrimental changes in local land use and
alterations in global climate disrupt the natural ecosystem and can
increase the risk of transmission of parasitic diseases to the human
population” (Patz et al., 2000, p.1395 – 1405). In 2016, the UN warned
of the growing risk of “zoonotic” pandemics (UNEP, 2016, p.18). 

Secondly, regarding the “mechanosphere”, clearing tropical forests
for purposes including timber extraction, livestock rearing, and palm
oil production brings people into contact with wild animals carrying
pathogens that transmit to humans (Afelt et al., 2018; Randolph et al.,
2020). The Forests & Finance coalition has shown that tropical forest
destruction is driven by a small number of multinational corporations
and the banks that finance them (2020). Banking and finance are key
to the neocolonial system of material extraction, which extends
inequalities established under colonial domination. 

→ Figure 3. Sheep at a saleyard. Still from the
documentary Dominion, written and directed
by Chris Delforce, 2018 © Chris Delforce 

Thirdly, the “universes of reference” which are the focus of this essay,
should be addressed. As the Covid-19 pandemic spread to Europe,
the English-language mainstream media ignored corporately financed
tropical deforestation, and zoonotic disease transmission in factory
farms, industrial slaughter-houses, and meat processing facilities (Pabst
and Wallace, 2020). 

Similarly, the fact that a privileged minority travelling by plane spread
the virus around the world went unremarked. Instead, media coverage
perpetuated a racialised fear of contamination, by focusing on “wet
markets”, in which wild animals are slaughtered and sold for food and
traditional medicine. This framing reflected the privileged worldview of
investors and consumers in “developed” societies. Sociologist Fouad
Makki has shown how the discourse of development was mobilised by
colonialist nations attempting to retain power, as the old justifications
collapsed after the Second World War, writing: 
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The mastery over nature, which was the essence of the Western 

scientific ethos, became the new key to the mastery of empire. 

Because science and technology were viewed as neutral, they 

could be advanced with confidence, quite unlike the ethnocentric 

ideologies of cultural chauvinism or racial superiority. Based on 

Enlightenment ideals of progress, they offered a seemingly more 

plausible basis for assertions of imperial hegemony and opened the 

door to subsequent theories of modernisation. (Makki, 2004, p.155) 

Today, as modernisation is transgressing ecological limits, the narrative
is shifting again, from mastery over nature to management of ecological
risk. A year before the Covid-19 pandemic, at its annual meeting in
Davos, Switzerland, the World Economic Forum (WEF) acknowledged
that deadly disease outbreaks are integral to the globalised industrial-
consumer society: “with increasing trade, travel, population density,
human displacement, migration and deforestation, as well as climate
change, a new era of the risk of epidemics has begun” (WEF, 2019, p.6). 

Compounding the Injustices of Class and Race 

As long as people can profit with impunity from ecological damage,
economic activity will transgress planetary boundaries. Like parasites
draining vital nutrients from their hosts, colonial and neocolonial systems
expropriate value while externalising risks onto the host country and
the global commons. While the WEF troubles over the risk of zoonotic
disease threatening mineral extraction in Africa (Sands et al., 2019),
the ecological and health impacts of climate damage and fossil fuel use
intersect with the injustices of class and race. For example, people of
colour produce less air pollution than white people, but are more
exposed to it (François, 2019); white people produce more air pollution,
but breathe less of it (Tessum et al., 2019). The Covid-19 virus can be
transmitted on particles of air pollution (Wu, Nethery et al., 2020),
compounding the suffering of people in communities already dispro-
portionately suffering from poor respiratory health (Lerner, 2010).
Discussing this pandemic in the USA, academic and activist Keeanga-
Yamahtta Taylor has declared: 

There are times, typically in the midst of a crisis, when the true 

character of our society reveals itself, and the brutality of our social 

hierarchy is laid bare. If [Hurricane] Katrina exposed the racism and 

inequality of the American South and the Gulf Coast in particular, 

the Coronavirus crisis shows that these overlapping issues of race, 

class, inequality and oppression are not regional afflictions, but are 

endemic to American society. (Taylor, 2020) 
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The afflictions of racism and inequality are not confined to the USA,
or to the descendants of the African Diaspora. Across the world,
indigenous communities are intensely vulnerable to illness and disease,
overcrowding and a lack of access to clean water and healthcare.
Director of the Institute of Race Relations, Liz Fekete observes: 

In Brazil, Indigenous Peoples, who suffer disproportionately from 

respiratory infections, are having to dig deeper into the Amazon 

rainforest to avoid the pandemic. In Australia, Aboriginal people 

and Torres Strait Islanders, who have high levels of diabetes and 

renal failure, are at greater risk of severe attack from Covid-19 

than other groups. In the US the health issues faced by American 

Indians, accompanied by the lack of specialist health facilities 

in reservation areas, also places them, too, at higher risk of 

Covid-19 death. (Fekete, 2020) 

↑ Figure 4. Nahua people infected with smallpox
disease in the Americas. From the Florentine 
Codex (1540 – 1585), Book XII folio 54. In
Bernardino de Sahagún (1499 – 1590), compiler.
Original illustration by unknown 16th-century artist
/ Public domain. 

↑ Figure 5. A Winter Scene with Skaters near a 
Castle by Hendrick Avercamp (1608). National
Gallery London / Public domain. 

This pattern of contemporary injustice overlays the unresolved historical
trauma of colonialism. Following the invasion of Latin America by
Columbus in 1492, European colonisers violently subjugated and
enslaved the indigenous peoples and stole their wealth. But the
colonisers also carried diseases (figure 4). As Alexander Koch, Robert
Dull and fellow researchers have shown, the resulting epidemics
killed up to 95% of the indigenous people - so many died that their
civilization collapsed and the land they had cultivated for centuries
reverted to forest, altering the climatic history of the planet, and
triggering “The Little Ice Age” in Europe (Koch et al., 2019, Dull et al.,
2010) (figure 5). 
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Relating the historical origins and material impacts of the social-
ecological crisis to their ideological dimensions, Gene Ray has proposed
that: “In the Sixth Mass Extinction, it is no longer permissible to think
genocide apart from ecocide; in the endgame of modernity, these
processes are knotted and unfold from the same supremacist logics
and fantasies” (Ray, 2017). 

Achille Mbembe characterises the ideology of white supremacism
as something akin to a sociopathic form of cognitive dissonance: 

↑ Figure 6. Walter Crane, Imperial Federation: Map
Showing the Extent of the British Empire in 1886.
Colour lithograph. Published by Maclure & Co.,
London as a supplement to The Graphic, 24 July
1886 / Public domain. 

The birth of the racial subject – and therefore of blackness – 

is linked to the history of capitalism. Capitalism emerged as a 

double impulse toward, on the one hand, the unlimited violation 

of all forms of prohibition and, on the other, the abolition of any 

distinction between ends and means. (Mbembe, 2017, p.179) 
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Liberating Creativity and Criticality 

↑ Figure 7. Planetary Health and the Arts and
Humanities, 2020 © David Cross 

As this double impulse activates feedback loops of social breakdown
and ecological extinction, the supremacist fantasy of omnipotence,
and its corresponding pathology of powerlessness, engender mental
disorders from anxiety and depression to psychosis, afflicting both
the oppressed, and the oppressors. As James Baldwin observes,

“It is so simple a fact and one that is so hard, apparently, to grasp:
‘Whoever debases others is debasing himself’” (Baldwin, 1963). Unlike
the deliberate brutality of colonial rule, the injustices of neocolonialism
may be unwittingly perpetrated through negligence, ignorance and
misrecognition. Within the mechanistic paradigm of cause and effect,
the dualistic separation of nature from culture, and a system of law
that favours private interests over the public and commons, harm

to people and the planet is routinely excused as the
unfortunate consequence of legitimate business. For
the people who have suffered trauma, injury, and illness
as a result of what Rob Nixon calls the “slow violence” 
(2013) of ecological destruction, such excuses
compound physical harm with the psychological
burden of injustice. Meanwhile, for privileged people
benefitting from this status quo, feelings of anxiety,
guilt, and anger are repressed by an orthodoxy of
positivity that dissolves criticality and suspends
judgement. Such psychological defences can have
a paradoxical effect — psychoanalyst Sally Weintrobe
examines how climate denial can attack the rational 
mind in a destructive feedback loop: 

Disavowal can lead us further and further away from accepting the reality
of climate change, with murderous and suicidal consequences. This
is because the more reality is systematically avoided through making
it insignificant or through distortion, the more anxiety builds up uncon-
sciously, and the greater is the need to defend with further disavowal.
(Weintrobe, 2013, p.7) 

As Baldwin warns, “To defend oneself against a fear is simply to ensure
that one will, one day, be conquered by it; fears must be faced” (Baldwin,
1962). Confronted with the explosive injustices and existential threats
of the social-ecological crisis, fear is part of a healthy response. But so
too is creativity: alive to complexity and uncertainty, art and design can
offer “safe spaces” enabling people to test their assumptions, compare
different perspectives, and explore hopes and anxieties. By combining
the power of creativity with the self-reflexive and emancipatory focus
of criticality, people might envision alternative possibilities (Crossick
and Kaszynska, 2016, p.63), and make discerning choices between
them. Here, then, is potential to develop the ideal of planetary health,
bringing together ecological regeneration with restorative justice in a
project of cultural transformation. 
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2 From Sustainable to Circular to Social Textile Design Research 

This paper describes and analyses a 
longitudinal practice research project 
used to map a sustainable design 
landscape and a circular design 
framework. Using examples from the 
100 polyester shirts the author has 
remade over the last 20 years, the 
paper seeks to explore the new 
materials, social models, and user 
mindsets needed in order to shift 
from a linear to a circular – and more 
socially equitable – society.    
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Introduction 
Our wardrobes are full of shirts and blouses. Our shops are overloaded
with them. Our second-hand shops too (now more than ever, after the
massive spring 2020 clear-out prompted by the Covid-19 pandemic). 
Over the years I have been collecting these shirts, one by one, and
giving them a new lease of life as part of my Top 100 project (figure 1).
Working alone in my studio, or with collaborators, I remake each shirt
using low-impact techniques, continuously testing new ideas to
understand, locate, and communicate the value and opportunities that
lie inside and outside of our wardrobes. Through this practice research
and making textiles, facilitating workshops, and curating showcase
exhibit-ions, new research groups frameworks and tools have emerged.
These have culminated in the Materials, Models and Mindsets (MMM)
model (figure 2). 

↑ Figure 1. Upcycling textiles – A digital sketchbook for the Top 100 project
(www.upcyclingtextiles.net), 1999-2018 © Rebecca Earley 

www.upcyclingtextiles.net
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Materials, Models, Mindsets 
Back in 1999, working from my makers studio on Brick Lane, I was
hand-printing fabrics for seasonal collections that I would show twice
a year at London Fashion Week. It quickly became clear that the cost
of making the garments was too high for me to sustain this business
model. Yet all around me there were second-hand clothing outlets –
railway arches packed to the roof – so I began to collect polyester shirts
on which to print. Here I had ready-made garments to work with, 
enabling me to avoid buying virgin materials and employing pattern
cutters and machinists. The Top 100 project originally came about
through financial need, but I quickly understood the environmental
savings I was making too. 

↑   Figure 2. The Materials, Models and Mindsets 
framework, source: Earley et al., 2016  
© R. Earley, K. Goldsworthy & C. Vuletich 



    
  

 
 

 
 

    
  

   
 

  
  

 
  

 
  

 
 
 

  
 

 

  
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

  

 
 
 
 

 

5From Sustainable to Circular to Social Textile Design Research 

Materials 
Polyester as a fibre is strong and durable; it has great flexibility and 
experimentation potential for a printed textile designer. Over the years
I have remanufactured old polyester shirts using my “heat photogram”
technique (using real objects, like plants, as stencils), hand painting
designs, and using digitally manipulated scanned images printed on to
dye sublimation paper. Through collaborations with other researchers
(see figures 3 and 4), I have laser etched and welded it (with Kate 
Goldsworthy), created silver-electroplated jewellery (with Frances 
Geesin), and embroidered both the material and the left-over painted
papers (with Karen Spurgin). My children and their school friends have
even skateboarded over it to make upcycled shirts. 

Using textile design approaches to keep polyester in use for as long
as possible has become my mission. Through funded research 
programmes like Mistra Future Fashion and Trash-2-Cash, I have been
able to explore its circular potential more fully, and to understand the
challenges and benefits of new modes of production and innovation in
textile recycling technology. An approach to design has evolved which
responds to technology, science, and material developments. 

→ Figure 3.
Left: Ever & Again Shirt, 2006 © Rebecca Earley 

Centre: Twice Upcycled Shirt, 2008 © Ollie Reid 

Right: Jabot Shirt, 2007 © Science Museum /
Science & Society Picture Library 

→ Figure 4.
Top left: The ReFashion/Fractal Shirt, 2013
© Phillip Koll 

Top centre: Shanghai Shirt, 2014
© Christina Schek 

Top right: School Shirt - an upcycled shirt
co-created for auction by school children, 2015
© Rebecca Earley 

Bottom left: The Black Hack Chat workshop
where users were invited to make a shirt for 
themselves, 2012 © Mischa Haller 

Bottom right: Workshop with garment factory
workers in China, 2013 © Rebecca Earley 
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Models  
If we start with the presumption, striking perhaps but not totally  

far-fetched, that the contemporary world can be considered   

a massive design failure, certainly the result of particular design  

decisions, is it a matter of designing our way out?   

(Escobar, 2018, p.33) 

We can make durable, flexible and light materials, and we can recycle 
them. However, they operate within outdated and damaging systems 
which, whilst being profitable for industry, remain exploitative for 
workers and excessive in terms of over-production and over-
consumption. We need design to create and test new, more equitable 
and socially balanced models.  

From around 2010, I began to make the shirts in new ways, opening  
up the processes by designing methods and tools to enable users  
to remake shirts for themselves (figure 5). Supporting co-creation  
and multiple cycles of remanufacture, I began designing for systems, 
services, alternative business models, networks, and communities. As   
a research team in Textiles, Environment and Design (TED), we began  
to consider speeds of production and material cycles together with 

“appropriate” design decision-making, to create more social equity 
within the textile supply chain. 

Mindsests 

Can we use design to drive and support the mental changes that lead  
to the behavioural changes that circular economies require? We can 
design clothing to be “rented out” from fashion libraries, but would 
people actively use such a facility, changing their habits of buying new 
goods from the high street or online? Some research says this is an 
almost insurmountable barrier, “clothing may be a challenging type  
of goods to integrate in PSS (product service systems) schemes and  
found only a moderate interest among fashion-conscious consumers” 
(Armstrong et al. 2015, p. 37, as cited in Petersen & Riisberg, 2017).  
Yet things can change very quickly. In Spring 2020 Covid-19 forced 
fashion supply chains to crash – the unimaginable happened and the 
runaway train was halted in its tracks. Designers need to act now and 
offer viable alternatives to globalised, linear consumption (Pederson, 
Andersen & Earley, 2018). 

From 2014 onwards, I began to consider how we can design to support 
behaviour change in users and designers working in challenging 
collaborative situations with participants from different backgrounds  
and disciplines. Using yoga, meditation, portrait painting and 
photography, this shirt series took the co-creators and I on a journey  
of self-discovery. I wanted to question both how to change our 
consumption habits, as well as how we can gain the confidence to  
work  in tricky situations. These shirts are about supporting designers 
and collaborators in emerging circular economy contexts (figure 5). 
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↑ Figure 5.
Top left: ReDressing Activism Shirt made with young fashion entrepreneurs
in Hong Kong, 2015 © Phillip Koll 

Top centre: Shavasana Shirt made with Bridget Harvey, Trish Hegarty and
Dr. Clara Vuletich, 2015 © Christina Schek 

Top right: Silence Shirt, 2016 © Rebecca Earley 

Bottom left: Ezio Manzini’s Cultures of Resilience project at which the
Shavasana Shirt was created, 2015 © Rebecca Earley 

Bottom right: Group meditation session with scientists, part of the
Trash-2-Cash project © Rebecca Earley 



     ↑ Figure 6. The Service Shirt (2018) designed  
to transition over time.   
 
From left to right: a plain rPET ‘silk’ blouse gets 
printed and then over-printed twice more before 
becoming a lining for a jacket and then finally 
jewellery © Jelly Luise 
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The Service Shirt 
What if we could design our clothes to last as long as the materials they 
are made from? The Service Shirt represents the synthesis of the Top 
100 project work. After eight years of research in the Mistra Future 
Fashion programme, working with collaborators across the whole 
fashion system, this prototype brings together ideas about fibre 
regeneration, material and technical innovation, user behaviour, new 
business models, and lifecycle assessment. 

Figure 6 shows the different states of the shirt over the 50-year cycle. 
The original white recycled polyester ‘silk’ shirt is sold to the first user 
in a traditional, linear way. The user keeps the shirt for five years before 
handing it on to her daughter, who after a while gets the item overprinted 
in the brand’s flagship store. The daughter eventually swaps the shirt 
with a friend, who wears it for a while before trading it in at the flagship 
store for a voucher. The store creates the second overprint and puts  
the garment out for loan in the fashion library part of their shop.  

Replacing buying new products with renting clothes has been identified 
as one way we can reduce the impact of fashion. Product Service 
Systems (PSS) “are considered one of the most promising solutions  
to the current problem of resource drain and over-consumption. In 
contrast to conventional modes of consumption, PSS focus typically  
on fulfilling the customer’s needs rather than selling a product” (Petersen 
& Riisberg, 2017). The shirt gets a third overprint during its time in the 
library. Digitally-printed transfer paper and a heat press is the technique 
used. The designs are based on the jewellery items that get made later  
in the product’s life, giving the shirts an unusual aesthetic narrative. This 
time a simple black paper goes over the top of the shirt, producing a 
textured black finish. The black shirt is easy to wear and popular with 
library users. Next, the black shirt is transformed into the lining for an 
occasional-wear jacket. Through a semi-artisanal process, using laser 
cutting and hand-assembly, the outer layer (made of a polyester felt and 
using the same zero-waste pattern as the shirt) is connected to the shirt. 



