Question: What is the role of the designer in the 21st century and how might this role change in the next ten years?
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Throughout millennia objects have been designed and created by people, people who may or may not have thought of themselves as designers, however these people, through their actions, have fulfilled certain needs in society and enabled mankind to grow and develop through the ages. Abraham Maslow described such needs in his 1943 paper ‘A theory of human motivation’ as a pyramid of ascending needs now known as his ‘Hierarchy of needs’. I will very briefly use three of his five levels of need to see how they can be applied to designers throughout history and subsequently into the future.
(1) Basic need – Food, water and warmth - In designer terms this would be designing an object which simply fulfils a task, where the appearance is of no real importance e.g. an arrowhead, hammer or a pan.
(2) Social needs – Social groups, Church and religious organisations - a useful object which has been decorated to elevate its appearance without improving its function e.g. mirror with ornate frame, gold cutlery or expensive wristwatch
(3) Esteem – prestige and personal worth - owning extremely expensive objects simply as a show of prestige without these objects fulfilling any real practical use e.g. multi-million pound artworks kept in vaults, royal crowns made from gold and jewels.
A Theory of Human Motivation A. H. Maslow (1943)


These principles have been applied by designers and makers for thousands of years.
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Flint arrowhead from Marden Henge – Photo by Sarah Lambert Gates, University of Reading

Above is the image of a flint arrowhead believed to be 4500 years old found at Marden Henge between Stonehenge and Avebury.

“It is without doubt the finest Neolithic arrowhead in the country. The skill and workmanship is phenomenal” Dr Jim Leary, from the University of Reading, said.

“This stunning arrowhead is too fragile to ever have been used. It must have been made for display, perhaps at ceremonies to mark a successful hunting expedition” said David Dawson, Director of The Wiltshire Museum.

https://digventures.com/2016/03/extraordinary-neolithic-flint-arrowhead-pieced-together-after-4500-years/
(visited 07/12/2018)

