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Summary

The World Tilted
Societal impact and the evolving practice of 
design

Most of us live fairly comfortable lives: we can 
buy whatever we want, do whatever we feel 
like, be whoever we want to be and communi-
cate with everyone and everything around us. 
However, our world has reached a tipping 
point.

Societal challenges have become increasingly 
pressing. They affect us all, as people, citizens, 
residents and city users. Think of topics such as 
dementia, climate change and COVID-19. 
Truly understanding and tackling these chal-
lenges is difficult, because no single party is 
responsible for them, and everything is 
connected, interwoven and in a state of 
change. It is difficult to obtain a joint overview 
of these challenges and move forward 
together. The challenges become orphaned.

Complex challenges have ecological, social, 
cultural, economic and technological aspects. 
We must address them in a more integrated 
fashion and change our way of working 
together by forming so called multi-stake-
holder coalitions, in which each stakeholder 
(personal, private, public, political) is able to 
play their part and responsibilities are shared. 

Nowadays, design and more specifically 
co-design, creatively collaborating with others, 
is increasingly seen as a possible approach to 
this. Design can deal with uncertainty. It is opti-
mistic and inquisitive in nature. A co-design 
approach allows us to identify shared ambi-
tions, which creates a bond. Through the 
subsequent joint search for mechanisms to 
pursue the desired values, we gain insight into 
how we can turn a problematic situation 
around. This makes it possible for us to imagine 
alternative futures. These will guide us towards 
a better, greener and more social world and 
societal change. 

This turn has significantly broadened the 
design field in the last decade. Whereas their 
focus used to be on designing aesthetic, func-
tional products and services, designers are 
now increasingly committed to developing 
meaningful experiences and work processes 
with and in between others. By applying 
design interventions (or ‘convivial’, lively tools) 
in generative design research sessions, people 
become aware of the various perspectives for 
action in an urgent situation and gain the 
power to influence that situation. The creative 
professional is also one of these stakeholders 
which brings another turn to the design field, 
and requires new knowledge about Societal 
Impact Design.

Societal Impact Design needs a culture of 
co-working based on trust, self-reflexivity, 
self-awareness and empathic formation. It 
requires a way of working that connects co-de-
sign with a systemic perspective that will allow 
us to see 'below the surface', so we can learn 
to understand deep behavioural patterns and 
structures. Societal Impact Design will need 
the social sciences for this, as well as the open 
structure of labs that allows for experimental 
cooperation between stakeholders.

In doing so, my Societal Impact Design research 
line will inspire and help the creative industries 
with models, methodologies, practical methods 
and case studies. 

The Societal Impact Design research line at the 
Creative Business research group of Inholland 
University of Applied Sciences will pursue 
social, ecological and economic values and 
meaning for individuals, families, teams, 
neighbourhoods, organisations, networks and 
our society as a whole.
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Introduction

Esteemed members of the Executive Board,
Most appreciated listeners,
Dear everyone,

When I was sixteen, I got a fantastic moped, 
just like the ones ‘greasers’ rode. At school, I 
stole the show and once, I even found a note 
tucked under the bell asking if I was interested 
in selling it. The moped wasn't actually my 
idea. While I quite liked the classic model and 
design, I had no burning desire or aspirations 
to own a moped. It was more that my father 
really wanted to give me one. It had been his 
dream as a teenager – and a luxury his parents 
could not afford. And so I must and would have 
one, whether I wanted it or not. 

I did have a tremendous amount of fun with 
that moped. My father still has it; he's saving it 
for the grandchildren. But my oldest daughter, 
who will be sixteen in two weeks, is completely 
uninterested. And my youngest won't be riding 
it either, because it stinks and is bad for the 
environment. She thinks a bicycle or a horse 
would be a better alternative, nice and green. 
On top of which, you're not even allowed to 
bring a two-stroke motor into Amsterdam any 
more. 

Much has changed in three generations. We've 
become more aware of the consequences – 
intended or otherwise – of our own behaviour. 
My father took pleasure in the miracle of tech-

nology and I enjoyed using a means of trans-
portation, but my daughters understand how 
that individual pleasure can pose a threat to 
our world and its climate. And so, in a mere 
three generations, via the pursuit of prosperity 
and guilt-free consumption, we've gone from 
postwar shortages and dreams of having more, 
to the question of what kind of society we want 
to live in and whether it might be a good idea 
to do with less in order to improve conditions 
for the planet and more of our fellow creatures. 

My lecture is entitled ‘The world tilted’ because 
I, like many others, believe we are now at a 
tipping point (Gladwell, 2000). In short, we 
have reached the point at which we can no 
longer deny the necessity of change. Simply 
because we can see it with our own eyes and 
experience it with our bodies. A little less pros-
perity. Being more considerate to one another, 
to animals and to our planet – how hard can it 
be? As individuals, each of us can take small 
steps, like my daughters are doing. Together, 
as a society, we still find this to be the most 
difficult thing imaginable. This is where, as a 
design-based researcher, I hope to do my part. 
With optimism, through trial and error and 
from one experiment to the next, I want to 
explore ways to collaborate with others in 
order to give the world that extra boost – to 
help it over the tipping point and into a drastic 
shift toward a better world. In this lecture, I will 
describe how I imagine this scenario.

My daughtersMy father
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The whole is much greater than the sum of its 
parts. Which makes it that much worse that we 
seem to have forgotten the shared language 
that allowed us to talk about our common 
goals, interests and responsibilities – if we ever 
had such a language to begin with. And if we 
keep reducing our challenges to individual 
directives, we will never get there. We need a 
larger frame of reference. We must re-learn 
how to see challenges in their respective 
contexts. To my mind, those are the changing 
economy (how we earn our money), the 
changes in technology (the means we make 

our money with), the changes in how we live 
our lives (under which societal conditions) and 
in the background – because they are outside 
the scope of my primary field – ecological and 
cultural changes. Before actually doing 
anything, a designer tends to first take a good 
look around. That goes for myself as well. What 
is going on in the world? What do people 
aspire or need? What can I do, design and 
make to help the world become a more beau-
tiful, pleasant and better place? These ques-
tions are directly connected to the economy in 
which we live. 

In a moment, therefore, I will begin my narra-
tive by exploring the economy in which we 
find ourselves, the beliefs that go along with it 
and how we arrived at those convictions.Next, 
I will address technology, which is the other 
defining context for designers. Technology 
and technical advancements determine the 
tools that service us, as well as what we are 
asked to design. Technology is an inextricable 
part of the fabric of our lives and can feel like 
second nature to us. Economic and technolog-
ical developments are similarly intertwined 
and strongly connected to our perceptions of 

growth and progress. And here I am giving 
only the slightest hint as to what makes today's 
major challenges so complex. Luckily, our 
course of action is a bit clearer: given the sad 
state of the Earth when it comes to an equi-
table division of wealth and poverty, and with 
regard to the exhaustion of vital resources, it is 
time to begin thinking in terms of values rather 
than value. My fellow Creative Business 
researchers and lecturers agree with me that 
we must begin focusing on multi-value crea-
tion when it comes to the real-world practice 
for which we researchers design interventions 
and for which we are training new profes-
sionals. Multi-value creation is addressed in a 
separate section of this lecture, as is the meta-
morphosis it will require: a turnabout in how 
we think, act and feel to facilitate hands-on 
cooperation in working for a better world. 

In the second part, I will present suggestions 
for how we can work together and how design 
can shift along with the changing world, to 
help it past the current tipping point. That is 
my vision for societal impact design, which 
you could also consider a manifesto: the 
starting point for the Societal Impact Design 
research line, with which I hope to directly 
encourage everyone to join in the push for 
change. 

1.1  
Economy

The world we live in has changed (e.g. The 
British Design Council, 2021). Many of those 

changes pose a threat to our prosperity and 
well-being. The financial crisis, wildfires, 
floods, the COVID pandemic, poverty and – 
closer to home – the tax scandal and the 
damage caused by natural gas extraction: all 
of these make it painfully clear that structural 
changes are needed. We human beings have 
a hand in all these threats, as users and as 
polluters; they affect us. And yet we persist in 
the same old habits. As if we are stuck. 

This is despite the fact that people are actually 
quite good at solving problems and making 
things. We found ways to safely live in a country 
below sea level; to eat whatever we want, 
whenever we want; and – for those of us in the 
west – to enrich our lives with every kind of 
convenience. Those who are not among the 
growing ranks of the poor in the Netherlands 
are likely to have a car or two parked outside, 
a washing machine, a dishwasher and the 
ability to fly off on holiday whenever they like. 
We owe all of this to what Brand and Rocchi 
(2011) refer to as the ‘industrial economy’, see 
figure 1 page 17. After that, the ‘experience 
economy’ enabled us to further develop our 
identities. We learned to use brands to distin-
guish ourselves from others and began 
adopting lifestyles. Today, through our tablets, 
smartphones and laptops, we are connected 
to each other and to the rest of the world 24/7 
in the ‘knowledge economy’. While the afore-
mentioned three economies emerged in 
succession, they now exist parallel to and in 
connection with one another. All three are 
aimed at growth and progress. At the moment, 
that progress and economic growth seems 

1 �The urgent challenges  
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more important than preserving our social and 
natural world and our health. Screen addic-
tions, overconsumption, low wages and 
exhaustion are examples of this. 

The social democracy of the 20th century 
promised prosperity for all. Yet humanity 
cannot make things better for everyone: that 
is, if we define ‘better’ as continuous economic 
growth and progress, and if solidarity remains 
beyond our grasp. The planet and our natural 
resources simply cannot meet the resulting 
demands – but neither can our society. Viewed 
through a pessimistic lens, environmental 
pollution, the rich getting richer and the 
dismissal of certain groups’ pain (such as that 
to which the Black Lives Matter movement 

seeks to draw attention) together paint a 
picture of an antisocial mob. Before turning 
my optimistic designer's gaze to smaller and 
more concrete complex challenges, I there-
fore want to make a moral appeal to you all. 
How do we want our great-grandchildren to 
judge us in future? Will they see us as irrespon-
sible, immoral and selfish criminals who 
stripped the planet bare? Just as we now look 
at the colonial trade and slavery under the 
Dutch East India Company with condemna-
tion? Or will we be brave enough to radically 
change course and accept responsibility?

The upper limit of our current economic 
system has been reached. The system is 
groaning under the strain. Luckily, I am not the 

only one taking a critical stance. There are 
many others who feel that multi-value creation 
– a combination of ecological, economic, 
cultural, societal and social value – is impor-
tant. We are incontrovertibly on the brink of a 
paradigm shift. And that is what Brand & 
Rocchi (2011) refer to as the transformation 
economy, one of the four economies I describe 
below, see figure 1. 

