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By Leslie Speer, IDSA
lespeer@mindspring.com

Leslie Speer is an associate professor at the California College of the Arts and a director for
Bolton Associates, a London-based design firm. She is currently pursuing her master’s degree

in product design, innovation and management from Middlesex University in London. She is
also the chair of the newly formed Design for the Majority IDSA Professional Interest Section. 

The Next Decade in Design

PARADIGM SHIFT
“Change is inevitable. Change is constant.” 

—Benjamin Disraeli

Mother and son work together to produce traditional wedding candles in Teotitlan del Valle, Mexico. An innovative mind and experience in the US has
inspired the son to develop a range of beeswax candle products that are exported to the US and Europe.
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I
t is with great pleasure and confidence that I can say Victor Papanek is not turning over in his grave.

A number of recent projects, initiatives and events have led me to make this statement, all of them

pointing to a shift in how design is currently being discussed and practiced, both nationally and inter-

nationally. After taking part in the HP/IDSA DesignAbout: The Other Six Billion People in November 2005, I

realized it too was another in this series of concurrent events of recent months.
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Cause
I am not sure what has happened to cause the changes
that are currently taking place. Is it that finally the words of
caution and doom from environmental groups and individu-
als have begun to sink in after all these years? Is it that
recent natural disasters (the Indonesian tsunami, the
Afghanistan earthquake, Hurricane Katrina) are giving us the
proof we need that global warming is actually a problem? Is
it that finally the US president has announced that energy,
technology and a reduction in oil dependence are among
his top initiatives? Is it all the worry about China and its shift
to a more capitalistic economy? Is it William McDonough
and his work in China or his now-famous book Cradle to
Cradle? Or maybe it’s some of the current thinking that has
been published, like C.K. Prahalad’s The Fortune at the
Bottom of the Pyramid, Neil Gershenfeld’s Fab: The Coming
Revolution on Your Desktop–From Personal Computers to
Personal Fabrication or the latest books by Thomas
Friedman and Malcolm Gladwell. Whatever it is, it has final-
ly caused a shift in what is being talked about in the greater
design world. 

Often we will hear a random story or two about a spe-
cific subject. But over the last eight months, a number of
events have occurred that lead me to believe something is
afoot. Maybe it’s a tipping point (my favorite theory) or
maybe the media is simply grabbing hold of more of these

topics. Regardless, it is important that we start to see the
positive effects these events can have on our profes-
sion—how they can help us make the shift into what
design will be in the next decade or two or even longer. 

Effect
Today more than ever there are countless outlets for the
exchange of ideas, the gathering of like minds, the dissem-
ination of information and ideas, and the means to affect
change. Here are just a few recent convergences that have
blipped on my radar screen. 

Design in Development: This group of international
designers and educators first started this listserv in 2003
but have become much more active in the last nine months.
Their aim is to pull together people from around the globe (I
counted postings from at least 15 countries) interested in
issues related to design activities in developing countries as
well as build a community of like-minded professionals. 

They are currently circulating a call for papers
(Narratives in Design for Development) that will make
research, practice and experiences in design for emerging
markets more widely available. The papers will ultimately be
posted on ThinkCycle.com and be published in a book.
Some of the suggested topics include design for extreme
solutions; design for urban and rural public needs; design
for environmental sustainability; design for social develop-
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Artisans in Cajamarca, Peru, and Dominica worked with Mimi Robinson and Aid To Artisans on projects that developed products for export.
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ment, creative communities and cultures; design and eco-
nomic policy; design for the development of competitive
crafts for exports; and design for the development of com-
petitive products and brands for micro, small and medium
enterprises. If you are interested in participating or getting
more information, please e-mail Rosan Chow at
rosan_chow@arcor.de.

ThinkCycle.com: ThinkCycle is a forum for open-
source design innovation that encourages ongoing collabo-
ration among individuals, communities and organizations
around the world to address the design challenges of
underserved communities and the environment. A group of
doctoral students from the MIT Media Laboratory devel-
oped the site in 2001. Although activity has drifted off late-
ly, the work they’ve done is phenomenal, and they continue
to look for new collaborators. The system is now being
used to support workshops and courses at partner univer-
sities to scale this initiative worldwide.

Design for the Majority, IDSA Professional Interest
Section: During the 2005 IDSA Eastman National Education
Conference, a group of us were sitting in a dreary hotel con-
ference room eagerly listening to Glenn Lewis talk about his
involvement in a digital project in Ghana. His presentation
followed on the tails of a talk I gave about teaching students
about design through cultural immersion and collaboration in
Mexico. All of a sudden I heard my voice saying, “Hey, why

don’t we start a professional interest section to address,
support and share some of the work a number of us are
doing?” Everyone in the room was on board.

Two months later we became official and now are in the
process of putting together a strategic plan based on our
mission: “There are approximately 5.8 billion people on this
planet that live below an economic threshold that would
allow them to obtain a lifestyle that is very familiar to those
of us who live in the Western world (the US, Western Europe
and Japan). In fact, the infrastructure required to live the
lifestyle we all so enjoy most likely does not even exist in
these places. The goal of this new professional interest
section is to bring attention to the large group of humans
that most of us do not currently design for and to devel-
op an understanding of what their real needs are. Through
information (via a Web site), education (to professionals and
students) and  IDSA events and opportunities (grants, pro-
grams, etc.), we hope to provide a vehicle through which
talented designers are able to learn how to understand
these cultures and their people and, more importantly, to
use their creative skills to take action where appropriate.”
Visit us on the IDSA Web site to find out more.

