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What is the role of the designer/maker in the 21st century and how might this role change in the next 10 years? Discuss your ideas with reference to two of the practitioners or thinkers discussed in your lecture strand.






     The designer.  An invisible person behind many everyday products, the person that is often overlooked by many consumers. The reality of working and studying within the design world, is that consumers may not think twice about who has designed the products that they are buying, whether they are luxury or everyday essentials. To the consumer, the designer behind their products or pieces of art are often unconnected and the impact the designer has on the consumer is often unheeded. The chair for example, how often do consumers think about who has designed it, what you could consider a simple piece of furniture? This piece of writing will explore the role of the designer, from a consumer and designers’ perspective. Focusing on the physical and also phycological impact a designer has upon society and consumers, through tangible products, highlighting the overt and covert role of the designer, their significance within culture and society and how their role may change within the next decade.

     Design is not only what meets the eye but is also the emotional impact a product or a piece of art can have on an individual. (Donald Norman, 2004) explores the visceral, behavioural and reflective levels a product or piece of art can stimulate to the receiver. Visceral design focuses on the appearance of a product or piece of art and how the user responds to the aesthetics of a product, such as shape and colour of a design. Behavioural design highlights the “pleasure of usability” of a design and how the consumer interacts with practical aspects of an article. Highlighting the emotional response to how a product does or doesn’t work (Norman’s Three Levels of Design, 2020). Reflective design integrates the way consumers rationalise and consider the positives and negatives of a product or piece of art, whilst also considering if the item adds to their status and how it would reflect their lifestyle. The emotional aspect of design is given minimal thought by a consumer; however, it is arguably one of the most important aspects of design. Designers not only have the ability to create and highlight certain emotions for a consumer, but they are also tasked with the responsibility of creating that “feel good feeling” that we all crave (What is Emotional Design, 2020). A feeling that is so important when we are gifted or gift a product, triggering satisfactory emotions from luxury to basic products. The designer has the role of emotional power, through how the packaging opens, to how the product functions. The successful functionality of a product can induce the emotion of pride, therefore, adding value to how the consumer expresses themselves.

     Do we design for status, or do we design for functionality of a product? Arguably, the role of the designer has been considered to be significant in relation to the relationship between tangible products and one’s status. (Douglas. M and Isherwood. B, 1979) Highlight theories of consumption and cultural factors within design. Cultural boundaries set by material goods create social groups within society, meaning that symbolic items owned within high culture create status and then desire for those within mass culture (Theory of Consumption, 2020). Social consideration of material goods is the responsibility of the designer, it is often disregarded that the designer creates these cultural boundaries when purchasing products. Consumers may believe that they are creating social and cultural boundaries when purchasing luxury items, however it is actual the designer creating them. (Goffman, 1959) argues from a symbolic interactionist perspective, that status and desire are closely linked to tangible products. Over history, status has often been associated with material goods and the idolisation that status is purchasable through the ownership of certain goods. The role of the designer comes into this theory as it supports the argument that designers have a large social impact within the 21st century, but this also argues that designers have the ability to shift the status of individuals within society by designing products of such luxury that individuals use those products to assert their status within society. Therefore, creating a social and cultural hierarchy through the design of products. Designers also have the social responsibility to design products for those with certain needs. For example, designing luxury products for those who can afford them. The holy feeling of satisfaction for a designer when the consumer is pleased is unmatched, but due to human nature, desiring the next best thing is a common occurrence. Therefore, the designer must be ahead of the design curve in order to consistently produce outstanding products, using previous products and emotional response as research.
     
     Designing to aid, one of the most important roles of a designer whether it be the past, present or future. Designing equipment for hospitals or even products for people to use at home, this falls on the role of the product designer. We take it upon ourselves to rely on the design industry to help those with disabilities, conditions and other medical issues, allowing it to be the role of the designer to take care of those within society. Working closely with occupational therapists, product designers are able to design products not only to aid the patient, but also to aid those assisting the patient. Designing medical products not only solves a problem but by designing a product for those who may be disabled, can give that individual the opportunity to become more independent and to complete simple tasks with pride. To the frustration of designers, they are often unappreciated within the medical industry, from a consumer’s perspective. From the design of an asthma pump, to the design of a wheelchair, each decision from the designer is critical. The empathy required to design within the medical industry is vast, not only do designers solve problems with a creative mindset, they also take into consideration the individual needs of a consumer (Are Designers Important, 2020). This role that designers possess within society will never change, society will always need designers within the medical industry. Designing within the medical industry means that a designer requires the upmost selflessness. Over history there is a pattern that the role of designers has eternally been important within society from a medical perspective, allowing designers to create smart, user-friendly and most importantly, fun solutions (Dempsey, 2020). The role of the product designer within the medical world, will forever be important, without the designer, many medical problems would not be solved. For example, the creation of metal plates to be used within the body for a physical injury, such as a hip replacement. Importance of the designer within the medical industry will only increase over the years, due to longer life expectancy and the increase in population. 

