
Social 
Design
The practice of design where the primary motivation is to promote positive    
social change within society. 

Design at its best can change, improve, renew, inspire, involve, disrupt, and   
help solve “wicked” problems of this world. 

DEVELOPING CITIZEN DESIGNERS by Elizabeth Resnick



“Anatomy of the Socially Responsible Designer” Essay by Andrew Shea

1. 
Cultivating 
Values
Socially responsible designers know what values drive them.
 
Motivated by personal experiences, politics, morals, or 
other influences.





2. 
Designing 
With
Meaningful design projects result from authentic engagement with clients   
and intended audience.

Consider clients to be partners who help determine success of project by   
providing expert insights.

Build empathy with intended audience and engage with them to better 
understand their needs, personalities, preferences.





3. 
Collaborations 
Across 
Disciplines
Innovation occurs when unlike ideas collide. 

Multidisciplinary teams, varying team size and demographics, and including  
audience and partners during an iterative process. 

An assortment of design processes.
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4. 
Measuring 
Impact
Return on design. – show how their work affects people, organizations, 
communities, causes.

Work with partners to define what a successful outcome would include. 

Craft methodologies that record how conditions change from the start of the  
project to its release.





5. 
Sharing 
Insights
Eagerly share work on websites, competitions, design hubs, and books. 

Compile work into case studies, tell the story, reflect, and create toolkits 
allowing others to benefit. 





1. 
What 
Design Activism 
Is Not

“What design activism is and is not: A primer for students” Essay by Natalia Ilyin

Instigation is only a small part.

Real, positive, long-term, world-changing activism is not showy. 

It frames issues publicly, but also brings its audience along with it. 

It works with people and doesn’t alienate its audience by claiming 
moral superiority. 





2. 
What 
Design Activism 
Is
Work for people who do not have access to the design tools, strategic 
thinking, or knowledge or communication systems they need to advocate for  
themselves or their causes. 

Work for people, animals, environments that do not benefit from the current  
economic system. 

Work for causes sidelined because they are not politically advantageous and  
are socially complex.







3. 
Design Activists 
as 
Propagandists
Propagandist - meaning a person broadcasting a particular ideological stance  
representing the view of a larger group. 

You choose which messages you will produce and reproduce. 

Whether you design materials for a big corp. or a social cause, you’re often  
designing propaganda.





4. 
And That 
Brings Us 
to Ethics
People’s ethics vary. 

Sort out what you believe and what is important to you. 





5. 
Activist 
as 
Sleuth
Ask yourself questions about the organization you are working with.
 
Do your research.

Listen to the people you are trying to help. 

Most valuable design activism supports ideas initiated by the community itself  
and not the designer.





Design
Thinking
“Design and the design process can contribute to positively impacting our world 
and creating positive change. 

The process, however, is more complex than simply designing a brochure for a 
non-profit. 

It involves problem identification, targeting objectives and audiences, immersion 
into research, implementation of design thinking and strategy, and overall 
collaborative, multi-disciplinary approach to problem solving. 

This approach to design should not be thought of as charity, aid, or volunteerism, 
but a significant contribution that plays an important role in local, national, and 
global well-being.”

JUST DESIGN by Mike Weikert