 

9From Sustainable to Circular to Social Textile Design Research 

The jacket is designed for disassembly so that the different components
of which it is made may be taken apart and reused in the next life of the 
materials. This anticipated future reuse is integrated into the jacket’s 
design by etching the cut lines for jewellery pieces on the surface of  
the material as decoration. The shirt/jacket is transformed into these 
unique pieces by bonding, then cutting strips and hand rolling, folding 
and stitching, to create a series of unique, one-off bag and jewellery 
products. By cutting up the jacket along the etched marks, a skilled 
artisanal process transforms both the outer-layer and the lining into  
a collection of accessories to be worn as collars over a shirt or top. 

Mapping Opportunities for Social Change  
Latour’s Actor Network Theory (ANT) (2005) proposes that any system 
we encounter (e.g. circular fashion textiles) can most effectively be 
approached if we look at all of the parts – whether they are natural, 
technological, or human – as interacting and active members of the 
system. According to ANT, each human, technological, and natural 
factor has an equal part to play in the system and must be considered. 
Kate Fletcher has written about fashion and the techniques and 
processes of use (2012); Petersen & Riisberg (2017) build on this with 
their study of Vigga, a PSS for childrenswear. They highlight the point 
made by Entwistle and Fallon, namely that:  

 ANT offers a methodology for tracing the connections between  

human and non-human actors and a way of studying fashion  

simultaneously as materiality and practice. The ability to trace  

relations across otherwise well-established borders, such as the  

sphere of production and the sphere of consumption (Fallan 2010:  

82) or nature and culture (Entwistle 2015b: 29), may be one of   

the most promising aspects of applying ANT to design and fashion.  

(Petersen & Riisberg 2017,  p.219) 

This tracing of relations aligns well to the way in which we use the MMM 
framework – we took a broad, holistic stance from the beginning, seeing 
design as more than product design, but also communication design 
and service design too. However, as ANT is used to study organisations, 
it also seems to also offer the opportunity to gain a better understanding 
of how the problems we identify through our creative work can be  
used to help us “design our way out” of industry’s current practices. Yet,  
as Whittle and Spicer (2008, p. 3) point out, “…while ANT provides a 
valuable framework for the empirical analysis of the organizing process, 
it cannot provide a critical account of organization.” So, it helps us see, 
but does not provide the strategy to achieve the change required. 
However, even though it does not provide a normative orientation, in  
my experience ANT does help to raise questions that might otherwise  
be obscured (see below).   
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Conclusion 
In the last few years of the Top 100 project, I have been looking at 
change from within the context of a design team in a company. Through
the Mistra Future Fashion programme, I have spent a great deal of time
in Sweden at H&M, and more recently at Filippa K (FK). My team and
I use design thinking methods to help the participants explore
sustainability, circularity, and design decision-making. We encourage
the designers to “follow the actors” (Latour 2005, p.12) and think about
the relationship between the work they do and the people they are 
outside of work, using the clothes as prompts. This is a workshop 
method that we have used for many years, but in this case (and when
we used it at H&M in 2012) it was clear that these are not questions 
that the designers explore, even when they are working on their 

“Conscious Collection” (H&M) or the “Frontrunners” (FK). The shirts I
created in parallel to these interventions reflect the insights from the
workshops; they are not sustainable fashion prototypes, but actors that
tell the story of the problems and the opportunities that lay ahead for
brands. ANT showed us what the Service Shirt might mean for a brand,
but it also highlighted broader opportunities for change across different 

↓ Figure 7. The Service Shirt (2018)
mapped out to include all the people
and interactions that occur during its
50-year lifespan, as well as the places
that making and remaking takes place
© Rebecca Earley 
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systems. The idea of the shirts existing in public ownership and being 
widely circulated and used, supporting new social innovation networks 
and giving agency, was the insight from the research that excited us 
most. Figure 7 was the result of a workshop where we traced relations  
of the Service Shirt, including people, places and processes. We found 
new questions emerged which ask us to consider sustainable and 
circular fashion in a much more socially-connected way, encompassing 
service design and future retail, along with user experiences and 
engagement between brands, small designer brands, and organisations: 

•   How can we design services for providing new experiences  
in making and using our clothes?

•  What are the future shopping experiences for circular fashion?  
•  Can we design retail places based on multi-revenue models? 
•   How can designers create clusters of multiple, independent  

businesses? 
•   By engaging consumers in renting and take-back services,  

can brands form strong partnerships with designer-makers  
who do the remanufacturing work? 

•   How can lifecycle assessment be integrated into localised  
service offers? 

•   Can we make places for interaction between designers and  
makers in order to foster new conversations that explore value 
versus time? 
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2 Design Against Crime: An Innovative and Inclusive Approach to Crime Prevention

This position paper offers an 
incomplete history of the Design 
Against Crime Research Centre 
(DACRC) and explains its practice  
of socially responsive design, as  
an approach of social design. It 
describes how, over the 20 years  
that DACRC has operated (founded  
in 1999), its research team created a 
social design-centred methodology 
that addresses use, abuse and 
misuse of objects, environments, 
systems and services.
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Introduction: Design Against Crime  
as Socially Responsive Design 

Socially responsive design is a field of design practice that “takes as its
primary driver social issues; its main consideration social impact; and
its main objective social change” (Gamman & Thorpe, 2009, 2011).
It is a “socially situated” (Suchman, 1987) practice that is contingent 
on context, in particular the agency of the people in and around the 
design process. It is this contingency that determines a design approach
that is ‘responsive’ rather than ‘responsible’. According to Armstrong et
al. (2014), in a report for the Arts Humanities Research Council (AHRC),
social designers engage to “make change happen towards collective
and social ends, rather than predominantly commercial objectives”.
Markussen (2017) emphasises the processes of social design as well
as its products, suggesting that social design is defined according to
(i) its modus operandi, i.e. its specific way of working and operating
through “participatory approaches” as well as (ii) its aim towards “social
ends” as being prioritised over commercial objectives. 

As researchers and practitioners in socially responsive design, our
work with the DACRC at the University of the Arts London (UAL), seeks
to change things for the better for those victimised by crime. This
includes those who suffer loss or injury by being subjected to criminal
acts, as well as those who perpetrate these acts, and in doing so damage
not just the lives of others but also their own through prosecution and
punishment. It also includes the citizens of wider society who share in the
financial burden of publicly funding the ‘cops, courts and corrections’.
The United Kingdom (UK) spent approximately £4.56 billion on its prison
system in 2018/19. Whilst this figure represents an increase when
compared to the previous year, it means the UK is still spending around
£40 million less than it did in 2010/11, mainly due to the austerity policies
pursued by the coalition government of the time. 

Central to our work designing against crime is the understanding that
those people who experience crime are well placed to help design
against it. Hence, they are are integral to our activities. We apply this
understanding via a collaborative approach to design research and
practice, that connects communities of interest with communities of
practice around issues of concern. We bring together individuals and
organisations from multiple disciplines and diverse social actors,
including people who have committed crime, police, victims of crime,
advocacy and interest groups, service providers, manufacturers, 
suppliers, and local and national government, with designers, architects,
planners, criminologists, ethnographers, and engineers. Where possible,
we ensure these multiple actors are involved in the identification of the
challenges faced and the articulation of the design questions that arise
in response to these challenges. Actors contribute diverse insights,
knowledge and other resources in the co-definition and prioritisation
of the specific challenges and contexts to be addressed, along with the
co-development and/or review of design responses to these challenges.
In addition to the co-creation and testing of design against crime 
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exemplars, we also synthesise and share the research and knowledge
gathered and developed within the design process. This information
is disseminated as design resources that are made openly available to
enable others to respond to similar challenges in their local contexts.
Iterative, collaborative review of proposals, prototypes, and resources
seek to ensure that responses are effective and “fit for purpose” for
the contexts and publics they aim to serve. To illustrate this socially
responsive approach, and the outputs that it has co-created and co-
produced to design against crime, we discuss our work below, drawing
on accounts of the design against crime exemplars we have produced
(see also Thorpe & Gamman, 2015). 

Foregrounding Our Approach 
Our approach builds on the second-generation approaches to Crime
Prevention through Environmental Design (CPTED) and also Situational
Crime Prevention (SCP). Both are multi-disciplinary approaches
concerned with reducing opportunities for crime through environmental
(or situational) design, from structures to neighbourhoods. Unlike the
first-generation approaches, they include consideration of social
ecology and psychology, alongside the design of the built environment
and – if implemented properly – will also prioritise new methods of 
community involvement. But the way the engagement process is 
managed is crucial. What distinguishes a second-generation approach
from a first-generation CPTED approach is not just a more nuanced
understanding of social and cultural considerations and the idea of 
community involvement, but the way that participatory design methods,
as well as crime principles, are drawn upon to engage citizens in the
co-definition and prioritisation of concerns and goals. 

Many crime prevention practitioners agree that secure design should
not look “criminal” and the need for engagement is about understanding
that desirable neighbourhoods are often those where people feel safe,
because they look safe and foster and facilitate strong community 
support mechanisms. Also, how to deliver crime prevention design 
– alongside what Henry Shaftoe (2008) describes as “convivial” place
making through community engagement and collaboration – is the 
subject of recurrent agonistic debate. For a start, how to interpret “safety”
differs widely across disciplines and people. A recurring theme in such
debates is “the defensibility versus permeability” dilemma. Crime 
prevention often favours defensibility, arguing with Taylor (2002) that

“neighbourhood permeability is…one of the community level design
features most reliably linked to crime rates, and the connections operate
consistently in the same direction across studies: more permeability,
more crime” (Taylor, 2002, p.419). Whilst those concerned with making
public space more convivial tend to seek permeability and openness,
enabling the public realm to be understood as “a place where strangers
meet” (Sennett, 2010, p.261), where “eyes on street” and “social capital”
(Jacobs, 1961) can help to foster “enduring neighbourhoods” and
prevent crime (Sampson, 2012), not everyone agrees this is the way 
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forward. So, who is “right”? Certainly, the evidence for permeability over
defensibility is mixed, leading some critics to make the case for “secure
permeability” linked to public(s)’ access to social engagement (Armitage
and Gamman, 2009). What is clear is that second-generation CPTED
practitioners, including designers who after 1999 entered this field too,
focus more on fostering pro-social activities in public space, building
upon existing social ties, networks and ideas about mutual cooperation
and assistance. 

Design Against Crime: Our Research Methodology 
and Examples of Our Work 

What is clear is that pro-social activities, that constitute what in CPTED
parlance is understood as “activity support”, have a role to play, and this
approach has certainly been foregrounded by the Design Against Crime
initiative since it emerged at Central Saint Martins in 1999, before it went
on to become the Design Against Crime Research Centre in 2008.
The subsequent research methodology that DACRC developed, which
drew on CPTED as well as Situational Crime Prevention (SCP) and 
User Centred Design approaches, has been well documented,
published, and championed by the UK’s Design Council as “design 
against crime”.1 

“Activity support” describes designed provisions within a space that 
↓   Figure 1. “Stop thief” chair by Design   

Against Crime, 1999 © Design Against  
Crime Research Centre. 

promote desirable uses of that space and, in so doing, deter undesirable 
uses of the space. Often these approaches build social capital and

contribute to more “eyes on the
street”. The Design Against Crime

“Stop thief” chair (figure 1) and 
“Grippa” clips (figure 2) offer
examples of using crime prevention
and design thinking to enhance
enjoyment of public spaces like
coffee shops and bars, by making
provision against the likelihood of
pickpocketing and bag theft. Here,
best practice is not just about
redesigning physical environments
or furniture objects like chairs and
tables, but also understanding that
crime preventers need to work to
build social capital, drawing upon
existing social networks and
infrastructures, as well as creating
pro-social design benchmarks that
catalyse positive interaction.
Consequently, the DACRC team
worked with police, bars, and
coffee shop staff to find new ways 
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← Figure 2. “Grippa”
clips by Design
Against Crime, 2008
© Design Against
Crime Research 
Centre. 

↓ Figure 3. Market Road
Open Art Gallery, 2017
© Steve Russell 

of training staff and raising public awareness in coffee shops and bars,
to help them understand why there was a need to secure bags and 
personal property when enjoying a drink with a friend. In this way our
efforts were not just focused on preventing crime but also reinforcing
what the sociologist Robert Sampson (2011, 2012) calls the “enduring
neighbourhood effect”. Sampson’s evidence points to the fact that a
community’s resilience to crime is enhanced by neighbourhoods where
strong social ties and networks are present and promoted, and where
socially focused activities (like understanding the need to celebrate 
and gather in groups but nevertheless to secure bags to avoid theft), 
can operate to produce what he calls “collective efficacy”. 

Other examples of our work focus on designing in 
social stabilisers” and understanding the relationship 
between design and “tipping points” in behaviours.2  

DACRC’s My Mural (2019) and the Market Road  
Open Art Gallery  projects (figure 3) offer new 
strategies for the management and maintenance of 
social housing and streetscape linked to community 
supported murals and “open walls”, where the right 
to paint on walls is negotiated within communities. 
Here, community ownership of the space and 
management of the mural sites has been the key to 
success. These modest successes signal the potential 
of approaches that could “help those who reside in 
neighbourhoods learn how to create and self-regulate 
their own safety in collaboration with service providers 
such as planners and police” (Saville, 2010, p.386).  

It could be argued that these participatory practices 
applied to crime prevention through (environmental) 
design operate to deliver a kind of “open innovation” 
(Chesborough et al., 2006) approach to crime 
prevention that constitutes social innovation. A good 
illustration of this point are the Bikeoff 3 cycle theft 
prevention (figure 4) and ATM fraud prevention4  
initiatives (figure 5). The participatory and collaborative 
nature of these research projects delivered  innovation  
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now better understood by communities.

→ Figure 5. ATM fraud
prevention initiative
in Hammersmith,
West London, 2010
© Steve Russell 

↑ Figure 4. The Bikeoff cycle
theft prevention, 2007
© Design Against Crime
Research Centre. 

that was adopted and adapted widely, 
supporting uptake and impact. In the 
case of Bikeoff, these approaches 
supported the assembly of a cycle theft 
prevention “public” that contributed to a 

“collective intelligence” on the subject of 
design against bike theft arrived at via 
knowledge exchange, experimentation, 
and iteration, involving diverse sectors 
and stakeholder groups. These activities 
informed the design of guidance and 
communications for cyclists, designers, 
place managers, and policy makers that 
were adopted nationally as well as 
physical design examplars (including a 
bike and bike parking furniture) that have 

been licensed by industry and manufactured, distributed and used 
across the UK and further afield. A similar approach to addressing ATM 
crime resulted in the creation of “ATM Art mats” that were emulated as  
signs (footprints on the floor near ATM machines to designate space) 
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Conclusion 
Through our practice and research at DACRC we have established
that second-generation CPTED approaches have much to offer those
sensitive and collaborative practitioners open to updating their
knowledge of crime prevention through environmental design. They
may also offer effective, and arguably more sustainable ways, of 
addressing complex contemporary concerns, from “smart cities” 
to “knife crime”, working with diverse stakeholders and communities
(people and publics) to help them articulate their own, and understand
each others’ challenges, needs, concerns, and goals, before (co-)
designing interventions that respond to them. This participatory
approach developed at DACRC serves to pool knowledge and
resources and to democratise innovation, enabling not just more 
voices to be heard, but more workable and sustainable solutions 
to be found. 
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Endnotes 
1 The DACRC website is key output (www.designagainstcrime.com) alongside Design Council’s 
‘Design Out Crime’ designers’ guide: 
https://www.designcouncil.org.uk/resources/guide/designing-out-crime-designers-guide 

See also articles on our evolving methodology as follows: Gamman, L. & Pascoe, T. (2004). Design Out Crime: 
Practice-based models of the design process. Crime Prevention and Community Safety, 6(4), 37 – 56; 
Thorpe, A. & Gamman, L. (2015). What is ‘Socially Responsive Design and Innovation?’ In Fisher, F. & Sparke, P., 
(Eds.). Routledge Companion to Design Studies. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge; Gamman, L. & Thorpe, 
A. (2018). Is Nudge as Good as We Think in Designing Against Crime? Contrasting Paternalistic and 

Fraternalistic Approaches to Design for Behaviour Change. In Niedderer, K., Clune, S. & Ludden, G., (Eds.). 
Design for Behaviour Change: Theories and practices of designing for change. Routledge. 

2 See for instance, Gamman & Thorpe, 2009; Thorpe and Gamman, 2013 and the sources referenced 
in these texts. 

3 For more information see: 
www.bikeoff.org 

4 For more information see: 
www.designagainstcrime.com/2011/04/01/designing-out-atm-crime/ 

http://www.designagainstcrIme.com
https://www.designcouncil.org.uk/resources/guide/designing-out-crime-designers-guide  
http://www.bikeoff.org  
http://www.designagainstcrime.com/2011/04/01/designing-out-atm-crime/ 
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This paper proposes some 
characteristics of social design and 
discusses the context in which it has 
emerged. It argues that, for social 
design practice to live up to the hopes 
placed on it, designers should develop 
critical and reflexive perspectives 
on the conditions, possibilities and 
consequences of their practices — 
what might be called ‘double-loop’ 
social design. 
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Introduction 
Simply put, designers, along with those using design approaches,
methods and tools, aim to intervene in people’s lives, organisations, 
communities and society as a whole, by creating new products, services,
systems, policies and solutions that resolve or address problems (while
also generating new ones). Therefore, all designing is already ‘social’ in
the sense that it is informed by (mis)understandings of the concerns of
the people targeted by designers, and of organisations and society.1 

Further, designing is social in the sense that it is typically carried out by
groups of people, including professional designers and people often
referred to as ‘users’ or ‘citizens’. Further, the perspectives and choices
of those involved in doing designing or (mis)using designed things are
structured by social practices and institutions, in relation to a wide range
of others including managers, investors and policy makers, in dialogue
with narratives such as ‘innovation’ and ‘austerity’. 

