10 Principles for designers on how to not fuck up our future!

INTRODUCTION

After decades of tremendous transformations,
we find ourselves in a connected world, where
every part of our life is digitized, Artificial
Intelligence is on the rise, social media is
shaping politics, inequality in societies is at
an all-time high, and ecosystems are near
collapse. And it is us, who designed all this.
It’s high time that we, as designers and creatives at
the forefront of innovation, communication, and
digital product development, re-evaluate our role and
responsibility towards society and the ecosystems. In
the early 1970s, the designer and philosopher Victor
Papanek wrote: ‘There are professions more harmful
than industrial design, but only a few’. This thought
is more relevant than ever, though today we have to
expand the expression to Interaction Design, Strategic
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Design, or User Experience Design. In order to leave
this planet better than it was, we have to step back,
refocus, and re-evaluate the roles we want to play in
creating the future.
These principles should serve as a kind of compass
for you to gain new perspectives, reflect on your own
work, spark conversations, and help you find your
own approach to not fuck up our future.
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PRINCIPLES

The Future Design Principles
1.

Be aware of your
responsibility

2.

Put impact over
profit and focus 		
on challenges
that matter

3.

Understand the
system in which
you’re designing
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4.

Welcome diversity,
work collaborative
and interdisciplinary

7.

Use technology to
serve humans and
the ecosystems

5.

Gain empathy for
the people you’re
designing for

8.

Embrace openness
and community

9.

Create designs that
empower others

10.

Take care of yourself

6.

Learn from nature
and think circular
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Responsibility

1. Be aware of your
responsibility
Every artifact, product, service, and system we
design has an influence on the world around us.
Our work affects people in their behavior, thinking,
desires, well-being, relationships, and actions as
well as the natural resources, habitats of animals,
and the balance of entire ecosystems. We are,
therefore, responsible for every design decision
we take, with whom we work, and for what cause.
Always remind yourself that you are part of a
society and a huge and fragile ecosystems.

Questions to reflect upon:

• What does responsibility as
a designer mean for you?
• Do you think about the topic of
responsibility in your daily work?
Also, is it present in your conversations with your teammates?
• Was there a design that had negative
or positive effects on people or the
environment that were not intended?
• Would you say that you live up to
your responsibility as a designer?
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QUESTIONS TO REFLECT

Questions TO
QUESTIONS
to REFLECT
reflect upon:

• What are the main reasons why you
are working on the projects you are
currently involved in?
• When was the last time you asked
yourself the question whether a project
you are involved in creates any positive
value for the society or the ecosystems?
• Is there a set of values which prevents
you and your colleagues from working
on a project that could potentially harm
the society and the ecosystems?
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Purpose

2. Put impact over
profit and focus 		
on challenges that
matter
As we’re facing huge societal and environmental
challenges, we can’t continue to waste time designing things that are useless for the majority of society, only drive consumerism, serve shareholders,
and the irrational growth mind-set of the market.
Make sure that the problems you take on are
worth solving. For this, the sustainable development goals of the United Nations serve as a
perfect compass to start from.

5

Systemic Thin king

3. Understand the
system in which
you’re designing
Designing solutions for environmental and societal
challenges always takes place in complex systems.
There is no such thing as a single and independent
solution. Everything is connected and dependent
on other factors. Only if we get to understand the
system we are working in can we find a potential
point of influence and start to enhance it.
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Questions TO
QUESTIONS
to REFLECT
reflect upon:

• Are you aware of the effects and
relationships your work influences
within its bigger system?
• Do you have the resources and time
to understand the bigger system in
which your projects take place?
• Is there somebody in your team
who has expertise in exploring
and mapping Systems?
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QUESTIONS TO REFLECT

• How diverse and interdisciplinary is
the team you are currently working in?
• When was the last time you collaborate
with someone who is an expert in a
totally different field?
• Are you incorporating external
opinions and expertise in your
daily design processes?

Collabor ation

4. Welcome diversity,
work collaborative 			
and interdisciplinary
In today’s complex and fast-paced world, no-one
can claim that only he or she has the right answer
or solution. We need different kinds of expertise,
perspectives, opinions, cultures, and genders to
collaborate together in order to create inclusive
and sustainable solutions for everyone. Only a
diverse design team is a good design team.

