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EVERYDAY IMAGINATION, PRACTICES, SYSTEMS

Designing with people for systemic change

Abstract

Designing for a sustainable future poses many challenges. There is, on the one hand, a need to be bold;
to imagine and ‘design’ new systems that enable more sustainable lifestyles. On the other, sustainability
depends on unpredictable changes in people’s daily life practices as well as on how they adapt to, and
adopt, new system possibilities (Halpern et al., 2004).

Control may seem possible through education, incentivation, coercion, (social) engineering and design,
but historical studies of systemic change (e.g. Mosley 2001 on air pollution, Worpole 2000 on
architecture) show that while these approaches may play a valuable part, if education, engineering,
policy or design are ‘done to people, not with them’ (Worpole 2000, p. 68), they fail.

Yet endeavours to design with people face a catch 22. The emergence of new practices happens as
part of doing things differently and it requires exposure to the new ‘system’, which is the object of design
(Buscher 2005). A critical mass of component technologies, policies, services, infrastructures, etc. must
be implemented, not just as scenarios but in some way ‘for real’, e.g. through prototypes. Yet, to design
prototypes effectively, designers need a sense of future practices.

In our recently begun collaboration we bring together methodologies from service design,
ethnographically informed participatory technology design and the arts. Projects under development
include the ‘design’ of alternative urban mobility systems, the localization of production-reuse-redesign
service systems, and an ‘urban climate hack’ that can enhance adaptation. We argue that our
methodologies can be fruitfully combined to draw people in and ‘change the change’. We aim to
leverage the fact people are already inventing DIY sustainable solutions (Meroni, 2007; Willis et al.,
2007), and to study, encourage and design for such (and further) emergent future practices, by
combining:

1. A Service Design methodology to develop and visualize future service solutions working on
three main interrelated levels - context, technology and users - and moving back and forward
from the analysis and design within real contexts with users to the visualisation and co-design of
abstract future scenarios (Meroni et al., 2007);

2. A design orientation towards ‘co-realization’ (Hartswood et al. 2002) and two methods to
achieve far future oriented change: ‘Future laboratories’ and ‘bricolage’. Future laboratories
either bring the real world into the laboratory or take the laboratory into the field. Placing an
emphasis on realism, collaboration and experimentation, future laboratories assemble
components of the future (e.g. functional prototypes of technologies). They enable people to
colonize new socio-technical futures and to explore and shape new practices. ‘Bricolage’ seeks
to fold future technologies productively into real world work (Bischer et al. 2007, 2008).
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3. Aninterdisciplinary art practice that intervenes in the way cultural or technological processes
shape society, and that aims to be transformational. It escapes the bounds of realism, not
through flights of fancy, but through critical imagination and rupture. Such creative practice
'hacks' into different social, professional, technological and institutional situations, often acting
as an intermediary or 'strange connector,’ linking things in unexpected ways, or linking things
one would not expect to be linked.

The synergy between these different methods overcomes individual limitations and amplifies the
benefits of each. For example, co-realization depends on realism and is, therefore, costly. It can suffer
from path-dependency, where investments made into one solution influence the allocation of future
efforts. Moreover, while these approaches score high on ‘designing with people’, it can be difficult to
shape bold visions when immersed in the detail of everyday practice. These limitations can be overcome
by introducing methods from service design and art. Design of service scenarios, for example, provides
‘systemic’ visions of future solutions based on existing needs and trends. I, in turn, benefits from
combination with more experimental methods through being able to ground visions more clearly in
emergent practices. Art transcends the confines of future visions through critical reflection on the
tensions between the kinds of futures we actually want and those we may be creating, and enabling
people to colonize these futures experimentally, playfully, critically.

The full paper will describe, through the presentation of experiences from completed projects as well as
an outline of three planned collaborative research projects, how the three methodologies can come
together productively to change the change.
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