In the                                                         ,the emphasis 
lies on emotional, meaningful, ethical and 
sustainably-produced and traded products, 
services and systems for a better world. It also 
offers future prospects for the Creative Busi-
ness professionals we are training. These 
professionals will focus on symbolic value 
creation in leisure, tourism, media and music 
and, in their capacity as communication 
managers, facility managers and business 
innovators, they will help others to create value 
as well. To put it in other words: you will need 
to know where you stand and where you are 
coming from. In that light, it is important to 
have a clear picture of Brand and Rocchi's 
(2011) four economies and the role of creative 
processes within them. The following is a 
rough outline.

The industrial economy 
(focus on products and consumers)
The industrial economy refers to the mass 
production of industrial goods, which began 
after the end of World War II. Western busi-
nesses are efficient in the creation of ‘commod-
ities’: goods that satisfy the functional needs of 
consumers. The corresponding process of 

industrial design – which modernised the way 
we live – is based on a systematic, prob-
lem-solving working method. This approach 
relies on product-oriented design techniques 
such as sketching, technical drawings, models 
and ergonomics (Gardien et al., 2014). The 
design result and the process are rational and 
objective. Examples include products with 
functional value, such as nylon stockings and 
household appliances like coffee makers and 
vacuum cleaners.

The experience economy 
(focus on lifestyle and target groups)
The experience economy, in turn, focuses on 
brand experiences. This economy offers life-
styles aimed at specific target groups. Through 
products, consumers can associate them-
selves with certain social groups and what 
were previously known – in the 1980s and ‘90s 
– as subcultures. Here, the design processes 
are people-oriented and reflective. Designers 
use design research techniques such as ethno
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graphy, touchpoints, personas, ‘day in the life’ 
scenarios and customer journeys to better 
understand the obvious and latent needs and 
desires of consumers, and to integrate these 
into value propositions for specific market 
segments (Gardien et al., 2014). Examples are 
fashion, shoes and soft drinks, along with other 
forms of personalizesd mass production.

The knowledge economy 
(focus on networks and stakeholders)
In the knowledge economy that emerged 
along with the rise of the internet, the focus 
lies more on networks. Platforms that facilitate 
participation and entrepreneurship play an 
important role as well. Thanks to the internet, 
online 'communities’ can become places for 
people to reaffirm their identities and where 
like-minded individuals can exchange ideas, 
knowledge and skills. Businesses create value 
through open innovation and co-design 
processes. Design processes build on the 
knowledge supplied by users, supplemented 
with knowledge from experts (Gardien et al., 
2014). The experience those designers create 
emerges in tandem with the behaviour of 
participants on the platform. Designers contin-
uously monitor their behaviour in order to get 
insights into existing behaviour and gain inspi-
ration for facilitating and encouraging new 
behaviour via design interventions. This 
requires designers to have expert knowledge 
of psychology, anthropology, sociology and 
communication science. Tools employed by 
those designers – such as bodystorming, 
props and Wizard of Oz – support the rapid 
development of interactive prototypes. Yet, 

data-enabled design (Van Kollenburg et al., 
2018) and data-driven visualisations constitute 
new skills for designers, too. They must also be 
able to adapt research methods to fit what is 
needed. Examples are websites and apps 
such as Facebook, Instagram and Etsy.

The transformation economy 
(focus on the world and on partnership)
Lastly, in the emerging transformation 
economy, the emphasis lies on meaningful, 
ethical and sustainably produced and traded 
products, services and systems for a better 
world. The large, interconnected and systemic 
challenges of our time – such as overtourism, 
Covid-19, climate change, poverty and digital 
exclusion – cannot be resolved by a single 
party working alone. To that end, a wide variety 
of stakeholders from knowledge institutions, 
the business community, governments and 
other involved parties are teaming up at the 
societal level to arrive at useful avenues of 
thought and positive changes (den Ouden, 
2012). This entails meaningful, context-spe-
cific value propositions built on a foundation 
of honesty, ethics and long-term thinking. In 
many cases, tackling societal challenges calls 
for behavioural change at the collective level. 
Eating less meat is important, for instance, but 
it is not enough. Much more needs to happen 
if we are to reduce the environmental impact 
of the meat industry and improve animal 
welfare: for that, the agricultural sector must 
undergo radical change. 

In the                                                    , stakeholders 
have a personal commitment to achieving 
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Meshes

societal impact for themselves and society at 
large. They work together to find empathic 
ways of working and a radical approach. 
Designers have a vital role to play in these 
transformation processes because they are 
accustomed to empathising with others. 

The design and research-based approaches 
that are (and will be) used in the transforma-
tion economy have yet to fully crystallise. They 
will, in any case, incorporate values such as 
openness, context, person-dependence and 
reflection (Hummels & Frens, 2008), along with 
inclusion, ethics, responsibility, trust, empathy, 
meaning and embodiment (Hummels et al., 
2019). Generative design research (Sanders & 
Stappers, 2012) and empathic co-design are 
therefore promising strategies (Smeenk et al., 
2019, Battarbee et al., 2014), because they 
allow for cooperative exploration aimed at 
finding new and promising avenues of thought 
and can offer intimate insights into the context, 
needs, feelings and emotions of the people 
involved (Mattelmäki, 2014). Examples of this 
are social initiatives such as ‘the ocean cleanup’ 
and ‘just diggit’. 

Figure 1 shows the four different economies 
and their corresponding systems of value 
creation, as described by Brand en Rocchi, 

visualised on the three axes of the ‘entangle-
ment model’ put forth by Antczak & Beaudry 
(2020). An ‘entanglement’ is a mutual depend-
ence and/or influence. In the current era, we 
are seeing increased entanglements between 
people, things and technology. The horizontal 
axis depicts the shifting focus in terms of place: 
from local to regional to global. The vertical 
axis depicts the shift in complexity: from knots 
to meshes to meshworks in which everything 
is interconnected and entangled with 
everything else. The diagonal axis depicts the 
shift in time: from short term on the bottom left 
to long term at the top right. Subsequently, we 
plot the industrial economy, the experience 
economy, the knowledge economy and the 
emerging transfomation economy on these 
axis.

You can see how these economies progress 
along the time axis while scaling up in 
complexity and scope of place. It is clear that 
for each economy, the relationships between 
place, complexity and time are different. The 
role of the people shifts from consumer, to 
target group, to participant, to partner. What's 
more, each economy represents a different 
relationship between people, technology and 
things. This will be addressed in further detail 
in the following section.
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FIGURE 1: Shifts in the economy. Brand & 
Rocchi's (2011) four economies, plotted 
according to time, complexity and place in the 
world, inspired by Antczak & Beaudry (2020).
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1.2 
Technology

This part focuses on technology, which is also 
a determining factor in how I – as a designer – 
have learned to think about the world. 
Everything humans have ever made – axes, 
clocks, T-shirts, cell phones, magazines – falls 
into the category of technology. Technology 
offers concrete solutions to problems and 
ways to meet our needs. We have always 
designed, made and deployed technologies 
to enhance our mental and physical capabili-
ties and for our own enjoyment. For instance, 
the radios, calculators and bicycles I have 
designed myself in the past. 

It is important to keep sight of the fact that 
technology is a means to an end, rather than 
an end into itself, and that technology neces-
sarily entails production processes that can 
have extremely high social and environmental 
costs. That might mean labour conditions that 
could be better or worse depending on the 
production techniques in question, or it could 
require the use of ‘conflict materials’ such as 
tin, tungsten, tantalum and gold.

Then there is also the fact that what technology 
actually does is always a function of the context 
in which it is used. Technology becomes active 
in the hands of people. It can elicit either 
appropriate or undesirable behaviour. While 
technology can be a source of support, 
convenience, pleasure and behavioural 
change, successful technologies can also exert 
a negative influence on us or change us.  

The addiction and privacy-related challenges 
surrounding digitalisation are examples of 
this. While the gun lobby in America can keep 
insisting that ‘guns don't kill people, people 
kill people’, it does seem to make a difference 
whether you have a firearm readily available 
when you feel you have a score to settle. 

By being more aware of technology and its 
implications, we will be able to proactively 
identify new possibilities for the relationships 
between people, nature and technology. 
Despite the fact that technology is strongly 
determinant and we have an intimate relation-
ship with technology – it surrounds us, and 
some forms of technology have become prac-
tically second nature to us, such as apps, 
clothing, cooking, drawing and writing – we 
rarely pause to consider how those technolo-
gies are introduced, accepted and discarded 
(Van Mensvoort, 2013). Or how a given tech-
nology can become a natural part of our lives. 
We ourselves hardly influence the process. In 
that light, it is important to consciously antici-
pate to emergent technologies, which in turn 
can and will become a natural part of our lives. 

As creative professionals, we must also be crit-
ical as to the significance of technology. An 
app rarely offers a comprehensive solution to 
a given issue. It is important to consider 
whether a different, more people-oriented or 
natural solution is possible. This is self-evident 
when it comes to major new developments in 
the areas of artificial intelligence, Big Data, 
nano and biotechnology, digitalisation and 
robotisation. But it also applies to the much 

smaller projects we do as researchers at the 
Faculty of Creative Business, and to the 
projects lecturers and students choose for 
themselves. It is not some far-off concept. 
Technology is also increasingly impacting 
communication and music; the fields of media, 
leisure, tourism and facility management, and 
creative business and business innovation. 
Ideally, we want to stay one step ahead of 
technology and its implications. But this is no 
easy thing to do. Especially not with a liberal 
government that believes in the free market 
and views any regulatory restraint as bad for 
the earning capacity of the Dutch economy. As 
design-based researchers, we are therefore 
wise to purposefully include reflection in our 
collaborative design and research projects. 
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ENVIRONMENTAL AND PLANNING ACT 
Technology is not always an object or thing; it 
can also be a process or way of doing some-
thing. Although the new Environmental and 
Planning Act, which will enter into force in 
2022, would seem to be a positive develop-
ment, it may lead to more of the same rather 
than a true shift in how we think, act and 
organise. I once took part in an area develop-
ment project that was set up based on the 
methods of participation and co-design. Yet in 
the end, the organisational structure and 
culture were too traditional and unable to 
cope with the new, more bottom-up processes. 
The result was a collision of worlds and 
conflict. This was quite disappointing for both 
the co-designing individual stakeholders and 
the remaining stakeholders from the private 
and public sectors. •
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1.3  
Multi-value creation

What the preceding examples clearly demon-
strate is that efforts to tackle urgent challenges 
from an economic and technological perspec-
tive – as if we still live for the most part in an 
industrial economy – are ill-advised. I am 
committed to seeing that we, as creative and 
design-based professionals, learn to cope 
with difficult situations and let go of things, 
techniques, ideas and procedures that do not 
work, and instead go in search of new prom-
ising idea directions. As citizens, we also need 
to take a more critical view with regard to 
producing, buying, selling and using goods, 
services and processes, as well as in our 
systems of control. What do I need and what 
does someone else need? At whose expense 
am I enjoying myself? Who will ultimately pay 
the price? In the end, happiness at the expense 
of another is no happiness at all, if you ask me. 
We need to open a dialogue on this subject, 
without wagging the finger. A creative 
approach could prove useful in that regard.

