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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?
Discuss your ideas with reference to two of the practitioners or thinkers discussed in your lecture strand.

If you were to ask an average person about the role of a designer, their responses are likely to be about the prettiness of objects and secondly, functionality. The word, design comes from Latin signum: sign, therefore de-sign or of signs (Flusser 1999:17). Yet design is much more complicated than just a series of signs. View any advertisement, consider if the creative designer is speaking with you or at you? Operate a new phone, consider if you have sufficient information as to ‘how to’ or has the technical designer decided you would be able to work it out yourself? Decide to live without plastic, consider if the environmental designer has cared about your health or that of the environment. Clearly, “Designers have enormous power” (Berman 2009:01) and the role of a designer is more multi-layered than we might, at first, have realised.

This essay will firstly describe the role of a designer in 21st century, it will reference two thinkers; Tim Brown and Donald Norman. It will look at key ways that the role of the designer will change over the next ten years and put these in context by showing three design examples; advertising, technological and environmental design. 

We all design every day, whenever we change our mobile wallpaper, “we become designers” (Berman 2009:01). To begin the design process, companies and therefore designers often put profit first and decide “what is feasible, what is desirable and what is viable” (Brown, 2009:18). Norman describes this as a balance between “discoverability” and “constraints” (Norman, 2013:72). After this initial process of possibilities, designers consider the needs of the consumer; their likely immediate thoughts on viewing the product, their use of it and the likelihood of them recommending it to others. Norman describes these as “visceral, behavioural and reflective” (Norman, 2013:51). In the creation of a product design, designers need to demonstrate   to the consumer, the potential of the product. Norman describes these as “affordances” (Norman, 2013:11). They must also load it with instructions showing how to use the product, these are called “signifiers” (Norman, 2013:14). Finally, they must tell which switch to press or “mapping” telling us of the hidden relationships (Norman, 2013:21) and plan for “feedback” so we know that the product is working (Norman, 2013:24). Thus good designers help us to enjoy the product, feel comfortable using it and want to tell others to try it.
Design principles do not need to teach us what we know; doors offer us a transition from one place to another, a chair will make us comfortable. When faced with any product, there are many things that we instinctively know how to do; it is in our heads. Norman uses the example of “touch typing” (Norman, 2013:78) and he quotes Alfred North Whitehead who in 1911 wrote:
“Civilisations advance by extending the number of important operations which we can perform without thinking about them” (Norman, 2013:101).
This is called tacit knowledge, explained in depth by Polanyi in his book, ‘The Tacit Dimension’ (Polanyi, 1966).

Norman says that designers must “simplify the structure of tasks”, they must design for error and when all else fails, we must standardise” (Norman, 2013:200). However, standardisation is not an option over the next ten years because future design principles are likely to become more individualistic and collaborative. Brown insists that design in 21st Century is “too important to be left to designers” (Brown, 2009:37). 

Companies are changing, they are beginning to see as Brown describes, “their customers, not as end users but as participants” (Brown, 2009:200). Designers must therefore “learn to put people first” (Brown 2009:39). Over the next ten years, I suggest there are four key developments in design principles that designers will need to consider.

The major change facing designers will be their need to be mindful of the increased competitive trading conditions across the world. They will be required to be more efficient by working together as a team, considering the economic and efficiency needs of their co-workers and design in “collaboration” them (Brown, 2009:59). They will find inspiration from the opportunity of “joining forces with people from other disciplines” (Brown, 2009:227). Brown says that this new “generation of designers” will be as “comfortable in the boardroom as they are in the studio” (Brown, 2009:38). This dynamic change will sit alongside three other developments in advertising, technology and environment.

Creative designers will need to understand the changing, “hedonistic” dreams of their potential customers (Campbell, 1989:81-86) as they demand power and seek celebrity status, believing as Duncombe states,  that they are “one purchase away” from their “fantasy world” (Duncombe, 2012:79). New technology has made these dreams more accessible from their bedrooms and thus creative designers need to talk to them in a different way.

Advertising often has a bad press. Creative designers have been accused by Papanek of selling to people things “they don’t need with money they don't have, to impress people who don't care” (Papanek, 1985: ix). Campbell believes “it’s more complicated than that”, he asserts “the idea that contemporary consumers have an insatiable desire to acquire objects represents a serious misunderstanding of the mechanism which impels people to want goods. Modern consumerism is anything but materialism” (Campbell, 1989:89). The truth is that we buy to escape our perceived miserable existence, clinging to “unreal fantasies” of Hollywood and TV soaps as a way to escape our lives (Duncombe, 2012:13). Most people daydream. When advertisers walk into people's daydreams, it gives them the potential to make their dreams real. For a moment they are lost between the longing and the reality of owning. Ownership will afford them their daydream and yet that very reality diminishes the dream once it is achieved, thus requiring a new unobtainable daydream to replace it (Campbell 1989: 81-86).
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Figure 1
[image: ]One change in the 21st century is that dreams are not the prerogative of the young. We can see advertising designers reflecting this demographic group's changing needs in the latest (ITV, October 2018) commercials for Tena Lady under wear and Fixodent denture fixative. Both of these commercials subtly give confidence that the over 60s can find love without embarrassment. This new trend of creating good design and collaboration with the older generation is one that can be predicted to grow over the next ten years.
Figure 2
Political advertising is another example of the change in advertising design principles. The ‘leave’ campaign’s reliance on stories during the UK's European Referendum in 2015 showed their understanding that just as “Jesus used parables rather than rational arguments, truth and power belong to those who tell a better story” (Duncombe, 2012:8). The design of the leave campaign appealed to a public - who had, in the past, been indifferent about politics. Believing that politicians no longer understood them, that their voice would not be heard and their dreams would not be delivered, they were persuaded that they had an inclusive “role to play” (Duncombe, 2012:71). Finally, the common person had power.
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Figure 3
In comparison, the Government’s campaign was poor. The fact that they were seen to be “waiting around for the truth to win out, was lazy politics” (Duncombe, 2012:20). Duncombe says “Dreams to have any real political impact need to become popular dreams” (Duncombe, 2012:174). This new trend in storytelling was seen to sweep President Trump to power in the USA in 2017 and is likely to grow over the next ten years. 

