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“Transition Design acknowledges that we are living in ‘transitional times’. It takes as its central
premise the need for societal transitions to more sustainable futures and argues that design has a
key role to play in these transitions. It applies an understanding of the interconnectedness of
social, economic, political and natural systems to address problems at all levels of spatiotemporal
scale in ways that improve quality of life. Transition Design advocates the reconception of entire
lifestyles, with the aim of making them more place-based, convivial and participatory and
harmonizing them with the natural environment” (Irwin et al 2015).

The Designing for Transitions track at DRS 2018 encompasses emerging approaches to design
research at the intersection of sustainable design and sociotechnical systems theory. Exemplary are
the growing international research communities explicitly centred around Transition Design (e.g.
Irwin et al 2015) and Systemic Design (e.g. Sevaldson 2017), aiming to strengthen the role of design
in the context of societal challenges. Whether considered in terms of everyday social practices, at a
community scale or at the level of global challenges, a framing around designing for transitions
brings together considerations of temporality, futures, different types of literacies, participation,
social innovation, human needs, and interconnectedness; designing for transitions involves
designing how transitions are conceived, enacted, governed and managed.

Our aim at DRS is for the track to build bridges between scholars and designers who work on
transition in design, whether their work is explicitly framed in terms of transitions, or whether they
encompass expertise and framings which take a broader view of design for social sustainability. The
selection of ten full papers on designing for transitions from the 33 submissions to the track provide
a window onto a range of diverse current work from researchers with different disciplinary
specialities, from social innovation to futures to energy use practices—but all also strongly
congruent with the wider theme of DRS 2018, ‘Catalyst’.
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The first session clusters five papers that explore ‘Future Visioning and Worldviews in Transition’ —
recognising the importance of exploring narratives, mindsets, and visions of different possibilities
and alternatives in considering designing for transitions. In the first paper (Hesselgren et al 2018),
authors Mia Hesselgren, Elina Eriksson, Josefin Wangel and Loove Broms look at future images of
energy transitions with newly designed tools to initiate dialogues and reflections for the future. The
second paper is a theoretical reflection on the myths of modernity by Renata M. Leitdo. The paper
(Leitdo 2018) considers myths that are hindering the transformation of our ways of thinking and
conditions that will enable new epistemologies to emerge. The third paper (Srivastava and Culén
2018) investigates pathways for decreased consumption amongst millennials. Authors Swati
Srivastava and Alma Leora Culén describe Zygo, a future service based on the second-hand
marketplace. The fourth paper entitled ‘A Vocabulary for Visions in Designing for Transitions’ by Dan
Lockton and Stuart Candy considers a set of concepts relating particularly to vision in designing for
transitions by building on perspectives and projects from other fields (Lockton and Candy 2018). The
final paper in this first session is by Jonas Fritsch, ‘Affective Interaction Design at the End of the
World’. This paper (Fritsch 2018) proposes a rethinking of affect in HCl and interaction design based
on recent theoretical advances in cultural and critical theory, especially affective attachments on a
macro-level.

Our second session stresses ‘The Practice of Transition Design’, through both papers reporting on
practical cases, and more theoretical contributions to the analysis of practice in transition contexts.
Terry Irwin kicks off, outlining an emerging Transition Design approach for addressing ‘wicked’
problems (such as climate change, loss of biodiversity, crime, poverty, and pollution) and catalysing
societal transitions toward more sustainable and desirable futures, including describing how
Transition Design is being tested on a community based project (Irwin 2018). Next, Stacie Rohrbach
and Molly Wright Steenson examine teaching and learning in Transition Design, creating a
theoretical basis that informs the practice of transition design, outlines methods and tools and
proposes opportunities for development (Rohrbach and Steenson 2018). idil Gaziulusoy and Elif
Erdogan Oztekin’s paper ‘Design as a Catalyst for Sustainability Transitions’ contributes a literature
review on theories of sustainability transitions and design, also linking very clearly to DRS 2018'’s
overall theme of examining design as a catalyst for change (Gaziulusoy and Erdogan Oztekin 2018).
The fourth paper, entitled ‘Catalysing pathway creation for transition governance’ by Sampsa
Hyysalo, Sofi Perikangas, Tatu Marttila, and Karoliina Auvinen, reviews transition management for
catalysing vision building, experimentation and pathway construction for sustainability transitions in
a Finnish energy context (Hyysalo et al 2018). Our final presenters, Niti Bhan and Rinku Gajera,
examine users in an informal trade ecosystems and the creation of a ‘value web’ or the value
creator's entire value web, as a basis for systemic design interventions (Bhan and Gajera 2018).