But how will we do it? Will we let go of the 
current economic reasoning, with its insist-
ence on progress and perpetual growth, and 
develop alternatives? Will we consume less 
and break free of our ritual of addiction? 
Pursue slower, more steady and cautious 
growth? Or redefine ‘growth’ in terms of 
quality of life? I think it is vital that creative 
professionals become aware of the choices 
that lie ahead when it comes to satisfying our 
needs. The challenge is to work with our part-
ners in the creative industry (and beyond) and 
with our Creative Business colleagues and 
students to envision a new, more social and 
green economy. We are not alone in these 
efforts. Luckily, many others are focusing on 
this challenge as well, as was evident at Dutch 
Design Week 2021. Many young and creative 
people are already sinking their teeth into the 
issue. I am eager to join them. In the following 
part, I will explain the metamorphosis that 
must occur in order to arrive at a new economic 
system.

1.4  
Metamorphosis

If we are to achieve a different type of growth 
and optimise multi-value creation, we must 
drastically change the way we live and work in 
Western society. How can we realise that meta-
morphosis? With all the intractable challenges 
around us, it is vital to take a new approach. A 
working method that brings energy and excite-
ment, that connects people and organisations, Be
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Utopia: Island where all becomes clear. Solid ground beneath 
your feet. The only roads are those that offer access. Bushes bend 
beneath the weight of proofs. The Tree of Valid Supposition grows 
here with branches disentangled since time immermorial. The 
Tree of Understanding, dazzling straight and simple. sprouts by 
the spring called Now I Get It. The thicker the woods, the vaster 
the vista: the Valley of Obviously. If any doubts arise, the wind 
dispels them instantly. Echoes stir unsummoned and eagerly 
explain all the secrets of the worlds. On the right a cave where 
Meaning lies. On the left the Lake of Deep Conviction. Truth 
breaks from the bottom and bobs to the surface. Unshakable 
Confidence towers over the valley. Its peak offers an excellent 
view of the Essence of Things. For all its charms, the island is 
uninhabited, and the faint footprints scattered on its beaches turn 
without exception to the sea. As if all you can do here is leave and 
plunge, never to return, into the depths. Into unfathomable life.
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Brand and Rocchi, see table 1, think there 
should be more cooperation in quadruple helix 
value networks for the purpose of addressing 
collective challenges. I prefer to think of this 
quadruple helix collaboration between citi-
zens, commercial and non-profit organisations, 
knowledge institutions and government as a 
collaboration between four spheres of life 
(Gudde, 2016): the personal, public, private 

Truly understanding and addressing major 
challenges is difficult because there is no single 
owner, because all aspects are not only interre-
lated but subject to change as well.  A good 
example is overtourism: municipal officials, 
Airbnb, budget airlines, local business owners, 
residents and visitors are all part of the issue 
(Gerritsma et al, 2019; 2020). And then came 
the coronavirus – and goodbye, overtourism. 
Well, for a while, anyway. In short: there is a 
dynamic at play; there are unconscious, invis-
ible and unspoken connections, mechanisms 
and forces at work. Because major challenges 
are complex and entangled, they are by defini-
tion difficult to oversee. This lack of oversight 
for us as individuals means we are unable to 
see possible course of action; it paralyses us.

1.5  
Collaboration 

The four economies of Brand & Rocchi (2011) 
have shown that the world and collaborations 
are becoming increasingly complex and that 
the urgent challenges of this time have landed 
us squarely in the transformation economy. 
Brand & Rocchi's (2011) four economies model 
gives us an indication as to which business 
mindset and which people mindset can inform 
the direction of our actions in transformative 
times, see table 1. It is clear that we must tackle 
the challenges together, and that we must be 
aware of contexts in terms of time and place 
and how these contexts can disperse, entangle 
and enlarge. This in itself provides a bit of over-
sight.

fosters cross-pollination and leads to social, 
cultural, technological, ecological and economic 
change. Our current way of working is geared 
to predictability and to the prospect of being 
held accountable. But ‘SMART’ – as in, Specific, 
Measurable, Acceptable, Realistic and Time-
bound – is not always the wise choice. It can 
tempt us to go for the quick fix, the ready solu-
tion. In light of the tremendous ecological and 
societal challenges before us, this kind of solu-
tionism is insufficient (Morozov, 2013). Linear 
process thinking, working from problem to 
solution, is not enough either. It does not allow 
us to truly explore a challenge in depth, to form 
coalitions and work with others toward poten-
tial shared avenues of thought. It leaves us no 
opportunity to learn from others. It provides us 
with no intrinsic motivation and offers no room 
for creativity and flexibility. 

Because the world is dynamic, we must begin 
thinking in terms of movement. No one knows 
exactly how to do this. We only know that we 
must and will do it together. It is a joint explora-
tion of the thicket of knots, cobweb-like meshes 
and complex networks (see figure 1). 

Meaningful living Value networks  
as economic value

People-oriented mindset
Personal and public spheres

Business mindset
Private and political spheres

View: Systemic Focus: Enhance meaning

Quest: Address collective challenges Qualities: Inclusive value networks

Effect: Meaningful contributions Value proposition: Ethical value exchange

Skills: Transformative thinking Approach: Leverage cooperation

Approach: Empathy and cooperation The goal: Transformation

TABLE 1: : The qualities and elements of the 
transformation economy according to Brand & 
Rocchi, 2011. The transformation economy 
has two kinds of values. The first focuses on a 
meaningful living and is expressed by a 
people-oriented mindset. The second focuses 
on value networks and is expressed by a busi-
ness mindset. 

TABLE 2: The four spheres of life with their 
mechanisms, values and habits (Gudde, 2016).

Spheres of life
Spheres of social interaction
Gudde (2016)

Mechanisms
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Behaviour
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when designing a bike – is that you can easily 
design a bike for people within a given sector. 
But tackling large and complex challenges in 
the transformation economy, on the other 
hand, calls for collaboration between various 
stakeholders and involved parties from 
different disciplines and spheres of life who 
have an interest in the challenge. 

and political spheres, see table 2. These 
spheres of life – or contexts – influence the 
various roles people can play in a socially 
minded society. By day, I work in a private 
setting, then do volunteer work in a public 
setting in the evenings before returning to my 
personal environment to relax. In each of 
those contexts, I can act in a responsible and 
environmentally friendly way. Every sphere 
has its own mechanisms, patterns of behav-
iour and habits; as we change spheres, our 
roles and perspectives change with us. Core 
values, on the other hand, remain in place 
across all four. The economies exist within all 
four spheres of life. They are most entangled, 
and most dependent on one another, in the 
transformation economy. In between the 
spheres of life, there are complex challenges. 
Each of us has a role, responsibility and influ-
ence in the four spheres of life. Moreover, can 
we deploy the corresponding mechanisms, 
see table 2. 

Together with others, it is possible to put 
change in motion within a system, to cause a 
shift. If we work together based on the four 
spheres of life as the transformation economy 
suggests – that is, in a systematic, meaningful, 
ethical, empathic and inclusive way (see table 
1), we will have in our hands a concrete set of 
guiding elements of the transformation 
economy, which can help us take action and 
get things in motion. Designers and those 
training to become creative professionals 
must learn to deal with those elements, even 
though they will in many cases be unclear or 
less than explicit. As professionals, we must 
therefore learn how to facilitate partners and 
consortia to join us in reflecting on shared 
ways of working and even, perhaps, find a way 
to inspire and direct consortia of various part-
ners to those shared working methods. 

1.6  
The ever-evolving design practice

The designer who comes up with a great 
bicycle may seem far removed from the 
professional who focuses on the value orienta-
tion of all stakeholders in a challenge that is 
being jointly explored. Yet, this is not the case. 
For me, a clear and reasonably straight line 
can be drawn from thinking like a functional 
industrial designer to thinking, acting and 
feeling like a socially conscious designer: the 
people with and among whom you are 
designing. Actually, the major difference with 
working from a single orientation – such as 

FIGURE 2: Societal Earning Capacity, 
(www.CLICKNL.nl, 2021)

TEXT BOX 2: 
SOCIETAL EARNING CAPACITY
In the Knowledge and Innovation Agenda for 
societal earning capacity (KIA MV), created via 
the Netherlands Organisation for Scientific 
Research (NWO, www.nwo.nl) and CLICKNL 
(knowledge institution for the creative industry 
top sector, www.clicknl.nl), the Dutch govern-
ment calls on knowledge institutions to supply 
key methodologies to accelerate transitions 
(see figure 2). 

The transitions referred to here include for 
instance the energy transition: what can we do 
to greatly reduce and ultimately eliminate our 
dependence on fossil fuels? The government's 
chief concern is the societal earning capacity 
that entails the combination of social, economic 
and technical innovation, area-specific innova-
tion, coordinating collaboration in the 
ecosystem, developing in a problem-oriented 
rather than solution-oriented way and explo-
ring new kinds of leadership and organisation. 
By doing so, the government hopes to encou-
rage citizens to become more involved in 
developing and implementing innovation. 

The goal is to erase the boundaries between 
disciplines and domains – between silos – and 
allow other domain-transcending partnerships 
to emerge, with other business models and 
decision-making structures. Parties will be 
encouraged to think in terms of opportunities. 
The idea is that the role of the government and 
technology should not (or no longer) be the 
strongest leading factor (Knowledge and Inno-
vation Agenda, 2018-2021). •
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Because design can cope with uncertainty,  
is optimistic, curious and inquisitive by  
nature, design can – through experimentation 
and interventions – contribute to creating 
meaningful and viable alternative scenarios 
for the future. Design has the ability to look 
around in amazement, to listen and collabo-
rate, but also to frame challenges in the proper 
context and make decisions. 

The power of design lies in its focus on people 
and the ability to influence and bridge the 
gaps between different spheres of life, disci-
plines and domains. Design can imagine what 
does not yet exist and can visualise the 
unknown (Stompff, 2020). And as a result, 
designers are particularly well-suited as 
specialists in fundamental change (Alkemade, 
2021); they can play a vital role in         the 
world if their profession tilts as well.