HP/IDSA DesignAbout: The Other Six Billion
People: In November 2005 HP co-sponsored the latest IDSA
DesignAbout, which was produced by the Industrial Designers
Society of America and facilitated by members of Jump
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ers, such as investing in printing companies so that pack-
aging for its products can be produced locally, thereby
enabling the printers to work for other clients.

The main idea that emerged from the DesignAbout
was co-creation—how to more effectively engage users
in the product development process. This idea was born
of the realization that Westerners, including designers, are
fairly ignorant about other cultures. Co-creation is a way to
engage customers and users in other cultures in the design
process, thereby (hopefully) ensuring more culturally rele-
vant solutions. 

Shift
Designers are learning how to talk the talk. We are articu-
lating our thoughts more clearly, and the amount of discus-
sion and published work on this subject is growing. Now,
let’s learn how to walk the walk. That’s the hard part, as
designing for the other 5.8 billion people requires that we
really rethink our design process and what we currently
accept as the natural aesthetic for good design. And just as
we have become comfortable with such newer techniques
as ethnographic research methods, strategy, branding and
rapid prototyping, we are beginning to introduce yet more.
As a part-time educator, I can hear myself saying to my stu-
dents, change is good. Again, talking the talk is easy.
Walking the walk is really hard.

Associates and the Institute of Design. The program focused
on developing a collaborative and open-minded environment
from which would grow new initiatives and ideas about how to
design for the other six billion people in the world. 

The IT industry typically designs for the 600 million
people who have access to connected computing. But
what about the other six billion? (Actually, as of the writing
of this article, it should be the other 5.8 billion people,
although we’ll add 200 million more in no time.) How can
design, technology and innovation enhance their lives?
However, this question doesn't apply only to computers
and consumer electronics. Participants explored how
designers can bring well-designed artifacts of all types to
the rest of the world, designs that are culturally sensitive
and sustainable for the people, societies and businesses
making the tools.

One of the values of the DesignAbout was how it
opened up communication, letting attendees see they
weren’t alone in their thinking. We learned that most large
multinational corporations are already thinking about this
subject—and some are even doing something about it:
Philips’ 450-plus designers grapple with this question in
weekly meetings; Intel is developing design centers in many
non-Western countries; Microsoft’s new VP of emerging
markets is investing in research in China and India; and
Procter and Gamble is developing infrastructure and suppli-
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Glenn Lewis spent six months in Ghana in western Africa for a scholarly
sabbatical where he taught a class on product design and development
in the Department of Rural Arts and Industry, Kwame Nkrumah
University of Science and Technology. One of the projects was an open
competition for a chair design, inspired by a traveling exhibit of chairs
from the Vitra Museum. Pictured left are students working on a scale
model of their chair design, which was based upon a Ghanaian musical
instrument similar to a xylophone.
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The idea of who our customers and users are is already
shifting. As a result, we will have to shift how we address
their needs and problems. Designers can no longer be the
lone genius when designing for the other 5.8 billion peo-
ple. Instead, we need to lower our shields and let them
into the fold. In emerging markets, they often have more
experience solving problems than we do. We must take the
opportunity to learn from them, collaborate with them and
ultimately create new, relevant solutions for them. 

So, it is important to see that if you are sitting there
thinking to yourself, what can I do about all the people on
the planet who earn less than 10 dollars a day?, you are not
alone. Yes, you can join www.one.org, or you can give your
time to Habitat for Humanity. However, as a designer there
are a lot more things you can do. The problem is, most of
us don’t even know where to start. 

Hopefully some of the information in this article will
tempt to you learn more. Follow some of the organizations
and collaborations that have worked with the other 5.8 bil-
lion people and see how you can contribute. Ask questions.
Read. Look to what the Design for the Majority section will
bring to future district and national conferences. It is all of
these things that have led me to recognize there is a shift
occurring and that it will change the world of design in ways
that none of us can begin to imagine. Change is good. ■
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Paradigm-Shifting Organizations

Design for the Majority IDSA Professional Interest Section
http://new.idsa.org/webmodules/articles/anmviewer.asp?a=2236&z=137

Design in Development listserv
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/designindevelopment/

HP/IDSA DesignAbout: The Other Six Billion People 
www.idsa.org/design_about/

ThinkCycle
www.thinkcycle.com

Instructables collaboration forum
www.instructables.com

Aid to Artisans
www.aidtoartisans.org

Benetch
www.benetech.org

There are likely more organizations than
these. If you know of any, please e-mail
lespeer@mindspring.com so we can add
them to the IDSA Design for the Majority
Web site.

Resources

Cradle to Cradle: Remaking the Way We
Make Things by William McDonough and
Michael Braungart (North Point Press, 2002)

FAB: The Coming Revolution on Your Desktop—
From Personal Computers to Personal Fabrication
by Neil Gershenfeld (Basic Books, 2005)

The Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid:
Eradicating Poverty Through Profits by C.K.
Prahalad (Wharton School Publishing, 2004)

Pilila, a talented gardener and herbalist who lives in Chacala, Mexico, worked with design students from the California College of the Arts and professor
Leslie Speer, IDSA, to develop a business that catered to the regional bed-and-breakfast industry. A brand identity and packaging for soap, tea and herbs
were designed with a local, small-scale manufacturing process in mind. At the end of the project, some of the local B&B owners provided their feedback.
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