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Professional social 
responsibility?

• Where is professional social responsibility?

• Wicked problems need new solutions

• New forms of design

• Pedagogy for social responsibility needed

• Research to underpin curriculum design



Provoking our Futures – what?

• Undergraduate design project

• Making conversation starters 

• Based on Ezio Manzini’s design anthropology

• Design experiments with new forms

• Involving community

• Producing Design for Good



Design for Good

• Altruistic move away from commerce

• Ethical and sustainable approach

• New purposes for design to help people, environments

• Design affordances: 
• Problem solving

• Collaboration

• Visualisation

• Awareness raising

• Design as research



Provotypes

• Conversation starters

• Design as research 

• Change-making

• Co-design with communities

• ‘Provotypes’ (provocative prototypes) 

• Always in beta format for feedback 

• Starting dialogue

• Further iterations – more dialogue



Teaching aims

Student opportunities for: 

• New ideas on design professionalism 

• Working in mixed year groups

• Working with community 

• Exploring, not ‘solving’ problems 

• Prototyping

• Awareness raising 

• Listening and co-design



Provoking our Futures – why?

• Anthropocene – man made age

• Seismic changes (Resnick) & wicked problems 

• Graphic design as a culprit… 

• …versus graphic design as helpful

• Impact on pedagogy

• Need for discerning social responsibility



Research questions

Transformative Experiences:

• In what ways are transformative experiences effective as a 
method to promote agency regarding social responsibility? 

• How do participants perceive transformative experiences 
relating to Design for Good professionalism?



Framework: Transformative 
Experience

• John Dewey’s An Experience

• Pugh’s Transformative Experience 

• Felt difficulty, disclosure, fracture

• Paradigm rupture 

• Reflection and constructivist re-working 

• Anticipation to test ideas – “free choice” action



Framework: Transformative 
Experience

• Expanded perception

• Experiential value

• Motivated use of content

• Free choice action redefined



Method: Sample

• University of Kent Graphic Design

• 3 year groups together 

• 37 participants

• 9 Teams 

• December 2017 – February 2018



Method: Project intervention 

• Brief: design conversation-starters

• Blended learning over Christmas

• Background information

• Research and respond exhibitions 

• Provotype display in canteen

• Community dialogue and feedback 

• Reworking design ideas



Project topics and hope

Topics included:

• Food waste

• Pollution – transport, plastic, ocean

• Recycling

• Community gardening

• Alternative local economies

• Education

• Community safety



Method: Data analysis

Thematic coding of:

• Blog ‘journals’ (design process, evaluation and reflection) 

• End of day reflection sheets

• Practical work 

• End of intervention survey – perceptions of Design for 
Good Professionalism



Method: Phenomenography

• Interviews or written data

• Participant perceptions

• Focus on variations across group, rather than individuals

• Four to six variations

• Small sample needed (approx. 20)

• Used to design further interventions



Method: Professionalism 
papers

• Externalised 

• Put professionalism on and off (like a ‘coat’) 

• Used given rules 

• Focus on own reputation



Method: Professionalism 
papers

• Internalised 

• Melded personal and professional identity 

• Focus on ethic of care 

• Change rules 

• Discernment



Findings: Aristotle’s virtues

• Techne – practical skill 

• Episteme – theory, understanding, knowledge

• Phronesis – contextual discernment and judgment



Findings: Ladder of Perception 
1-3

• 1. simply creating a design

• 2. creating an aesthetically good-looking design that would 
uphold or promote the designer’s reputation

• 3. communicating clearly via design or in person, also to 
uphold the designer’s ‘ethical’ reputation and to avoid 
hurting that reputation by inadvertently giving offence or 
other mishap



Findings: Ladder of Perception 
4-6

• 4. clarity of communicating and use of sustainable 
materials and methods as avoidance of unethical mishap in 
causing lack of Design for Good action (i.e. the audience 
would not act if they misread the design message) 

• 5. the lack of proactive design or paucity of messages, or 
lack of sustainable practices, as acts of unethical negligence 
and moral misdemeanour (“empty lies”) 

• 6. inherent ethical need to instigate change through the use 
of design as a catalyst 



Which craft?

• “No graphic design skills”

• “Up to us to change the world or not”

• Re-seeing purposes of design 

• Capabilities

• Responsibilities

• Open to new ways of doing



Findings: Communication

• Communicating as professionalism

• Group work and design

• Being clear to save own reputation

• Need to communicate to help others

• Idea of community



Findings: Authenticity

• Pressure of canteen display

• Research to save own reputation

• Authenticity of facts to help others

• Community takes action for themselves



Discussion: Re-seeing

• The “world and its issues”

• Culpable role of graphic design

• Potential role of graphic design

• New forms of visual communication

• Value of other people 

• Own responsibilities



Discussion: Experiential value

• Canteen display – ‘real’ 

• Group work 

• Smaller topic focus – hope and actions

• Community dialogue 

• Conversation starters 

• Helping people



Discussion: Agency

• Topic content changes behaviour (sustainability)

• Content used in outside project

• Plans to undertake Design for Good in career 

• Design for Good topics in self-initiated projects 

• Family to beach clean 

• “All I wanted was for others to take action”



Generalisations

Pedagogy for social responsibility:

• Take part in real and meaningful scenarios

• Consequences – risk – things at stake

• Community and co-design – outward facing

• Hope – through local focus and attainable actions

• Reward and value – altruism or work used in public

• Opportunities for student agency (transfer)



Questions?
sanchadeburca@westkent.ac.uk
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