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1. What is ‘Design’  
What is ‘Democracy’?



 

‘The Design Index proves that companies which make effective use of design out-perform their 
peers, and it confirms design to be an integral part of good management.’ 

Sir George Cox, Chairman, Design Council (2006)

What is Design?



What is Design?

Source: Design Council (2012).

• For every £1 invested in design, businesses can expect 
over £20 in increased revenues. 

• Every £1 invested in design, businesses can expect over 
£4 increase in net operating profits. 

• Design boosts exports: for every £1 invested in design, 
businesses can expect a return of over £5 in increased 
exports. 



Armstrong et al (2014 ) identified in a report commissioned by the  
Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) that “we are 
currently witnessing a ‘social design’ moment “ (p.1) and defined it 
as those who “make change happen towards collective and social 
ends, rather than predominantly commercial objectives” (p.15).  

Armstrong L., J. Bailey, G. Julier, L. Kimbell (2014) Social Design futures: HEI 
Research and the AHRC, Brighton, University of Brighton.

Definition



Design is… Plural

“Design is far too variegated in its practices, far too widely 
deployed and far too diverse in how it is understood and 
used for us to be able to express a singular definition for 
it. Instead, we have to take into account the different 
temporalities and territories that it operates in.  We 
have to understand its various and sometimes, 
conflicting purposes.  We must recognise the many 
formats it appears in and the conjunctions of objects 
within these and between them.  No object is an island.  
No one definition is enough.” 

Guy Julier (2017) Economies of Design, Sage, London.p.2



Design is… Plural

“As a field of knowledge design is an amorphous time warp that 
exists across several time zones or paradigms simultaneously.” 
The NextD framework of D1.0, D2.0, D3.0, D4.0 is, in essence, a 
complexity scale. It is a post-discipline view that is process, not 
content focused.”

GK VanPatter, Next Design Institute, New York (2009)



Ref: GK VanPatter (2009), Sung (2014), Thorpe (2017)

Design is… Plural



Design is… Plural
Bikeoff aimed to “kick start a design revolution 
to reduce cycle theft and increase cycle use”



Ref: GK VanPatter (2009), Sung (2014), Thorpe (2017)

Design is… Plural



Sanders , 2008

Evolving map of design practice and design research

(What is)

(What could be)



Participatory design/co-design

“co-design can be understood and organised as a process of collaborative 
design thinking, or, as a process of joint inquiry and imagination” 
(Steen, 2013).  

“co-design describes the creative activity of designers and people not 
trained in design working together in the design development process” 
(Sanders & Stappers, 2008). 

Brandt et al. specify that participatory design is not one approach, but a 
‘proliferating family of design practices that hosts many design agendas 
and comes with a varied set of toolboxes’ 
(Robertson & Simonsen 2013).  

Participatory Design is a design practice in which users and other 
stakeholders work together with designers in the design process 
(Sanders, Brandt & Binder 2010).  



Changing role of the designer

“ We're calling transformation design a discipline because it requires 
designers to work in a very different way.  We think it is important 
that it stands out as a particular approach, requiring a particular set 
of skills and methods, and a particular context of application....” 

“We think transformation design is unique in the ‘complex problem-
solving space’……its provenance can be seen in a diverse range of 
work… including the ambition to proactively transform systems and 
organisations.” 

(Colin Burns, Hilary Cottam, Chris Vanstone, Jennie Winhall Transformation Design, PAPER 
02, 2004 ) 

.  



Changing role of the designer

This approach understands social innovations as ‘complex 
systems [that] are shaped by all the people who use them’ and, 
acknowledges that ‘in this new era of collaborative innovation, 
designers are having to evolve from [solely] being the 
individual authors of objects or buildings, to [acknowledge 
their role as] being the facilitators of change among large 
groups of people.’ 

