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Social Design



Why do we talk about social design? 
What is it anyway? 

Social Design?WHY



Design responsability and ethics



Are designers happy? 

“Everything I have designed is
absolutely unnecessary” 



Are designers happy? 



Are designers happy? 

“ Subversive, ethical, ecological, political, fun: this
is how I see my duty as a creator.” 





There are professions more harmful than industrial design, but only a very 
few of them. (…) 
Before (in the 'good old days'), if a person liked killing people, he had to 
become a general, purchase a coal-mine, or else study nuclear physics. 
Today, industrial design has put murder on a mass-production basis. By 
designing criminally unsafe automobiles that kill or maim nearly one 
million people around the world each year, by creating whole new species 
of permanent garbage to clutter up the landscape, and by choosing 
materials and processes that pollute the air we breathe, designers have 
become a dangerous breed. (…) 
In an age of mass production when everything must be planned and 
designed, design has become the most powerful tool with which man 
shapes his tools and environments (and, by extension, society and himself). 
This demands high social and moral responsibility from the 
designer. It also demands greater understanding of the people by those 
who practise design and more insight into the design process by the 
public.  
 

Papanek'(1971).'Design'for'the'Real'World:'Human'Ecology'and'Social'Change 



Radio'receiver'designed'for'the'third'world,'designed'by'Victor'Papanek'and'George'Seeger'



In order to work more intelligently, the whole practice of design has to be 
turned around. Designer can no longer be employees of 
corporations, but rather must work directly for the client 
group -that is, the people who are in need of a product.  
(…) And this turnabout in the role of the designer can be accomplished. 
Our role is changing to that of a facilitator who can bring the needs of the 

people to the attention of manufacturing and government agencies. The 
designer then logically becomes no more (and no less) 
then a tool in the hands of the people. 
 
 

'
'

Papanek'(1971).'Design'for'the'Real'World:'Human'Ecology'and'Social'Change 



All men are designers. All that we do, almost all the time, is design, 
for design is basic to all human activity. The planning and patterning of 
any act towards a desired, foreseeable end constitutes the design process 
(…) Design is composing an epic poem, executing a mural, painting a 
masterpiece, writing a concerto. But design is also cleaning and 
reorganizing a desk drawer, pulling an impacted tooth, baking an 
apple pie, choosing sides for a back-lot baseball game, and educating a 

child. Design is the conscious effort to impose 
meaningful order. (…)  

Design must be meaningful. And 'meaningful' replaces the 
semantically loaded noise of such expressions as 'beautiful’, 'ugly', 'cool', 
'cute’, 'disgusting', 'realistic', 'obscure', 'abstract', and 'nice’ 
 

'
'
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Papanek, Victor & Hennessey, Jim (1973). Nomadic furniture: how to build and where to buy lightweight furniture that folds,  
collapses, stacks, knocks-down, inflates or can be thrown away and re-cycled 
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 Design, ethics and sustainability  
Guidelines for a transition phase 
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The original strength of this idea of wellbeing lay in this promise of democratisation of access to 
products which reduce fatigue, leave more free time and extend the opportunities for individual choice 
- in short, which increase individual freedom. And, for what interests us here, this promise has also been 
the main ethical guideline to what designers should do in order to act “for the good and right”, that is: 
increase individual freedom and democracy of consumption designing effective, accessible, beautiful 
products.  



Given the evident un-sustainability of the ideas of wellbeing that have 
been dominant until now, and that design as a whole collaborated to 
consolidate and diffuse, it is clear that the first ethical move that 

designers have to make is  to find a new and 
(hopefully) sustainable idea of well being.   



Sustainable wellbeing 

In the near future, we will have to learn to live (and hopefully to live better, in 
the case of most of the inhabitants of this planet) consuming fewer 
environmental resources and improving the quality of our living contexts. 
The prospect of living well (or better) while consuming 
less clearly calls for a radical change in social 
expectations (and a systemic discontinuity in the 
production system)  





hQp://storyofstuff.org/movies/theLstoryLofLsoluKons/'
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What if the goal of our economy wasn’t more, but better – 
better health, better jobs and a better chance to survive on 

the planet? 





The groundwork for macro-transformation and for great systemic changes is laid by 
micro-transformations and by local systemic discontinuities, through the kind 

of changes inwich design can play an important role. For designers, to act in this way, to 
trigger and support these changes is not an obligation.  



Moving from the idea of “designing to solve problems” to one of 
“designing to enable people to live as they like” while 

moving towards sustainability  



BLOG and Facebook

https://nabasocialdesign.wordpress.com


