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What is the role of the designer in the 21st Century and how might this role change in the next 10 years?

This essay will explore the key roles of a designer in the 21st Century and how this role could change in the future. Each section will address how designers interpret their skills and apply them to real life situations by outlining how design thinking works. Some of these skills gathered by research give an assumption as to what the future of design looks like and how advanced technology can alter the way in which designers create. Throughout the essay there will be reference to practitioners such as Dieter Rams and Tim Brown who both look at design principles but from different view points. All the information collected via research will give a brief summary of design and design thinking.

Designers play a key role in communicating their own thoughts and ideas and raise awareness towards global issues. There has recently been an increased interest in the environment and what role designers play in destroying the environment. There is a current push towards designers solely using sustainable materials within their work and it is greatly encouraged. Rams,(2017) states that good design is environmentally friendly, it’s an important contribution to the preservation of the environment which conserves resources by minimising physical and visual pollution throughout the lifecycle of the product. In relation to this statement it gives the indication that artwork has the ability to change people’s perceptions of the world and highlight topics which are important to address by considering what will happen to the product in the future, whether it can be transformed into something interesting but sustainable. 

Another critical factor designers must consider is what are the customer’s needs, wants and where there is a gap in the market for brand new innovative products. Dieter Ram’s career highlights his responsibility for producing a staggering number of stripped- down home goods and gadgets which many are relevant now as the day they were conceived (Olozia,2014,58). This expresses the importance of producing products which are timeless and purposeful to an individuals life therefore it will continuously be bought resulting in a steady profit. Marx and Engels,(1974) both support this stating “a commodity is at first sight, a very trivial thing and easily understood. So far as it is a value in use there is nothing mysterious about it, whether we consider it”. Products have to be visually appealing and be portrayed as a necessity, furthermore individuals will continue to purchase the product for a number of years because it has become a part of their daily routine regardless of whether it has any form of value to others or financially. Products which are highly popular and bought everyday need to be waste effective. Designers like Dieter Rams are designing more “stripped-down home goods” (Oloizia,2014,58) to create more sustainable and waste effective products encouraging new designers to think about the materials they use within their work to reduce the carbon footprint for future generations. In addition to Oloizia (Fiell and Fiell,2001) Massimo Losa Ghini quotes “The strength of design is that it provides a way of thinking in advance of the consequences of our actions on materials”. This forces designers to think outside the box regarding the materials they use which can even lead to more intriguing and unusual products never seen before whilst preserving the environment in its natural form. 

[bookmark: _Hlk531972174]Research is essential in the process of design in order to produce something that is relevant and appealing to the current society. Consumers are looking for what is on trend and socially approved of. Wettsein, R says “My pieces are the essence of the time” (Fiell and Fiell,2001) This supports the suggestion that products are solely designed for people of today. Practitioners are not interested in designing a product or style which already exists because it is no longer fresh or stimulating to consumers, trends are continuously changing so designers must be able to research to uncover what is modern. Guessing what might popular in the future is unpredictable and could be risky as it may never become successful. Wallen,P quotes “Continuity between tradition and the present is important” (Fiell and Fiell ,2001)  This can be interpreted in many different ways because a product can either be completely reshaped to fit the needs of the present and still accompany some of the previous features or it could be completely transformed into something brand new, either way products are always growing. 

Creative minds are highly regarded and sought after in today’s society because they have a range of skills that can be applied to a variety of roles not directly related to design. (Brown and Martin,2015) mention in their article ‘Design For Action’ that “companies began employing designers in more and more contexts. High-tech firms that hired designers to work on hardware.” This suggests that designers have the ability to look at situations or objects in a different way which can’t be envisioned by the majority. This could be one of the reasons why they have been chosen opposed to other candidates which would usually be associated as more suitable for the role within a business. According to Lockwood (2009) “Businesses need to be ambidextrous, so to speak, and to think from both sides” this supports the previous quote even further because it hints towards a designers way of thinking being alternative to the rest. By including a range of individuals from different occupations it allows for an exchange of opinions which can encourage a strong flow of ideas. Designers are up to date with trends and what’s in demand this knowledge can give an advantage to high-tech firms because they will have an indication of what people desire and what is selling out. A designer must manipulate the use of  their creative thinking skills logically to design products which are aimed specifically for its users and identify the potential of products, a skill most people don’t possess. 