Technical designers have enjoyed a free rein in the 20th and 21st Century, designing products and product upgrades for consumers desperate to stay ahead of the technological curve. The design problem is that technology has moved so quickly that many consumers have been left behind, using only a small fraction of the potential of their machines and often bewildered by lack of instructions. As technology grows and becomes more capable, it also becomes more complicated to operate. “Despite being a great product, it can have poor reviews as consumers have little idea how to operate it or how to get the best from it or repair it” (Norman, 2013:32).

This is something Norman calls “paradox in technology”, designers will need to understand that “communication is such an important aspect of good design” (Norman, 2013:32). They will be required to offer more detailed product/password instructions that deliver less frustrating relationships and more “pleasurable experiences” for their customers (Norman, 2013:10). This suggests a need for a greater attention, designing only what the consumer needs rather than what the designer desires.

Conversely, Technical designers must understand that not all consumers are tech savvy. Some are not interested in “buying a quarter inch drill, they want a quarter inch hole” (Norman, 2013:43/44). These people require even more instructions as to how to make it happen. So the next time you are standing at 
[image: ]the microwave, unable to change the setting, remember it is not your fault, “the problem is in the design” (Norman 2013:72). The designer has let you down.
Figure 4
Finally, environmental designers will increasingly look after the consumer’s health and their concerns about saving the planet as they become more aware of “their social and moral responsibility” (Papanek, 1992:102). Brown calls this “an era of limits” and that the “mindless consumption has to stop” (Brown, 2009:178). Few would argue that we live in a world of rampant, throw away consumerism and that we need to change.

[image: ]Designers have, in the 21st Century, concentrated on their own dreams of product design and the economics of profit. We can buy designer looks, for ourselves and for our homes, from stores such as Primark and Wilkos, at a price that we accept that the product will breakdown at the same time as they go out of fashion. Berman contests “we will run out of planet before everyone has achieved their desired lifestyle” (Berman, 2009:23). We need to find a way through our desires, to discover how to think “well-being”, “nourishment” and “eco-economic” (Fuad-Luke 2009:46). Education might a key route; teaching children how to recycle through art and understand the needs of the planet through historical and geographical studies.
Figure 5
Designers in the next ten years will need to look at the seventeen sustainability goals created by the United Nations. It is a “call of action to all countries, rich and poor to promote prosperity while protecting the planet” (United Nations). 

Products will be increasingly scrutinised by consumers as to their effects on the “environment” and “on their bodies” (Brown, 2009:177). The designer Olga Turner Ekkist, concludes that millennial buyers want to know that the design is good for the environment but they also “want it to make them feel better” (Ekkist, 2018:16).

One solution may be that we will consider investing in better quality products. We have today, forgotten Kant “the hand is the window on to the mind” (Pallasmaa, 2009:25). The hand has been a “symbolic part of our development across the world since time began in such diverse ways as handshakes, blessings and expressions” (Pallasmaa, 2009:39/42) and art. He continues, “Computers have created a distance between the maker and the object” (Pallasmaa, 2009:97). Over the next ten years there may be a resurgence of the design of hand crafted objects in response to the unethical disposal of throwaway, easily repeatable objects.

[image: ]Unfortunately for our planet not all consumers care. They prefer to put their un-green heads in the sand and play games such as “Grand Theft Auto” (Duncombe, 2012:62/63). “Man is not sober, reasoning and upstanding”, he is “emotional, passionate and prone to fantasy” (Duncombe, 2012:34).  An example of this is the motor car. According to Papanek, “one hundred years ago cars were a useful tool, they became a 20th century status symbol and then fell from grace as gas guzzlers” (Papanek, 1992:14) but we can “no longer condemn, regulate or repress” (Duncombe, 2012:35); Save energy, is “not a compelling narrative” (Duncombe, 2012:19). Designing energy saving cars that have instant “visceral reactions” from potential car buyers (Norman, 2013:51) or indeed “leasing-using” (Papanek, 1982:15) is the challenge over the next ten years. We must be persuaded that we can be both green and have fun.
Figure 6
In conclusion, the next ten years will offer huge potential for those designers who understand their consumer’s dreams and their relationship with what Duncombe describes as “the illusion but not delusion of Las Vegas” (Duncombe, 2012:42). We live in an age of dreams, Duncombe describes “a dream on display” as a “spectacle” (Duncombe, 2012: 30). Designers must change; “create ethical spectacles, not created by the media savvy but participatory, dreams the public can hold and shape themselves” (Duncombe, 2012:17).

However, Berman implores us “don’t just do good design, do good” (Berman, 2009:02). Designers who are willing to contribute to better internal communication and offer manuals that give a complete “system image” (Norman, 2013:32), will be those designers who survive and prosper. These are all “challenges for the designer” (Norman, 2013:32). Yet perhaps the greatest challenge is for us the consumer, to be more discerning in our tastes of quality over quantity, understanding our own effect upon the planet’s eco structure and being responsible for the designs that designers create in our name.
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