Nonetheless, there is a growing understanding of, and hope for, a 
distinctive ‘social design’ expertise to address concerns about equalities,
the climate emergency, health and many other contemporary issues
considered to be the domains of public policy and activism that have,
as yet, either been insufficiently addressed or joined up. This paper aims
to describe the context in which social design has emerged, and its
characteristics. If designers take their change-making seriously, this
requires that they (re)design not just people’s experiences, but also
the systems, institutions and worlds that value particular people and
outcomes, but not others. Examples of this happening are increasing,
for example, the idea of ‘design justice’ in which design is led by
marginalised communities aiming to undo structural inequalities2 and 
in recognition of the multiple scales at which design for sustainability 
operates.3 Adapting the concept of “double-loop learning” from studies
of organisational change,4 I propose that for social design to fulfil 
its potential requires that designers develop reflexive and critical 
understandings of conditions, possibilities and consequences of
designing into their practice.5 

Operating in an expanded field over the past decade, professional
design became increasingly visible as a specialist competence
intersecting with multiple ‘socials’ in relation to organisations across the
public and third sector — but also for many commercial enterprises to
explore and address economic, social and environmental issues —
often limited by the perspectives of privileged designers. For example,
a 2013 report by the UK Associate Parliamentary Design and Innovation
Group argued that design was an important contributor to support the
renewal of public services.6 A 2014 report commissioned by the Arts and
Humanities Research Council (AHRC) (which I co-authored) identified
a social design “moment”.7 A book by Ezio Manzini, a leading advocate
of design for social innovation, noted a shift towards a world in which 

“everyone” designs.8 A 2019 report by a European think tank argued that
design thinking is a key competence to enable co-creation with citizens.9 

Big organisations such as IBM,10 the NHS,11 policy-makers in central 
government12 and many others have invested in building up capabilities 
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in design to bring ‘human-centred’ collaborative and participatory 
perspectives into innovation and change. (Figure 1.) Furthermore, 
design expertise has become more porous as toolkits, training and 
knowledge exchange enable people who do not think of themselves as
designers to design.13 In this context, increasingly, expertise in design to
address social and sustainability issues is visible in the UK and around
the world. The challenges associated with the climate emergency and
COVID-19, and the huge inequalities these have made more visible and
reproduce, result in a context in which those practicing social design 
and design for sustainability can — and should — act, alongside
assessing critically what makes this possible, or consequential. 

→   Figure 1. Workshop 
run in 2015 by Policy 
Lab, a team in the 
UK government, for 
civil servants to try 
out prototyping.  
Credit: Lucy Kimbell  

 

What is Social Design? 
Interest in social design is growing, bringing in insights from a range 
of disciplines with, as yet, no common understandings in use.14 One 
discussion distinguishes between molecular (small-scale), utopian and
sociological forms.15 Another argues that social design works best at
the scale of communities.16 Another discussion emphasises that, even
though social design emphasises social relations, it does this through
focusing on the material objects such relations are organised through.17 

In another paper that I co-authored with Guy Julier, whose research 
highlights the ways that neoliberal capitalism has shaped design
practice, we argue that social design is doomed to be ineffective until
practitioners turn their attention to institutional and systemic factors.18 

One way of defining social design is to study what designers and design
researchers do, generalising from the specific. Another is normative, 

https://factors.18
https://through.17
https://communities.16
https://forms.15
https://design.13
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exploring what designers should do, based on more-or-less agreed 
principles and definitions. A third approach is to observe in and
through practice how specific instances of design expand accepted
or assumed definitions, while remaining attentive to the framings
that result in particular consequences. Such an approach can be
based on principles that I propose as a way of characterising social 
design, drawing on some of the literatures in this paper, including
my own work: 

•   Acknowledging situated accountabilities. Connecting people’s 
experiences of contexts, worlds and circumstances with analysis  
of institutions and logics opens up investigation into conditions,
possibilities and constraints.19 

•  Enabling  deliberative co-creation. Supporting co-creation with 
participants on an issue, with varying stakes, experiences and skills, 
through making, iterating and learning together, results in new ideas, 
surfaces disagreement and produces enhanced capacities for change.20  

•  Mediating  uncertainty and inventiveness. Generating and exploring 
possibilities can suggest new ways of looking at issues and frame
alternatives, and challenge existing assumptions.21 

•   Conscious future making. Anticipating plausible futures in the 
present so that implications can be explored, discussed and 
contested can enable decision-making and direction-setting in  
the present.22 

•   Embracing pluralism without relativism. Acknowledging and 
resourcing diverse perspectives requires the attendant political work 
involved in the ongoing  (re)negotiation of priorities, understandings 
and assessment of options and outcomes.23 

•   Reflective and reflexive learning. Recognising the genealogies,
agendas and infrastructures embedded in designing foregrounds how 
particular kinds of intentions, expertise and outcomes privilege some 
people, and marginalise others.24 

In short, social design expertise can be defined as a materialising 
practice that anticipates and generates new ways of doing, knowing 
and being — in relation to social, public policy  and environmental issues  
and, in so doing, problematises these and produces new insights.  

https://others.24
https://outcomes.23
https://present.22
https://assumptions.21
https://change.20
https://constraints.19
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What isn’t Social Design? 
The activities associated with much social design may resemble other 
contemporary design practices, in particular ‘design thinking’ and 
service design’. Indeed, it may not be immediately clear where the 
differences are. For example, creating visualisations of user journeys  
to analyse and communicate how someone interacts with a service  
or organisation over time, or organising a visioning workshop, are 
common methods. I propose that what makes these activities  
social’ is their understanding of, and purpose of designing for, lived 
experience, as well as their critical and contextual awareness of the 
relations they produce accounts of and in which they aim to intervene.  

First, social designing involves understanding, negotiating and 
changing systems and institutions, linking people’s current and future 
experiences of — and interactions with — products and services,  
in relation to broader socio-cultural, economic, environmental,  
institutional and regulatory dynamics.25 (Figure 2.) A key challenge here  
is accounting for value and values. This means building into double-
loop social design critical exploration of, and resistance to, the  
logics, frameworks and devices that typically foreground financial  
or economic impact over other outcomes, such as social or cultural 
value or social learning. 

↓   Figure 2. Policy Lab, a team in the UK government, 
has built up expertise in ethnography to aid policy-
makers in understanding the lived experience of 
people affected by policies — in this visualisation,   
a family. Credit: Holly MacDonald 

Second, social design involves translating between
participants engaged in an issue, enabling differences
in agendas, positions and forms of expertise within
individual, organisational or disciplinary locations to
be explored, problematised and potentially aligned.
Recognising the politics inherent in designing, such
translations must be non-exclusionary and inclusive
of pasts, presents and futures, particularly in relation
to those whose knowledge and experience are often
marginalised. (See Figures 3 and 4.)Key to social
design is its critical, deliberative and political character
in seeking to ask and answer questions about equity
and equalities. Hence a visualisation of someone’s
‘journey’ is narrowly ‘social’ in the sense that it aims
to capture and share a person’s situated experiences
over time. Using double-loop social design, designers
will additionally analyse the societal narratives,
structures and practices in which that person comes
to have that experience. 

Third, the forms of social design that focus on
environmental sustainability highlight living beings
and complex adaptive systems as a context for
doing designing in ways that acknowledge planetary

limits and wellbeing. A narrow form of social design might result in
new products to reduce air pollution, for those able to afford them.
Designers practicing double-loop social design will attend to the
societal narratives, structures and practices in which air pollution 
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exists, and aim to change these at a systemic, not
just an individual consumer level. 

A distinction can be made, therefore, between 
social designing and business-as-usual designing.
The difference is not, however, in their methods 
but rather in their purposes, assumptions, reflexivity,
forms of analysis and modes of organisation. This
is where double-loop learning comes in. Social
designing asks not just ‘what if?’ but also proposes
‘if, then’ in order to bring new worlds into being.
While it is concerned with ‘how?’, it also asks 
‘what?’, ‘why?’ and ‘who benefits?’. The outcomes
are that proposed changes and their conditions,
possibilities and consequences are anticipated,
realised and critically assessed, through ongoing
collective learning. Without these loops, such
designing is anti-social. Without such social design,
inequalities and the direction towards climate
catastrophe are likely to remain hard-wired into
design practice. 

↑ Figure 3. As part of the Social Design Institute’s
collaboration with BiteBack 2030, students on
the BA Strategy and Identity course at CSM
were asked to develop materials or methods to
encourage young people to engage with issues
around the food system: “See, it’s not as bad as
you thought” by Adipa Klomchitcharoen 

→   Figure 4. Workshop 
with young people at 
Blackhorse Lane  
Ateliers as part of the 
CUT project led by Dr 
Francesco Mazzarella, 
Centre for Sustainable  
Fashion, UAL. Credit: 
Adam Razvi  
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Endnotes 

1 For an overview of different forms of social design, see Tonkinwise, C. (2019). “Is Social Design A Thing?”. 
Resnick, E. (Ed.) The Social Design Reader. Bloomsbury (pp.9 – 16). 

2 Costanza-Chock, S. (2020). Design justice: Community-led practices to build the worlds we need. MIT Press. 

3 Ceschin, F. & Gaziulusoy, I. (2016). “Evolution of design for sustainability: From product design to design 
for system innovations and transitions”. Design Studies, 47, (pp.118 – 163). 

4 Argyris, C. & Schön, D. (1978). Organizational learning: A theory of action perspective. Addison Wesley. 

5 For a discussion of the ontological, ethical and affective aspects of social design, see Brassett, J. (2018). 
Creating affective social design: An ethical and ontological discussion. Cubic Journal, 1(1) (pp.172 – 185). 

6 See Design Commission (2013). Restarting Britain 2: Design and public services. Policy Connect. 
https://www.policyconnect.org.uk/apdig/research/restarting-britain-2-design-public-services 

7 See Armstrong, L., Bailey, J., Julier, G. & Kimbell, L. (2014). Social design futures: HEI research and the AHRC. 
University of Brighton; Victoria & Albert Museum. 

8 Manzini, E. (2015). Design, when everybody designs: An introduction to design for social innovation. 
MIT Press. 

9 See Muredu, F. & Osimo, D. (2019). Co-creation of public services. Interactive policy brief, 25. 
The Lisbon Council. 
https://www.lisboncouncil.net/news-a-events/810-co-creation-and-design-thinking-the-next-frontier.html 

10 See for example Sheppard, B., Kouyoumjian, G., Sarrazin, H. & Dore, F. (2018). “The business value 
of design.” McKinsey Quarterly. 
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/mckinsey-design/our-insights/the-business-value-of-design 

11 Robert, G., Cornwell, J., Locock, L., Purushotham, A., Sturmey, G. & Gager, M. (2015). “Patients and 
staff as codesigners of healthcare services”. British Medical Journal, 350. DOI: 10.1136/bmj.g7714 

12 Van Buuren, A., Lewis, J., Peters, B. G. & Voorberg, W. (2020). “Improving public policy and administration: 
Exploring the potential of design”. Policy & Politics, 48(1) (pp.3–19). 
doi:10.1332/030557319X15579230420063 

13 For a collection of toolkits that include design methods, see the OECD Public Sector Observatory’s curated 
collection at https://oecd-opsi.org/projects/innovation-toolkits/ 

14 For an introduction to key contributions by researchers in design, see Resnick, E. (Ed.) (2019). The Social 
Design Reader. Bloomsbury. 

15 Koskinen, I. & Hush, G. (2016). “Utopian, molecular and sociological social design”. International Journal 
of Design, 10(1) (pp.65 – 71). 

16 Chen, D. S., Cheng, L. L., Hummels, C. & Koskinen, I. (2015). “Social design: An introduction”. International 
Journal of Design, 10(1) (pp.1 – 5). 

https://www.policyconnect.org.uk/apdig/research/restarting-britain-2-design-public-services 
https://www.lisboncouncil.net/news-a-events/810-co-creation-and-design-thinking-the-next-frontier.ht
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/mckinsey-design/our-insights/the-business-value-of-desig
https://oecd-opsi.org/projects/innovation-toolkits/ 
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This paper, written during lockdown 
while involved in remote teaching, looks 
at the impact of platform technologies 
to reflect on how human agency has 
been machine-reconfigured in the name 
of efficiency. It posits that a technocratic 
shift operates by capturing the messy 
flow of embodied experience, turning  
it into an operational and constantly 
upgradable toolkit, and asks for a 
consideration of the implications of this 
process of “toolification”, especially in 
the context of creative studio practice. 
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The new normal
If this state of emergency turns out to be our (indefinitely stretched out) 
new normal (a quick Google search for “coronavirus the new normal” 
already returns over 2 billion entries), maintaining a critical view of 
technology is more crucial than ever. 

Why? Because, for many, the state of emergency trumps critique —  
of any kind. 

We have been buckling down, learning new digital tools, adapting our 
working ways to commercial platforms — MS Teams, Collaborate Ultra 
and, in our off-time, Zoom or Houseparty. Our resilience astonishes us 
and strengthens further our individual and collective resolve to make  
it all work. Our new platform-based interaction capacity feels almost 
second nature already, almost empowering, almost ‘just right’ and, 
frankly, so convenient. Travelling to a meeting seems an unproductive, 
even pointless, thing to do now, or in the future. 

The shift to online mode in educational environments has happened 
very fast, as is appropriate to an emergency response. We should, 
however, be mindful of how we frame this shift: not quite as online 
learning, better as emergency remote teaching — for lack of better 
words (Hodges et al., 2020). It would be a mistake to treat this shift as  
a mere technical problem to solve through technical means. No matter 
how sophisticated the platform, intuitive the interface or superb the 
usability, these are not just technical matters. 

Technologies are never neutral. They are situated, generative, 
persuasive enactors of realities — including reality’s unequal power 
distribution, injustices and social conflicts reflected in their own 
unequal sovereignty layout. Far from being neutral enablers, or benign 
reflections of what we do, technologies mediate, orient and shape  
our behaviours and practices, as educators, citizens and humans. 
Technologies are not just tools. They build the social. They co-design it.

For any behaviour, any practice, any cognitive, sensorial and affective 
capacity that a platform-based environment affords (hello MS Teams), 
there is an equal number of behaviours and practices, and cognitive, 
sensorial and affective capacities that are denied, sidelined or 
devalued because they do not fit the interface strategy, the ‘choice 
architecture’, the usability narrative and do not comply with the 
standardisation of behaviour expected of us. 

As we found ourselves with no choice but, fundamentally, to become 
users of — and used by — a complex of networked, interlocked and 
stacked digital infrastructures, this process is turning the flow of our 
real-lived experience into an operational toolkit that feeds information 
to machines recursively. We must stay alert to what this process is 
doing to us. 



4Stay alert to the toolification of experience. The technocratic shift is here.

It would be apt to remember that, in the late 1930s, in his “Manifesto of 
Machinism”, Italian designer extraordinaire Bruno Munari was already 
writing about humans becoming “machines’ little slaves” (Munari, 1937). 
I call this process a “toolification of experience” that is happening to us 
through the platform-driven technocratic shift (figure 1).

→  Figure 1. Newly 
established Bonus 
Bureau’s Computing 
Division employees 
use ‘state of the 
art’ calculating 
machines. (US, 
1924) — Bridgeman 
Education.

The technocratic shift
Technocratic logic is rooted in technical theories about efficiency, 
measurement of performance and calculability. The problem it answers 
is: How do we make the system more efficient? 

Technocracy is a form of governmental rationality, a regime informed  
by the ostensibly neutral and objective knowledge provided by 
technical expertise. Technocracy claims no allegiance but to efficiency. 
It traverses nation states, governments, corporations, educational 
institutions, mindsets. 

It is informed by a specific understanding of technology and how 
technology intersects governance, policymaking and the management 
of risk and performance (Esmark, 2020). Above all, a technocratic  
logic is based on three ideas concerning technology: ‘Instrumentalism’   
—  technology is a means to an end. If it works, it must be good. 
‘Solutionism’ — technology can, will and should deliver solutions to 
problems. ‘Techno-determinism’ — the progress of technology is 
natural, rational, positive and inevitable. 
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The implication of this instrumentalist, solutionist and techno-
determinist view (technocratic logic) shapes not only how we see 
technologies, but also how we relate to the world of material 
entanglements we live in. Technocratic logic reduces any discussion 
around technology to the disingenuous common sense of “Guns  
don’t kill people, people kill people” — the notorious argument that 
technologies are tools; it only depends how they are used (Feenberg, 
2018). Moreover, it frames technology as the harbinger of future 
achievements, often equating it ‘tout court’ with ‘the future’ (chosen  
by whom, for whom, to whose advantage or detriment often left 
unsaid). Finally, it deploys its promise of improved performance and 
measurable results in order to claim to be beyond the political. 

A true technocrat will always say that politics must be kept out, if  
what is at stake is solving a problem.

Technocratic logic is value-free (figure 2). 

→  Figure 2. Photo:  
Betti Marenko. 
Tokyo, 2020.

Toolification
There is nothing wrong with having the right tools for the job. Tools  
are after all what make us human and how we humans have learned  
to interact with the planet. The mistake would be to believe that we 
invented tools to master the world. The truth is that it is tools that  
invent the human. Actually, tools and humans co-produce each other 
(Colomina and Wigley, 2016). The idea that we invent, design and use 
tools that are tailored to our specific needs and requirements fails to 
take into account how everything we humans create goes on creating, 
producing, designing — all the while generating largely unexpected 
consequences. The tendency to see technology as nothing but pure 
instrumentality — the technical toolkit — is a fallacy (Simondon, 2011).
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This is why it is essential not to confuse technologies with tools (nor 
with methods) (Tenen, 2016). Likewise, it is advisable to avoid the 
normalisation of our reliance on tools and the standardisation of 
behaviour that tools ‘expect’ from us (Scranton, 1995). Instead, we 
must stay alert and resist the toolification of experience.

Our direct experience — the experience we constantly have of the 
world we inhabit, which is constitutive of what and who we are — is  
a finely tuned blend of the cognitive, the sensorial, the affective, the 
embodied, the material-semiotic and the non-cognitive. 

It is this complex, non-linear, even messy, chaotic, ex-centric 
experiential apprehension of the world that is turned into workable 
tools by the technocratic logic of a platform. This logic is enacted 
through environments designed to be highly intuitive, with the ultimate 
goal of becoming invisible. This is not new, of course. It was spelled 
out 30 years ago by the pioneers of ubiquitous computing: the more 
technologies are woven seamlessly into the fabric of everyday life,  
the more they go unnoticed (Weiser, 1991). 