Thakara, J. In the Bubble - Designing in a Complex World (2005)



Changing role of the designer

“at the heart of design is the need to mobilise cooperation and 
imagination. The design process needs to be kept open to 
requirements that by necessity are evolving, as well as to be able to 
arrive at novel, and sometimes unexpected, solutions. 
Openness implies that decisions about possible design trajectories 
are not made too quickly, and requires that the various stakeholders 
involved present their work in a form that is open to the possibility of 
change. It puts emphasis on the dynamics of opening and expanding, 
fixing and constraining, and again reopening” 

Pelle Ehn, Thomas Binder, Per Linde et al, What is the object of design? (2012)



Changing role of the designer

supporting 
existing 

initiatives

creating 
new 

initiatives

user centred design 
(for/with)

co-design (with/by)

designer as 
collaborator 

designer as 
facilitator 

designer as 
trigger 

designer as 
enabler 



Were artisans designers?

During the Middle Ages, and the early modern period, the term "artisan" 
was applied to those who made things or provided services (but not manual 
labourers). Artisans were divided into two distinct groups: those who 
operated their own businesses and those who did not. Those who owned 
their businesses were called Master tradesmen or craftsmen while the latter 
were called journeymen or apprentices. 

 



“The process of industrialization is necessarily painful. It must involve the 
erosion of traditional patterns of life. But it was carried through with exceptional 

violence in Britain. It was unrelieved by any sense of national participation in 
communal effort, such as is found in countries undergoing a national revolution. 
Its ideology was that of the masters alone. Its messianic prophet was Dr Andrew 

Ure, who saw the factory system as ‘the great minister of civilization to the 
terraqueous globe’, diffusing ‘the life-blood of science and religion to myriads… 
still lying “in the region and shadow of death”.’ But those who served it did not 

feel this to be so, any more than those ‘myriads’ who were served. The experience 
of immiseration came upon them in a hundred different forms; for the field 

labourer, the loss of his common rights and the vestiges of village democracy; for 
the artisan, the loss of his craftsman's status; for the weaver, the loss of livelihood 

and of independence; for the child, the loss of work and play in the home; for 
many groups of workers whose real earnings improved, the loss of security, 

leisure and the deterioration of the urban environment.”  

E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (1963)

https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/86154.E_P_Thompson
https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/932773


Design is… “Devising”

‘Everyone designs who devises courses 
of actions aimed at changing existing 
situations into preferred ones.’ 

Herbert A Simon (1968)  
The Sciences of the Artificial. 



Design “should be”… manifestos

Niti Bhan, Core 77 (2009)



Design “should be”… manifestos

Niti Bhan, Core 77 (2009)



Design “should be”… manifestos

Niti Bhan, Core 77 (2009)



“Neoliberals believe that democracy is 
synonymous with the predominance of 
the market as an exclusive and almost 
sanctified institution for governing all 
relations within and between societies.  
So we face such questions as: How can 
we[design] recover the true meaning of 
democracy” 
  
Gui Bonsiepe Design and Democracy, Design Issues, 
Vol 22, Number 2, Spring 2006.

Design and Democracy



Both a condition and a system of governance. 

As a condition it is the result of a governance process that is 
based on citizen participation, fairness, and justice. 

As a system of governance it consists of the institutions and 
procedures that can serve as an example for the discussion of 
others. 

Broader reading:  democracy foregrounds the idea of 
individual freedom as a “space for self-determination”.

What is Democracy?



What is Democracy?

The belief in freedom and 
equality between people, or a 
system of government based on 
this belief, in which power is 
either held by elected 
representatives or directly by 
the people themselves. 

Source: Cambridge English Dictionary. 



What is Democracy?

Agonism

ParticipationTransparency

Trust



The truth about cabinet expenses.  
Source: The Telegraph, June 2009. 

Democracy Today



Democracy Today

Source: www.frackoff.org.uk



Paradise Papers and the powers of investigative journalism.  
Source: www.neo4j.com.

Democracy Today



Agonism 
 1. Contention for a prize; a contest. 

Agonistic 
adjective
1. striving for effect; strained 

 2. eager to win in discussion or argument; competitive 

Not Agonistic enough?



