WHAT DESIGN CAN DO 

FOR INFRASTRUCTURE

By Bas van Lier

‘Designers are missing a big opportunity’

Social design is popular, but most designers are working on too small a scale. That’s according to Professor Kees Dorst of the University of Technology in Sydney and Eindhoven University of Technology. If designers really want to make a difference in the world, they have to get involved in the design of infrastructure. ‘The problem, however, is that designers are unable to cope with the complexity of infrastructure very well.’

You say the design profession is neglecting some elementary questions. Can you explain?

‘I think the design field should focus more on infrastructure. If you analyse a lot of problems the world faces today, you see that so many of them concern infrastructure. Whether we’re talking about environmental deterioration, food production, energy or social deprivation, the major problems have to do with infrastructure. For too long we’ve left the infrastructural design to engineers who focus solely on technical optimisation. Instead, infrastructure should be designed much more from a human perspective. Designers should embrace the challenge of these large-scale systems, and WDCD could be the place to start talking about that. This year’s presentations by Carolyn Steel and Urban-Think Tank seem like a step in the right direction.’ 

Do you think designers tackle the wrong issues?

‘I think they are certainly missing a big opportunity in the field of infrastructure. Designers often see problems very broadly. But the solutions they come up with are extremely small, very localised. So while designers do recognise problems, they are clearly incapable of dealing with them. They struggle to deal with the constantly increasing complexity of the world. That’s already true of industrial design, and is especially true of social design, where the complexity is so much greater.’

What is social design to you?

‘Social design, to me, means designing for groups of people on the basis of commitment to society. We’re then talking about shaping a particular section of society. The good thing about that, I think, is that it specifies the designer’s responsibility. With the tools the designer makes for society, for example the infrastructure created for a city, he influences what can happen there to a great extent. 

‘Product designers have a responsibility for the user at an individual level. But when it comes to social design, the responsibility is to society on a more general level. The difference with the latter is that designers encounter a level of complexity they have never faced before. Which means they will have to change to cope competently.’ 

How should they do that?

‘That’s not easy. Most designers work very intuitively, but the huge complexity of social problems calls for a different quality of intuition. Ultimately, we will have to cultivate a subtler and better informed intuition among students by teaching them to understand complex, social research and better visualisation skills. We can do that by presenting them with a very wide range of problems – precisely the sort of problems that are normally not regarded design problems. That doesn’t happen often in schools of design. In a traditional design course, students tend to solve the same type of problem over and over again.’

Do you know of designers who do address complex problems?

‘I have few heroes. Cameron Sinclair of Architects for Humanity, who spoke at WDCD last year, is a very inspiring example. He really does think differently. In Designing Out Crime, by the way, I work quite often with artists. They seem better able to tackle complex material than most designers are. Sometimes that’s even a surprise to the artists themselves. One of them realised that his – socially inspired – work up to that point had really only been symbolic, and that he had now done something with the same design skills that really made a difference for people. Which makes you think that a lot of social design is also symbolic. And it’s so safe and so self serving.’

Do you know examples of design projects that do deal with infrastructure?

‘In Victoria, in the south of Australia, there is the Victorian Eco-Innovation Lab (VEIL) headed by Chris Ryan. Good things happen there. One of the most interesting projects deals with potable water, which is in extremely short supply in Melbourne. Potable water comes out of reservoirs in the mountains. The problem is that it doesn’t rain much in the mountains, and it does in the city. 

‘So the obvious thing to do would be to collect water on roofs and roads, but you’d then get water of varying quality. What they do now, therefore, is place a biofilter under every new tree planted in Melbourne. Every tree even has its own internet connection and IP address. The biofilter contains sensors that allow you to read the quality of the water on that spot at that exact moment. We can then determine what water to use for potable water or for irrigation. 

‘One of the reasons for using mountain reservoirs was that it facilitated central quality control. Now internet has created the possibility of decentralised control. Suddenly we can make totally different systems. The nice thing is that they’ve turned it into a sort of card game that helps local councillors in deciding what to buy or in configuring the system. 

‘What’s so good about this project is that it’s really been thought through completely for all stakeholders. You often come across ideas that make you think: yes, this is very good, but it demands a very big change from a stakeholder who really has very little vested interest in the solution. Then it’s just not going to happen, and so it wasn’t a good idea to start with. Designers often simply leave it at that. Social design then amounts to simply stating that the world should be different. And that’s exasperating.’ 

But is this a project by designers or by engineers?

‘Things are thoroughly mixed at VEIL. It includes sustainability researchers, designers and hardcore engineers. And they also deal with the human dimension very well. One of the reasons why designers find it difficult to deal with infrastructure is that it’s big, and is linked to big companies, big authorities. Once you can start to decentralise infrastructure, however, you bring it closer to people and turn it into something resembling a design object. That’s why I think designers can now seize a wonderful opportunity, brought about by technical developments. We can now make infrastructure that is much smaller and local, in which the human dimension has to be well designed.’ 

OK, but how should designers set about it if they want to improve something in the world? Where should they start?

‘What I spend most of my time doing is building the context within which a project can take place, in such a way that the project receives support from all parties involved so that it achieves the desired result. In advance of a project, you have to set up a network that enables you to find out what’s going on and take on board the needs and characteristics of the different stakeholders early in the process. All that can easily take a few months or a year. That’s a question of being meticulous. Many designers, however, have a tendency to jump straight into a project and aim directly for a result. It doesn’t work like that in the complex projects.’ 

Could building that context perhaps become a new discipline within design?

‘Yes, it’s work centred on substance. It’s not project management or anything like that. You have to tackle matters of substance with people. In Sydney I work with a very experienced 70-year-old designer who’s so shrewd that he can take on things like that. He’s forever building contexts and knows exactly when a context is ready for a project. I’m looking for someone just like him now in Eindhoven. I’ve so many parties there who are bursting for a chance to carry out projects, and I have students who are willing to join in. But I still need someone who can shape a project.’ 
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‘Artists seem better able to deal with the increasing complexity of things’

‘Building a good context is crucial for a successful social design project’

Kees Dorst

Industrial designer and design theorist Kees Dorst is professor at the University of Technology Sydney (UTS) and the Eindhoven University of Technology (TU/e). He also heads the Designing Out Crime Research Centre (DOC) in Sydney, a joint operation by UTS and the NSW Department of Attorney General and Justice.

At WDCD12 Dorst presented some results of DOC and introduced the frame creation method he developed as a new creative approach to solving problems. ‘Once you've changed the frame, the solutions present themselves,’ he told the audience. The method is presented in full in Dorst’s book Frame Creation, due to be published later this year by MIT Press.
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Double degree

The university in Sydney asked Kees Dorst to set up a Double Degree programme in which one hundred of the best students from other professions can take a second bachelor’s degree in design. Dorst: ‘The aim is to teach the students techniques from design practice so that they become better within their own professions and also learn to think beyond the confines of various disciplines and to collaborate. The idea is that design, as a relatively open creative process, can complement the way various professions now deal with their own development and innovation. And conversely, this programme should also enrich design. Lawyers, for instance, can teach us so much about recognising, recording and interpreting precedents. This programme should yield results back and forth.’