While the authors presented visions and practices that demonstrate the critical role of design in the
context of societal challenges, they generally stayed on the safe and perhaps ‘conventional’ side.
There is not much explicitly political in these papers. What do we not see represented here? From
our perspective as track chairs—drawing on our own research areas as well as others’— we stress
the need for an increasing focus on power, politics and the political economy of design for transition.
Transition Design must engage with politicised issues such as migration, decoloniality, the politics of
climate change mitigation (not just adaptation) and other complex and controversial problems.
Perhaps the de-politicised nature of these papers (and typically DRS papers in general) reflects the
political economy of design research — and those voices who are able to participate in the Design
Research Society community? We note the Decolonising Design group’s DRS2016 statement: “We
strongly believe that design, as a field of study, has systematically failed to address the questions of
power that have shaped its own practice” (Ansari et al, 2016). One might argue that design research
is insufficiently engaged with the debates in adjacent disciplines and that designers will find it hard
create the change to which Transition Design aspires without better theory and practice around the
politics of Transition Design. This expanded focus of attention at the intersection of design, the
environment and politics has been developed in some depth in recent work of one of the track



chairs (Boehnert 2018) and in Arturo Escobar’s recent publications (2015, 2018). Ultimately,
Transition Design must engage with the system structures that determine whose interests are
served by design.

Transition Design’s focus on systemic approaches must be developed in greater depth. With this
collection, we see little work which really employs systems thinking or cybernetic ideas beyond fairly
basic notions of complexity or simple feedback loops; it seems as though there is a great opportunity
here for a deeper systems investigation of transitions in different contexts, including via
participatory methods (e.g. Birney et al 2017; Aguirre Ulloa and Paulsen 2017). As the field matures,
we will also—hopefully—see more applied case studies of how a Transition Design approach works
in practice, complementing the examples we have in this track at present. This might include more
attention to the experience of transitions in everyday life —the ways in which the futures of
everyday practices might evolve and change, and how design which centres on lived experience can
address that (e.g. Scott et al 2011), how changes in agency (mediated by technological change) may
trigger changes in social practices (e.g. Kuijer and Giaccardi 2018) and how that might relate to
concepts such as commons and commoning (e.g. Onafuwa 2018 ; Morelli et al., 2017) or even
situated ‘experiments in transition’ such as living labs (e.g. Keyson et al 2016) or living ‘in prototypes’
(e.g. Desjardins and Wakkary 2016).

In keeping with Mulder and Loorbach (2016) a multi-level perspective approach as well as a
transition in the design regime itself are needed to bring both the emerging debate and the
corresponding practices around ‘transition design’ forward. Hence, transitions are long-term,
complex, and non-linear processes of systemic change, which usually only become visible at societal
level over decades. The high level of ambiguity, unstructuredness, and uncertainty, make it hard to
plan and design transitions. The role of design is, however, visible in the various niches, experiments
and design interventions indicating their proneness to address societal challenges. A key issue is how
these niches together can shape the contours of the changing design regime. See for example, De
Koning and colleagues (2017) who studied emerging city makers to understand how their design
capabilities can enable systemic change through a focus on participatory design. These new types of
city makers generally bring value to the cities, however, their value could be enriched through more
participatory networks that stimulate crossovers and accelerate the transition towards sustainable
futures. Track chair Ingrid Mulder’s work on participatory city making, working with communities
and co-design of transitions is relevant here (Mulder & Loorbach 2016). Transition Design is practice
linked to Transition Town movements and community activism. Here again power imbalances need
to be theorised, and are all too often poorly articulated in design theory.

In this DRS track, we have brought together various niches in design research, and we hope the
corresponding debate more widely at DRS 2018, in our track and in the foreseen keynote “Whose
Design?” by Sadie Red Wing and Arturo Escobar, but also will enable a better framing of design for
transitions, and mature our design repertoire and actions for transitions.
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