Here we have an object made 4500 years ago which normally would have been designed for a single specific purpose, to kill animals for food, but in this instance taken to the next design level, to a level where it becomes unusable, simply made to be seen and probably treated with great reverence. This trend has continued throughout the centuries, from everyday objects to the tombs of Egyptian Pharaohs, the ornate trappings of the Victorian era to the grandeur and opulence of many modern cities, all designed and made to satisfy these different levels of human need.
It would seem logical to assume that that the level of need that can be satisfied by designed objects would  be dependant on the wealth and status of the individual owner, so somebody at the lower end of the social scale may simply have a wooden platter to eat from whereas a king would have a plate made from gold. Both would have the same useable object but their wealth and status would determine the substance, quality and value of that object and the designers and makers of both would cater for these different markets.
[bookmark: _GoBack]It appears therefore that the role of the designer was strongly market driven, the client could have whatever the client wanted as long as they could afford it. In contrast to this philosophy the great designer Sir Terence Conran once stated, ‘the designer’s job is to imagine the world not how it is, but how it should be.’ His words strongly suggest that therein lies a responsibility with designers themselves to change and improve their world through their designs. This idea introduces a whole new concept, ethical design, design for the good of man which is not solely dependant upon income generated. But can this ideal work in our modern age? 
This would be very difficult to achieve said Victor Papanek who stated “By designing criminally unsafe automobiles that kill or maim nearly one million people around the world each year, by creating whole new species of permanent garbage to clutter up the landscape, and by choosing materials and processes that pollute the air we breathe, designers have become a dangerous breed.” (Papanek, 1971) 
So according to Papanek, rather than providing solutions, designers themselves are the source of the problems we face in our modern age, problems that have multiplied exponentially in the 47 years since he made this observation. Do we therefore simply accept that design and designers are principally driven solely by market forces, supply and demand, or as designers can we accept that we do have some responsibility regarding the future of our society and ultimately our world and can affect the outcome through our designs? How do we as designers adapt to the unique global situation we now find ourselves in and progress into the next decade?
Dieter Rams wrote what is considered by many to be the ten commandments of design in his ‘Ten principles for good design’ and some of these principles certainly apply to designing for the future. ‘Good design is innovative’ is his first principle, ‘Technological development is always offering new opportunities for innovative design. But innovative design always develops in tandem with innovative technology’. We now live in a software based world where our lives are intertwined so completely with technology that our only option is to embrace and use this technology to try and improve our world, the technology is here to stay so let’s use it to its full potential. The issue with technological advances is that they happen so quickly that new products are being released constantly. Take the iPhone for example, since 2007 a new model has been released every year up until now (https://www.t3.com/features/a-brief-history-of-the-iphone) with no sign of this trend slowing down, resulting in millions of perfectly good mobile ‘phones becoming obsolete each year as the public eagerly awaits the latest reincarnation. This trend applies to most if not all of the mobile ‘phone manufacturers who are all competing for the same market. Ironically Apple products are renowned for their high build quality so it seems strange to produce high quality products that will last a long time whilst at the same time bringing out new replacement products every year. Ethical designers could ensure that upgrades could be achieved via software updates rather than new ‘phone models, unfortunately this would produce far less revenue and so will be far less appealing to huge companies such as Apple and others like them.
Papanek again, ‘Design must become an innovative, highly creative, cross-disciplinary tool responsive to the true needs of men. It must be more research oriented, and we must stop defiling the earth itself with poorly-designed objects and structures’. Designers must now hone their design skills to ensure that future designs are beneficial to society, quality before quantity. This thought is supported by Dieter Rams in his seventh principle ‘Good design is long lasting’, such design ‘lasts many years - even in todays throwaway society.’ Of course many companies, Apple included, will say that they are ensuring that the overall design of many of their products has remained relatively unchanged over the years and that the only changes made were to improve their products for their millions of customers worldwide. It would seem that the concept of slowing down the constant release of new products will be extremely difficult if not impossible to achieve. In light of this what can be done?
‘What's the point of designing something gorgeous and useful if it makes us feel guilty, because we know that it's ethically or environmentally irresponsible?’ (Rawsthorn, 2008)  If such products are of a high build quality then instead of being simply thrown away they can be reused by others or recycled or upcycled. There are some designers who are presently doing this in such a way so that their products becoming trendy and therefore appealing to the public. For example Tom of Holland https://tomofholland.com/ is an innovative designer who repairs material objects such as clothes and blankets and  turns them into wearable works of art. Whilst this seems to be a continuation of the old principle of ‘make do and mend’ which is highly laudable I fear that we are once again falling into the same old trap. These recycled objects, instead of remaining simply what they were originally made to be and so fulfilling the basic need in Maslow’s Hierarchy of needs and therefore available for everyone to use have now become works of art and subsequently very expensive. 
[image: ]
Above is a vintage boiler suit repaired by Tom of Holland and priced at £250. It is described as ‘a one-off piece of fine craft, suitable for display, framed or unframed.’ https://www.thenewcraftsmen.com/catalogsearch/result/?q=+tom+of+holland  So instead of being simply a boiler suit, a coverall to protect your clothes underneath, it has now been elevated almost at Maslow’s Esteem level, although not extremely expensive, it has nonetheless lost its original purpose and is now portrayed as something to display even though it could of course be worn if desired. 
The ninth principle in Dieter Rams’ ten principles is ‘Good design is environmentally friendly…..makes an important contribution to the preservation of the environment…..conserves resources and minimises physical and visual pollution throughout the lifecycle of the product.’ Here I feel is where the real future of design and designers lies, creating designs which have a positive effect on our world by addressing the real problems which will affect the future of humanity. There are presently designers now who are turning this concept into reality. For example, The Environmental Design Studio (https://www.t-e-d-s.com/) focuses on design to react and cope with the various environmental issues we are facing. Their founder and director Ed Barsley  explains, ‘As a practise, our focus is on creating innovative strategies for adaption and resilience to a changing climate.’ 
Design companies such as this although designing products which are aesthetically pleasing are concentrating on the needs for basic survival in our ever changing world . Of course certain designers of the future will be involved with changing the shape and design of our cars, our mobile ‘phones or our clothing as fashions come and go. Ultimately though the designers that will make a real difference are those that will create designs that address the problems that we face as a species, albeit problems that are predominantly self-inflicted. 
Dieter Rams summed it up perfectly in his incredible speech to a New York audience in 1976. ‘I have spoken of our surroundings but let us look at the wider environment: the world we live in. There is an increasing and irreversible shortage of natural resources: raw materials, energy, food, and land. This must compel us to rationalise, especially in design. The times of thoughtless design, which can only flourish in times of thoughtless production for thoughtless consumption, are over. We cannot afford any more thoughtlessness.  The complexity of systems and shortage of natural resources should compel a change of individual attitudes and attitudes as a society. We learn as individuals and we learn as a group. We are beginning to understand the changes that we are only just seeing. We must take notice with increasing soberness and, hopefully, with growing alertness and rationalism.’  
https://www.vitsoe.com/files/assets/1000/17/VITSOE_Dieter_Rams_speech.pdf
What role do I think that designers will have in the 21st century and how will that role change in the next decade? In my humble opinion the designers’ role is simple, they will be the people who ultimately save the world.
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