Designers work within the creative industry. 
The ‘creative industry’ is a catch-all term for 
economic activities that centre on knowledge, 
information, innovation and symbolic value. 
This can range from visual arts and design to 
gaming and entertainment. Creative industry 
professionals work in a variety of sectors such 
as creative business services, residential 
construction, consumer goods, media, 
fashion, the leisure industry and so on. The 
creative industry is a growth industry and 
accounts for 4% of all jobs in the Netherlands 
(creative industry monitor, 2019). The design 
profession is part of this and is the fastest 
growing area, expanding at the impressive 
rate of 16% per year (on average) between 
2015 and 2018. The actual value of the crea-
tive industry extends beyond mere economic 
significance. This will come as no surprise to 
those who produce symbolic meaning.

The creative industry also recognises that 
creativity and cooperation are increasing in 
importance within our society and economy. 
Thanks to its design mindset and method-
ology, the creative industry is often mentioned 
as a possible means of guiding people and 
organisations toward change and transforma-
tion (Irwin, 2015; Manzini, 2015; Papanek,1972; 
Sangiorgi, 2011). This is reflected in the Dutch 
government's innovation policy as well. See 
text box 2: Societal earning capacity.
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tive and radical. The point is joint investiga-
tion, exploring opportunities and reaching a 
shared understanding of why change is neces-
sary and how we can overcome the difficulties 
in question. To do this, we must have inclusive 
environments, a shared language and cross-
connections between roles and spheres of 
life. Societal impact design research is built on 
appreciation for other ways of knowing, acting 
and feeling – on generosity and giving each 
other ‘credits’.

2.1   
What is societal impact design  
research?

The emerging field of societal impact design 
research offers a means of understanding the 
transformation economy that is unfolding 
right now. It focuses on the urgent societal 
challenges that often find themselves stranded 
between spheres of life, domains and disci-
plines because they are multi-layered and 
wicked. The mission of societal impact design 
research is to critically examine, explore and 
make designs based on and for a changing 
world. It is also a vision that holds that the 
most important questions are often hidden 
away. The art is to expose ‘the question behind 

the question’. When we work according to the 
vision of societal impact design research, we 
do this through creative collaboration with 
stakeholders or involved parties and by 
sharing results and ‘credits’.
 
What do we mean when we say ‘societal 
impact design research', the basis for my 
research line? I see it more or less as follows: 
societal impact design research wants to offer 
help and generate knowledge with regard to 
the design and organisation of collaborative 
creative processes for the purpose of 
addressing societal challenges. In doing so, 
societal impact design research attempts to 
combine ecological, social, cultural, economic 
and technological values: we interweave 
symbolic and material forms of multi-value 
creation. Because even if we do not especially 
need more things, neither can we do without.  
We simply must ensure our basic needs are 
met. 

In addition, we have a moral obligation to 
think of the planet and its future, and to 
consider how some of us lead privileged lives 
while others’ are anything but. The societal 
challenges with which societal impact design 
research concerns itself can come from any 
corner, provided the design-research process 
and the outcomes strengthen social innova-
tion and the societal earning capacity while 
respecting the principles of creativity, equality 
and sustainability. Societal impact design 

research is always about finding the best way 
to make strategic choices and the most 
conscious way to take design decisions. It is a 
well-considered, ethical and critical method of 
designing for a human future. This is funda-
mentally different than designing in the indus-
trial, experience and knowledge economies 
and calls for a different design culture, 
approach and structure.

That's a bit of a mouthful, so allow me to 
explain further.
 
The goal of research itself is to gain knowl-
edge, whether that is new, practically appli-
cable knowledge or knowledge of a more 
generic and/or theoretical nature. In societal 
impact design research, the goal is to arrive at 
a new kind of knowledge that brings together 
intuition, experiential knowledge, empirical 
knowledge and theory development. It is not a 
question of ‘just’ designing, but of a much less 
concrete and functionally oriented process. 

Societal impact design research has a certain 
intangible quality because we play with chal-
lenges for which we are unable to formulate 
design requirements for the results. We know 
that something needs to happen but have 
virtually no picture of the ‘what’ and ‘how’ 
(Dorst, 2011). With that in mind, we are also 
prepared for the fact that the societal impact 
we wish to achieve may only emerge over the 
long term. 

Besides a definition, I will also set out the 
basics of what I call the culture and structure 
of societal impact design research. We will 
touch on the approach as well. Culture, struc-
ture and working method are all intercon-
nected. Whereas the culture of societal impact 
design research deals with understanding the 
imperfect insight into and oversight of our 
own actions and agency as humans, the struc-
ture pertains to the organisational forms that 
enable us to cope with uncertainty and work 
together with mutual trust. The approach has 
to do with convivial and appropriate methods 
and processes that are simultaneously sensi-

2 Societal Impact Design
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Come, let's take a look at my own  
professional practice

Over more then a decade ago, I founded my 
co-design firm Wien’s ontwerperschap? –
which translates as Whose designership? The 
question mark in the name of my one-woman 
business was a conscious decision. Chal-
lenges that call for a co-design approach 
always have more than one ‘problem’ owner. 
By definition, there are multiple stakeholders 
who are working together to affect change. So 
that design-oriented professional expertise or 
‘designership’ needn't come only from me.
 
Soon after the start, I was invited to deliver a 
pitch. Pitches are a very common way to 
acquire a project in the creative industry. You 
don't get paid for them, though: it's no cure, 
no pay. I received the request via another 
design firm. They were in the final round of 
consideration for a project involving a 
‘dementia simulator’. I got a call on a Friday 
afternoon, while I was standing by the side of 
the road with car trouble – I remember it quite 
clearly. They asked if I could weigh in on the 
pitch, which was going to be delivered right 
after the weekend. The competition was stiff 
and this was their last chance to impress. 
Although the coalition of stakeholders (two 
care institutions, two knowledge institutions, a 
consultancy and a training agency) were confi-
dent that the design firm could make the 
simulator, there was doubt as to whether the 
firm could envision the entire collaborative 
design process needed to arrive at suitable 
content and the desired emotional impact for 
the simulator.

They asked me because of my experience as a 
co-designer, but also because I was an 
informal caregiver for my mother-in-law with 
dementia. The deal was that if I helped their 
pitch succeed, earning them the project, I 
would be hired to do the design research 
process. I spent the weekend thinking of 
personal memories and then re-enacted one 
of those memories in the design firm's kitchen 
on Monday morning. One by one, I escorted 
the delegates from the coalition, three consult-
ants and care professionals, into the kitchen 
where there were only lower cabinets. I asked 
them to have an open mind about what was 
going to happen.
 
They were then given a shopping bag and a 
set of keys. ‘Imagine’, I said, ‘that you are 
arriving home. You have just done the grocery 
shopping. You walk into the kitchen and put 
the groceries away in the refrigerator.’ After 
that, they could take a seat at the kitchen 
table. I also asked them to think about how 
they felt when completing the assignment, 
and to hang on to that feeling. One by one, 
the men went into the kitchen and tried to find 
the refrigerator. After opening a few wrong 
doors, each of them was able to find it. Inside 
the refrigerator, there was lots of milk and 
sausage. Their shopping bag was full of the 
same. Each participant obediently put the 
milk and sausage in the fridge and sat down at 
the table. Then I walked in and said: ‘Hi Dad, 
how are you doing? Would you like some-
thing to drink?’ I found the refrigerator on the 
first try. When I opened the door, I said:  
‘Did you buy more sausage and milk?’ See 
www.intodmentia.nl •

FIGURE 3: The 'dementia simulator’ constructed 
inside a shipping container. 
(photo by Jacqueline Gielen)
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And now back to the present day
My example from professional practice is actu-
ally societal impact design in a nutshell. I want 
to use that example to explain why societal 
impact design research has a very unique 
approach and a dynamic on its own. This is 
aligned to the transformation economy, which 
calls not only for a business-minded perspec-
tive, but a people-oriented perspective as well.

The crux of the matter is that we humans are 
limited in terms of our worldview. If we want to 
understand and effectively tackle grand soci-
etal challenges, we will need to expand this 
worldview. This is difficult, because our limited 
worldview is not an individual shortcoming 
but a social-cultural characteristic – one we all 
have. For each of us, it is shaped by our specific 
background and mental models. In the litera-
ture, an iceberg is often used to visualise these 
hidden layers; more on that in a moment. The 
question, then, is how to deal with our own 
‘icebergs’ and those of others. Design research 
offers a number of tools and methods for this, 
which I will address after discussing the 
icebergs. 

People-oriented perspective
More than 90% of what we do, we do without 
thinking. This makes it difficult when we need 
to change, as those habits present all kinds of 
obstacles. According to sociology of knowl-
edge researchers Berger and Luckmann 
(1966), the ‘social construction of reality’ is 
determined by habits. Systems thinking 
describes our notions of reality – which are 
shaped by habit – as underlying structures that 

are hidden in day-to-day life. This is precisely 
what has enabled major societal challenges  
to become so enormous: we have virtually no 
idea or oversight of how our individual and 
collective habits result in exclusion or environ-
mental damage. 

This carries over into our rational explanations 
and behavioural choices. Which means we 
cannot resolve the climate crisis as individual 
people or organisations or on the basis of 
separate roles. It is not a matter for the personal 
or private sphere alone. Neither is it enough 
for us to realise that political action is needed 
if we are to take on the major polluters or to 
make the transition to other types of energy. 
The goal is also to help individuals, the organ-
isations, the politicians and the companies – in 
short, all spheres of life – to see the bigger 
picture. Not only in moral terms, but in terms 
of habits and the conventions that ensure we 
are unwilling or unable to make all kinds of 
choices. We simply cannot see the playing 
field. 
 
It is ironic that social scientists use icebergs 
(which are melting away at the moment) to 
demonstrate that we ourselves (both individu-
ally and collectively) are only aware of a small 
fraction of our assumptions, beliefs and views. 
According to various authors, what we 
consider to be individual characteristics are in 
fact part of a greater whole; see figure 5-ABCD 
(includes McLelland (1987), Weissfeld (2006), 
Thölke (2015), Bateson (1973) and Dilts (1980, 
1990). An iceberg is a powerful metaphor for 
this. 

