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Emerging Social Design:                                            
What Does It Take to Make the World a Better Place? 
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Picture: A BRAC community health worker conducting a survey in the Korail slum, Bangladesh.                                                   

Most NGOs are engaged in positive social change. Where is social design different? 

 

The following comment was inspired by the Design & Social Innovation Symposium Asia-Pacific (DESIAP) held at 

TCDC, Bangkok, July 2016 in coordination with Northumbria University, Newcastle and RMIT University. 

 

Introduction: Our Traditional Notion of a Designer 

Designers, so our folk understanding, create beautiful and useful things for everyday life. 

Designers are responsible for graphics, the appearance and functionality of consumer products, 

pleasant interior designs, innovative digital media and so on. In short, designers make marketing 

work and they assist brands to become successful. Designers are professionally sandwiched 

between corporate clients and target-grouped consumers. In this light, the work of traditional 

designers is instrumental to economic, but not necessarily social development. 
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Social Design Philosophy: Empathy, Sustainability and Interdisciplinary Approach 

When it comes to, what I label temporarily, as ‘social innovation design’ (or ‘social design’ 

in short) this perspective turns 180 degrees. Here, in a vivid and innovative space of their own, 

designers work on issues such as integrating vulnerable populations into society, revealing the 

narratives behind our fair-trade coffee via digital geo-tracking, designing combined care services 

for impoverished elderly, strengthening local communities by helping them trade their products 

or helping local schools to improve their pedagogical and academic quality. Most of such design 

initiatives, similar to projects regularly featured in TED-Talks, represent variations of social 

design. Social design, broadly speaking, develops design-based interventions that empower and 

enrich the lives of individuals and communities. 

Three key concepts appear to drive social design. The central idea is empathy, the 

identification with the other. Design development is guided by the philosophy of empowering 

communities and vulnerable individuals to live in dignity. The second idea is the realisation that 

lifeworld resources, social and natural, are limited and any kind of development only makes 

sense once it becomes sustainable. This argument entails the consequential notion that design 

development should not be conducted at somebody else’s expense. To outsource the social costs 

and toxicity of development has become non-sustainable in a globalised and interconnected 

world (Wallerstein, 2004). Thirdly, by dealing with complex systems, social innovation design 

requires taking a multi-disciplinary approach by inviting most diverse faculties to the table such 

as e.g., design, sociology, social psychology, engineering and information technology. Anything 

that is man-made, physical or conceptual, and that has consequences for groups of people can 

be considered as social design. 

Unlike our folk understanding of design, social design is not morally neutral, it is ethical. 

Social designers are aware of the consequences that cultural-economic power hierarchies and 

governmental policies have for people in real life. Social design asks not only about the benefit 

of design for a small group, but it includes the principle of non-maleficence, the intention to 

prevent harm to people. This excludes the use of exploitative relationships and an unfair 

distribution of social costs. Ideally, from a developmental- and social psychology perspective, 

social design assists peoples’ development over their entire lifetime, both in their individual and 

collective agency (Bandura, 2006). 
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How scientific should designers become when addressing complex social systems?  

Design thinking and scientific thinking share similar notions when it comes to research. 

Without evidence-based research, there can be no efficient design. Solutions are, after all, 

developed and not assumed. Designers are not as rigorous as scientists are when it comes to 

research methodology (thinking of elaborate statistical analysis for example), and they rarely 

employ explicit theoretical frameworks. It is suggested in the following that designers and 

scientists would benefit greatly if they would meet somewhere in the middle. If social innovation 

design is bound to succeed beyond grassroots experiments it can only convince official decision 

makers when the employed methodology is transparent and can be replicated when it is not 

arbitrary on one hand, but accommodates the diversity of design approaches on the other. 