Agonism

“What is specific and valuable about modern liberal 
democracy is that, when properly understood, it creates a 
space in which this confrontation is kept open, power relations 
are always being put into question and no victory can be final. 
However, such an ‘agonistic’ democracy requires accepting that 
conflict and division are inherent to politics and that there is 
no place where reconciliation could be definitively achieved as 
the full actualization of the unity of ‘the people’”.  
  
Mouffe, C. (2000). The Democratic Paradox. London: Verso. 
 2000, p. 15).  



Mouffe (2007) also suggests such creative activity “can play 
an important role in the hegemonic struggle by subverting 
the dominant hegemony and by contributing to the 
construction of new subjectivities”. Democracy does not 
focus on stable structures or frames but instead is built on 
mechanisms and instruments for participation. 

Democracy and Agonism



This is Democracy?



This is Democracy?



De-Democratisation



Source: http://www.democracy-design.org 

Design and Democracy

http://www.democracy-design.org


2. Design and Democracy



Victor Margolin (2012) offers three ways of 
understanding the democratic system as a designed 

system of governance.  

 1. design OF democracy 
2 design FOR democracy 
3. design IN democracy 

When thinking through this typology we found it 
useful to consider Binder et al's question - ‘what is the 

object of design?’ (2012)… 

Binder, Thomas, et al ( 2012) ‘What is the Object of Design?’ 
presented May 5-12 2010 Austin, Texas, USA (published 2012) 



i. design OF democracy
Design of democracy means to improve the potential of a given 
environment to sustain a high number of conversations for 
action. It addresses the structural elements that function as 
frames and regulators of human action in a democratic system. 
It focuses on institutions (such as: branches of government, 
agencies, bureaus, courts, and offices) and procedures (such as: 
laws, regulations, rules, and protocols).



OF democracy

The American Institute of Graphic Arts (AIGA), USA, worked on redesign of ballot 
boxes and getting people to vote. 

AGIA  DfD  because it “applies design tools and thinking to increase civic participation 
by making interactions between the U.S. government and its citizens more 
understandable, efficient and trustworthy.” (AIGA 2008)

Get Out the Vote campaign, AIGA.  
Source: https://www.aiga.org/vote.

Polling Place Photo Project, AIGA.  
Source: http://pollingplacephotoproject.org/



OF democracy

MindLab is a cross-governmental innovation unit which involves citizens and businesses in 
creating new solutions for society.

MindLab, Denmark. Source: http://mind-lab.dk.



OF democracy

Policy Lab is bringing new policy techniques to the departments across the civil service, 
helping design services around people's experience, using data analytics and new digital 
tools.

Introduction to the Policy Lab, UK.  
Source: Slideshare/OpenPolicyMaking 



ii. design FOR democracy

Design for democracy means to increase people's opportunities to 
take informed decisions in the framework of different deliberative 
processes. It increases the opportunities for citizens to participate in 
deliberative processes. It focuses on transparency (which enables 
citizens to be aware of the on-going process of governance) and 
deliberative methods (which is the opportunity to be better 
involved in decision making processes).



FOR democracy

Citizen Journalism/Open Platforms 
Source: https://sociable.co.



FOR democracy

Online Petitions



FOR democracy

Market Road Gallery (2017) 
Design Against Crime

Market Road Gallery

  

Market 
Road 
Gallery 

is coming. 

1.Save the date
      Launches early June

2.Tell us if 
you’re keen to 
paint.
3.Sign up to 
hear more.
info@marketroadgallery.org
For more, go to attic....

Image: Steve Russell



FOR democracy

Crowdfunding platforms



FOR democracy

Pussycat Project (Washington, 2017)



FOR democracy

The Protest Banner Lending Library 
Source: Design Museum (2017).



FOR democracy

Centre for Urban Pedagogy



FOR democracy

DCent activities have been behind new political parties that have emerged. 
Source: https://dcentproject.eu/resources/#anchorResearch2 

https://dcentproject.eu/resources/#anchorResearch2


FOR democracy
“Now I think we're at a turning point where the array of digital tools at 
our disposal mean it is now possible to completely rethink every aspect 
of democracy from how parties work, how Parliament's work, how the 
state interacts with the citizens and that makes this an incredibly 
exciting time…” 
  
“The D-Cent project is really about offering simple easy-to-use tools for 
any institutions which do democracy.” 
  
