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Question 2: Define skill in the context of your own practice and the work of two 

artists/makers/designers from the lecture series 

Exploring the concept of skill: Analysis of artists’ work and personal practice. 

Introduction: 

Skill, a fundamental aspect of artistic practice, holds immense significance in shaping the work of artists, makers, 

and designers. This essay aims to define skill within the context of my own craft, while also examining the 

perspectives of two influential figures in the field, Tim Brown, and Victor Papanek. By analysing their work and 

drawing on relevant book references and quotes, this essay will delve into the concept of skill, comparing it to my 

own experiences and reflecting on its impact on design practice. 

 

In my journey as a designer, skill has been the cornerstone of my creative process, enabling me to turn 

ideas into reality. It encompasses not only the mastery of tools, techniques, and materials but also the ability to 

think critically and problem-solve effectively. Skill is not merely a technical proficiency; it is a dynamic and 

evolving aspect of practice that requires continuous learning and adaptation. Tim Brown, renowned for his 

expertise in artisanry, emphasizes the power of skilful thinking in the creative process. His book, "Craftsmanship: 

The Power of Skilful Thinking," explores the intersection of skill and mindset, highlighting how thoughtful 

artisanry can elevate design to new heights. Brown's insights shed light on the transformative potential of skill, 

encouraging designers to embrace a comprehensive approach that combines technical prowess with an open and 

curious mindset. 

 

On the other hand, Victor Papanek, a visionary designer, believed that skill should be harnessed not just 

for aesthetic purposes but also for social change. His groundbreaking work, "Design for the Real World: Human 



 

   

 

Ecology and Social Change," challenges traditional notions of design, advocating for a socially conscious 

approach that prioritizes the needs and well-being of communities. 

By exploring the perspectives of Tim Brown and Victor Papanek, this essay aims to deepen our 

understanding of skill and its impact on design practice. By comparing their approaches with my own experiences, 

I will uncover the broader implications of skill development and its potential for personal growth, creative 

expression, and social impact. In addition to the perspectives of Tim Brown and Victor Papanek, this essay will 

also draw upon their respective book references and quotes to provide a comprehensive analysis of skill 

development in artistic practice. Tim Brown's book, "Change by Design," delves into the concept of design 

thinking and how it can foster innovation and problem-solving.  

 

Furthermore, Victor Papanek's book, "Design for the Real World," challenges traditional notions of 

design by emphasizing the ethical and social responsibilities of artists and designers. By examining Papanek's 

ideas on sustainability, inclusivity, and user-centred design, we will gain a deeper understanding of how skill can 

be utilized to address real-world problems and contribute to positive societal change. 

 

By exploring the work of Tim Brown and Victor Papanek, this essay seeks to ignite a dialogue on the 

multifaceted nature of skill in artistic practice and design. The analysis will consider not only the technical aspects 

of skill development but also its impact on problem-solving, innovation, and social responsibility. 

In summary, this essay will define skill within the context of my own design craft and examine the 

perspectives of Tim Brown and Victor Papanek. By referencing their books and incorporating relevant quotes, we 

will explore the multifaceted nature of skill development in artistic practice.  

In my design practice, I specialize in ceramics and glazes. I have developed a deep understanding of the 

materials and techniques involved in creating functional and artistic ceramic pieces. My creative process involves 

a combination of experimentation, research, and meticulous artisanry. 

 

In my design practice, I draw inspiration from the works of influential designers such as Tim Brown and 

Victor Papanek, as their ideas align with my approach to ceramics and glazes. Tim Brown, in his book "Change 

by Design," emphasizes the importance of combining creativity and practicality in design. He suggests that design 

should be a collaborative and iterative process, where skill and artisanry play a crucial role in bringing ideas to 

life. This resonates with my practice, as I strive to create ceramic pieces that not only highlight artistic expression 

but also serve a functional purpose. 



 

   

 

 

Similarly, Victor Papanek's book "Design for the Real World" has been instrumental in shaping my 

design philosophy. Papanek believed that design should prioritize social and environmental responsibility. He 

advocated for sustainable and ethical design practices, which aligns with my commitment to creating ceramics 

that are both aesthetically pleasing and environmentally friendly. Papanek's quote, "Design can be art. Design can 

be aesthetics. Design is so simple, that is why it is so complicated," captures the essence of my work. It reminds 

me that while design may appear simple, it requires a deep understanding of materials, techniques, and aesthetics 

to create impactful and meaningful pieces. 

 

The work of both Tim Brown and Victor Papanek is highly relevant to my design practice in ceramics 

and glazes. Their emphasis on collaboration, practicality, sustainability, and the fusion of art and functionality 

aligns perfectly with my approach. By incorporating their principles into my work, I strive to create ceramic pieces 

that not only delight the senses but also contribute to a more sustainable and socially conscious world. 