And so, we buckle down and learn the platforms. We get to know them. 
We familiarise ourselves and adapt to them continuously, down to my 
body posture right now, the correct one that the assemblage human–
screen demands. We adjust to the machine. Toolification shifts 
tremendous responsibility onto us directly, and our willingness to 
retrain, to develop competence and upgrade it when needed, to make 
it work.

Every time we log in to a platform, not only are we users, we are 
products too.

Platform design (interface, interaction, UX) is a way of designing 
intentions, propensities and desire pathways at a precognitive level,  
in ways that remain not fully accessible to conscious cognition and 
perceptual awareness. This is where platform design encounters 
persuasion techniques and behaviorist units (Fogg 2003). And this is 
also where data harvesting, predictive analytics, pervasive surveillance 
and algorithmic control happen (Klein 2020).

The technocratic shift is here (figure 3).

→   Figure 3. Photo:  
 Betti Marenko.  
 London, 2019
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Scalability
The rhetoric of quick, easy and simple-to-use (intuitive) tools has another 
effect. It implies the expectation of scalability. Scalability is the capacity 
to expand without having to rethink or transform the underlying basic 
elements of a given system (Tsing, 2011). It prioritises how well all the 
components fit, how snugly they can be nested together and expanded 
at will. It values precision above frayed edges. By definition, scalability 
does not accommodate or value what cannot be precisely determined 
and what does not fit exactly within the established categories of the 
given architecture — especially when this is a digital platform and not  
an IRL event (Morgan, 2018). 

What happens to the messing around that nourishes creativity, 
imagination and free-range experimentation is anyone’s guess. Is  
there a space for a non-standard response to, and interaction with, 
technologies, platforms, infrastructures?

If scalability informs the way in which the triangulation of technologies, 
infrastructure and governance is effectively designed, we must focus  
on the opposite pole of the spectrum, where the non-standard, the 
non-scalar and the non-scalable linger, and where studio mess thrives. 
Where we encounter the diversity of what does not fit with the 
blueprint of platform design and does not match the planned growth  
of infrastructures. 

This diversity is not about paying lip service to the entrenched ideology 
of identity politics. Rather, it is the acknowledgement that diversity 
means not only difference, heterogeneity and divergence, but 
disharmony, tension, contradiction and conflict too, and that is where 
the potential for creative transformation lies.

The focus on the toolification of experience should keep us alert to 
another thing: how to stay concerned with theory and criticality. 
Problems concerning tools (and methods) appear to be easier to discuss 
and to resolve than theoretical ones. To close a protracted argument 
about tools — especially if it raises uncomfortably competing intellectual 
and axiological standpoints — our technocrat could always invoke the 
necessity to be pragmatic, practical, efficient and ask to refocus on  
the empirical evidence leading to the right solution (Scheinfeldt, 2012).

We do not have a lot of control over the technologies that we use. The 
platforms we use each day are those with institutional licence, and more 
will come our way (hello Panopto — an article begs to be written about 
your name). We do not discuss the values these technologies bring with 
them (Fletcher, 2019). 
 
And yet, we should. Because we have a lot of control over how we 
articulate our critical reflection, how we ignite a discussion about the 
values we stand for and how we keep on observing and nourishing 
those frayed edges without which we would not even be here. Hello 
Central Saint Martins. 
 

↓  Figure 4. Photo:  
Betti Marenko Mumbai, 2017.
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2Social Design is Responsive Design

This paper argues that responsible 
designers are responsive to the needs 
of the community, detailing how 
social designers can have a global 
impact through shaping their 
localities and therefore challenging 
the neoliberal economy. The author 
sees co-design — whether it is social, 
participatory or community design 

— as an active agent in initiating the 
urgent social change needed for 
political equality, environmental 
justice and community wellbeing.   
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Exposition
We do not need more, but better, design. Too many designers are 
focused on providing slick solutions to a problem, losing sight of the 
bigger picture. Design affects all aspects of our life, including how, when 
and what we breathe; ignoring this is what created problems in the first 
place. Sometimes a solution has to be cumbersome, awkward and 
rough to satisfy the needs of most people and environments involved 
(figure 1). This often means that it does not look good and it is not simple, 
but, if it works, it is good enough (Thorpe & Gamman, 2011). 

↑   Figure 1.  
Text Illuminations, Design Research for Change 
exhibition, 2019 © Nela Milic. This installation  
is an outcome of the complex interdisciplinary 
research project, Art and Reconciliation, 
conducted by LSE, King’s College London and 
London College of Communication, funded by  
the AHRC, 2018. 

Social Design is Responsive Design

Whenever I am caught in the rain on my bike, I am reminded of this. 
There are no shoes, gloves or hats in which you can ride and be 
waterproof no matter what the labels say. So, I will give up on aesthetics 
of my clothing until the problem is solved, but I am prepared for it to 
never be solved. What I cannot accept is yet another ‘innovation’ that 
does not offer solutions, but just seems better than the previous ones. 
Designers and other ‘creatives’ are complicit in this ‘inventioning’ 
process, alongside industrialists, bankers and merchants, who 
established consumer culture decades ago. This very culture is still an 
engine of our dysfunctional economy, supported and upheld by the 
political establishment (Foster, 2020). Its greedy carelessness for the 
sustainability of our planet reveals itself through climate change, 
inequality and health crises, like the current pandemic. A crash is 
inevitable unless we transform this neoliberal ecology.  

For such change to happen, we need to turn to the community. From 
here we can learn to develop a better sense of care for each other as  
well as for nature. We can support the knowledge of diverse agents in 
teaching us about holistic living. As it stands though, we are led instead 
by corporate information technology giants. We invest more time in 
learning about machines than about other people, all the while those 
businesses are learning about us through collecting our data. However, 
just like political leaders, these technology companies do not know what 
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to do with this information apart from generate profit. They are bold in 
their market speculations, take risks by making predictions about our 
desires and prey on our timid conduct, mapping its trends in order to 
circulate products.

I am writing this in the midst of the global pandemic caused by the 
coronavirus. Most world leaders are more worried about the health of 
the economy than people’s wellbeing. Numerous governments consider 
protecting expansive trade markets a rational, wise and mature 
approach (Kara et all, 2020), but who will run that economy if people  
are dead? Those state representatives also claim to follow the science 
(Devlin and Boseley, 2020), but they are not scientists who can 
determine what data is worth following. Furthermore, they are unmoved 
and unchanged by the efforts to protest this status quo. 

Design and Participation
I believe that social design supports community development and  
can restructure the oppressive global market system. This is because 
working together towards a common goal enhances our sense of 
purpose, accomplishment and agency and so can and does mobilise 
social change. It is a vital way to provide care for our society and — 
contrary to entrenched economic, patriarchal and colonial approaches 

— it treats people as adults. It allows the community to address its own 
challenges actively by contributing ideas and placing its members on  

an equal footing with policymakers, institutions, local 
governments, etc. In return, the community’s 
engagement with these experts enriches disciplinary 
fields and provides welcome input from the users  
of the, then, co-designed products. 

Rather than being empowered by specialists, in social 
design the community participates on its own turf and 
terms. Co-designers (community, participatory and/or 
social designers) facilitate this process of generating 
communal knowledge. Their involvement with people 
oscillates between mediation, leadership and 
participation. These levels shift and sometimes 
overlap, depending on the intensity of that 
engagement. As Arnstein explains in “A Ladder  
of Citizen Participation”, “there are significant 
gradations of citizen participation” (1969:3) and 
fluctuation is essential in the process of co-design 
(figure 2). 

Without the redistribution of power, participation “is 
an empty and frustrating process for the powerless” 
(Arnstein, 1969:2). We know this from a variety of 
evaluations where we see evaluation form providers 
tailor answers to suit the funders’ agendas. What they 

 ↓  Figure 2. Sherry Arnstein’s Degrees of Citizen’s 
Participation (1969) © The Citizens Handbook 

Social Design is Responsive Design
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leave out is an empirical record of project participants that is perhaps  
the richest dataset for the appraisal of a project’s value. Arts, crafts, 
design councils and cultural institutions tend to ‘follow the science’ as 
instructed by their — mainly government — investors when interpreting 
their audience’s experience of artworks, activities and events. Hence, 
they conduct surveys, provide questionnaires, measure demographics 
and calculate results, but these do not yield evidence of the quality of 
participation nor seek to understand the long-term impact on the very 
people they took these data from. In this set-up, participation is useful  
as long as the projects last; it is a means to an end rather than a holistic, 
pedagogic and communal design practice.  

People are able to detect and differentiate between these different 
degrees of participation as outlined by Arnstein (1969) (figure 2). She 
suggests that citizens’ participation is where their power lies, but both 
sides of power — the haves and the have nots — tend to view each  
other as monolithic groups. In the age of social media and liquid capital, 
this traditional positioning of the two sides of power can be harder to 
decipher, but that polarity is present nevertheless. The increasing gap 
between the rich and the poor demonstrates that we are developing 
common traits with colonial histories (Keely, 2015). If we wish to  
move from these traditional power dynamics in order to embrace 
contemporaneity, our actions should reflect the post-colonial rhetoric  
in which we eradicate bigotry, chauvinism, prejudice, etc. But, if 
inequality is non-existent, what would social designers do? 

Furthermore, professional designers are often seen as well-off because 
of the costly materials, tools and studios they use and so are associated 
with industry and commerce, and, indeed, with higher education 
institutions, which are thought to be privileged places. However, social 
designers form a distinctive group around calls for social innovation that 
encompass an interest in both social entrepreneurship, and open 
technological innovations (The Young Foundation, 2012). As one of 
those designers, I aim to work with what is already there, to harness 
people as a resource and focus on satisfying their needs. Similarly,  
my colleagues come from socially engaged art practices and specific 
branches of design, like service, participatory or user-experience,  
and they too employ co-design with the community in order to solve 
its problems. 

The Social Designer
In Design for the Real World (1984), Victor Papanek wrote about  
the social and moral responsibility of all designers when it comes to 
considering their impact on the planet. He framed this responsibility  
as a professional obligation to design with environmental and social 
consciousness. He believed that designers should marry economic and 
social wants as well as provide the strategy, technology and aesthetics 
for them. That is the sphere of ‘social innovation’ (which may be the 
wrong term because nothing new has been produced, but already 

Social Design is Responsive Design
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available assets are utilised differently). Undeniably, it could be a cause 
of animosity and tension if a designer is parachuted into a community 
rather than being local. However, to think that designers have power  
just because they lead workshops, consultation or the design making 
process, is to undermine the community itself. People have resources, 
capacities and trades that are as valuable as designers’. Indeed,  
they can provide huge benefits to projects, but can impact them 
negatively too. 

↑   Figure 3.  
 Days of Remembrance project workshop, 
Belgrade 2011 © Marijana Simu, Kulturklammer. 
Remembrance Map, by Vračar’s residents, 
developed as a result of gathering documents 
from citizens’ personal and family archives as  
well as conversations and collaborations with 
project participants. 

Social Design is Responsive Design

In my mapping projects for Kulturklammer — Centre for Cultural 
Interactions in Belgrade (figure 3), I aimed to highlight the significance 
of public reminiscence, collective memory and intergenerational 
exchange in placemaking. The elderly, as community custodians of 
social memories, have taken a prominent place in the project and, 
once they realised this, some began asserting nationalist, militant and 
authoritarian narratives upon our agenda. It was difficult to keep their 
friendship and continue annotating urban landscape and architectural 
developments in this charged political space that brought to the fore 
the dictatorship we all lived in. 

Still, facing fellow collaborators and nurturing honesty, however 
uncomfortable, is a gift in the process of social design. The 
community’s responses to ‘wicked’ problems are often not welcomed 
easily, but they can be eye-opening and aid the struggle with everyday 
matters. Through community workshops in which we designed  
a social history map of the city, I found hairdressers, plumbers, IT 
professionals, travel advisers and shared passions for yoga, cycling 
and recycling. Those connections kept me happy, healthy and 
comfortable as they provided security and a sense of belonging — 
even with my profession, often thought of as something between  
the local teacher and social worker. The crucial term here is ‘local’, 
as it denotes a familiar presence and a welcome addition to the 
residents’ ‘table’. 
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We — designers — share our space with the community. Together,  
we make a place. That place can demarcate a territory or a field of 
study, as in the case of the Space and Place research hub I coordinate 
at London College of Communication (LCC). The hub gathers together 
scholars, artists and design practitioners interested in exploring 
discourses around placemaking. Our approaches range from service 
to participatory arts and design because we believe that ‘place’ 
requires interdisciplinary exploration with its makers: local people  
who carved it out of the trajectories, interactions and connections in 
their habitat.

Conclusion
Social design can provide access to communities and to their place.  
It is no wonder that local authorities, housing developers and 
policymakers employ it and look to artists and designers to negotiate 
with the community. Both ‘creatives’ and the community are aware  
of this, so workshops can be a stimulating battleground where artists, 
designers and people who participate in making find ways to influence 
the governance, the feel and the look of their place. 

My work in this area stems from memory studies, where I investigate 
the possibility of delivering informal histories in order to support 
communities with tracing their collective heritage, rather than 
accepting official narratives. This is particularly important in post-
conflict zones, where the work on memory of place has healing 
qualities, but it has to be done sensitively and with assurances that  
no more damage will occur. I learnt about the value of participation in 
those contested terrains and was enticed by its potential to influence, 
challenge and inform local political systems through valuing and 
encouraging residents’ input into city affairs. Unfortunately, in this 
instance, nothing managed to immediately replace or advance  
what was there already because participation had a plethora of 
interpretations — from taking part in the regime corruption to joining 
the ruling party. Nonetheless, the community encounter was 
nourishing better and more effective attempts of social transformation 
for the future. 

That is why it is essential that we keep using social design, trying to find 
ways to work together with or without the powers that be. We should 
start with our own backyard, maintaining the relationship with the 
community around us and supporting already existent, inclusive and 
nurturing local work. We should not forget our roots either. Conscious 
of how little power Belgraders still have, I stand behind activists  
who are protecting their city heritage from the national government 
charging over the landscape, arts and architecture, eradicating traces 
of both their and my past (figure 4) in the name of a neoliberal economy. 
In order to make space for a better world that we are yet to design with 
each other, we need to know what to preserve, but also what must fall. 
 

↓   Figure 4. Contested site of Old Fairground 
complex, Belgrade 2019 © Dr Nela Milic. Staro 
Sajmiste is the former Nazi concentration camp 
in Belgrade that housed artists after WWII as 
well as the Roma community, until recently, 
when it became  a target for ruthless commercial 
redevelopment.
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2Design Participation as Social Learning 

This paper discusses the challenges 
to knowledge exchange encountered 
in design, including issues of power 
and voice. These are integral to 
understanding design synergies as 
a form of social dialogue conducive 
to mutual learning for design experts 
and stakeholders (Wildemeersch et 
al., 1998). The intention is to prompt 
reflection on our interdependent 
positioning as scholars, professionals, 
students, and community members 
in relation to design, a necessary 
step if we are to understand design 
as “social”.    



 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

  
 
 

 

 
  

 
 
 

 
 

 
  

 
  

 
 

 

 3Design Participation as Social Learning 

Introduction 
For many of those who are not designers by training or don’t consider
themselves to be designers, Ezio Manzini’s book title Design, When
Everybody Designs (2015) is seen as an exciting way of opening design
to “non-professionals”. The focus on design as an activity – as opposed
to a professional identity – and as something in principle open to
everybody, suggests more inclusive forms of design practice in everyday
life. Shifting weight to the when, Manzini’s title becomes admittedly
more conditional, i.e. When everybody designs? Or, how and under
what circumstances can everybody design? 

Many design scholars and practitioners have acknowledged that the
stakeholders with and for whom they work are “experts in their own
lives”, capable of articulating their needs and desires. This makes design
a vehicle for dialogue between experiential and scholarly/expert voices,
conducive to mutual learning among its stakeholders and producing
a more democratic mindset in designers. In this light, design is an
inherently social practice, potentially resulting in more empowered
communities and more just social futures (Selin et al., 2015). 

And yet, to revisit my initial question, i.e. “when everybody designs?”,
design exchanges are not straightforward processes but loaded with
as many disciplinary, professional and other perspectives, as the
partners involved. Moreover, they are entangled in power dynamics,
symbolic and cultural understandings of what counts as knowledge.
Therefore, as a first step to address this question, this paper approaches
design participation as a “battlefield of knowledge”1 – in a metaphorical
acknowledgement of its explicit and underlying challenges and
tensions—by means of raising questions regarding issues of agency
and voice, representation and inclusion. Then, it conceptualises these
issues as informed by experiential and social learning theory. Finally,
by way of illustrating the above in practice, it briefly presents a research
collaboration involving design and social science undergraduate
students in a service-learning community engagement project. 



  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

  
 

  

   
 

    
 

   

   
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 4Design Participation as Social Learning 

Situated Knowledges and Voices that Count 
Questions around the effectiveness of community engagement, such
as how it is determined and by whom, reverberate in critiques of the
technocentric contexts within which participation is orchestrated (Wright
& Shore, 2017). In the process of identifying solutions to social problems
that simultaneously address policy imperatives and satisfy institutional
agendas, there is limited space for critical reflection on stakeholder
engagement in the context at hand. Failing to acknowledge all partners’
diverse vantage points, as well as the potentially hierarchical relations
and imbalances in decision making, may normalise deficit-driven
conceptions of the “served” communities and compromise community
stakeholders’ agency, or take it as a given. 

A critical approach to social design questions assumptions around
agency and what counts as “knowledge”; it repositions expert-lay
interactions and roles within situational contexts for participation, or

“relationscapes” (Petrescu, 2012). Rather than being static, the power
associated with knowledge in these relational contexts is diffuse and
contingent on stakeholders’ social and institutional realities; it emerges
as a dynamic performance, unfolding within the interactions of all those
social agents who have a stake in decision making. 

The question to ask, therefore, is not only who holds power but also
how power circulates and how engagement happens, considering the
following critical issues (Masuda, McGee & Garvin, 2008): 

• What are the mechanisms for stakeholders to voice their 
perspectives? On what grounds is their legitimacy established? 

• How is information presented? Is it merely educational, or does
it offer opportunities for participants to challenge it and discuss
alternatives? 

