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There are many good
definitions of “design,”
which have been
expanDing, sHiFTing,
siFTing and most
of all CHanging
rapidly, along with the
rest of the world.
But how is industrial
Design, in particular,
changing, and what is
happening both at risD
and within the design
profession itself?
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previous spread: Students
discuss strategic design
options in a new studio
focused on environmental,
social and economic
sustainability.
below: As part of the
studio, RISD students
partnered with local
nonprofits such as
CityArts, where kids can
explore creative interests
after school, and the
Rhode Island Coalition
for the Homeless.

“ THIS IS THE MISSING LINK
I HAVE BEEN WAITING
FOR — A WAY TO COMBINE
THE PRIVATE ANd PuBLIC
SECTORS SO THAT PEOPLE
CAN PuRSuE CAREERS
dOING THE RIGHT THING.”
—SAMI NERENBERG ’07 ID

“ glocal” connections
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“ RUNNING ALL OVER
THE PLACE, TALKING
TO PEOPLE AND MAKING
CONNECTIONS IS
MORE WHAT DESIGN
SHOULD BE.”

For the first half of the semester we investigated the
UN Millennium Development Goals as a framework for
understanding large-scale social concerns and other
pressing global issues. These goals include: end world
hunger and poverty, provide universal education,
guarantee gender equality, support environmental
sustainability and tackle several other humanitarian
priorities. We then translated these global challenges to
our own community—to think “glocally,” as RISD President
John Maeda puts it. Each student chose a local nonprofit
partner and then explored how a product, service, system,
space or strategy could improve what the organization
does and/or better help its clients or beneficiaries directly.
From bike-sharing programs and volunteer orientation booklets to art and nature studios and business
strategies for homeless entrepreneurs, we found a wide
range of solutions that tap into the power of design to
make a positive impact on our communities. At our final
crit, students shared their new insights into design and
community partnerships. Hayden Reilly ’10 ID realized
“ just how easy it is to get involved” and “the power that we
have as students with new ideas.” She added that she’s
now committed to continuing to work with local nonprofits. Liam van Vleet ’10 ID felt that “running all over the
place, talking to people and making connections is more
what design should be,” and nate bastien ’09 ID said that
this was the first time he really felt encouraged to go out
into the “real” world and work on something he sees as
deeply meaningful. Nate worked with the Rhode Island
Coalition for the Homeless, where he saw an opportunity
for job creation by harnessing the labor and creativity of
the homeless themselves.
In the same studio, nate Phipps ’10 ID worked with
the RISD community to develop Pink Rides, a new bike
sharing program for students who don’t own bikes but
want to use them for local transportation. After choosing
Project Open Door (POD) as her nonprofit partner,
Krisa Ryan ’10 ID developed a three-part volunteer
engagement strategy to introduce, acclimate and reach
out to newcomers interested in working with teens in
this after-school support program.
In each of the six projects undertaken last fall,
students learned that more than just a product is needed
to address a complex problem and that it’s important to
work with the community concerned to develop appropriate solutions. And if a new product is part of the solution
at all, its design and development require systemic
thinking to fully understand the context in which it will be
made, used and delivered.

For generations we have been reliant on the same old
political, economic and business powers-that-be to
develop social services and public policies. It’s now time
to change—to use design and designers to help solve
glocal challenges from a strategic standpoint. What
makes designers so well suited for designing change?
At last winter’s World Economic Forum in Davos,
President Maeda participated on a council that proposed
tapping into designers’ unique talents to tackle the
issues of the day because they can provide insight
into people’s needs and desires, generate creative
possibilities, present and explain complex information
visually, invent and test novel solutions and adapt
innovations to suit diverse cultures and scales.