The part we see is only ten percent of the 
whole. All the iceberg models emphasise that 
the phenomena ‘above water’ are those we 
can perceive: actual behaviour, symptoms and 
structures. In the case of societal impact 
designers, that means societal challenges. The 
elements ‘below the surface’ are the invisible 
mechanisms that determine social systems: 
patterns of behaviour, power relationships 
and institutional structures. In the deepest 
depths, we look for the values that shape our 
perspectives. Weissfeld (2006) refers to this as 
‘systemic perspective’, while my colleague 
Thölke (2015) calls it ‘the script’. On the under-
side of the iceberg is where we find the 
‘template’, i.e. the mental model. This template 
explains social life and can be used to effect 
change in a problematic situation (Senge, 
1990).

If we, as societal impact designers, can gain a 
clear picture of how our habits and behaviours 
are organised into structures, systems, silos, 
institutionalised roles and other relational 
contexts, we will be able to effectively inter-
vene. We did not design our own habits. 
Rather, we have grown up with them and 
accept them as reality. We must and can break 
these habits. To do so, however, we will need 
the right tools. 
 

FIGURE 5-B AND 5-C: The iceberg models of 
the social sciences by Weissfeld (2006) and 
Thölke (2015), see also figure 5 at page 36
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Icebergs are used in both the social sciences 
and in design studies. In this box, we will 
explore what they have in common. Stake-
holders will differ in their observations and 
perceptions of a societal challenge, just as they 
differ from one another in terms of language, 
the interpretation of framing a challenge and 
their ‘blur on the horizon’: the potential routes 
out of problematic situations. While we may 
not need to bridge the gap with respect to 
every difference, we do need to gain a clear 
picture of the differences and cultivate famili-
arity and empathy with them. The art is to map 
out the ‘everyday capacity, the knowing, acting 
and feeling’ in an appreciative and experi-
ence-oriented fashion, with attention paid to 

the past, present and future. Iceberg models 
can help us do this; see figure 5. If we look 
closely at the say-do-make model of Sanders & 
Stappers (2012), we can see that what people 
say, think, do and use are ‘above water’. For 
design researchers, this is about gathering 
factual and explicit knowledge. Take, for 
instance, the act of using interviews and 
surveys to compile information on ‘what 
people say and think’ about a certain situation. 
And with regard to ‘what people do and use’, 
you might think of observing people who are 
carrying out a task in a specific context. These 
research methods are clearly oriented towards 
the cognitive. ‘Below the surface', then, we see 
‘what people know, feel and dream’. Here, 
research methods must have a more affective 
orientation. This area deals with implicit (tacit 
and latent) knowledge. ‘What people know’ 
pertains to revealing habits and patterns of 
behaviour (working mechanisms). And ‘what 

people feel and what they dream about’ relates 
to values, emotions and aspirations. More 
effort is needed to reveal the latter; to extend 
the current metaphor, it requires a 'deep dive’. 
This is where ‘convivial‘ tools, used in genera-
tive co-design sessions, can prove useful.

Mixing perspectives
There is naturally interaction between the 
‘upper and undercurrents’ in icebergs as well. 
Understanding how the layers of the iceberg 
interact is vital in order to gain oversight of and 
insight into a given challenge. We should not 
view the ‘upper and undercurrents’ as separate 
phenomena. A design researcher needs three 
basic perspectives to ensure a successful 
co-design process: the first-, second- and third-
person perspectives (Smeenk et al., 2016). It is 
important to combine the three in every stage 
of an iterative design process (Smeenk & 

FIGUUR 5-GHI: The say-do-make iceberg 
model by Sanders and Stappers (2012), see 
also figure 5 at page 37

Willenborg, 2022). In other words, during the 
exploration, creation and evaluation stages, 
see also figure 8.  Our own ‘first-person 
perspective’ 1    involves our individual expe-
riences and emotions, in addition to our 
assumptions and prejudices: what we feel and 
what we dream about. In addition, it is crucial 
that we show genuine willingness to hear, see 
and understand the perspectives, experiences 
and feelings of others. We figure out ‘what 
people do and use’ and what their patterns of 
behaviour are. Next, we take on the ‘second-
person perspective’  2   in our contact with 
others. Empathy and sensitivity is important 
here. The ‘third-person perspective’, 3  is 
more distant. Here, we explore other people's 
work (their expert knowledge, expressed in 
theory, data, designs and/or documentaries) 
or we make our own work (such as, hypoth-
eses, visions, ideas, prototypes). We attempt to 
understand what the phenomena are, i.e., 
‘what people say and think’. We are self-aware, 
prevent bias and prejudices by mixing the 
iceberg layers and the three perspectives and 
by, in each stage, continuously comparing and 
identifying relationships between our own 
relevant experiences  1    and the work  3  and 
the experiences  2   of others (Smeenk et al., 
2016). •

MIXED 
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TEXT BOX 3: 
ICEBERGS

FIGUUR 4: The icebergmodel based on the 
mixed perspectives, Smeenk et al. (2016)Dream
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FIGURE 5: The iceberg models. Various forms 
of iceberg models as found in the social 
sciences and design studies.

5-A:  McLelland's iceberg model (1987), 
5-B: Weissfeld's systemic model (2006),
5-C: Thölke's iceberg model (2015, 2021),  

5-D: The self-reflection model by Bateson and 
Dilts (1973, 1980, 1990), 5-E: Societal Impact 
Design concept of Smeenk (2021), 5-F: The 
empathic formation compass including the 
mixed-perspectives methodology of Smeenk 
(2019), 5-GHI: The say-do-make model from 
Sanders and Stappers (2012)

TEXT BOX 3 CONTINUATION: 
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Design tilts
Design shifts right along with our transforming 
world and is therefore in a state of flux itself. 
Rothmans and Loorbach (2009) define a transi-
tion as: a fundamental change in the dominant 
structure, culture and approach. By ‘structure’, 
they mean infrastructure: the institutional, 
economic and physical arrangement of our 
society. Their idea of ‘working method’ includes 
daily routines, rules and behaviour. With 
‘cultural change’, they refer to changes in 
shared views, values and paradigms. With 
regard to societal impact design research, this 
means that you must first have a clear idea of 
what exactly is ‘below the surface’ for yourself 
as a researcher and for the people with and 
among whom you are working (stakeholders 
and co-researchers). It also means that you 
must work on empathic ability with them and 
regarding them: you must be prepared to 
handle the reasons why it can be painful to 
look below the surface. This pain and its 
dillemmas can also be a source of inspiration.

My pitch is an example of how I started from 
the assumption that visitors to a dementia 
simulator (and maybe the men themselves) 
would not have a clear idea of what dementia 
is and how it feels. I wanted them to prepare 
themselves for a form of research that deals 
with precisely those things of which we are 
unaware. The pitch (the enactment) was actu-
ally a generative design-research session. In 
other words, it was the kind of research that 
facilitates a better understanding of both the 
problematic situation and the relevant stake-
holders, as well as a better grasp of the chal-

lenge through experience. See text box 4. Like 
‘Research through Design’ (RtD) and ‘convivial’ 
tools, generative design sessions are a useful 
instrument (Godin & Zahedi, 2014; Sanders & 
Stappers, 2012). While I cannot address them 
all here, the names speak for themselves to 
some extent: in all cases, these are not conven-
tional research studies with a question, a 
method and results but rather ways to 
encourage stakeholders to come together 
and think, feel and experiment in connection 
with a given challenge. Every stakeholder will 
be ‘stuck’ in their own ideas, perspectives and 
views in a different way. Therefore, in addition 
to the lively and creative methods, there is 
also a designer-researcher facilitator who 
helps kick off the process and ensures its 
progression, as well as helping the coalition 
take design decisions based on what is 
happening. See text box 5.
 
 

Back in time, again

The coalition received subsidy funding to 
make the simulator and I established agree-
ments regarding the co-design process with 
the design firm. To use jargon, that means I 
gathered experiences through generative 
design-research sessions in which I spoke to 
people with dementia and then with their part-
ners. Using a photo series I compiled myself, I 
was able to trigger people to share their stories 
about living with dementia. I could not have 
done this using language alone.
 

The series consisted of photos of people 
showing emotion – individuals, married 
couples and families who were concerned, 
weeping or laughing – along with pictures of 
everyday objects like an alarm clock, coffee 
maker, newspaper and pills, and photos of 
places. This enabled me to visualise a portion 
of the dementia patients’ interpersonal ‘home 
system’. Although I was admittedly taking a risk 
by eliciting emotions that could be very intense 
and maybe unwelcome for the people in ques-
tion. Just as I took a risk when I introduced the 
grocery shopping enactment. The sessions 
yielded stories about the dilemmas and 
tensions between (in)formal caregivers, people 
with dementia and those around them. These 
can now be experienced in the simulator. As a 
result, dementia is no longer terra incognita. 
The simulator enables visitors to feel the confu-
sion, fear and anger, as well as the shame and 
inclination to invent excuses. The physical 
simulator built inside a shipping container has 
now been converted into a virtual reality 
version as well. The point of this example from 
my own professional practice is not that we 
built something fantastic, but that we did it 
together with stakeholders. The simulator is 
now promoting behavioural change and we 
continue to learn: new knowledge through 
Societal Impact Design.

TEXT BOX 4: 
RESEARCH CHARACTERISTICS  
SOCIETAL IMPACT DESIGN PRACTICES
A generative session is one component of 
multiple activities in an iterative societal impact 
design-research process. It consists of multiple 
practical, successive, short-cyclical ‘Research 
through Design’ (RtD) interventions. In those 
iterations, we attempt to continually expand 
our understanding of the underlying emotions, 
values, behavioural patterns, habits and mech-
anisms that are relevant to a given challenge. 
Only when we feel we have a solid grasp on 
that understanding will we move on to creating 
a definitive outline and organisational struc-
ture for the design project. Knowledge is 
gained by means of design interventions in 
the real world. This yields (inter)action and 
mutual exchange with the environment and, as 
a result, insight and ultimately knowledge 
(Godin & Zahedi, 2014). The art is to distil that 
knowledge, to render it abstract and generic 
so that it can be applied in a different situation 
or sector as well. In the simulator case, the 
brief enactment was an intervention technique 
intended to get to the core of the challenge. 
Forms like this are also known as ‘convivial 
tools’ (Sanders & Stappers 2012, p.7). They 
tools are instruments that prompt a response 
from people. You can design or deploy them 
so that stakeholders can get to work in a free, 
improvisational way, without limitations. This 
might involve all manner of materials, such as 
LEGO, photos, dolls, symbols, wooden 
skewers, feathers, balls, etc. We use these to 
build something that expresses what we want 
or to show how we experience the 

— 
H

ak
io

, K
., 

&
 

M
at

te
lm

äk
i, 

T.
 