• Is the role of participants prescribed as reactive to ready-made
solutions, or seen as actively shaping the agenda?

• Are participants’ concerns and questions considered part of the
“design problem” or dismissed as outside of consideration? 

Acting on issues of representation and inclusion is key if the goal of
design intervention is both to address problems and achieve useful
outputs, as well as enabling the articulation of culturally relevant and
dialogically-born perspectives for change. For social design questions
about stakeholder roles and the legitimacy and authority of their voices
need to be addressed concurrently, with a critical consideration of the
histories of these voices and their genealogy of privilege or repression;
the protocols, methods and language that constitute the process of
participation; the priorities and limitations within the context at hand
and whether these meet the needs, desires, and circumstances of the 
design stakeholders. 



 

  

 
  

 
  

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

  
 

  
 
 

 
 

  
 

 
 

 
  
 
  
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

  
 
 
 
 

 
 

    

5Design Participation as Social Learning 

Experience and Reflection as Components  
of Social Learning Through Design 

The complexity of social and participatory systems has been captured
in theories of experiential learning, particularly John Dewey’s “action-
reflection” theory (Miettinen, 2000) (figure 1). With his theory, the
prominent American philosopher and educational reformer advocated
a communal engagement with social problems through an experimental
approach. For Dewey the most critical moment in collective efforts
for change lies in problematising common ways of thinking about issues
that require change. For interdisciplinary and community-expert
synergies, this requires all parties to move beyond routinised ways of
seeing and doing things (including scientific logics), towards thinking
otherwise in a given social setting. 

What might such a situated “thinking otherwise” involve? Rather than
merely juxtaposing lay or expert experiences and perspectives, Dewey
envisions community problem-solving as the cross-fertilisation of
experiential knowledge and engagement with the problem at hand and
critical reflection, i.e. the joining-up of diverse ways of knowing that
may morph into new knowledge and more effective and inclusive ways
of addressing social problems (Honneth, 1998). People’s diverse and
often conflicting understandings and visions of their preferred futures
thus concentrate on a common focus, i.e. the solution of the problem
and control of the action, with a view to arriving at negotiated yet
actionable outcomes, a process open enough for new ideas and 
concepts to emerge. 

An understanding of knowledge exchanges as
experiential, critical and transformational echoes the
principles underpinning social learning (Reed et al.,
2010). Broadly speaking, social learning is defined
as “learning through participatory systems, such as
groups, networks, organisations and communities,
in conditions which are new, unexpected, uncertain,
conflictual and hard to predict” and develops around
four axes: action, reflection, cooperation, and
communication (Wildemeersch et al., 1998, p.252). 

Social learning thus offers a critical frame for
understanding how learning and change might occur 

through knowledge exchanges in design. Learning of this type would 
occur, for example, through the negotiation of tensions between 
design partners, beyond a consensus-driven synthesis of voices in
the participatory process, which is typically dominated by the more
authoritative perspective of key decision makers (expert designers or
others). Instead, social learning welcomes dialogue as an open social
space “where discussion can take an unforeseen direction” (Sennett,
2012, p.23) potentially expanding the boundaries of participants’ roles,
identities and expectations. 

↑ Figure 1. Dewey’s model  
of reflective thought 
and action, source:  
Miettinen (p.65), 2000 



 

  
 
 
 

  
 

 
 

 
  
  

 
 

 

      
  

  
 

  

6Design Participation as Social Learning 

Student-Community Engagement and Social 
Learning at Stoa Malakopi 

How can design synergies as social learning apply within the context
of higher education? Here I briefly present an interdisciplinary research
collaboration between graphic design and social science students from
North Carolina State University (NCSU), USA, and the American College
of Thessaloniki (ACT), Greece, as part of their service-learning course
in autumn 20172. This is an exploration of local entrepreneurship in Stoa
Malakopi, a historically important commercial arcade in Thessaloniki,
Greece, built in the late 19th-century (‘stoa’/στοά means arcade in Greek)
(figure 2). The objectives of the project are twofold: (a) to explore the
strategies and goals of the stakeholders for their businesses, along
with their experiences of working in Stoa Malakopi and perspectives
on local development, and; (b) to support community engagement
through the documentation of students’ research and use of design and
visual tools, in order to inform urban planning and municipal decisions
affecting Stoa Malakopi and the surrounding neighbourhood 3. 

Initially, ACT social science students engaged with a historical literature 
review of the development of Thessaloniki beginning in the first half  
of the 20th-century, a time when significant socio-cultural and urban 
changes impacted the cityscape4. The students and course leaders  
implemented semi-structured interviews with 13 Stoa Malakopi 
stakeholders whose businesses include a fashion atelier, a law firm, a  
fashion photography studio, a textile business, a hair salon, a sandwich 
shop, and a pub. These meetings often took the form of walking 
interviews, allowing a narrated photo-documentation of participants’ 
spaces and personal archives.  

Students then collectively discussed the findings, focusing on the 
stakeholders’ own professional trajectories, values, and attitudes within 
the broader cultural practices of the community. They considered  
how “what was” and “what is” in Stoa Malakopi may inform future 
perspectives on “what might be”, envisioning entrepreneurial and  

↑ Figure 2.
Left: Stoa Malakopi, 2017
@ Maria Patsarika 

Right: Stoa Malakopi in the 1950s,
1957 @ Betty Voreopoulou 



 

    

  
 

  

 
  
 

 
  

  
 

 
 

  
  
 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

7Design Participation as Social Learning 

socio-cultural potentialities. ACT students recorded their reflections
in field notes, a formative exercise in reflexivity that later informed a
summative course component. 

Audiovisual and textual data was shared with the US design students
to create informational posters for each of the participating stakeholders/
businesses. The posters served as a prompt to engage the community
in a discussion around issues in Stoa Malakopi and the wider topic
of urban development. The data analysis, selection of texts, visual
organisation of the posters, and the translation of interviews from Greek
to English (and back to Greek) created opportunities for intercultural
and interdisciplinary dialogue among the students. For example,
how can stakeholder voices be accurately represented in the posters,
given the students’ own diverse cultural backgrounds and layers of
interpretation? (figure 3). 

↑ Figure 3. Stakeholder 
posters in the final 
Greek (left) and draft 
English (right), 2017 © 
NCSU & ACT Service  
Learning students 

The iterative process of analysis, with the posters as touchpoints,
also placed community stakeholders as co-researchers. Interviewees
were consulted about their portrayal in the posters prior to finalisation,
which enabled them to critically reflect on their accounts and their
participation in co-creating the research outputs. 

The student-community partnership concluded with a public event
including oral presentations by the students, a video of student-
participant engagement in the stakeholders’ own space, and a two-
month exhibition of the posters (figure 4). These activities generated
lively discussions among the audience: attendees reminisced about
their early experiences of Stoa Malakopi, juxtaposed with the current
conditions of the building and the neighbourhood renewal projects,
and reflected on ways in which existing problems could be collectively
addressed in conjunction with inputs from the municipality (for example,
practical maintenance issues given that Stoa Malakopi is a listed building). 



 

   
 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

   
 

   
 

 
   

 

   

    

 
  

  
 
  
 

 
 

8Design Participation as Social Learning 

→ Figure 4. An ACT student presenting the project
findings in the fashion atelier space offered by
one of the participants, 2017 @ Maria Patsarika 

Overall, stakeholders and students participated together as
placemakers discussing complex problems and sharing their visions
for sustainable development. This was a step towards a more integrative
perspective of “what counts as knowledge”, marking a shift “from what
is done in (or for) the community to how learning is framed, implemented,
and disseminated both with and alongside various community
constituencies” (Watterson et al., 2011, p.8). 

Conclusion 
The research partnership described above enabled the course leaders
and students involved to frame their interactions within the community
as social learning with the following characteristics: 

• Engagement that is situated in participants’ localities and everyday
interactions; 

• Development of a practical framework, enabling student immersion
in a real-life field of inquiry as opposed to working with abstract
scenarios and personas;

• Critical and historically-informed research that acknowledges
community partners’ personal and collective genealogies and
trajectories;

• The engagement of local stakeholders as knowledgeable agents
and co-researchers, and; 

• The use of design and visual objects to create dialogical contexts
for envisioning sustainable futures. 

For social designers and other partners committed to working for social
change and engaging in knowledge exchanges, viewing design as
a social science is a helpful frame. It offers a perspective of design as
a social practice, enabling a dialogical type of engagement among
different bodies of knowledge. Thinking of design as social is an act
of border crossing,5  i.e. crossing disciplinary conventions, expert/lay
binaries and assumptions about the social world, how it is experienced
by others and what forms it might take. 



   

   

   

   

  

 9 Design Participation as Social Learning 

Endnotes 
1 To draw on Long, N. & Long, A. (Eds) (1992). Battlefields of Knowledge: The Interlocking of Theory 

and Practice in Social Research and Development. Routledge. 

2 Service-learning is an experiential pedagogy with a dual focus on community-based service and 
structured student reflection and immersion into academic theory and research. 

3 For more information see Patsarika, M. & Townsend, S. (in press). Interdisciplinary service learning 
as a critical knowledge transaction space in university-community engagement. Educational Forum. 

4 For example, the mass arrival of Greek refugees from Asia Minor with the 1922 exchange of 
Greek-Turkish populations. 

5 As articulated by critical theorists, e.g. Giroux, H. (1988). Border pedagogy in the age of postmodernism. 
Journal of Education, 170(3), 162 – 181. 
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2A View of Design within Transdisciplinary Research: Diagnostic Development 
for AMR in Human and Animal Settings in India 

Transdisciplinary research is 
increasingly recognised for 
transgressing disciplinary boundaries 
in order to deal with intractable 
and complex challenges such as 
sustainability, climate change and 
global inequalities. Reflecting on an 
UKRI research project in India, DOSA 
(Diagnostics for a One-health User 
Driven Solution for AMR1 – 
Antimicrobial resistance) and drawing 
on literature from design research, 
transdisciplinarity and anthropology, 
this short paper examines design’s 
contribution to transdisciplinary 
modes of research as an opportunity 
to articulate and expand its 
contribution as a facilitator for 
knowledge co-creation in diverse 
academic teams and social settings. 
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for AMR in Human and Animal Settings in India 

Background 
As a major global public health hazard, the rise of microbial-resistant
bacteria is an example of how human biology and society are co-
produced with “humans transforming the biological world in which they
live and, in so doing, changing their own biological make-up” (Lock and
Nguyen, 2010, p.99). Often presented as a biological problem with
technology offering solutions (Lambert, 2016), AMR is entangled with
healthcare infrastructures: “the availability of antibiotics; the accessibility
to physicians; local prescribing habits of medical practitioners; the ability
to pay for antibiotics and the presence of antibiotics in the food chain”
(Lock and Nguyen, 2010, p.102). This interplay between natural and
human systems (Orzech and Nichter, 2008) is recognised to include
industrial biologicals whereby “antibiotics quickly became infrastructural
to the production of many other things at scale from more health, meat,
fruit and aquaculture produce” (Landecker, 2016, p.20). Indeed, recent
research, singles out the humble “broiler chicken as a symbol of the
Anthropocene -  the age of man-made impacts on the planet” with its

“transformation of the biosphere to fit evolving human consumption
patterns” (Bennett et al., 2018, p.9). Thus, AMR may be placed
within what Fortun (2012) identifies as this “historical period of late
industrialisation, which is characterized by degraded infrastructures,
exhausted paradigms and noisy news media”, and compounded by

“complex conditions, involving many nested systems – technical,
biophysical, cultural, economic and thus a multiplicity of interactions,
which keep the parameters of the problem from ever settling down”
(Fortun, 2012, p.452). 

As one of a number of recommendations to combat AMR, diagnostics
has been highlighted as a solution to reduce the unnecessary
prescribing of antibiotics (O’Neil, 2014) and also ensuring that the right
antibiotic is used against the correct pathogen (Elvidge, 2017). Similarly,
the WHO (2016) looks to antibiotic stewardship through the use of
diagnostics to enable the “appropriate use of microbiological
diagnostics to guide therapeutic decisions – promoting, appropriate,
timely diagnostic testing, including specimen collection, and pathogen
identification and accurate and timely reporting of results to guide
patient treatment.” Street (2017) notes that for these technical solutions
there are multiple candidate diseases for which diagnostics may be
developed, and as many different ways to diagnose for any single
disease. The author also highlights that in countries with limited
resources, where a lack of running water, electricity or limited laboratory
equipment is commonplace, simple affordable and easy to use tests
offer opportunities for diagnostics with different performance
characteristics. Greenhalgh (2018) also raises caution over the all too
often held belief that the introduction of technology in healthcare
contexts can be determined to deliver a particular outcome with a
degree of predictability, and emphasises the need for sociotechnical
detail to identify the social meaning and the wider network in which the
technology exists and the spaces and places that make up our lives. 
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for AMR in Human and Animal Settings in India 

About the Project 
Against this complex background of AMR and diagnostics, DOSA aims
to deliver diagnostic solutions for three settings in India, to address
Urinary Tract Infections (UTI) in human health, mastitis in dairy cows
and shrimp farming in aquaculture. The project is delivered by a team
of academics from microbiology, chemistry, diagnostics, design,
economics, and anthropology from the UK and India. 

Because of the need for baseline data to identify the presence of
bacteria, the type of pathogens, and their resistance within the settings
– large microbiological data sets were gathered in parallel at the sites of
the design ethnography. Throughout the project many forms of data
gathering are used: from development testing in the lab, to sampling for
microbiological presence of pathogens and antibiotic residues from the
settings, with the design ethnographic fieldwork and co-design tools
being applied for dynamic knowledge co-creation. 

I foreground this work as transdisciplinary in order to provide a frame
to articulate design’s role within the complex collaborative context of
AMR in human and animal health in India. For the purpose of the present
paper, the focus will be on design in DOSA as a facilitator for enabling a
transdisciplinary mode of research. 

What is Transdisciplinary Research? 
Transdisciplinary research emerged in the 1970s, and has its origins in
“sustainability challenges that are characterized by complex social-
ecological systems under conditions of uncertainty, plurality of values
and perspectives” (Popa, Guillermin, & Dedeurwaerdere, 2015, p.46).
Jahn et al. (2012) create a framework for transdisciplinary research that
they see as “a particular mode of working that always starts with a
complex societal problem that is not set within a disciplinary boundary;
that involves both inner-scientific co-operation between various
disciplines and fields, as well as co-operation between science and
society”. They emphasise it is not a research methodology nor theory,
but an action-orientated and demand-driven mode of research. 
Furthermore, they present transdisciplinary research as enabling
processes of mutual learning between science and society that is
dependent on “reflexive processes to maintain the close ties between
scientific and societal problem descriptions”(p.3). This multi-
dimensional nature of a problem space, involving an interface of human
and natural systems is also recognised by Wickson et al. (2006), who see
the research at its start as situated in “the world and actual” as opposed
to “in my head and conceptual” (p.1048). To further characterise
transdisciplinary research, Wickson et al. (2006) deem the delivery of
practical outcomes that can be applied to a social or environmental
context – which will bring about a degree of change in those contexts –
as another important feature. Thus, to achieve this change there is a
requirement to extend beyond the interdisciplinary integration in the 
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team and to involve non-academic stakeholders in the research process 
(Lyall & Meagher, 2015), so that any gaps in local knowledge and 
practical expertise are identified and met (Lawrence & Després, 2004). 

In understanding the particular nature of transdisciplinary research,  
we are also presented with specific challenges in effectively delivering 
this disciplinary rich and pluralistic form of working. One of many 
obstacles identified by Jahn et al. is “the cognitive challenge of 
integration”, which the authors define as “the cognitive operation that 
establishes a novel, hitherto non-existent connection between distinct  
entities of a given context” (2012, p.7). The authors also see the need  
to establish different forms of communicative practice and some form  
of common language to progress mutual understanding and agreement. 
Popa et al. (2015) recommend transdisciplinary processes as benefiting 
from “a pragmatist approach to reflexivity which argues for extending 
the actors reflexivity through their participation in concreate problem 
solving and social experimentation and learning processes” (p.46). Thus, 
describing the characteristics of transdisciplinary research enables a 
conceptualisation of design’s contribution to complex sustainable and 
environmental problems, that transgress disciplinary boundaries.  

DOSA as Transdisciplinary Research 
From the start DOSA’s purpose was to deliver a user-led and human-
centred approach to diagnostic developments in human-and animal-
health contexts, with the ultimate aim of addressing AMR. The
geographic spread of the three settings – with aquaculture in Kerala,
human health in Assam, and the dairy setting located in Haryana – has
also meant that there are three diagnostics projects brought together
to deliver a One-Health approach to AMR. In addition to the two UK
researchers overseeing the fieldwork, DOSA involved five post-graduate
science researchers from IIT Delhi to also support the field study. The 
purpose of the diagnostic was to conceptualise the development not
from a technological angle, but as a service that would be situated within
local practices and drawing on local indigenous knowledge and values.
This bottom-up endeavour, engaging multiple actors from the three
settings, has required the building of trust with community members,
the sharing of knowledge, and an understanding of livelihoods and its
pressures. Here design is reframed as a form of fieldwork by engaging
informants in the processes of creating knowledge (Kjærsgaard &
Otto, 2012). 

As used in the project, the design ethnography creates a holistic picture
of local lives as they are lived within the human and dairy setting, and
in aquaculture because of its very different nature, with a focus on
the supply chain issues of the shrimp farmers. The work follows an
exploratory process (Manzini, 2015) and a sense-making activity
(Manzini, 2014) that frames place through revealing tacit knowledge,
daily activities, journeys, and movement (Prendiville, 2017). Co-design
enables, through open-ended practices of prototyping and scenario 
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building (Escobar 2018, p.113), multiple relationships to be formed
and the visualisation of local knowledge. Used with focus group 
discussions, mappings, and interviews, co-design reveals the 
underpinning cultural issues and situated practices within the
communities. Thus, this interactive fieldwork reflects Manzini’s view 
of co-design as facilitating social conversations (Manzini, 2016), with
each of the settings shaping the nature of the diagnostic intervention.
This, to echo McCullough, reflects the need for “situated technologies
that, rather being decontextualized and value neutral, are embodied,
place based, convivial and conducive to care” (Escobar 2018, p.35). 