Geoff Mulgan 
Why use D-CENT?



FOR democracy

Seven leading examples of digital democracy 

Digital Democracy, The tools transforming political engagement 
By Julie Simon, Theo Bass, Victoria Boelman and Geoff Mulgan, Nesta (2017) 



FOR democracy

Police Body Cameras.  
Source: https://www.economist.com.

Henry Hicks - Limitations.  
Source: www.mirror.co.uk.

https://www.economist.com


Adversarial design 
Million Dollar Blocks  (Spatial Information Design 
Lab & Justice Mapping Centre) by asking Where does 
the prison population come from?,  reframes the 
discussion of crime and the built environment. 
Million Dollar Blocks comes from the recognition 
that  are pattern: within any given city, there are sets 
of city street blocks in which the government is 
spending more than $1,000,000 annually to 
incarcerate residents of those blocks. 

FOR democracy



FOR democracy

Tools for Action, Artur Van Balen (2012) 
Redlines London (December 2015)



FOR democracy

Critical Design , Faraday Chair, Dunne & Raby (1994-1997)



“Design in the activist tradition of Manzini, Di Salvao and others 
means articulating issues in order to let agency form around 
emerging publics. In those cases, design does not perform the 
agency, but rather prepares for a public to form and for some sort of 
civic engagement to be enacted”. 

T. Binder et al (2015)  Democratic deign experiments; between 
parliament and laboratory. 

 

FOR democracy



iii. design IN democracy
Design in democracy means to feed and sustain people's 
conversations for action with triggering ideas and dedicated 
enabling systems.  It refers to all the design initiatives that are 
particularly responsive to the goals of democracy. It may deal 
with the provision of basic human rights (such as access to food, 
shelter, health care, and education) and, more in general, with the 
transition towards a more resilient, fair and sustainable society - 
equitable access to public amenity/public goods.



Universal design – design for all has over a 25 year history and IS now 
embedded in planning law  – it makes sure the physical and digital 
environment are equally accessible, linked to pioneering work of many in 
USA and UK including the Helen Hamlyn Centre. But problem is without 
recognition by law how do we ensure that design's address to any social 
issue  does not fail? Margolin (2012) suggests connecting design and social 
issues need to be linked to policy or at least “connected to agreed social 
goals” that have political meaning.    





IN democracy

Makeright (2017) democratising creativity



IN democracy



IN democracy

Makeright (2017) democratising creativity



Following discussion with Ezio Manzini about where 
our own work with local government fits into the 
OF, FOR, IN account we agreed on the addition of a 
fourth term…

design AS democracy

Democracy, here, is not the object of design but 
rather integrated within the action of design, 
embodied and rehearsed within the process of 
collaborative address to societal challenges.

It is distributed, localised, practical, and experiential…



3. design AS democracy

Design as democracy means to extend people's capabilities to 
have conversations and to move from them to practical actions.  It 
sets a stage on which diverse actors can come together and 
democratically collaborate in shaping their present and future 
world. It engages diverse people and publics in co-design and co-
production processes concerning different aspects of their 
everyday life.



AS democracy

Malmö Living Labs. Source: http://medea.mah.se/malmo-living-labs/.

“Malmö Living Labs at Malmö University, Sweden, has since 2007 been working 
with participatory design approaches and social innovation in the city of Malmö. 
Explorations are carried out through a design practice-based approach which 
entails long-term engagements with different actors in the city (e.g. civil 
servants, NGOs, companies and citizens) for the co-design and co-production of 
new practices, services and products.”



AS democracy

Public Collaboration  Lab 
(UAL/Camden Council, 2015 - present)



What does local government do?

Councils make and carry out decisions on local services. 
London boroughs are ‘unitary authorities’ which means they 
are responsible for all local services [in the borough] 
including; housing, education, social care, libraries, waste 
management (rubbish collection, recycling), planning, 
trading standards, Council Tax collections. 
Fire, police and public transport, are provided through ‘joint 
authorities’ (in London by the Greater London Authority).