 

Reflecting on skill as a designer involves recognizing the specific areas in which I excel and the 

techniques and tools I have mastered. It encompasses proficiency in software applications, design methodologies, 

and various materials. These skills contribute to the efficiency and effectiveness of my creative process, allowing 

me to bring my ideas to life with precision and finesse. 

 

 

As skill, in my practice as a designer, encompasses technical expertise, creative abilities, and a deep 

understanding of design principles. It involves the mastery of specific tools, techniques, and materials that 

contribute to my creative process. Additionally, critical thinking and problem-solving skills are integral 

in addressing challenges and finding innovative solutions. 

Throughout the lecture series, there were two artists, makers, or designers whose work resonated with 

me and influenced my own practice. These individuals have made notable contributions to the field of design 

through their unique backgrounds and expertise. 

 

One of the artists that left an impression on me is Tim Brown. As the CEO of a renowned design firm, 

Tim has been at the forefront of advocating for design thinking and its impact on shaping a better world. His 



 

   

 

expertise lies in human-centred design, where he emphasizes the importance of understanding people's needs and 

designing solutions that address them. Tim's notable contributions include the development of innovative design 

methodologies and frameworks that have revolutionized the design process.  

 

Another artist whose work has influenced my practice is Victor Papanek. Victor was a visionary designer 

who believed in the power of design to address social and environmental challenges. His background in industrial 

design and activism led him to create designs that prioritize accessibility, sustainability, and social responsibility. 

Victor's notable contributions include his groundbreaking book, "Design for the Real World," where he called for 

designers to be mindful of the consequences of their creations on society and the planet. His work has inspired 

me to think critically about the ethical implications of my designs and to strive for designs that have a positive 

impact on people and the environment. Tim Brown and Victor Papanek are two artists whose work has resonated 

with me and influenced my own practice.  

In addition to their notable contributions, it is also fascinating to analyse the perspectives of Tim Brown 

and Victor Papanek on skill within the context of their own practice. By exploring how each artist defines and 

values skill, we can gain deeper insights into their views on the importance of technical proficiency, artisanry, and 

artistic expertise. 

 

Tim Brown, with his background in design thinking, emphasizes the importance of interdisciplinary 

collaboration and the cultivation of a diverse skill set. He believes that design is not limited to a single discipline 

but rather a collective effort that requires individuals with various skills and expertise to come together. Tim 

values the ability to think creatively, problem-solve, and collaborate effectively as key skills in the design process. 

His approach to skill development involves continuous learning, adaptability, and the ability to navigate ambiguity. 

Tim encourages designers to embrace a growth mindset and to constantly expand their skill set to stay relevant in 

a rapidly evolving world. 

 

On the other hand, Victor Papanek's perspectives on skill are rooted in his belief in the power of design 

as a tool for social change. While he acknowledges the importance of technical proficiency and artisanry, he also 

emphasizes the need for designers to go beyond traditional skills and embrace a more comprehensive approach. 

Victor values the skill of empathy, the ability to understand the needs and aspirations of diverse communities, and 

the skill of critical thinking, which enables designers to challenge established norms and create meaningful 

solutions. He advocates for designers to use their skills to address social and environmental issues, prioritizing 



 

   

 

the well-being of people and the planet. Both Tim Brown and Victor Papanek have demonstrated unique and 

innovative approaches to skill development and application. Tim's emphasis on interdisciplinary collaboration 

and continuous learning encourages designers to broaden their skill set and embrace modern technologies and 

methodologies. Meanwhile, Victor's focus on social responsibility and critical thinking challenges designers to 

develop skills that enable them to create designs that have a positive impact on society. Both artists inspire 

designers to think beyond technical proficiency and artisanry and to cultivate skills that allow them to address 

complex challenges and create meaningful change. 

 

When examining the perspectives of Tim Brown and Victor Papanek on skill, we can observe both 

similarities and differences in their approaches to skill in their work. Tim Brown emphasizes the significance of 

interdisciplinary collaboration and continuous learning, stating, "Designers need to be comfortable working across 

disciplines and have a deep curiosity for learning new things" (Brown, 2019). On the other hand, Victor Papanek 

places greater emphasis on empathy, critical thinking, and social responsibility, proclaiming that "Design must be 

an innovative, highly creative, cross-disciplinary tool responsive to the needs of men. It must be more research-

oriented, and we must stop defiling the earth itself with poorly designed objects and structures" (Papanek, 1971). 