As well as iteratively engaging the local communities of villagers and 
farmers in the design ethnography, attention was given to translating  
the fieldwork into codesign activities for the DOSA team, so that the 
diagnostic developments could be situated for each of the settings in 
ways that would be reflective of existing infrastructures and systems. 
Effective knowledge sharing within transdisciplinary projects is 
considered to be one of the problematic areas within this mode of 
working (Brandt et al., 2013). Throughout DOSA, knowledge exchange 
occurs at regular meetings using design tools and templates to translate 
and share the non-scientific fieldwork and to facilitate meaningful 
engagement with other DOSA team members, particularly the micro-
biologists and diagnostic developers in the UK and India. To further 
consolidate the fieldwork and converge the diagnostic development  
to the contexts, at the end of the first year a four-day workshop was  
held, to problematise the different settings in relation to the diagnostic 
developments and the existing service ecologies (figure 1). For these 
sessions, knowledge co-creation activities were designed to 
reconceptualise the role of the diagnostics as services, provide 
provocations for new imaginaries, and to reflect on the contexts  
of each of the settings – with material generated from the fieldwork  
to support these inquiries. 

 ↑ Figure 1. A co-design session with dairy farmers 
exploring different routes to diagnosing mastitis 
in cows, 2013 © Alison Prendiville / Dosa Team 
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↑ Figure 2. One of the intended use statements
generated for the Target Product Profile
workshop which aimed to engage the DOSA
team in rethinking the role of diagnostics for
the dairy setting. 

Responding to personas, current treatment journeys, and antibiotic 
usage for mastitis in dairy farming, UTIs in human health, and the  
shrimp farming supply chain, the team members worked collaboratively 
to explore how the diagnostics would respond to “intended use 
statements” generated from the fieldwork (figure 2). They then mapped 
out how diagnostics would change the decision pathways and, more 
speculatively, commented on the co-creation of value through the 
process. The final element of this work was the integration of their 
diagnostic responses to the fieldwork into Target Product Profiles (TPP) 
to identify the minimum and optimum requirements 2. These are being 
iteratively up-dated in response to on-going fieldwork. In this sense,  
the DOSA project established the co-design process as an agent of 
transformation, capable of altering pre-existing knowledge systems, 
challenging them and integrating them – in order to generate new 
insights and perspectives (Moser, 2016).  
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Conclusion 
This paper has looked to transdisciplinary research as a means to
explore and expand design’s role in diverse scientific teams that are
addressing subjects such as AMR, in what can be considered as
complex environmental and human and animal settings. As design
is increasingly collaborating in these problem spaces, there is value
in reflecting on design’s role in delivering change, particularly to
overcome approaches that Lawrence & Després refer to as “ontological
frameworks that do not address fundamental issues but only topics
isolated from the societal context” (2004, p.392). Throughout DOSA,
the project has applied design as a sense-making activity, one that is
focused on building trust through co-design sessions and using visual
prompts and prototyping to engage local communities in Haryana,
Assam, and Kerala in discussions on livelihoods, relationships, human
and animal health. From the fieldwork we have come to understand 
how health is considered, symptoms treated, and how people locally
approach the use of medicines, supply-chain relationships and many
more human and animal entanglements that explain the reliance on
antibiotics in each of the settings. Furthermore, design has played a
key role in experimenting to make effective the transfer of knowledge
within the team and to break down siloed thinking. Design was also
used to create connections between the diagnostic technologies under
development as they were situated in each of the settings, and to
actively engage team members in challenging their priorities and
thinking about what each of the diagnostics’ need to deliver, in order
to be meaningful and relevant for the communities. 
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Endnotes 
1  https://gtr.ukri.org/projects?ref=ES/S000208/1 

2  A  Target Product Profile (TPP) outlines the desired ‘profile’ or characteristic that is aimed at a particular 
disease or diseases. A TPP states intended use, target population and other desired attributes of products 
including safety and efficacy-related characteristics. These profiles direct the product research and 
development. (WHO Target Product Profiles).  
https://www.who.int/research-observatory/analyses/tpp/en/ 

https://gtr.ukri.org/projects?ref=ES/S000208/1
https://www.who.int/research-observatory/analyses/tpp/en/ 
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 2Social Design and Social Observation: A Utilitarian History 

Social design emerged from the 
rejection of the ideal observer of 
modernist design as unrealistic 
and ethically unsound and called 
for “design for the real world” that 
went beyond a one-observer-one-
world notion of design. This paper 
suggests a basis for this position in 
the utilitarian conception of social 
reform by design exemplified in 
the design philosophy of Jeremy 
Bentham, for whom designing and 
observing were contiguous activities 
that are given social meaning by 
public utility.
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Social Design and Social Observation:   
A Utilitarian History 

It could be argued that social design has emerged from the rejection
of certain assumptions of modernist design. One such assumption
is that of the ideal observer. Whereas in modernism, the designer
became the normative observer pronouncing on the “rightness” and

“wrongness” of objects and environments; social design called for
“design for the real world” (Papanek, 1972) that went beyond a one-
observer-one-world notion of design. This raises an interesting
question for the practice of social 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? 

This paper suggests that an answer to this question can be found in
an older utilitarian conception of social reform by design exemplified
in the design philosophy of Jeremy Bentham, for whom designing
and observing were contiguous activities that are given social
meaning by public utility.  Bentham thought that through our
engagement with an environment that has been designed to promote
public utility, we can begin to observe our individual enjoyments,
aesthetic or otherwise, as existing in the world and taking on a social
meaning by either contributing to or diminishing the wellbeing of
other people. 

Pronouncing on the “Wrong” and “Right” in Design 
The history of design is full of strange applications of ethical terms
and moral distinctions. What is the social meaning, for example, of
judgments on “good design” or “bad design”? When the Austrian
designer and architect Adolf Loos (figure 1), in a review of an
exhibition of interior design in 1898 (Loos, 1898), singled out a
particular design item for critical attention and declared that “the
carpet is wrong”, in what sense do we understand the carpet to be
wrong? We get a clue about this if we also understand that in Loos’s
functionalist vision, an “ugly” desk might make a “beautiful” billiard
table (Loos, 2013, p.32), if we can see that the desk is perfectly
adapted to the purpose of playing billiards.  The moral distinction 
between good design and bad design, that is presented to us by the
notion of a “wrong” carpet, offers an apparent solution to the problem
of how to achieve happiness in the world of goods while preserving
our self-integrity. The problem is that we cannot pretend that our 

← FigFigure 1. Alfred Loos (1870 – 1933),
Österreichische Nationalbibliothek,
Bildarchiv Austria, 1904 © Otto Mayer /
Public domain 
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happiness is not in some way reliant on the products that surround us,
but we do not want our happiness to depend on these products. So,
we indicate that we are not dependent on what commercial society
offers us by making sure that our choice of one object rather than
another says something good about us, namely that we do not

“follow the herd”. For Loos, the difference between “good design”
and “bad design”, is determined by an observer whose ethical sense
of how we ought to judge is not clouded by the knowledge of how
other people would normally pass judgment in matters of style or
taste. In modernism, the social position of the designer is paradoxical,
because it depends on the cultivation of a distance from the social
world and the opinions of others. The observer always acts as an
individual, but they are said to occupy a universal point of view,
because they reject the seductions of the world in favour of choices
that can be esteemed by everyone. 

→ Figure 2. Hochschule
für Gestaltung (HfG)
Ulm / Ulm School
of Design (1953 –
1968) designed by
the architect Max 
Bill, 1955 © Hans G.
Conrad / René Spitz,
CC BY-SA 3.0 

Social design has rejected this one-designer-one-world model of 
social observation “from above”.  Practitioners and theorists of social  
design regard the judgment power of “heroic” designers, such as 
Adolf Loos, as a social problem to be faced, not a social goal to be 
sought after. This approach is evident in Victor Papanek’s book 
Design for the Real World (1972), a foundational text for debates in 
social design. One of the reasons that Papanek’s book has become  
a key point of reference for these debates, is that it identifies the “real 
world” and the manner in which we observe it, as the site of an ethical  
difference that divides social design from the modernist legacy. In his  
book, Papanek makes sure that we know that his argument about the 
neglect of “real world” design is not just with the Bauhaus, but with 
the Hochschule für Gestaltung in Ulm (figure 2) that had succeeded  
it after World War II.  Papanek tells a story about giving a lecture at 
Ulm in 1966 in which he discussed his design for a low-tech radio 
receiver that used a recycled tin can, transistor, earplug, wire paraffin 
wax and wick. The radio receiver had been designed by Papanek 
and George Seeger to be used in parts of the world without a good  



 
 
 
  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 

 
 

 
  
 

 

 
 

  
 

 
 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 5Social Design and Social Observation: A Utilitarian History 

power supply and using locally sourced materials. Papanek observed
that when he discussed the design for the radio, the Professors at
Ulm strongly objected and suggested that he should paint his can
light grey. The advice to paint the can light grey seems to suggest
a wish to locate the object within the ethics of functionalism, by
imposing an unconditioned, universal and “neutral” judgment that
would not be tied to a particular cultural context. Papanek replied: 

painting it would have been wrong. For one thing, it would have 
raised the price of each unit by maybe one twentieth of a penny 
each, which is a great deal of money when millions of radios are 
built. Secondly, and much more importantly, I feel that I have no 
right to make aesthetic or “good taste” decisions that will affect 
millions of people in Indonesia, who are members of a different 
culture. (1972, p. 164 – 165) 

Papanek’s “painting it [the radio] would have been wrong” offers
a very different idea of the relationship of design and ethics and a
different model of observation than Loos’s “the carpet is wrong”.
Rather than the identity of the designer being established by means
of a judgment that is made at a distance from the world, for Papanek
this identity now depends on immersion in the world and the social
contexts of the users of objects. The new observational position
that Papanek advocated was cross-cultural and ethnographic –
recognizing different socio-cultural norms. 

Problems with Observing the ‘Real World’ 
We are now very familiar with the history of applications of
ethnography and anthropology in social design practice 1. However, 
as Guy Julier has noted, “‘ethnography’ is often used, wrongly,
as a fancy term to describe straightforward observation” (Julier, 2014).
Julier and Kimbell, in their recent article, Confronting bureaucracies
and assessing value in the co-production of social design research
(Kimbell and Julier, 2019), have asked whether social design should
challenge the idea that the “real world” is something that can be
studied at a distance, by paying more attention to the way that
values and cultural parameters are co-produced through the activity
of design. 

Half a century after the publication of Design for the Real World, and 
following the centenary year of the Bauhaus, have the observational
models used in social design accomplished Papanek’s goal of
eliminating the problem posed by the universal, decontextualized and

“neutral” judgments of modernist design? To put this another way, has 
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social design brought us any closer to observing the real world? The 
fact that one of the publishing sensations of 2019 was a book entitled 
Invisible Women: Exposing Data Bias in A World Designed for Men, 
suggests that the answer to this question may be “no, not really”.  
The author of this book, Caroline Criado Perez, offers a revealing 
anecdote about “gender neutral” toilets at the Barbican Arts Centre  
in 2017: 

This evening, the queue was worse than usual. Far worse.  
Because in an almost comically blatant display of not having  
thought about women at all, the Barbican had turned both the  
male and female toilets gender neutral simply by replacing the  
‘men’ and ‘women’ signage with ‘gender neutral with urinals’  
and ‘gender neutral with cubicles’. The obvious happened. Only  
men were using the supposedly ‘gender neutral with urinals’   
and everyone was using the ‘gender neutral with cubicles’.   

The irony here is that social power is
given to male subjects and male bodies
by the notion of “gender neutrality”
(figure 3). Like the instruction to paint
the can light grey or the idea of
converting the desk into a billiard table,
we are dealing with an observer whose
ethical sense of how we ought to
judge gender differences – i.e. 

“neutrally”, without bias – is unaffected 
by knowledge of what actually goes on
in the social world. Neutrality, in other
words, is a way of reinforcing social
norms by ignoring inconvenient obser-
vational data that might challenge these
norms. On the other hand, would 
ethnography provide the basis for a
design solution that would shift the
balance of social power between men
and women? Kimbell and Julier (2019,
p. 8) tell us that cool observation or
careful study is not enough, and that
we have to consider “new ways of
constructing and assessing value, via
active collaboration with actors in a 
research ecosystem.” 

↑ Figure 3. A sign outside a toilet for everyone. Gender neutral
accessible toilet sign with handicapped access and Braille lettering,
© O’Dea, via Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA 4.0 
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Observing from the Body of the Observer 

↑ Figure 4. Fly in the Urinal, Neu Bethlehem, Göttingen  
© Stefan Bellini, via Wikimedia Commons 

Kimbell and Julier suggest that social design has to “get real” about
how it observes the “real world”. How is this to be done? I suggest
that we should not begin with the modernist view “from above”
or the cross-cultural vision of ethnography, but rather with the view

“from below”, that is, from the body as observer. The sociologist
Niklas Luhmann has reminded us that we tend to forget that the body
conducts its own observations and makes its own distinctions (in the
case of sexual desire, for example). Luhmann (1993) says “Observing
this observer leads us to ask whether or not it dutifully follows cultural
imperatives, or whether there is unavoidable akrasia (lack of self-
control), as the Greeks would have said, a lack of potestas in se ipsum
(self-control) in humans and social systems” (p. 763 – 782). If the
judgments of a modernist designer like Adolf Loos represent the
summit of an ethics of self-control, through which what we ought to

do should not be determined by
how other people behave, how
can we think about an ethics of 
design that begins with a lack
of self-control and takes account 
of behaviour that may not follow
social and cultural norms? 
(Potvin, 2019). An example of
how design is applied in this
context is the famous “fly in
the urinal” at Schipol airport,
celebrated in Richard H. Thaler 
and Cass R. Sunstein’s book 
Nudge (2009, p.4) as an example
of a small design intervention
that can have a major impact on
behaviour (figure 4). The fly in
the urinal is a corrective design
that guides men, without their
realising it, to aim better when
they urinate. In turn, this reduces
the use of environmentally
harmful cleaning products.
In sharp contrast to the failed

“gender neutral” toilets at the
Barbican, the design problem
that is solved by the fly in the
urinal begins with the errant
behaviour of actual male bodies 
in the real world, rather than 
with the judgment power of
heroic designers, who may see
no reason to take account of 
what human bodies actually do. 
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The Utilitarian Routes of Social Design 
It is important to note that the family history of the design solutions
that take account of what human bodies actually do does not run
through modernism and its legacy, but goes back to utilitarianism –
specifically with the design philosophy of Jeremy Bentham
(1748 – 1832) and his theories of indirect legislation (Brunon-Ernst,
2017). Although utilitarianism is largely ignored in writing on social
design, Benthamite ideas had a considerable influence on a
group of reform-minded MPs who successfully advocated for the
development of state funded art education in Britain in the 1830s,
and also on Henry Cole, the founder of the Victoria & Albert Museum
(Quinn, 2013). A distinctive feature of Bentham’s thought was the
manner in which he responded to philosophical and metaphysical
problems with proposals for designed objects and structures, that
have a critical function as well as a social application. Bentham could
best be described as someone who approached the question of 

↑ Figure 5. Plan of the Panoptican,1843 (originally
1791) in The Works of Jeremy Bentham Vol. IV. 
172 – 3 / Public domain 



  
 

     
 

 
 

 
  

 
  

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 
 

  
  

  
 

 
 
 

 
 

  
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

  
 

 
 

  
 

 
 

 9Social Design and Social Observation: A Utilitarian History 

social observation through the construction of designed
environments, that place real world power on a real world foundation.
In the most famous of Bentham’s designs, the panopticon (figure 5),
a “simple idea in architecture” that could function as prison, hospital
and school, power over others can only be established by using an
apparatus for observing empirical differences. The circular structure
of the panopticon, in which a number of people can be surveyed by
a centrally placed observer, is designed exclusively for the monitoring
of overt acts by a person whose vision is focused on the task of social
observation through the manner that the building is constructed.
This means that Bentham offers a very distinct ethics of social
observation, in which the design of the panopticon limits human
judgment power, in order to enhance the power of social observation.
In the panopticon, your perception cannot occupy a universal point
of view, because it is counted as one of the elements of the real world 
that needs to be named and categorized in order to assess its
contribution to social good. The actions of both the observing subject,
and the subject who is being observed, are subsumed within a
particular social task of inspection (penal, medical, pedagogic, etc.)
that can contribute to general utility. It is a matter of regret that much
of what is written about the panopticon is actually commentary on
the writing of Michel Foucault, who identifies the enhanced power
of social observation that the panopticon offers as a mechanism
for disciplining bodies and reinforcing social norms (Foucault, 1975)2. 
In fact, rather than cleaving to social norms, Bentham places the
wayward observations of the scopophiliac, the Hitchcockian, Rear 
Window voyeur, at the centre of his panopticon design. He asserts
that the panopticon “will supply…the place of that great and constant
fund of entertainment to the sedentary and vacant in towns – the
looking out of the window.” (Bentham, 1995, p.45). Putting a desire
to stare out of the window to use within the social apparatus of the
panopticon, is a very different matter from assuming that dividing

“tasteful” light grey cans from “tasteless” decorated cans will
establish social distinctions between people that can define the
moral quality of their desires. The panopticon is more about the
redistribution of pleasure in the service of social utility than the
reinforcement of social norms. In this regard, it is also important to
distinguish Bentham’s approach to bodily pleasure from appeals
to man’s universal nature. In his comments on Thomas Malthus’s 
argument that unchecked reproduction by the poor was leading to
over-population, Bentham (2014) noted that Malthus had overlooked
the possibility of promoting homosexuality (p.42). If Malthus can
be said to have misrepresented a social problem as a problem of
biological reproduction, Bentham’s solution replaced biological
reproduction with a social redistribution of pleasure that challenged
established norms. 