(2
01

9)

W
e 

ar
e 

th
e 

su
m

 
of

 o
ur

 o
w

n 
pr

ac
-

tic
es

, c
on

te
xt

s 
an

d 
in

sp
ira

tio
ns

W
e 

ca
n 

di
ffe

r 
in

 o
ur

 
pe

rs
pe

ct
iv

es
 

ye
t s

til
l b

e 
us

ef
ul

 to
 o

ne
 

an
ot

he
r 

— 
Va

n 
G

og
h



40� SOCIETAL IMPACT DESIGN SOCIETAL IMPACT DESIGN� 41

maintaining the true involvement of all stake-
holders – including ourselves – in collabora-
tion, behavioural change and opportunity 
design. When I say ‘opportunity design’, I 
mean that instead of looking for solutions 
(solutionism), we will seek out opportunities 
for change (Hummels et al., 2019; van Turn-
hout et al., 2013). That touches on two other 
qualities that are highly valued in societal 
impact design: ’trial and error’ and patience. If, 
when we go in search of underlying and 
hidden mechanisms that can hinder or support 
change, we practice self-reflection and 
self-awareness and are empathic, patient and 
willing to experiment, I am certain that we will 
find suitable starting points from which to envi-
sion alternative futures. 

It is imperative that societal impact designers, 
researchers and stakeholders work in a reflec-
tive, self-aware and empathic way, and 
encourage others to do so as well – because if 
we do not, we will not have the means to cope 
with conflicting interests and/or emotions 
(Irwin, 2015). As a result, we will be unable to 
adopt a joint approach to complex challenges. 
We need to practice what we preach in terms 
of the participative ‘be the change’ culture we 
advocate (Hummels et al., 2019; Xue & 
Desmet, 2019). Let us discuss this now in 
greater detail.

2.2   
The culture of Societal Impact Design

The mission of societal impact design research 
is to help us drastically revise our view of the 
world and the way we live. This gives rise to 
much uncertainty and calls for enduring curi-
osity, openness, amazement, optimism and 
courage. It also requires extra sensitivity from 
researchers, designers and stakeholders; it 
means they must accept their responsibilities 
and take pride in working with others to 
restore a form of naturalness and social-mind-
edness to the world. You have to believe that 
the great plan will succeed, no matter how 
many small setbacks you encounter. 

Culture is defined in a myriad of ways. Some-
times it refers to habits, rituals and customs, 
while for others it means values and standards. 
I feel that societal impact design has its own 
distinct culture, a specific manner in which we 
work together to attribute meaning to 
phenomena in the world and how we wish to 
respond to such phenomena. We are aware 
that much of what we are accustomed to 
thinking, doing and feeling is entirely outside 
the scope of our awareness. Societal impact 
design must therefore be based on self-reflec-
tion, self-awareness and empathic ability. 
These are essential competencies. They are 
necessary preconditions for securing and 

TEXT BOX 4 CONTINUATION:
problematic situation and illustrate the oppor-
tunities we perceive. At that point, an 
embodied understanding emerges for pieces 
of the complex challenge – as does compas-
sion for each other and for the people involved. 
Improvisational theatre and stakeholder role-
play are convivial tools as well. There are also 
tools that provide more guidance and come 
pre-prepared, such as our empathic co-design 
canvas (Smeenk, Bertrand, Köppchen, 2021), 
card deck games like discussed in the book 
Design, Play, Change (Smeenk & van Willen-
borg, 2022) and empathic discussions and 
role-play (Smeenk et al., 2017). •

FIGURE 6: The virtual reality version 
of the dementia simulator 
(IJsfontein and www.intodmentia.nl) W
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Self-reflection and self-awareness

In the projects I have done over the years, I 
have learned how important it is that we – 
stakeholders, researchers and designers – 
reflect on who we are and what we do, feel and 
think (Irwin, 2015; Scharmer, 2016; Schön, 
1987). Personal experiences and emotions 
influence our interactions with each other and 
our intrinsic motivation for taking action or not 
(Akama & Light, 2018; Takanen, 2013; Xue & 
Desmet, 2019, Hakio & Mattelmäki, 2019; 
Scharmer, 2016). Those who read the text – 
rather than listening to me now – will see by the 
references cited that these are not unique 
observations. There is a wealth of literature on 
the subject. The conclusion I draw from this is 
that a coalition of stakeholders will benefit 
from sharing their interests, values, aspirations, 
experiences and expertise in a timely manner. 
No matter how intimidating we might find that 
exchange at first (Lee et al, 2018).

We also know it is important to share feelings 
of vulnerability. Sharing vulnerability estab-
lishes a foundation for trust. When we dare to 
truly trust one another and be ourselves within 
the collaboration, we can learn together what 
is going on and what is needed in a given situ-
ation. This leads to an awareness of the rele-
vant intentions, values and emotions. That 
awareness, in turn, offers insight into how we 
respond as individuals and as a collective, and 
to how we might respond differently in the 
future. To me, this process of ‘becoming self-re-
flective and self-aware’ is part of the first step in 
individual and collective behavioural change 

on the way to a better, greener and more social 
future.

Through my business Wien’s ontwerperschap?, 
I learned that self-reflection and self-awareness 
also mean realising that, as a designer and 
researcher, you are also a stakeholder in the 
societal challlenges you are exploring. Like I 
was, as an informal caregiver with the dementia 
simulator, for example. In that specific case, 
realising this helped me dare to take a chance. 
I wanted to make the guys feel the process and 
outcome I had in mind in developing the simu-
lator. They were moved by the experience and 
we were hired for the project. I know from past 
experience that I could not have explained the 
process to them using language alone. So, I 
took a risk, but my intuition said that it was the 
way to go: let them experience for themselves 
what it is like to be embarrassed about sausage 
and milk. Since then, I have relied on the power 
of experiential expertise and the ‘first-person 
perspective’ in design. And on reflection and 
empathy. To me, these are at the heart of the 
quite unique culture of societal impact design 
research.

Using your experiential expertise – your own 
relevant experiences and feelings – is a 
powerful tool for envisioning alternative 
futures (Smeenk, 2019; Xue & Desmet, 2019). 
It is the value of what we call the first-person 
perspective. But without self-reflection, it can 
also be a pitfall: for instance, if you are unaware 
of the extent to which you are influenced by 
how you view, define and approach a prob-
lematic situation and which opportunities you 

TEXT BOX 5: 
SOCIETAL IMPACT DESIGN ROLES
Societal impact designers are not in charge of 
a research and design process. Instead, they 
can serve as initiator, process facilitator or 
adviser. What matters is that connections are 
formed that were not there before. The point 
is to get others on board in order to collabo-
rate at the largest scale possible. In doing so, 
societal design researchers take risks. It is a 
matter of trial and error and learning from 
your mistakes.
 
Whereas the development of the first, physical 
simulator involved subsidy funding and 
cautious cooperation from partners in a newly 
established foundation, we now – years later 
and having recovered from bankruptcy – 
worked with multiple care institutions to pool 
innovation funding from a variety of sources. 
The idea now was to make the same experi-
ence accessible to more people via a shift in 
technology, from the physical simulator to a 
virtual reality version (VR1). There is also a new 
VR2 version in the works, which will allow visi-
tors to experience the dementia stage of 'the 
lost self’. In the beginning, I took a risk by partic-
ipating in the no cure, no pay pitch; now, I am 
affiliated with the foundation as an adviser.
 

The societal impact designer or researcher 
as...
 
... an initiator is a pioneer, stakeholder and 
activist. They are the one who shakes things 
up and keeps everyone on their toes. This 
designer or researcher has a clear personal 
stake in the challenge at hand and their desire 
to change things is motivated in part by 
personal experience. They are someone who 
is able to motivate others and who under-
stands the art of storytelling. Someone who 
can collaborate with others by outlining opti-
mistic alternative futures and visions that 
stimulate people's desire to get involved. 
Someone whose charisma makes others want 
to join them.
 
... a facilitator is the driving force behind the 
process. This designer or researcher is more 
neutral and works to get people on board 
with the change. They are someone who 
builds trust, facilitates the collaborative 
process and shows flexibility when new 
insights result in a course correction.
 
... an adviser is more analytical and interprets 
in order to make recommendations. This 
designer or researcher maintains a bit more 
distance. They are someone who knows the 
processes, joins in critical thinking and is paid 
for their services. •
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had had more time, I could have given more 
consideration to the ethical aspect (Ideo, 
2016), i.e., the issues of consent and trigger 
warnings. It was entirely possible that one of 
the men might have been too strongly 
affected and become deeply upset because 
my theatrical performance confronted him 
with the onset of dementia in a partner or 
parent. Luckily, that did not happen. 
 
Empathic ability 
Empathy is the ability to understand and feel 
compassion for the thoughts, experiences and 
emotions of others. Developing empathy is an 
individual process and it grows in the course 
of a design research or collaborative process 
(Kouprie & Sleeswijk Visser, 2009; Smeenk et 
al, 2019). While psychologists hold different 
opinions as to an exact definition, they agree 
that empathy increases when we consciously 
alternate between directing our attention to 
ourselves and to others, thereby consciously 
alternating between affective experiences and 
cognitive processes as well (Hess & Fila, 2016). 
See text box 6.
 
In earlier research work, I learned that empathy 
is a crucial precondition for the societal impact 
design process because empathy elicits our 
genuine emotional interest, sensitivity and 
self-awareness with regard to other stake-
holders (Smeenk et al, 2018). In such cases, 
empathy informs and inspires us. This does 
not mean, by the way, that you must always act 
in a loving, kind or careful way. Sometimes 
people need a little nudge in order to develop 
their empathic ability for a specific problem-

are willing and able to see (Smeenk et al., 
2016). The second and third-person perspec-
tives, along with the first-person perspective, 
were discussed in greater detail in text box 3 
on icebergs. 
 
The first-person perspective should therefore 
not prevail, as this will lead to a lack of objec-
tive distance and potentially bias (Smeenk et 
al., 2016; Xue & Desmet, 2019). After all, our 
personal experiences – as societal impact 
designers and researchers – are also coloured. 
We too interpret the world and make judge-
ments; we also have our own agendas. It is 
important to recognise, through self-reflec-
tion, what your implicit assumptions are, what 
forms of privilege you have in the world and 
which expectations are informing your inter-
pretations. The idea is to be self-reflective, 
honest and critical, so that we can enhance our 
self-knowledge and self-awareness. In this 
regard, societal impact designers can learn a 
great deal from the human sciences. Auto-eth-
nographical techniques carried out alone or 
together (Xue & Desmet, 2019; Chang et al., 
2013) can help bring one's past experiences 
to the surface (Gardien et al., 2014).