Department for Communities and 
Local Government, 2017



What does local government do?

In the UK, local government has four main sources of 
funding; the Revenue Support Grant received from Central 
Government, monies from local business via the Business 
Rates Retention Scheme, Council Tax paid by residents and 
fees and charges for council services.

Department for Communities and 
Local Government, 2017



Working with local government - building trust 
and shared value through collaboration



UK context
Central government funding to local government via Revenue Support 
Grant has reduced by 37% between 2011- 2016. 

A further £7.8 billion, or 78%, reduction is predicted by 2020. 

The Chartered Institute for Pubic Finance and Accountancy predict this 
is likely to drive an unprecedented number of councils into financial 
crisis.

Sean Nolan and Joanne Pitt, Balancing Local Authority Budgets (CIPFA, 2016), 



Camden context

To tell us what you think and for meetings in your area visit camden.gov.uk/camdenchallenge
#camdenchallenge

By 2017 Camden’s 
funding from central 
government will 
have been cut in half.
This means making tough 
choices about funding 
local services.

Talk to us about how we tackle 
Camden’s financial challenge together.

Wednesday 1 October
2 to 8pm, Pancras Square Library, N1C 4AG
3pm - the Leader of the Council, Cllr Sarah 
Hayward, will talk about inequality in Camden
 4pm Cllr Theo Blackwell will talk about where 
the council gets its money from



Design education as societal resource - 
community context as learning environment

Design Universities Local Government

Synergy between learning objectives of design education 
and local government operational  objectives



Public Collaboration Lab
Collaborative action research project 
18 months (April 2015 - October 2016) 
Funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) 

A prototype of Local Government/Design HE collaboration to be trialled and tested 
A space for experimentation and experiential learning 
Learning together by doing together 

Research Team: Adam Thorpe, Alison Prendeville, Sarah Rhodes, Lara Salinas, 
Chloe Griffith, Dani Davies, Suzanne Marcuzzi, Suzi Griffiths, Chris Widgery



Where can design education contribute to the work 
of local government ?

“predefined and incorrect”

“dependent on political will”

“do the wrong things really well”

“desk based research”

“secondary research”

“quantitative research”

“human centred”

“primary research”

“collaborative” “the WHAT is predefined” 
“almost no possibility for going back to ask why”

“need for prototyping and piloting”
“need for piloting with service users
 and council members
i.e. ward councilors and cabinet members”

“not so good at the beginning and the 
end - discover and evaluate”

“good at delivery” 

“we don’t allocate enough time to 
develop a rich picture to discover what is 
really happening on the ground – 
therefore we don’t do measurement and 
evaluation well”



Understanding local government process 
as design process

Adam Thorpe & Lara Salinas (2016), Public Collaboration Lab



Participatory design experiments - residents, civil servants and 
designers

public consultation and engagement

Future Libraries, April- July 2015 Reimagining Planning, January - February 2016

mainstreaming creative consultation 



service transformation

Youth Hubs, January - April  2016 Home Library Service, September 2015 - June 2016

Participatory design experiments - residents, civil servants and 
designers

exploring implementation



behaviour change

Let's Sort It Out, January - April 2016 Healthy Weight, Healthy Lives, January - April 2017

Participatory design experiments - residents, civil servants and 
designers

networks and insights



community resilience

Overcrowded Living 1 & 2, March - June 2016, March - June 2017

Participatory design experiments - residents, civil servants and 
designers

implementation and scaling



Locating  PCL projects within local government process

Priorities & budget setting

Corporate vision & plan

Towards implementation

Towards a policy

Tow
ards a  strategy

Towards a proposal

DiscoverScope Develop DeliverDefine Measure / 
evaluate / scale

Vision & decision level
(decision makers)

Layer 1

Strategic level
(o�ficers)

Layer 2

Operational level
(front-line)

Layer 3

Home Library Service

Service transformation

Youth Hubs

Service transformation

Reimaging Planning

Public engagement & consultation

Let's Sort It Out! Waste

Behaviour change

Future Libraries

Public engagement & consultation

Overcrowded Living  (1&2)