 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

  
 

 
 

 
  

 
 

  
 

 
  

 
  

 
 

 
  

 
 

 

 10 Social Design and Social Observation: A Utilitarian History 

Long before Victor Papanek used an ethnographic observation to
challenge the ethics of the neutral, indifferent observer of modernism,
Bentham found a way to dispense with the social power of this
neutral observer “by design”, in order to get closer to real world
observations that could put worldly power on a worldly foundation.
The design of the panopticon, in which the central position of the
observer is a function of a social task of inspection, displaces the
privileges claimed by an observer, whose powers of social
observation are based on discounting the judgments of others.
Adolf Loos’s functionalism gives the designer a social power that
allows him to discount how people would normally judge their desks
and billiard tables. Bentham uses the design of the panopticon to
make a social observation count. This is why Bentham’s panopticon
is the ancestor of the fly in the urinal, because in both cases the
social power of the design is built on what Niklas Luhmann calls the

“unavoidable akrasia” of human bodies that fail to follow social and 
cultural imperatives. 

Conclusion 
My key question in this paper has been “has social design brought
us any closer to observing the real world?”. As Kimbell and Julier
point out, the use of ethnographic observation in social design has
not brought us far enough, and there is a lot further that we can go.
It could be argued that social designers have rejected the “ideal”
observer of modernism without arriving at a satisfactory definition
of the “real world” observer. My suggestion is that Jeremy Bentham’s
design philosophy offers a way in which we can think about an ethics
of design that begins with a lack of self-control and which takes
account of behaviour that may not follow social and cultural norms.
In this way, the social labour of design can be informed by a fuller
understanding of what is “real” in real world observations. 
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Endnotes 
1 See the analysis of the ethnographic turn in design by Julier, G. (2014, 27 November). 

Promoting v Researching Design for Policy. 
https://mappingsocialdesign.wordpress.com  

2  See for instance Foucault (1975), “All the mechanisms of power which, even today, are disposed around 
the abnormal individual, to brand him and to alter him, are composed of those two forms [the binary division 
of a population and the differential distribution of individuals] from which they distantly derive. Bentham’s 
Panopticon is the architectural figure of this composition.” (p.199 – 200) 
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2 Design for Dialogue: Valuing Doubt in an Age of Conviction 

In a time of polarisation haunted by 
shadows of hatred, liberal platitudes 
to ‘agree to differ’ is a counsel of 
‘tolerance’. But, can we dream more 
deeply than to simply tolerate each 
other? This paper explores what it 
might take to create meetings and 
media that build creative explorations 
to nurture empathy and understanding, 
especially when we disagree. 
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Design for Dialogue 
The tools for dialogue are in our pockets as never before, yet the social
media we speak through has been capitalised and weaponised to such
an extent that, for too many, social media speaks for us and speaks
badly. Some marginalised communities embrace a new power to film
and fight unacceptable realities, energising the same platforms. Yet,
the rise of hate speech, social media’s treacherous shadow, threatens
to hollow out democracy, tweet by Trumpian tweet. Until social media
platforms reform, we are free to step back from being triggered and
respond by de-escalating rather than polarisation. Here are some people
who did. 

Meeting the Other 
Last November, I moderated a meeting between Joan Scourfield
and Jacob Dunne for the annual lecture of the Forgiveness Project.1 

Joan Scourfield’s son, James Hodgkinson, was a 28-year-old trainee
paramedic, killed in 2011 from a single punch to his head. His attacker,
Jacob Dunne, pleaded guilty to this random, unprovoked attack and
served 13 months in prison for manslaughter. Later, James’ mother, 
Joan Scourfield, met Jacob through restorative justice charity Remedi.
Though Joan’s son was killed by Jacob, she had moved beyond 
demonising him. Her main motive was to seek answers to understand
what had happened and to come to terms with the family’s
overwhelming grief. Jacob’s remorse and his own parallel (and
unexpected) sense of loss eventually led Joan to help to encourage
Jacob to rebuild his life and go back to study for GCSEs. Jacob 
recently completed a degree and is now a father. 

What struck me about our dialogue, with an audience of several hundred
at the Royal Geographical Society’s London auditorium, was the quality
of attention between the people in the room. Joan and Jacob led an
exchange that created a space to pause in a place where a new kind of
geography of compassion started to emerge. A palpable sense of
witnessing developed as this dialogue between people still seeking to
see past the chronic pain of their suffering, found a way to communicate
an understanding across the borders of self and other, victim and 
perpetrator. That aspiration was felt especially in the spaces and silences
connecting the continents of loss between them (Figure 1.) 

As a new dad, Jacob experiences as never before a parent’s fear of
losing a child. The joys of parenting exposed a vulnerability that 
reconnected him with Joan. They met in a place alive to the recognition
of his earlier violence alongside Joan’s suffering and kindness. This
shaped a space where the conditions of contact helped the meeting
unfold until it spilled into dialogue. Jacob says: 

I knew how important it was that I looked them in the eye and 

told them how sorry I was…To hear them talk about their love 
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for James and about the type of person he was affected me 

deeply, and reinforced my determination to make something 

of myself and to do everything I could to prevent others going 

through the kind of trauma they’d gone through. 

→   Figure 1.  
Dialogue has its 
roots in consent, 
2020. © Gracie Dahl 

The Depth of Their Listening 

Witnessing their communication, their ability to be present to each 
other, I was struck by the quality of their attention and depth of their 
listening. The room felt rich in these qualities through the alchemy of 
restorative approaches in creating a space to fully hear each other’s 
words, sounds and silences, like rests in a musical score. Marina 
Cantacuzino, founder of The Forgiveness Project observes: “…there
is some sort of incredible ingredient that comes together when people
[who] have been hurt work with people who used to hurt others”.2 

That ingredient inspires listeners to be as present as possible, to intuit
and respond, tuned to the frequency of deeper currents of expression,
intention and meaning that inform the feelings that might find utterance.
This attitude touches explorations of the term “deep listening” coined
by the composer Pauline Oliveros, who found when playing back her
field recordings that her microphone picked up far more in the acoustic
environment than she heard at the time of recording. What filters her
(or our) listening? Do we sometimes hear only what we want to choose
to listen for? What of the other sounds and voices in that space? Or
what we might not dare to hear? 

I was struck by Joan’s ability to relate to Jacob as the person he is
becoming, not binding him to the figure of a man whose terrible action
one night might define him. It is rare for a Mum who has suffered like 
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this to lead others towards such insight and this is Joan’s great gift, 
hard-won and fashioned through years of grief. A deeper flow is at 
work for Joan, Jacob and many others who remake themselves as 
stronger and braver people from navigating suffering.3 It is a jagged
journey and, although many in the room affirmed the benefits of the 
atmosphere, how hard do we find it to loosen our grip on the totalising
labels of ‘victim’ and ‘perpetrator’ and dare to allow cross-currents
of feeling move us, perhaps even towards the audacity of forgiveness.
The journey can trigger or unlock new levels of pain. This struggle is
a staging post for many who follow a stronger desire to be freed from
the cycle of hateful thoughts and actions that typically lock both victim
and perpetrator in the darkest moments of their unwanted connection.4 

Both Jacob and Joan are also fired by the conviction that something
good must come from overwhelming loss. Their exchange connects
with the philosophical challenge of Emmanuel Lévinas, who urges us
to pay profound attention to the face of the other as a path away from
subsuming another’s being into a/our “totalising vision” (Hand, 1996).
Lévinas insists that the gaze of the other is primary, leaving us the 
ethical duty of creating and responding to our relatedness. 

Decolonial Dialogue 
The decolonising drive undercuts totalitarian impulses and the cultural
hierarchies of colonial and other ideologies. When single narratives  
or monologues conflict, the ability to hear and juxtapose competing 
claims is essential and can produce a polyphonic or dialogic 
experience, a space of genuine dialogue (Bakhtin, 1981). How  
to nurture this pedagogically? A generation ago, the historian of 

Britishness, Linda Colley, argued for a  
re-visiting of the events that history is made 
from, freer from the poles of imperial 
nostalgia or post-colonial condemnation:

“We have a perfectly usable, innovative, 
collective past, if we only look for and select 
it,” she says.5 Today, historians like David 
Olusoga model this work to recover 
suppressed narratives and reframe versions 
of Britain’s past (Olusoga, 2016). Decolonial 
narratives are proving more able to embrace 
diverse perspectives modelling an 
‘intersectional’ approach that is less caught  

in the binary of substituting one monocultural dominance for another.  
Competing accounts need to be true and accurate (essential in the age  
of the fake) in order to begin the more supple work of holding ambiguity 
and triangulating experiences from different perspectives to find a 
shared and integrated narrative (Al-Maria, et al., 2016). Writer Julia 
Galef talks of developing a “Scout mindset” led by “the drive not to 
make one idea win or another lose, but just to see what’s really there as 
honestly and accurately as you can, even if it’s not pretty or convenient 
or pleasant.” (Figure 2.) 6 

↑   Figure 2.  
Do we see what is  
there or our image of 
it?, 2020. © Gracie Dahl  
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The process can open the prospect of new and more humane
understandings of the ‘other’ (as with Jacob and Joan) where
connections can develop between people often kept separate
by oppositional narratives. 

Diaphobia 

It is easy to underestimate how hard this can be. It turns out that some 
people committed to the idea of dialogue find the experience of it 
particularly hard to live out in practice. Artist Grayson  Perry  presented 
this diagnosis in A Bad Case of Diaphobia, a reflexive exploration of 
what he describes as the psychology and artwork of diaphobia, a fear 
of  being  affected by the ‘other’ through dialogue. In the fallout of the 
Brexit referendum, Perry made two ceramic “Brexit vases”, one each 
for Leave and Remain. He eventually named them Matching Pair to  
emphasise the similarity he found on either side of that divide when 
crowdsourcing ideas, photographs and phrases from each group on 
social media. (Figure 3.) 

So many families, workplaces and communities are divided by populism 
that it is painfully easy to test this in our experience: what  happens  when 
a favourite view is dismissed on either side of my/your opinion? What 
would it look and feel like to dare to attempt to suspend certainty and 
walk in another’s uncomfortable shoes — to take a journey of ‘not-
knowing’ through which our own ideas, experience and work might  
be influenced otherwise or even reconfigured?  

↑   Figure 3. UAL chancellor Grayson Perry and 
Professor of Documentary, Pratāp Rughani,  
2019. © UAL 

Methods and Spaces to Enable Discussions 

How to curate spaces and discussions that enable such journeys? For
some, exploring difficult issues requires the creation of “safe spaces”.
In their article From Safe Spaces to Brave Spaces, Arao and Clemens 
(2013) emphasise that the essential quality needed now is courage, 
in order to develop an attitude to listening that enables us to stray 
outside our comfort zones. Where would you or I draw the line in what
is acceptable in an open dialogue? What would we rule out, and for
what reasons? 

What in our communication privileges the softening of conviction
and the quieter confidence to doubt and thus enable another’s
experience to impact us? The light of seeing alterity in the world can
eclipse reflex judgments based on whether we already agree with 
each other or not and thus open a door to the dialogic. A recent BBC
project, built on research into “humanbecoming” suggests this useful,
tested methodology.7 

• Ask your speaker to explain their perspective and why they feel 
so strongly. Listen, without interruption, putting aside judgements,
counter-arguments and solutions. 
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•  Summarise  the core of what you have heard and check you have 
understood correctly, including the emotions and texture of their   
story. This does not mean you have to agree.

•  Ask  whether they agree with your summary. If not, ask them to  
explain more.

• Continue  with this process until the speaker gives a resounding “Yes”. 
They should at this point be likely to listen to your side of the story. 

The spirit of this is receptivity rather than agreement. Agreement may  
not follow. The point is not to agree or persuade through duress but to 
experience relatedness whilst appreciating difference. The key task here 
is to develop the ‘muscle’ of awareness that enables an appreciation of 
the other whatever we think of the views we are exploring. In turn, this 
may unsettle each other’s convictions and open up new channels of 
communication and affect. If receptivity and even appreciation suffuses 
our listening questions, answers may emerge, perfumed with similar 
qualities. NPR broadcaster Krista Tippett in The Art of Generous  
Listening explains how her radio series On Being strives to create  
understanding for how another thinks.8  Tippett suggests we look more to 

“how” and “why”, rather than “what” and “when” as keys to developing 
dialogue. By shifting our attention, we expand the foundations of 
relatedness to focus on what truly matters, she says: we can develop 

“discernment”. “The point is not to agree, but to come into relationship. 
What we have in common is our questions.” 

Can Communicating with the ‘Head and Heart’  
be Taught?  

If there is one thing that the situations of deep 
listening have in common, it is the collective  
atmosphere created and fostered when people 
seek dialogue giving their whole attention with 
mind, body and spirit, rather than staking out 
positions in a head or intellect-only engagement. 
The discussion reminded me of the emphasis in 
strands of Indian religio-philosophy that ‘citta’  
the “intelligent heart” is a faculty of the head  
and  heart conjoined.9 The Western legacy of 
Cartesian dualism can leave a distrust of this 
insight. The desire to reintegrate intellect with 
emotional intelligence surfaces in creative 
practices that embrace the imagination to ‘only 
connect’ the prose and the passion of life. 
(Figure 4.) 

Can the conditions for this kind of dialogue, with 
its profoundly felt empathic exchanges of self  
and other, be taught? Listening to people  
discussing the impact of Jacob and Joan’s  

→   Figure 4. How much 
mental space are you  
willing to rent out  
to  your hurts and  
grievances? 2018. 
©Sophie Standing 
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conversation encouraged me to help develop a more explicit pedagogy 
for this. I know from experience as a practitioner how filmmakers, 
photographers and journalists can be helped by mapping the ethics of 
our practice in developing a dialogue and creating media, yet how rarely 
these underpinning ideas are situated as a central emphasis in the 
process of making our work.10 

The new creative pedagogic tool Ethics for Making disinters ethical  
questions that audiences and makers bump into when exploring 
questions of media representation.11  Such ethical explorations can be 
extended further in the choice of which events become stories in our  
culture, and why.  

Designing for dialogue may begin as a response to political polarisation, 
but its effects are joyfully unpredictable. Exploring such questions will 
likely be profoundly interdisciplinary. For all the advances of the West’s  
Enlightenment, our scholarship risks being imprisoned in its own 
specialisms. With complex challenges and ‘wicked problems’, the 
weakness of trying to tackle big questions in separate compartments is 
becoming clearer. Preparing the ground by learning to listen creatively  
to dialogic encounters should lead us to rethink not just why we got here, 
but to imagine something finer.  

How might a genuine dialogue look, feel and sound for you?  
 

https://representation.11
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Endnotes 
1 https://www.theforgivenessproject.com/joan-scourfield-on-facing-the-man-who-killed-her-son/ 
Accessed 21.10.20 

2 See https://www.theforgivenessproject.com 

3 See stories from The Forgiveness Project https://www.theforgivenessproject.com/stories/ 

4 There are complex feelings for many, as conflicting emotions are experienced. These are brilliantly explored 

in the graphic novel Forgiveness is Really Strange (Noor and Cantacuzino, 2018). 

5 See Colley, L. (1999, December 8). Britishness in the 21st Century. 
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20040809182858/http://www.pm.gov.uk/output/Page3049.asp 

6 https://www.ted.com/talks/julia_galef_why_you_think_you_re_right_even_if_you_re_wrong/ 
transcript?referrer=playlist-how_to_turn_the_political_conv 

7 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-51705369 Accessed 14.06.20 

8 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J5W36VWNd9E 

9 This is a foundational principle of Buddhist meditation. 

10 Ethics for Making https://screenworks.org.uk/archive/volume-10-2/ethics-for-making 

11 https://ethics.arts.ac.uk/ 

https://www.theforgivenessproject.com/joan-scourfield-on-facing-the-man-who-killed-her-son/
https://www.theforgivenessproject.com
https://www.theforgivenessproject.com/stories/ 
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20040809182858/http://www.pm.gov.uk/output/Page3049.asp 
https://www.ted.com/talks/julia_galef_why_you_think_you_re_right_even_if_you_re_wrong/transcript?ref
https://www.ted.com/talks/julia_galef_why_you_think_you_re_right_even_if_you_re_wrong/transcript?ref
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-51705369
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J5W36VWNd9E
https://screenworks.org.uk/archive/volume-10-2/ethics-for-making
https://ethics.arts.ac.uk/
https://14.06.20
https://21.10.20
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2Fashion as Sustainability in Action 

Centre for Sustainable Fashion 
develops and applies situated 
learning in Fashion Design for 
Sustainability through practices 
of transformation and participatory 
design. This paper explains concepts, 
approaches, and considerations that 
underpin the research and practice 
pursued by the Centre in its quest 
to create conditions for fashion to 
be practiced as a means of creative 
self-expression, reflection, and 
fulfilment, promoting cultures that 
are equity and ecologically-centred. 



 
 

  
  
  

 
 
 

  
 

 

 
 

 
  

  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
  

 
  

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

3Fashion as Sustainability in Action 

Introduction 
Centre for Sustainable Fashion (CSF) is a University of the Arts (UAL)
Research Centre, based at London College of Fashion (LCF). Its
members explore fashion’s interrelated ecological, social, economic
and cultural concerns. Our pluralistic approach involves undertaking
a process of mutual learning with a diverse range of people in a range
of settings. In so doing, we aim to shape and contribute to the nascent,
burgeoning field of study of Fashion Design for Sustainability. Our work 
draws on and intersects with Design for Sustainability Fashion Studies,
Education for Sustainability, Eco-feminist, Feminist, Postcolonial
and Design Studies, as well as a range of disciplines relating to
fashion’s hybrid technical, philosophical, creative, commercial, and
political concerns. 

The Premise of the Centre’s Practice 
The premise of the Centre’s practice is an understanding that dynamic
interdependencies exist between people and wider ecological
systems. Through fashion, one’s inner identity can be visibly exhibited,
and yet this exhibition of the “inner” is simultaneously a culmination
of the outer world’s effect on that person. An appreciation of this
offers an inroad to understanding the reality of these ever-shifting
interdependent relationships. The current dominant fashion system,
however, with its blinkered focus on the economic value of garments,
is complicit in and exacerbates socio-ecological crises of climate,
social, racial, wealth and other injustices. Through the apparent
success of the marketisation of fashion’s cultural and material 
production and consumption, natural and human resources are
depleted, creativity constrained and power gaps widened. Fashion,
however, is — or should be — much more than a commercial 
transaction. Our work will be done only once fashion’s life-sustaining
possibilities are exercised in practice. We aim to achieve this goal
through imagining, conceiving, realising and communicating ways
in which it can equitably represent each clad citizen and dramatically
reduce its resource consumption. Fundamental to Fashion Design
for Sustainability is the creation of conditions for agency at individual
and community levels, across multiple locations. 