Sometimes taking a risk pays off, as with the 
pitch for the dementia simulator. Luckily, the 
consultants and care professionals were 
happy to participate in the role play and were 
not taken back by the theatricality that their 
minds were no longer open to the process as I 
intended it. Thinking back on the refrigerator 
scene, I am satisfied that I followed my intui-
tion – but I also know that I took a gamble. If I 

atic situation. Like we saw in the example with 
the dementia simulator. The experience in the 
simulator can prompt an informal caregiver or 
care professional to critically examine – and 
perhaps change – their own behaviour. The 
thereby encouraged empathic ability is valu-
able when it comes to understanding, working 
together on and resolving problematic situa-
tions. Empathic working means cultivating a 
mental habit of being aware of and reflecting 
on how you and others are behaving and 
being affected, in order to work out what is 
going on below the surface (Brown, 2009). 

Whether that is in connection with a problem-
atic situation or the collaboration between 
partners in a coalition. Without empathic 
ability, it is impossible to understand what 
inspires people to change or prevents them 
from doing so, or to grasp why and how they 
are attached to ways of acting and to choices 
that demonstrably contribute to the destruc-
tion of the world. Empathy gives us the ability 
to come to terms with the needs, perspectives 
and actions of other people and nature (who, 
without empathy, we will view as opponents) 
and to understand and respect them. 

FIGURE 7: The iceberg model of the Empa-
thic Formation (EF-)compass including the 
first-person, second-person and third-person 
perspectives by Smeenk (2019)

TEXT BOX 6:
EMPATHIC FORMATION COMPASS 
The empathic formation compass (see figure 
7) shows that the formation of empathy moves 
through the various layers of the iceberg (see 
also text box 3 on icebergs). ‘Above water’ we 
see the cognitive, conscious, visible (to us) 
design activities carried out by the design 
researcher as an individual and by design 
researchers and stakeholders together as a 
collective. What I, we and others consciously 
know and think: my, our and others’ know-
ledge. There is more ‘below the surface’. This 
is where our (respective) individual affective 
experiences are found, along with those we 
share together and those of others: my, our 
and others’ conscious and unconscious expe-
riences and emotions. The first-person 
perspective, second-person perspective and 
third-person perspective can be found in the 
iceberg model as well. • 
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2.3   
The working approach of Societal 
Impact Design 

We will all need to act if we are to effectively 
prepare for a more honest and more sustain-
able future. Individuals cannot manage these 
large-scale changes on their own. There are 
also individuals who hinder such changes. So, 
how can we motivate each other to joint 
action? How can you take constructive action 
when you want to tackle abstract challenges in 
a pragmatic way, together? And: do we even 
have a clear picture of what we want to 
achieve? How can we create a broadly 
supported vision of what we need? 
 
Societal challenges are difficult to oversee and 
societal impact design processes hard to plan. 
Especially, non-designers and/or stakeholders 
from other domains are struggling with this. 
Multi-stakeholder coalitions often run into 
trouble due to the complexity of the chal-
lenges they are trying to address. Where 
should they begin their shared journey, and 
how? Who should they involve in that journey? 
How can they create an environment in which 
they can make effective use of all available 
experience, knowledge and creativity? 

All these questions have to do with the 
approach that is best suited for societal impact 
design research. In many cases, we see 
miscommunication and linguistic confusion, or 
a failure to build on one another's input, or that 
the work does not delve deep enough (The 
British Design Council, 2021). This needn't be 

the case; I will now describe another way. 
In societal impact design practices, we need 
an approach that does not define the solution 
in advance – in fact, we want to avoid prior 
definition of the task at hand as well. We prefer 
to begin by imagining the desired outcome, 
i.e., the final situation. This picture is emphati-
cally a rough idea: a blur rather than a dot on 
the horizon, which must be developed 
together with the relevant people in a way that 
transcends all four spheres of life. As I said, in 
societal impact design, we encourage self-re-
flection and self-awareness among stake-
holders and we underscore the importance of 
empathy. See text box 3: icebergs. 

We also need vision, imagination and crea-
tivity. This is where the designer finally comes 
into play as a creative maker. We promote 
disruption when the vision is being shaped 
and suggest radical creative ideas to inspire 
each other to collective action. We make our 
own tools. Which makes me think of my grand-
father, who had to learn to make his own 
carpentry tools before he could call himself a 
master carpenter. Luckily for us, the design 
and human sciences fields have all kinds of 
things we can use and re-purpose.

Creativity and abduction
In part 1, I touched on the power of design in 
relation to the transformation economy. The 
transformation economy presents numerous 
open-ended and complex challenges. There is 
no clearly defined task. Going in, we do not 
know exactly what the question is, nor do we 
know precisely where to find the avenues of 

thought that are most promising for change. 
We do not know which path will lead us to an 
alternative future. To avoid remaining frozen in 
place, we use creativity as a means of gener-
ating momentum for change.
 
According to Dorst (2011), creativity is the 
ability to take desired values in a specific 
context – such as a safe street – and connect 
them to potentially workable mechanisms. 
That might be ways of acting, behavioural 
patterns, habits or rituals, such as streetlights 
or more people on the street. Kees Dorst 
(2011) and my colleague Guido Stompff 
(2020) refer to this combination of values and 
mechanisms as ‘frames’. Frames are extremely 
effective in design-based research that is 
abductive in nature. See text box 7: abduction.
 
Inductive research should precede design 
research with an abductive structure. In an 
inductive research dialogue or generative 
session, we go in search of the shared and 
desired values of a stakeholder coalition within 
a specific problematic context (the safety on 
the street or social cohesion). Once we have 
figured that out, we can use abduction to envi-
sion new frames, which we can then test, eval-
uate and improve. See also table 3.

In fact: as societal impact design researchers, 
we feel that empathy is also the best way to 
reveal and discuss the unspoken, unfulfilled 
and latent needs, habits and behaviour of 
others and to use these things to envision new 
alternative futures (Leonard and Rayport, 
1997) without putting ourselves in the 
psychologist’s chair. In the following part, I will 
discuss the approach of societal impact 
design in greater detail.
 
In the dementia simulator, I gave the men a 
taste of what people with dementia can expe-
rience. Without having to articulate it, we all 
recognised that they were not eager to be 
called to account for the redundant grocery 
shopping. By consciously speaking to them as 
an insensitive caregiver might, I gave them an 
idea of how the situation could be much 
better. This could be considered reasonably 
disruptive. The shame they felt on behalf of 
the person with dementia, whose role they 
were playing, could have been prevented. 
The personal dignity of the confused shopper 
could have been left intact if the caregiver 
had made an effort to formulate their 
comment a little differently. In relatively direct 
fashion (it was, after all, part of a pitch), I gave 
the consortium guys a short, sharp experience 
to demonstrate the importance of empathy. 
By doing so, I wanted to gain their support for 
the design of the research process and the 
content of the simulator that I had in mind: 
seeking out dilemmas in the context of people 
living with dementia and creating a disrup-
tive, immersive experience for visitors to the 
simulator. A 
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TABLE 3: Two examples of abduction in 
Societal Impact Design. In this table, spheres 
of life (Gudde 2016) are combined with the 
abduction formula (Dorst, 2011) for the 
purpose of arriving at a variety of (potentially 
unexpected) frames. For example ‘love’ is a 
mechanism in the personal sphere. In this ficti-
onal example of abduction, one can see how 
each value leads to plural (unexpected) 
opportunities to deal with a problematic situa-
tion. 

Abduction formula: What + How = Value Frame: 

3. What? 2. How? 1. Value?

What will we develop: 
thing, technic, process, experience?

In which  
sphere of life?

Using which 
mechanism?

Which aspirations  
were found? 

Parents help and pay for home insulation  Personal  Love  

A warm house this winter 
without paying more 

Offer a rental boiler that is more economical  Private Contract

Retirees come to give advice on energy saving  Public  Spontanity

Tax reduction  Politic Rules 

 

Abduction formula: What + How = Value Frame: 

3. What? 2. How? 1. Value?

What will we develop: 
thing, technic, process, experience?

In which  
sphere of life?

Using which 
mechanism?

Which aspirations  
were found? 

Free shelter by neighbours  Personal Selfless

Feel safe in own house 
whilst floading 

An emergency service offered by companies 
for a fee

Private Earning 

The Scouts are coming to pick you up  Public  Spontanity

Reinforcing dikes with sandbags by soldiers  Politic Rules 

 

TEXT BOX 7: 
ABDUCTION 
Abduction is called abduction to distinguish it 
from induction and deduction. All three 
pertain to the logic of scientific thinking. 
Deductive research is the most well-known of 
the three. It is the logic used in comparative 
research. First, a researcher or research team 
use a literature survey to form a picture of a 
given challenge, on the basis of which they 
formulate and test hypotheses. Survey 
research is a familiar example: you ask a large 
number of people to complete a question-
naire so that you can confirm or reject a 
hypothesis. For example: you might have the 
hypothesis that Dutch people are willing to 
wear an extra pullover in the winter in order to 
help reduce global warming. Based on the 
survey answers, you can confirm or reject that 
hypothesis. Inductive research works very 
differently. This is the kind of research 
conducted by anthropologists, among others. 
It is bottom-up research. Exploring and asking 
questions, they investigate why, even in the 

winter, people prefer to walk around in just a 
T-shirt when they're at home. Based on what 
they observe, they then formulate a theory – 
for example, that the idea of being ‘at home’ 
relates to the safety, cosiness and warmth 
people like to feel in their homes. With abduc-
tion, researchers alternate between theorising 
about what is going on and testing whether 
their assumptions are correct. Generating 
possible explanations and coming up with 
workable mechanisms is important here. 
Creativity plays a central role as well. It is an 
iterative process of creating, testing and 
adjusting possibilities. The idea is that, 
provided a sufficient number of explanations 
and mechanisms are considered, identified 
and weighed against one another (in frames), 
the most likely explanation or the most desir-
able and realistic future will inevitably emerge. 
 
Kees Dorst (2011) formulated the concept of 
abduction for design in connection with open-
ended challenge as follows: the sum of ‘what’ 
and ‘how’ is ‘value’. It is exciting that with soci-
etal impact design, neither the ‘what’, the 
‘how’ nor the resulting ‘value’ are established 
in advance. By consciously avoiding definition 
of the ‘what’ and ‘how’ beforehand, you are 
postponing judgement. This creates freedom 
to reinterpret or frame a challenge in a crea-
tive way. Viewing the act of creation as part of 
an abductive approach offers a vital basis for 
understanding how societal impact design 
deals with open-ended and complex chal-
lenges. See table 3 for a fictive climate change 
example. •
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FIGURE 8: Societal Impact Design practices
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This iterative process continues as long as 
needed, i.e., until it is clear what we need to 
design how  to arrive at the desired values and 
the desired future (street furniture that incor-
porates lighting, for instance). Then the design 
project and development process can begin.