 

One problem, predominantly in contemporary Anglo-Saxon science, is the dominance of 

quantitative research. The great majority of peer-reviewed articles features research based on 

quantitative data analysis, whereby qualitative- and mixed research are rare by comparison and 

often frowned upon. For example, in health services, a mere 3% of published papers consist of 

mixed studies. Quantitative articles accounted for 91% and qualitative studies for only 6% of all 

publications (Wisdom et al., 2012). Besides traditional stereotypes of numbers being more 

useful, ‘objective’ and reliable, against some evidence to the contrary, qualitative research has a 

hard stand. One of the reasons is that when dealing with fellow human beings, researchers need 

to develop complex soft-skills. Unlike, for example, particle physicists, social scientists cannot 

pretend to be mere onlookers on objectively measurable processes when peoples’ lives and well-

being is at stake. Another reason for the paucity of good qualitative research might be that 

training a student in data analysis is far easier than conducting training in qualitative research, 

which depends heavily on human resources and the transfer of social- and communicative skills. 

But qualitative research may be just one of the key ingredients that we need in social design. 

 

Good research design needs to be trustworthy in order to gain public recognition. This 

entails that research can be replicated, that the processing of social data can be audited and the 

coding of qualitative data is conducted in a scientific manner, e.g., by employing inter-coder 

reliability, adequate data sampling strategies and by developing proper interview protocols 

(Charmaz, 2008; Hill, 2012; Wertz et al., 2011). Qualitative scientific research models, such as 

case studies or Grounded Theory are cooperative in nature and furthermore offer designers a 
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theoretical lens (Creswell, 2013) to frame design perspectives more accurately. Explicit 

frameworks help avoid biases via theoretical bracketing and careful reflective practice, which 

is critical to cross-cultural research. A scientifically-guided methodology is key to public 

recognition and credibility when it comes to defending design applications in follow-up 

discourse, simply because designers can prove to the wider public that solution development 

was grounded in good reasons and solid inferences. 

 

Operationalizing Sustainability 

Qualitative factors play a major role in social design since we want to know how people feel 

before and after design interventions, how design solutions change people’s environmental and 

social perceptions and attitudes. On the other hand we need to investigate peoples’ networks, 

the social scaffolding in which design development takes place. Two factors are of particular 

interest to social design research, which are (a) the social network structures affected by a design 

intervention and (b) the change of experienced quality in human relations within a network, 

before and after an intervention. This approach suggests a mixed research model based on social 

network analysis as well as cognitive-behavioral constructivism. 

Within a combined qualitative and quantitative model, sustainability can be operationalized 

as the equilibrium between two unsustainable states: 

(1) A non-sustainable qualitative state is a state where a small number of actors enjoy 

highly meaningful relations, but the sparse distribution of these relations cannot evoke 

normative power within the wider population. (2) By contrast, a non-sustainable quantitative 

state is a state where relations are widely distributed among the population, but they are not 

experienced as meaningful or worthwhile enough to be maintained. Sustainability emerges 

within the Goldilocks zone where meaningful human relations are shared among a large-enough 

number of members (Bicchieri, 2006), allowing for human empowerment to emerge as a 

normative expectation.  
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A Brief Journey into Social Psychology:                                                                                             

The Implications of Social Networks for Human Relationships 

I shall briefly illustrate the relevance for an integrated qualitative-quantitative (QUAL/ 

QUAN) approach from a social psychology perspective. The underlying assumption and 

research argument is that reciprocal interaction effects govern QUAL- and QUAN factors, 

meaning that the structure of a social network has as much as an influence on human relations 

as relations and social motivation affect the network structure in return. Using the motivational 

model of Self-determination Theory (SDT) (Deci & Ryan, 2012), social network types can be 

mapped to social motivation. For example, in a hierarchical society or group (1), as illustrated in 

the figure below, it is more likely that members govern their cognition and behavior according to 

religious or political ideology, such as in feudal societies, or based on folk theories such as in 

tribal and indigenous communities. Strong ingroup identities (2) are typically based on rigid, 

socially exclusive norms. Independent groups tend to exclude outgroups, reward ingroup 

compliance and punish deviations from social norms. In SDT, this type of social motivation is 

described as introjected regulation. Examples are collectivist honor cultures of the Middle East 

or Asian cultures where saving and maintaining face is of importance. 