Design thinking is essential in relating to the consumers through experience and experimentation. Without design thinking there would be a lack of passion or engagement with the public. (Lockwood, 2009) states “it is a tool to imagine future states and to develop a deep understanding of the consumer based on fieldwork research” this explores the theory practitioners use a form of design thinking to completely relate to consumers and fully interpret their feelings on everyday objects. Modern day designers gather information and combine their own encounters to design a product which is personal to both themselves but satisfies the consumer also. No designer would be comfortable in releasing a product to the public if they did not put their heart and soul into it. Every practitioner has their own sense of style or particular way in which they work, a product must reflect this with a distinctive feature. 

What happens to products in the future is uncontrollable, not many people can accurately predict what will happen to an object in many years to come. It is partly the designers responsibility to consider what happens to the products in the future but it is never known for certain they can only speculate. (Reeves, Murray and Dingwall, 2016) mention that “Human beings cannot satisfy the conditions necessary to have perfect knowledge of the future, they depend on the socially shared stock of knowledge of what has happened in the expectation that what is to come will be consistent with this” this suggests that designers will gain a wider understanding of the materials and processes used within their research because of trial and error. By following this method of speculation designers will have an indication of what materials may be unsustainable due to existing tests on materials and their effect on the environment.  Allowing designers to consider whether these materials are damaging the environment and to judge whether they are making conscious choices in favour of the ecosystem. This theory may not be compatible with predicting trends in the future because tastes can change so rapidly and a garment which may not have been in fashion previously could become highly fashionable in the future.


The future of design is uncertain but there is a clear indication of technology and how it is rapidly progressing. Technology can be manipulated by the creative industry in a number of different ways through visual effects or the actual construction of products. “Technology has become a huge enabler to give more power back to the designer”(Dixon,2018). In relation to this statement it suggests that technology has developed to the point where machinery can translate almost any vision a designer may have making anything possible. For designers in the future this can be utilised to produce designs which previously would not have been considered because of their complexity. There is a probability that if technology develops further, more complex and innovative products will be manufactured which could put a strain on people’s jobs. Technology could become so advanced within the next ten years that machinery will take over once complicated tasks carried out by everyday people. “The danger for young designers now is not having enough time to evolve into visual aesthetic or their individual ideas.” This infers that new and upcoming designers run the risk of being rushed because trends are swiftly changing therefore there is always an intense demand for merchandise. Designers are expected to produce new designs promptly without any further development which could result in a lack of exploration compromising the potential of a product.

Practitioners are motivated on a daily basis to address taboo topics, by the public and their surroundings. Design should highlight issues happening all around the world whether that be politically or socially. (Brown,2009) states designers should have “New Strategies that result in differences that matter and a sense of purpose that engages everyone affected by them”. This way of thinking could be effective in encouraging the public to work together and build confidence towards making a change towards the world. Designers are capable of coming up with products which carry a positive message by utilising their design skills. A designer can inspire consumers to cooperate in raising awareness towards these topics is by involving them. A way of involving the consumer could be as simple as promising to donate a small sum of money from their purchase of a product to a charity of a good cause. This small act of kindness gives the consumer a sense of satisfaction persuading them to purchase the product again.




To summarise all the points addressed in this essay I can conclude that designers have a responsibility to address their actions and understand the issues surrounding them. This includes considering what materials they choose, what processes and techniques are used in order to produce these products and how can they interact with their target audience to raise awareness. It is encouraged for designers to enhance what already exists or create a product which is new and innovative but doesn’t destroy the planet. There is a growing pressure for designers to be innovative because there is an increasing demand for creativity. People of today’s society have high expectations and expect quality goods which are long lasting but continuously trendy. Designers think of a simple design which is malleable and can be reshaped to transform a product from its original state, therefore the consumer will never get bored and continue to purchase their items. The Designer aims to understand the needs of the consumer by interacting with the public and a combination of their own experiences to gain an understanding of what they want. The processes chosen to design and manufacture products are likely to change in the future due to advanced technologies giving designers much less freedom and room for developing their thoughts.
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