—LIAM VAN VLEET ’10 ID

Or as the design firm IDEO sums up, designers “Hear,
Create, Deliver.”
Countless new initiatives have sprung up within
the last few years to explore the challenges of design for
optimal social impact. These range from organizations
such as Design that Matters, IDE, Design in Kind, Project H
and Designism, to large consultancies such as IDEO and
Design Continuum, to start-ups such as Catapult Design,
Design Ignites Change… and the list goes on. Just take a
look at www.ideablob.com to see a whole host of new
seedlings waiting to blossom.
In fact, with the design industry galvanizing its
resources and getting organized, we are definitely on
the crest of change and ready to ride the wave.
The Winterhouse Institute was recently awarded a
$1.5-million grant from The Rockefeller Foundation to
assess the current state of this design movement via
several channels: identifying new opportunities for critical
engagement from various stakeholders; holding a design
summit this November in Aspen, CO; developing case
studies to highlight existing precedents; and providing
an online platform to share best practices. In addition,
my good friend Manuel Toscano, a principal at Zago,
was awarded a Rockefeller grant to investigate business
models to financially sustain these new design initiatives
and invited me to a workshop in March to discuss this.
For me, this is the missing link I have been waiting for—
a way to combine the private and public sectors so that
people can pursue careers doing the right thing.
As Timothy Prestero, my former boss at Design that
Matters, says, “Doing good is no reason to run a bad
business.” I have a hunch that with all the new energy
and optimism in America—not to mention sobering new
economic realities—we just might be at the tipping
point in shifting design away from a preoccupation
with products and towards planned change.

top: Liam van Vleet ’10 ID
designed a new curriculum
for CityArts that encourages inner-city youth to
learn from nature and
become lifelong environmental advocates.
above: nate bastien ’09 ID
designed a 75-cent
backpack as a pilot project
for a proposed company
that would hire homeless
people to produce
products they need.

For more inFormation on the issues raised in
this article, see:
www.de-se.com
www.un.org/millenniumgoals/
www.Weforum.org
www.designpolicy.org/usdp/summit-report.html
www.ideablob.com
www.zagollc.com
www.graindesign.com
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“ borrowing” natural resources beyond our ability to
replace them and beyond our needs.
If you look at the progression of work produced in
RISD’s ID Department over the last five to 10 years, you
see a slow but steady progression from an emphasis
on traditional product design to growing interest in
problem-solving at the macro level—through service and
strategy design. Simultaneously, there has been a
consistent effort to reemphasize classes on sustainability
in the last decade, a trend that had waned in the 1980s
and ’90s, but began reemerging with Charlie Cannon’s
Innovation Studio, a true favorite of mine that recently
marked its 10th year (see next article).
At RISD there is a groundswell of designers and
students who know that sustainability is not just about
using recycled materials, it is about questioning the very
existence and relevance of our designs and about
addressing needs as opposed to creating wants.
As part of this, I developed and taught an advanced ID
studio last fall called Design for Social Entrepreneurship
to investigate the power of products, systems and
services to create positive social and environmental
change. The goal is to use design thinking to achieve triple
bottom-line sustainability—environmental, social
and economic.
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As most RISD people know, ID is not the design of new
factories or industrial machinery, contrary to what the
words literally suggest. Traditionally, the field has to do
with everything you touch—every blender, every watch,
every shoe, every stick of deodorant, every razor has been
designed by an ID professional. Industrial designers deal
with the interactions of objects in our everyday lives,
study users and their needs, and develop products to fit
our lifestyles. However, these human-centered design
skills allow for a much broader spectrum of thinking about
things beyond products. Earlier this year when I surveyed
RISD design students and alumni about their definitions
of design, they agreed that it’s generally about using
visual and creative tools to problem-solve. And Molly
Rosenberg ’09 ID pointed out that Richard Farson,
author of The Power of Design, extends the meaning
to refer to “any planned change.”
With the economy in a tailspin, natural resources
being depleted and massive amounts of pollutants
released, we all know that we can no longer produce
and consume products the way we have for the last 100
years. Just as Wall Street is suffering the consequences
of subprime lending—when banks and mortgage
companies made loans well beyond borrowers’ ability
to pay—as designers we, too, are becoming mindful of
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