The moment groups cooperate (3), they acknowledge their differing interests but also 

promote shared superordinate goals, described as integrated regulation. Finally, in modern and 

highly interconnected groups and societies (4), social regulation is facilitated by inclusive social 

norms (‘identified regulation’) and their corresponding metacognitive justification. As a 

consequence of denser interconnectedness, higher levels of mutually integrated perspectives free 

individual members from heteronomous social regulation types, resulting in the emergence of 

individualistic cultures. Social designers need to be aware of such cultural differences, not 

only because people display different cultural attitudes and norms that deserve respect, but 

because local phenomenology evolves co-dependent via social network structures. The way how 

we see the world is largely determined by the way we have learned to see it from others 

through deeply embedded social learning processes. 
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To this argument, network structures intrinsically determine social motivation and vice 

versa. QUAL/ QUAN co-dependency supports the call for innovative new data collection and 

processing methodologies. This extended understanding of methodological flexibility reaches 

beyond traditional statistics (without necessarily replacing them) and embraces in addition 

research models of computer science such as, e.g., Bayesian networks, which are more sensitive 

to integrating the measurement of complex qualitative changes. 

https://joanakompa.files.wordpress.com/2016/07/networks-and-social-motivation-web.png
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Case Studies in Design from a Scientific Perspective 

A scientific view might be at odds with design solutions, for example, if a problem is unique or 

non-representative of a larger population, does this entail that minorities and individuals are not 

worthy of the provision of a design solution?  

On the other hand, there are critical scientific questions that designers should ask when dealing 

with social topics, such as, e.g. how are a design solutions socially relevant on individual and group 

level? What is their human merit? Which are the relationships and variables of interest? Do we need 

a large-n case study? Is the methodological approach cross-sectional, longitudinal or within-case? 

Can findings create a hypothesis? How can we discover causal pathways within dysfunctional 

systems? To which extent shall we explore the driving variables and how? By identifying the causes 

that create and support particular processes, can we replicate process outcomes? (Elman et al., 

2016) 

 

 

The Future of Interdisciplinary Teams 

The greatest limitation of many current social design projects seems to lie in the isolated ad 

hoc employment of methodologies. Although design thinking follows intuitively the same logical 

path of procedural problem solving as scientific investigation, non-standardized approaches 

obscure the development of open solution development. Design solutions remain, to this extent, 

individualised projects of the designer, but they do not necessarily offer help to colleagues who 

may look for evidence-based, context-transferable templates for their own local problems. A 

more structured approach for the framing of design problems, data collection, and documented 

social data processing is therefore required. The blurring of lines between traditional NGOs and 

dedicated design teams might turn out mutually beneficial, with NGOs providing established 

local infrastructure and designers providing innovative concepts and specialised expertise. 

 

The future of social design lies in gaining competencies by employing interdisciplinary 

teams. Social designers may assume the role of team facilitators, supporting their design team by 

reflective practice and responsible project management. This entails familiarity and experience 

in tutoring and coaching teams within problem-based learning scenarios. 
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Social design is certainly still in its infant stages while the enormous motivation of designers 

from all over the world to contribute to positive social change is both encouraging and 

commendable. With some patience and hard work, social design may become our brightest hope 

to solve local and global problems with pragmatic confidence. 

 

 

Summary 

 

Strengths of social innovation design 

 Empathetic, motivated by ethical societal change 

 Interdisciplinary openness 

 Guided by the idea of social and environmental sustainability 

 Creative and innovative approach 

Current weaknesses of social innovation design 

 Lack of standardised and reliable methodology leads to arbitrary outcomes despite 

procedural problem-solving, resulting in limited meta-contextual usefulness and 

transferability of design solutions 

 Dealing with vulnerable populations requires adhering to professional ethical guidelines 

and needs to be approved by official ethics boards. Professional ethical practices, such as 

obtaining informed consent or ensuring the privacy of data need to be part of standard 

research and solution implementation procedures 

 No theory creation due to a lack of standardised qualitative methodology 

 Mixed QUAL/ QUAN-methodologies to address sustainability still need to be developed 
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