     Product designers over history have had an enormous impact upon the way many things are manufactured and the way that we interact with everyday products. Product design over history has had a significant impact on our lives today and we certainly don’t appreciate the importance of the role of the designer. From the design of the wheel in 3500 B.C. (Gambino. M, 2020) to the everyday chair, these products both have a substantial amount of significance not only within the design world but within society and how we interact with everyday products. It is the unwritten role of the designer to shape, aid and develop society and the culture in which we live in. If the chair was not invented, or it was initially designed as a different shape or concept, this would change the way we interact with the everyday chair completely. However, thoughts like this are often overlooked as we often take design history for granted. Has the role of the designer changed since the invention of the wheel? Simply put, no, it hasn’t. The wheel was invited to make the lives of those who lived with in society easier, and without the initial design of the wheel, we wouldn’t have other modes of transport. Designers have the ability to find solutions to problems that we did not know existed, whether they be simple solutions, or more complex solutions. Take the iPhone for example, its main function is to be able to communicate with others, but with added functions, the simple solution has been created into a more complex design (Smartphones Are Too Complicated, 2020). Therefore, turning something simple into something that is wildly desired, relating to the research of (Douglas. M and Isherwood. B, 1979).

     The responsibility for designers to save the planet is likely to be increased in the foreseeable future. With climate change developing rapidly, the demand for product designer to design smart solutions is also increasing. As previously mentioned, it is the role of the designer to take care of those within society, it is also the role of the designer to take care of the planet. By designing reusable products, such as a travel coffee cup, the designer is allowing the consumer to have the “feel good” feeling that they’re doing something positive for the planet (Dawood, 2020). They are also reducing the amount of waste being produced in comparison to if a single- use product was being manufactured. Are we relying on designers to solve climate change? Without even realising, we wait for designers to release products that can solve our everyday problems; therefore, we expect the role of the designer to solve problems larger than minor issues, handing the designers the responsibility. As we don’t often see the designer behind the solutions which we use every day, we often don’t appreciate or respect the person behind those solutions. The role of the designer is vital in relation to the environment, whether designers take into consideration the lifespan of products, or how products are going to be disposed of, we rely now more than ever, on designers to save our planet. Using their social, psychological and cultural power, designers also have the role of encouraging members of society to take the planet into consideration (Bloq, 2020) by creating products that are easily recycled.

     Over the last decade, the role of the designer has changed significantly in response to traditional roles within design. Not only has the role changed within the industry but it has only changed within the educational system. Within the educational system there has been a significant increase in the teaching of sustainability, this has been increasingly pushed in order to educate and prepare further generations on the importance designers have within society and their impact on culture. Preparing generations for the development in regard to climate change is crucial as those generations will be the ones challenged with the task of developing and designing solutions to not only save the planet, but to also understand the importance designing for the future has (The Importance of Design Education, 2020).  It is vital when designing to look at the history of the design world, this not only will allow the designer to have a deeper understanding of how rapidly things are changing but will also allow the designer to have a deeper empathy towards their work, client or target market. Female empowerment within design has not only rapidly increased over the last decade but has become more recognisable. The success of women within the design world is rapidly refining in all areas of design. Women within the deign world have been remarkable and within the 21st century have not been given justice, the role of the designer should also include the encouragement of other designers, this is not only a vital skill as a person but is transferable throughout other areas of life. 

     The role of the designer within the next decade, will have remarkable responsibility in regard to the environment and female empowerment. I believe that it is a duty of care as a designer to take into consideration all empathetic values of life when designing, whether it be a product to aid, or a luxury product that does not have a need for function. In regard to the medical industry, I can see a projected increase in demand for designers, those designers will be tasked with some of the most technological tasks we have yet to see. With the rapid growth in technology, tasks for future designers will get more complex, this would potentially be due to the higher consumer demand of high spec technological products. Socially, the role of the designer may stay on par to the responsibilities they currently posses. As I believe that the social, psychological and emotional impact on culture and consumers, will remain just as important as it has throughout history. On the contrary, I believe that the recognition of the invisible impact designers has on those areas will be increased over a period of time. I believe this as we can see the higher reliance from consumers onto the designer throughout history. In addition, I strongly believe that due to the rapid increase of female empowerment around the world in all aspects of life, female recognition will spike within the next few years. Due to this, I believe there will be an added responsibility within the role of a female designer, to not only encourage females of younger generations, but to also express emotion through design. Arguably, the role of the designer may change in the sense of the education system, I believe that the educational system will encourage students to design, in order to not only show the beauty of the career but to also aid the planet and society.
     To conclude, there are many aspects within society and the culture in which we live in, that add responsibility to the role of the designer. We can see that there is a correlation between psychology, emotion and demand between consumers and designers. The role of designers within the 21st century have been important, but I would strongly argue that within the next ten years, the role of the designer will only become more significant. As the world develops, designers will always have the unwritten responsibility to develop with it, and often ahead of it. There are many characteristics which a designer must possess in order to successfully fulfil their role, empathy being one of those, this is a characteristic which will never change the role of a designer, it will only encourage intuitive and thoughtful design. The role of the designer will change as the world changes, without adapting to the needs of society and also the needs of the planet, there would be minimal demand for products.
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