Community Resilience

Healthy Weight

Behaviour change

Thorpe, Salinas et al (2016), Public Collaboration Lab



participation in local government decision 
making process

continuous engagement towards coproduction 

consultation and engagement towards coproduction 

engagement and consultation

 consultation

Salinas, Thorpe et al (2016), Public Collaboration Lab, Consultation & Engagement Workshop

1
Problem 

area

2
Problem area/ 

tentative proposal

3
Tentative 
proposal

4
Approved 
proposal

5
Delivery

6
Evaluate



Intensities of participation

“Participatory design is also a political process, giving priority to human 
action and people's rights to participate in the shaping of the worlds in 
which they act (ibid 2014: 4).  It is democratic and emancipatory; with a 
commitment to ensuring everyone's voice is heard in the decision-
making processes that will affect them. Robertson and Simonsen 
describe ‘genuine participation’ as the change in the users’ role from 
being informants in the design process to being ‘legitimate and 
acknowledge participants’ in it.” 

(Simonsen, J. & Robertson, T. eds. (2013) Routledge International Handbook of Participatory 
Design. New York: Routledge.  



Mary Parker Follett (1924), Creative Experience 

Power and participation

“A large organization is a collection of local communities. Individual 
and institutional growth are maximized when those communities 
are self-governing to the maximum extent possible.”

Mary Parker Follett (1868 -1933)



Mary Parker Follett (1924), Creative Experience 

constituted power  

‘power over’ 
zero-sum 

hierarchical 
coercive

‘power with’ 
positive-sum 

non-dominating 
relational 
discursive

vs constitutive power

Power and participation



Catherine Durose & Liz Richardson (2016), Designing public policy for co-production

conventional policy design

Power 
zero-sum 

hierarchical 
coercive

Vision 
(what) 

hidden value rationality 
hierarchy of expertise 

abstracted 
deficit-based 

Grammar 
(how) 

tightly bound 
complete 

stagist or ad hoc 

Vision 
(what) 

transparent value rationality 
synergy of expertise 

engaged 
asset-based 

Grammar 
(how) 

reflexive 
incomplete 

iterative 

Power 
positive-sum 

non-dominating 
relational

co-productive policy designvs



How participatory ‘problem posing’ design education can help 
address challenges to constitutive democracy

learning together by doing together 
emergent 

open-ended process 
prototyping & redundancy

Vision: 
transparent value rationality 

synergy of expertise 
engaged 

asset-based

Power: 
positive sum, non-dominating 

relational 
discursive

Gramar: 
reflexive 

incomplete 
iterative

local & long term 
inclusive & equitable processes, 

co-funded & expectations 
negotiated (rather than managed)

open data, visualisation, 
storytelling & 

scenario building 
synergy with learning 

recombination of existing assets



democratising 
innovation

innovating 
democracy



“The training for the new democracy must be from the cradle – 
through nursery, school and play, and on and on through every activity 
of our life. Citizenship is not to be learned in good government classes 
or current events courses or lessons in civics. It is to be acquired only 
through those modes of living and acting which shall teach us how to 
grow the social consciousness. This should be the object of all day 
school education, of all night school education, of all our supervised 
recreation, of all our family life, of our club life, of our civic life.” 

(Mary Parker Follett, The New State, 1918: 363) 



4. Conclusion 



We propose that the design school, a bastion of the critical 
thinking and doing that affords innovation, has a key role to 
play in democracy – through focusing our collaborative design 
efforts (in the ways described earlier) to: 

• Reshape the institutions and procedures of democracy 
• Innovate and strengthen ways in which people can access 

information 
• Embody democratic principles of equality 
• Extend opportunities for people to experience democracy



Questions for discussion:  
1. Far Right  movements that thrive in economic crisis. Threats to democracy and 

the form of disrespect for democratic systems that such movements bring. 
What can design do to address? 

2. Examples from the audience of new design movements who are addressing 
issues of our time (we could not discuss as beyond the scope of this lecture) that 
are worth considering and referencing?  

3. Design's different role inside and outside of the academy?