Fashion as Sustainability in Action  
Identifying something by giving it a name and place to reside – whether
an idea, practice or community – can give it shape and make it
accountable, to itself and others. In 2008, CSF became the name for an 
endeavour to develop Fashion Design and Sustainability knowledge and
practice through a systemic approach to transforming the fashion
system from one with the economy at its core, to one where its dynamic
economic activities contribute to social and ecological prosperity (2008). 



 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

  
 

 

 
 

  
 

 
 
 

 

4Fashion as Sustainability in Action 

From the outset, this approach has involved academic research,
knowledge exchange with a range of collaborators and curriculum
development: to create and apply fashion as sustainability in action
(Sterling, 2001). 

Now a world-recognised research centre, with a core membership of
over 20 highly respected researchers, designers, tutors, practitioners,
coordinators, administrators and communicators, we realise that 
transformation starts close to home. It involves recognition of the
contribution of each Centre member and our ability to develop methods
that ensure participation from people and perspectives from multiple
disciplines, locations, cultures and identities as the “we” of our doing.
We can only achieve this when the “what”, “how”, “why” and “with
whom” of our work are considered with care, criticality, openness, and
inclusivity. At the core of our ethos is a consideration of the cause and
effect of our actions, which inherently means taking a “whole-systems”
view to understand the reverberations of our activities and what they
might positively, or negatively involve. To design well therefore involves
consideration beyond the subjective and beyond the immediately visible.
It involves a cycle of reflection, action, further reflection, and feedback;
it is about cultivating mindsets and habits of sustainability alongside
related products, services, and systems. 

To develop such capabilities of expansive creativity in students,
designers, and wider audiences, we must go beyond an account of
the symptoms of the crisis. We can readily identify the problems we are
facing. In the words of Escrigas, “education and knowledge resources
are more available today than ever before. However, humanity’s two
main conflicts – co-existence with nature and co-existence with each 
other – remain unresolved” (2016). If fashion is to be an exemplar of
ways in which we can live well together, designers (professional and
citizen) need agency to navigate a path through power dynamics,
systemic bias, long-held beliefs of dominance, and entrenched
aspirations that jeopardize the relational aspects of life on Earth. This
means breaking down hierarchies within academic research practice,
institutions, the fashion industry, and within neo-liberal, post-colonial
power structures. We seek to create holarchic structures of working
(Nowakowski and Rees, 2012) – networks that create conditions for
participation, whilst recognizing the mutual co-dependence of the
whole system and its constitutive parts. This design challenge pervades
our work. 

A Discourse in Fashion Design for Sustainability 
Scholarship and practice in fashion and sustainability – articulating
concern about fashion’s part in human-induced degradation of
ecological systems through its exploitative practices, as well as ways
in which fashion can highlight concern, through captivating aesthetics 
– all have a long history. Often however this has been limited to exploring
the symptoms, rather than addressing causes. Fashion is seen as a
symbol of cultures of consumption and non-essential pursuit, often 
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viewed in gendered terms. Fashion Design for Sustainability challenges 
some of these “too easy” categorizations. It draws on and is informed by 
academic and non-academic disciplines, tacit knowledge, rituals and 
practices combining personal, professional, academic and industry 
knowledge. It references social design’s interdisciplinary, participatory 
and co-design approaches (Manzini, 2015) and environmental design’s 
restorative practices (St. Pierre, 2019; Sim Van der Ryn and Cowan, 
2007). It draws on systems theory (Capra and Luisi, 2014) deep ecology 
(Bateson, 1972) and the work of a range of social scientists relating to 
ecology and equity (Guattari, 2000), Ontological Design (Escobar, 2018) 
and specifically relating to fashion (Entwhistle, 2001). Moreover, Fashion 
Design for Sustainability draws on stories, narratives and belief systems 
and practices that recognize nature’s central role in life (Thich Nhat Hanh, 
2013). Design for sustainability recognises the central need to connect 
objects, environment and meaning (Walker, 2011) as it acknowledges 
that a re-designing is required not only of the relations in the system, but 
also of the rules and goals of the system. Thus reference is made to 
metadesign (Giaccardi, 2005; Wood, 2007) and transformation design 
(Jonas et al., 2016). The materiality of designing is the means by which 
human interactions, practices, cultural backgrounds, imagination, and 
differences form and transform artefacts, relating to the body, in creation 
and in use (Ingold, 2011). Fashion Design for Sustainability involves an 
interest in the material and immaterial implications of these interactions 
in social, ecological, political, and economic spheres. 

Our Contribution: Diverse and Global   
Perspectives and Representation  

The growing body of research in Fashion Design for Sustainability by
Centre members includes the first comprehensive discourse in fashion
from: a systems thinking perspective (Fletcher, 2008); within an Earth
Logic context (Fletcher and Tham, 2019), as a means to recognise and
build communities in place (Williams, 2018) through cross-disciplinary
approaches (Fletcher and Tham, 2015); as a multiplicity of creative
business practices (Black, 2012); and as a set of counter narratives in
fashion (Mazzarella et al., 2019). Alongside these and a plethora of other
academic publications, the Centre engages in a multiplicity of projects,
evidencing fashion and sustainability in action, a current example being
the AHRC funded Fostering Sustainable Practices project (2020). This
study of emerging practices of UK designers engaged in small and micro
businesses identifies fashion design values, visions, capabilities and
practices that foster sustainability. 

Whilst these and other examples of research draw on well-established
sustainability, fashion and design principles, we also recognise this
field of study must be shaped and informed by learning from indigenous
peoples, researchers, designers, and makers from diverse cultures,
locations, and identities. Global perspectives on fashion and
sustainability (Gwilt et al., 2019) offers a rich variety of case studies from
across continents; however there still remains a lack of representation 
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by some of the people whose radical, deep rooted practices embody
sustainability. Learning with and from such participants often takes
place outside of the usual structures of academic research, although it
is sometimes possible for designers and researchers to spend time as
co-learners within such contexts, as the Za-atari Action project (Storey,
2019) demonstrates. 

Collaboration, Contextuality and Criticality  
at the Heart of the Centre’s Practice 

Practices of mutual learning, to create and extend knowledge with a
range of collaborators beyond the academy, has been vital to the
Centre’s practices since its conception. Through developing
understanding and collaborative co-learning partnerships between
academia and fashion sector practitioners, a greater exploration of
possibilities and pressures is undertaken. Such partnerships foreground
the importance of careful consideration, a non-judgmental approach
and the development of sustainability mindsets, alongside a criticality
in approach, all with reference to a transformation framework to check
that interventions are made in places that can leverage change in deep
and lasting ways. 

To realise the systemic change invoked by placing equity and ecology
at the core of the fashion system involves designing interventions at
multiple locations in the fashion system. Alongside the development
of new knowledge through research and knowledge exchange, fashion
design education offers a third and crucial space for the development
and application of personal and professional skills, capabilities and
values-in-practice. Through the development of sustainability
pedagogies, holistic assessment criteria and course content that
situates design in an equity and ecological context, tutors and students
are able to engage in self-reflexive and co-reflexive cycles of seeing,
knowing, and doing (United Nations Economic and Social Council,
2011). Now with well over a decade of teaching and learning with tutors
and students, we take a broad view, teaching across all levels and
departments, as well as a deep dive with MA Fashion Futures students
at London College of Fashion, who critically engage in fashion design
for sustainability throughout their studies through a cycle of action and
reflection relating to the context of fashion in a climate emergency and
increasing social divides. This is giving rise to new typologies of fashion
designing and evidence of an expansion of what it means to be a
designer (Stevenson, 2011). Study includes questioning the errors of
modernity perpetuated through the techno-optimistic, eco-efficiency
approach (Walker, 2017). Learners are encouraged to undertake a
profound reappraisal of human values in today’s society (Walker and
Giard, 2013) which opens up, rather than constricts, designers’ capacity
to conceive new ideas and to realise those ideas in tangible forms. 
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Methodological Frameworks Underpinning Our Work 
Education that takes a values-led and knowledge-based approach
to design (Williams, 2016), ensures that intuition and creative imagining
is cross-referenced with credible data sources relating to impacts
of decision-making. It is with this in view that our methodological
framework was developed as a guiding process for research and
other projects (figures 1 and 2). This process follows a traditional model
of divergence and convergence, familiar to many designers, but with
additional considerations and reference points for each design stage. ↓ Figure 1. Fashion Design for Sustainability

design cycle, source: Williams, 2010. 

This design methodology is overlaid onto the Centre’s framework for
Fashion Design for Sustainability that offers context, agendas, issues,
and mindsets of design. This has been developed, tested and continues
to be reviewed through application in research, curriculum and
knowledge exchange projects. By considering fashion as residing
within a world view of human equity and an honouring of planetary
boundaries, critical consideration is then given to four cross-cutting
design agendas and mindsets of sustainability to resolve many current
problems rather than putting them centre-stage. This inverts the role
of designers as problem solvers to them becoming possibility makers. 



       

 
 

 
 
 

 
  

 

8Fashion as Sustainability in Action 

↑ Fashion Design for Sustainability framework,
source: Williams, 2019. 

A Reflection Back Looking Forward  

To mark its tenth anniversary, a “CSF is Ten” (2018) two-day event was
held and centre members were asked to consider a series of questions
about the centre’s work, processes and practices. The responses,
alongside a review of projects to date, were collated and synthesized
into 10 statements of intent (below). This declaration is aligned to our
guiding principles and code of practice that holds us to account, informs
our decision-making processes and how we consider the impacts of
our work. 

Declaration  

•  We recognise our ecological context 
•  We respect the rights of all living beings (things to live well) 
•  We engage in design as a means to improve existing situations  
•	  We	  practice  	critical,  	reflective  	thinking  
•  We participate in fashion’s relational elements 
•   We explore fashion’s political, cultural, ecological, economic  
 and social dimensions 
•   We believe that education plays a vital role in our ability to  
 live well together 
•	  	We 	 undertake 	 rigorous 	 processes 	 in  	order  	to  	create  	
	 credible 	 knowledge  
•   We embrace dissensus on our path to transformation of  
 ourselves and of fashion 
•	  We 	 speak  	truth  	to  	power  



 
 
 

 
 

 
  

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 

9 Fashion as Sustainability in Action 

We continue to reflect on what has gone well and not so well in our
practices and projects, with reference to plans, identified themes and
contribution to wider communities within and beyond UAL, academia
and the fashion sector. The amplification of the concerns, considerations
and potential for change in the socio-ecological crisis of climate and
equity in 2020 brings into sharp focus the imperative for us to step up,
and change. The three tactics for change that we set out in 2008 are
now more critical for us to realise than ever: 

Building a transformed fashion system through questioning the values,
rules and goals of the fashion sector and to recognise the power of
design to transform cultures as well as materials. 

Fostering human wellbeing through a critique of racist and other
destructive cultures, a championing of wellbeing practices and the
creation of a visionary education system. 

Working within nature’s limits through a valuing of all of fashion’s
elements and gaining an understanding of the interdependencies
involved through interdisciplinary learning. 

This requires active negation of destructive practices and the exaltation
of regenerative ones, as two-fold actions (Camus, 1956). It also calls
for care and kindness at the core of our practice. This is very much in line
with placing empathy at the heart of our representation of the Fashion
Design for Sustainability design cycle reproduced above. 



 

 

 

 
 

  

 

  

 

 

 

 10 Fashion as Sustainability in Action 

References 
Bateson, G. (1972). Steps to an Ecology of Mind. Collected Essays in Anthropology, Psychiatry, Evolution, 
and Epistemology. University of Chicago Press, 496 – 502. 

Black, S. (2012). The Sustainable Fashion Handbook. Thames & Hudson. Camus, A. (1956) The Rebel. 
New York, NY: Vintage Books. 

Capra, F., & Luisi, P.L. (2014). The Systems View of Life: A Unifying Vision. Cambridge University Press. 
Escobar, A. (2018). Designs for the Pluriverse: Radical Interdependence, Autonomy, and the Making of 
Worlds. Duke University Press, 3 – 4. 

Escrigas, C. (2016). A Higher Calling for Higher Education. Great Transition Initiative, 1. 
http://www.greattransition.org/publication/a-higher-calling-for-higher-education 

Entwhistle, J. (2001). The Dressed Body. In J. Entwhistle and E. Wilson, (Eds.) Body Dressing. 
Berg Publishers, 33 – 58. 

Fletcher, K. (2008). Sustainable Fashion and Textiles: Design Journeys. Earthscan. 

Fletcher, K., & Tham, M. (2019). Earth Logic: Fashion Action Research Plan. JJ Charitable Trust. 

Fletcher, K., & Tham, M. (Eds.) (2015). Routledge Handbook of Sustainability and Fashion. Routledge. 

Giaccardi, E. (2005). Metadesign as an emergent design culture. Leonardo, 38(4), 342 – 349. 

Gwilt, A., Payne, A., & Ruthschilling, E. (2019). Global Perspectives on Sustainable Fashion. Bloomsbury. 

Guattari, F. (2000). The Three Ecologies (Pindar, I. & Sutton, P., Trans.). The Athlone Press, 27. 

Ingold, T. (2011). Materials against materiality. Being alive: essays on movement, knowledge and description. 
Routledge, 19 – 32. 

Jonas, W., Zerwas, S., & von Anshelm, K. (Eds.) (2016). Transformation Design. BIRD (Board of International 
Research in Design). Berghauser Basel. 

Manzini, E. (2015). Design, When Everybody Designs. An Introduction to Design for Social Innovation. 
MIT Press. 

Mazzarella, F., Storey, H., & Williams, D. (2019). Counter-narratives Towards Sustainability in Fashion – 
Scoping an Academic Discourse on Fashion Activism Through a Case Study on the Centre for Sustainable 
Fashion.The Design Journal, 22(sup1), 821 – 833. 

Nowakowski, L., & Rees, B. (2012). Pathways for Sustainable Education: from hierarchy to holarchy. 
Interconnections Evolutionary Education (8). Anglia Ruskin University, 47 – 57. 

Sterling, S. (2001). Sustainable Education, Re-visioning Learning and Change. Schumacher Briefings (6), 35. 

St. Pierre, L. (2019). A Shift of Attention. In K. Fletcher, L. St. Pierre and M. Tham, (Eds.) Design and Nature: 
A Partnership. Routledge, 20 – 26. 

http://www.greattransition.org/publication/a-higher-calling-for-higher-education


 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

11 Fashion as Sustainability in Action 

Stevenson, N. (2011). Tools for teaching and learning in fashion that contribute to all our collective futures. 
https://ualresearchonline.arts.ac.uk/id/eprint/3246/7/networks-2013-final-report-stevenson-et-al.pdf 

Storey, H (2019). Za’atari Action, Centre for Sustainable Fashion. 
https://sustainable-fashion.com/projects/zaatari-action/ 

Thich Nhat Hanh (2013). The Bells of Mindfulness. In L Vaughan-Lee (Eds.) Spiritual Ecology: The Cry of 
the Earth, Golden Sufi Centre, 25 – 31. 

United Nations Economic and Social Council. (2011). Learning for the future: Competences in education 
for sustainable development. 
https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/env/esd/6thMeetSC/Learning%20for%20the%20Future_%20 

Competences%20for%20Educators%20in%20ESD/ECE_CEP_AC13_2011_6%20COMPETENCES%20EN.pdf 

Van de Ryn, S., & Cowan, S. (2007). Ecological Design, Tenth Anniversary Edition. Island Press. 

Walker, S. (2011). The spirit of design: objects, environment and meaning. Earthscan. 

Walker, S. (2013). Imagination’s promise: Practice-based design research for sustainability. In Walker, S., 
& Giard, J. (Eds.) The handbook of design for sustainability. Bloomsbury Academic, 446 – 488. 

Walker, S. (2017). Design for life: Creating meaning in a distracted world. Routledge. 

Wood, J. (2007). Design for micro-utopias: making the unthinkable possible. Gower. 

Williams, D. (2018). Fashion Design as a Means to Recognize and Build Communities-in-Place. 
She Ji. The Journal of Design, Economics, and Innovation, 4(1), 75 – 90. 

Williams, D., & Stevenson, N. (2008). Centre for Sustainable Fashion. Volume 3.0, 47 – 49. 

Williams, D., & Fitzpatrick, A. (2018). Ten years of Centre for Sustainable Fashion. London College of Fashion. 

Williams, D. (2016). Transition to transformation in fashion education for sustainability. In W. Leal Filho and 
L. Brandli, L. (Eds.) Engaging stakeholders in education for sustainable development at university level. 
Springer, 217 – 232. 

Williams, D., & Toth-Fejel. K. (2016). The will and skill of fashion design for sustainability. In W. Leal Filho, 
U.M. Azeiteiro,  F. Alves, and P. Molthan-Hill (Eds.) Handbook of theory and practice of sustainable development 
in higher education 4(1), 79–95. doi: 10.1007/978-3-319-47877-7 

https://ualresearchonline.arts.ac.uk/id/eprint/3246/7/networks-2013-final-report-stevenson-et-al.pdf
https://sustainable-fashion.com/projects/zaatari-action/
https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/env/esd/6thMeetSC/Learning%20for%20the%20Future_%20Competences%20for%20Educators%20in%20ESD/ECE_CEP_AC13_2011_6%20COMPETENCES%20EN.pdf
https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/env/esd/6thMeetSC/Learning%20for%20the%20Future_%20Competences%20for%20Educators%20in%20ESD/ECE_CEP_AC13_2011_6%20COMPETENCES%20EN.pdf


 

 
 
  

 
 

 
 

  12 Social Design Institute, UAL 
socialdesigninstitute@arts.ac.uk 

The Social Design Institute champions social and sustainable
design at University of the Arts London. Its mission is to use
research insights to inform how designers and organisations
do designing, and how researchers understand design, to bring
about positive and equitable social and environmental changes.
The Institute achieves its mission through original research,
translating research through knowledge exchange and informing
teaching and learning. 
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