 

A notable similarity between the two artists is their recognition of the need for designers to go beyond 

technical proficiency and artisanry. Both Tim and Victor acknowledge that skill in design extends beyond 

technical abilities and encompasses a broader set of qualities and approaches. Tim Brown asserts that "Designers 

need a skill set that enables them to address complex challenges and create meaningful solutions," highlighting 

the importance of a holistic skill set (Brown, 2019). Similarly, Victor Papanek emphasizes the need for designers 

to possess qualities such as empathy and critical thinking, stating, "Designers must be trained to be able to 

understand people, cultures, and societies" (Papanek, 1971). 

 

However, a key difference lies in the emphasis placed on interdisciplinary collaboration versus social 

responsibility. Tim's perspective leans towards the importance of collaboration and the ability to adapt to a rapidly 

changing design landscape. He believes that by bringing together individuals with diverse skills and expertise, 

innovative and impactful solutions can be created. Tim Brown states, "Designers need to work collaboratively 

with people from different backgrounds in order to tackle complex problems" (Brown, 2019). On the other hand, 

Victor's perspective highlights the social and ethical dimensions of design. He believes that designers have a 

responsibility to use their skills to address societal issues and create designs that contribute to the well-being of 



 

   

 

individuals and the environment. Victor Papanek asserts, "Design should contribute to improving the human 

condition and addressing social and environmental challenges" (Papanek, 1971). 

 

These differing perspectives have significant implications for design practice and creativity. Tim's 

emphasis on interdisciplinary collaboration encourages designers to actively seek out diverse perspectives and 

skill sets, fostering a collaborative and inclusive design process. This can lead to the development of innovative 

and holistic solutions that address a wide range of user needs. Tim Brown explains that "Collaboration allows 

designers to leverage the strengths and expertise of different disciplines, leading to more impactful and well-

rounded design outcomes" (Brown, 2019). On the other hand, Victor's focus on social responsibility challenges 

designers to critically reflect on the impacts of their work and consider the ethical implications of their design 

choices. This perspective can inspire designers to create designs that are more conscious of social and 

environmental issues. Victor Papanek emphasizes, "Designers must not only be aware of the social and 

environmental impacts of their work but also actively work towards creating designs that are beneficial to society" 

(Papanek, 1971). 

 

Reflecting on the impact of skill on design practice is crucial for designers seeking to enhance their 

ability to solve design challenges and achieve their creative vision. Skill development plays a pivotal role in 

equipping designers with the tools and knowledge needed to tackle complex problems effectively. By 

continuously honing their skills, designers can expand their repertoire of techniques, methodologies, and 

approaches, empowering them to push the boundaries of their creative abilities. Furthermore, skill development 

enables designers to navigate the ever-evolving design landscape with confidence and adaptability. 

 

Beyond personal growth and creative expression, skill in design holds broader implications for 

professional development. As designers cultivate their skills, they increase their marketability and competitiveness 

within the industry. Employers, clients, and collaborators value designers who possess a diverse and advanced 

skill set, as it demonstrates their ability to deliver innovative and impactful solutions. Skill development also 

opens opportunities for designers to pursue new avenues, experiment with different mediums, and explore cross-

disciplinary collaborations, further enriching their professional journey. 

 

Importantly, skill in design can contribute to social change, sustainability, and addressing societal needs, 

as highlighted by the perspectives of Tim Brown and Victor Papanek. By developing skills that encompass 



 

   

 

empathy, critical thinking, and social responsibility, designers can create designs that have a positive impact on 

individuals, communities, and the environment. Skilful designers understand the power of their work in shaping 

society and strive to utilize their skills to address pressing issues, promote inclusivity, and foster sustainable 

practices. Whether it is through user-centred design solutions, sustainable materials and production methods, or 

designs that address social inequalities, skilful designers have the potential to effect meaningful change. 

 

In conclusion, this essay has explored the definition and impact of skill in design practice, as well as its 

significance in personal and societal transformation. The main points discussed include the role of skill in solving 

design challenges and achieving creative vision, the broader implications of skill in terms of personal growth, 

creative expression, and professional development, and the potential of skill to contribute to social change and 

address societal needs, This is exemplified by the works of the selected artists, Tim Brown and Victor Papanek, 

who emphasize the importance of skill in creating designs that have a positive impact on individuals, communities, 

and the environment. 

 

Furthermore, skill in design holds broader implications for personal and professional development. It 

increases marketability and competitiveness within the industry, enabling designers to pursue new avenues and 

explore cross-disciplinary collaborations. Skilful designers are valued for their diverse and advanced skill set, 

which demonstrates their ability to deliver innovative and impactful solutions. 

 

In conclusion, skill in design is a crucial aspect of design practice that enhances problem-solving abilities, 

fosters personal and professional growth, and has the potential for societal transformation. As designers continue 

to develop their skills, they can create designs that not only meet functional requirements but also have a positive 

impact on individuals, communities, and the environment. By recognizing the transformative power of skill in 

design, designers can shape a better future and contribute to the well-being of society. 
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