• Are you also looking at the needs of
minority groups in your daily work?
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Human-Centered-Thinkin g

5. Gain empathy
for the people
you’re designing
for
We’ve to immerse ourselves in the challenges
we’re facing in our work and create empathy for
the people who’re affected by it. Only if we include
these people in a participatory design process or
our design team, and work together collaboratively
on the eye level, will we create ideas that have a
potential positive impact. In the end, everything
is about relationships between people.
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Questions to reflect upon:

• Do you regularly have conversations
with people who are affected by your
design decisions?
• When was the last time you went out
of the office and actually immersed
yourself in the context of your project?
• Are the people who have been affected
by your design decisions participating
in the creative process?
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QUESTIONS TO REFLECT

• Is sustainability and circular thinking
a part of your conversations with your
teammates?
• Do you have knowledge about the production and supply-chain processes of
the products and services you design?
• Do you think the product or service you
are currently working on is worth the
resources which it exhausts?
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Circular-Design & Economy

6. Learn from nature
and think circular
We, as designers, play our role in the creation of
most of the products that fill our dump-yards and
pollute our oceans. In the ecosystems, there is no
such thing as waste: every resource remains in a
circular system and is reused over and over again.
Design products that follow a circular mind-set
take nature as the role model and use resources
wisely. Or, even better, stop creating products that
have no higher value for society and are not worth
the resources they exhaust.
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Humane Tec hnology

7. Use technology to
serve humans and
the ecosystems
By designing the interactions between technology
and humans, we shape the digital experiences of
our daily life. In the past decade of technological
euphoria, we mainly created products that disconnected us from our true self, made us addictive,
and are harmful for our psyche. We have to shift
our mind-set from a technology-driven design
approach towards the creation of products that
serve us humans as well as the ecosystems.
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Questions to reflect upon:

• Do you have a code of ethics when it
comes to the design of digital products?
• Are you aware of the psychological
consequences of your digital designs?
• Is the digital product you are currently
working on transparent about the use
of the gathered data?
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QUESTIONS TO REFLECT

• Are creative commons licenses part of
conversations with your teammates?
• Do you think the project you are
currently working on would improve
its impact if it would be open source?
• How could you adjust your current
product or service so that it can be
adapted, reused, or hacked by others?
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Open Design

8. Embrace openness
and community
In a truly connected world, the times where we
can design closed and isolated artifacts, products,
and platforms are over. We have to leave our egos
behind, open up our designs to everyone, build on
each other’s ideas, and create solutions that can
be driven further and scaled by others. Embrace
share-ability, adaptability, and hack-ability of your
design solutions. Only then can we make use of our
global crowd-based intelligence, with the whole
becoming greater than the sum of the parts.
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Empowernment

9. Create designs
that empower
others
We are not on our own in this. By creating designs
that empower others, we can make others identify
with our cause, enable them to take ownership,
spread the effort, and, through that, maximize
the impact of the endeavor. One idea can lead
to an entire movement. So start teaching others,
create toolkits and share your knowledge
wherever you can.
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Questions to reflect upon:

• Do your design solutions foster ownership within your target group and
empower them to tackle challenges
by themselves?
• When was the last time you shared
your knowledge within a group?
• Are your design solutions often more
a tool to use, or a final solution to
consume?
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QUESTIONS TO REFLECT

• Is there someone you can talk to if you
have personal issues concerning your
work-life?
• Are overtaxing yourself and failing
issues that are part of conversations
in your working environment?
• When was the last time you took time
off for yourself to do something you
really enjoy?
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Mindfullness

10. Take care of
yourself
Working on the most pressing challenges of our
time can be very overwhelming. If you’re not in
balance, it’s easy to lose the connection to yourself,
drown in a sea of workload, and get exhausted and
burned out on the long run. Learn to say no, set
limits to your working hours, and plan breaks for
yourself to calm down and relax. Often, small steps
and solutions for e.g. in your local community are a
good way to start from. If we don’t want to fuck up
our future, we need you here with your full power.
So please take care of yourself and your well-being.
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We, as designers, are more involved in
strategic decision-making than ever before,
yet, still, lots of decisions are made without
our influence. Nevertheless, we are part of
the companies, agencies, consultancies,
and teams who are defining a large fraction
of our future.
Even if we don’t have all the answers at
hand or sometimes not the power, it’s time
to start asking uncomfortable questions,
spark new conversations, and stand up for
a more sustainable and equal future.
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Let‘s start to
unfuck our
future!
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