Co-design
Societal impact design researchers work in a 
self-aware, self-reflective and empathic way. 
They conduct extensive experimentation by 
taking the experiences, knowledge, interests, 
effectiveness, power and creativity of stake-
holders and translating it into innovative 
frames, images and things. It is therefore a 
form of co-design. Co-design means making 
use of collective creativity throughout the 
entire collaborative process (Sanders & Stap-
pers, 2008). It is a process in which actors from 
various disciplines share their knowledge of 
both the design process and the design 
content (Kleinsmann & Valkenburg, 2008). The 
combination of generative co-design sessions 
and convivial tools aimed at collaboration 
helps to visualise past, present and future.  
See also text box 4 at page 39 for more Soci-
etal Impact Design research methods. They 
spark dialogue concerning the experiences, 
emotions and behaviours that correspond 
with the problematic situation we want to 
change. During these sessions, stakeholders 
make a conscious cooperative effort to uncover 
implicit knowledge (values, habits, patterns 

and mechanisms). They do so based on crea-
tive activities, in the broadest sense of the 
word. Generative co-design sessions generate 
new insights, frames, ideas and concepts. They 
require an open mindset and attitude. The 
idea is to let go of your judgement and your 
beliefs. Such sessions can be deployed as a 
method for coalitions to develop a shared 
language for expressing and sharing their 
thoughts and feelings. It can sometimes be 
helpful to try out, role-play or imagine yourself 
in a given situation.

TEXT BOX 8:
SOCIETAL IMPACT DESIGN PRACTICES
Societal impact design is about finding the 
right balance between design process stages, 
design decisions and design activities. It 
requires conscious reflection on the process, 
its principles and preconditions. These aspects 
must be grounded in theory, both during and 
after the work (Schön, 1987; Thölke, 2021). 
The system and structure of the process – the 
arrangements and interrelations – must be 
appropriate for researchers, designers and all 
other stakeholders. The benefits must be 
equitably distributed and all parties must be 
comfortable in their roles. In other words, 
everyone should be satisfied with the balance 
between give and take and the process should 
be inclusive. Figure 8 shows an initial sketch of 
the societal impact design practices. •
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Stappers and Sanders (2012) like the systemic 
perspective of the social scientist Weissfeld 
(2006) both take place ‘below the surface’.  
See figure 5. In figure 5-E, we used the icebergs 
from the social sciences and design studies as 
a basis for creating an initial sketch of a co-de-
sign iceberg including a systemic perspective. 

By identifying patterns together and mapping 
out the bottommost layers of the iceberg, we 
gain more shared grip of the problematic situ-
ation in question. We discover flaws, weak-
nesses and undesirable behaviour or habits. 
We seek out tipping points to change our 
behaviour and our habits without compro-
mising our basic sense of safety. We create 
multiple frames with the help of abduction 
and evaluate and test which of these will bring 
about the most realistic and substantively 
desirable    , so that a better situation can 
emerge.

It might sound a bit naive, that aforemen-
tioned blur on the horizon. But it would be 
equally naive to think that you cannot change 
anything until you know exactly what the end 
result should look like. That will result in 
greater paralysis than making an optimistic 
start together. Honesty compels me to 
mention here that very few designers are 
currently being trained to be societal impact 

designers. Today's designers know a great 
deal about Gesellschaft (society), but are not 
yet well-versed in working in Gemeinschaft: 
within communities, networks and ecologies 
(Tönnies, 1887). This, too, requires collabora-
tion with people-oriented fields of study such 
as sociology, psychology and anthropology.
Systems thinking and the systemic perspective 
are already being cautiously applied in co-de-
sign practice. Sub-aspects are emerging. These 
are the first models, methodologies and 
methods, such as the empathic formation 
compass including mixed-perspectives meth-
odology (Smeenk et al., 2019) and the 
empathic co-design canvas (Smeenk et al., 
2021) that I mentioned earlier. See figure 9.

Systemic perspective
Taking a 'systemic perspective' generally 
means that we strive to understand how 
people think, feel and react as part of systems 
and not as isolated phenomena. That system 
might be the family in which a person grew up, 
or it could be their relationships with friends, 
neighbours, teammates, colleagues or even 
the world at large. The great thing about a 
systemic perspective is that it invites us to 
continually alternate between various ‘iceberg 
layers’ and contexts, and to recognise where 
these overlap and differ from one stakeholder 
to another. 

In societal impact design, we want people to 
work together to decide what their shared 
journey will be. The basis for this will be the 
shared values and desires that they must first 
identify. We are, after all, focusing on areas 
that involve major societal challenges. There 
are no clear tasks and clients in connection 
with those challenges – or to the extent there 
are, we are all the client. If the challenge is to to 
make as many people as possible understand 
something needs to happen and they can and 
should contribute equitably, then a systemic 
perspective is quite simply a necessity.
 
Adopting a systemic perspective in co-design 
processes offers starting points and tools. We 
gained a glimpse of this in discussing the 
design studies about generative co-design 
sessions and the convivial tools, and when 
talking about the icebergs in the social 
sciences. The generative co-design sessions 
and convivial tools from design researchers 

TEXT BOX 9:
POSITIVE PROVOCATIONS
My colleagues in the Inholland SLUISlab and 
the Urban Leisure & Tourism lab Amsterdam 
and I use the methodology of critical design 
(Dune, 2008). We ask students to create what 
are known as positive provocative prototypes 
to serve as convivial tools. These tools can 
consist of a provocative statement on a poster 
or an intervention in a public space. They 
prompt discussion or a debate on the chal-
lenge at hand: ‘design for debate’.
 
With their well-considered provocation, the 
students help stakeholders in a problematic 
situation look at the challenge, the context 
and the people in it in a new way. For example, 
stakeholders may suddenly become aware of 
behaviour they had previously thought of as 
inevitable. The experiment is a vehicle for 
providing commentary on the world today 
and exploring future worlds. This has the 
potential to go wrong, of course: people can 
also become angry when provoked. It is there-
fore important to protect students from unsafe 
situations that may result from overly naive 
experiments. 

It is equally important that we ourselves avoid 
being naive about what we are trying to 
achieve with the experiment: we must reflect 
on what we are learning from it and record this 
accurately. •

FIGURE 5-E: An initial sketch of a societal 
impact design iceberg model that includes 
the systemic perspectiveCa
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TEXT BOX 10:
THE SYSTEMIC PERSPECTIVE MEETS 
SYSTEMS THINKING 
In figure 1, we saw that in the transformation 
economy, there is mutual interaction and 
entanglement between people, things and 
technology. Through our actions, we initiate 
changes and then experience the conse-
quences of those changes. Systems based on 
the relationships, interactions and experi-
ences between people and their environ-
ments are dynamic. They evolve. In reality, 
there is no such thing as ‘the system’. That 
which we call the system depends entirely on 
the time, context and perspective.
 
Systems thinking involves analysing, under-
standing and describing the functioning (or 
disfunction) of social systems, such as within 
an organisation (Parsons, 2013). Often, tech-
nology and things are not viewed as active 
players in social systems. While the systemic 
perspective does see them as active players, it 
also assumes there is no point in considering 
social, living systems as a whole or thinking 
they can be manipulated as desired. What we 
can do, however, is experience, visualise and 
begin to work with pieces of them. The point 
of a systemic perspective is to gain a tempo-
rary picture of how the individual elements 
relate to one another in patterns and how 
those patterns change over time, resulting in 
changes to the roles of individual elements 
and peoples’ experiences, and to identify the 
broader context in which that occurs. The 
systemic perspective aims to consider these 
questions in context. That means the systemic 

perspective cuts across all layers, spheres of 
life in society and silos within organisations. 
Systemic working and systemic cooperation 
therefore entail recognising and making 
connections between separate interactions, 
experiences, contexts and people, as well as 
with those people’s environments. In this 
context, things are also actors (Latour, 1996). 
The challenge is to explore both the systemic 
perspective as a tool for co-design processes 
and systems thinking as a means of under-
standing the outcomes. •

FIGURE 9: Stakeholders’ experiences, interests 
and expertise (Smeenk in Joore et al., 2022)
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2.4   
The organisational structure of 
Societal Impact Design  

Tackling complex societal challenges calls for a 
manner of organisation that is different than 
the usual. It requires more than just a different 
attitude and culture, or simply new approaches. 
We also need a societal impact design struc-
ture that is in line with the inquisitive and reflec-
tive aspect of the transformation economy. 
Structure refers to how the research and design 
processes are organised. The structure advo-
cated by societal impact design is intended to 
safeguard the culture and approach that go 
along with societal impact design. Maintaining 
inclusive and equitable partnerships in value 
networks and facilitating ethical value 
exchange call for a process that is organised in 
a safe and equitable way. The need to work in a 
manner that transcends the spheres of life 
means that all roles must consistently be open 
to all stakeholders. It means that profit and 
credit must actually be shared and that final 
results must be made widely available (creative 
commons). The definition of stakeholders here 
is not limited to people or organisations. It also 
extends to natural systems, which can be equal 
stakeholders, too – no matter how difficult it 
may be to make the planet's voice heard. 

Coalitions and partnerships, as we have seen, 
use societal impact design research to tran-
scend the compartments around spheres of 
life, disciplines and organisational silos. Coali-
tions are looking for a fundamentally different 
way of organising how they think, act and feel 

(Rotmans & Loorbach, 2009). This will entail a 
structurally different way of organising collabo-
rations and letting go of various dilemmas (real 
and imagined). Citizens will be rewarded for 
their efforts and partnership. They will not 
participate 'for free’. Coalitions must be aware 
that small businesses have the ability to exper-
iment but have no resources, meaning a coali-
tion cannot ask too much of them. While large 
companies may have the resources (money, 
workforce, space), they are often constrained 
by bureaucratic regulations and the idea that 
there must always be a return on investment 
(The British Design Council, 2021). In projects, 
it is equally difficult for stakeholders to find an 
effective balance between putting forth effort 
versus having power and being exposed to 
unequal risks (Smeenk & Astola, in proceed-
ings). I picture residents who design their own 
neighbourhood and spend a lot of time on the 
project but are not in charge of the zoning 
plan. Societal impact designers, researchers 
and stakeholders in coalitions are incredibly 
keen to find innovative, more agile, adaptive, 
flexible and creative organisational structures 
that focus on ‘we’ rather than ‘I’. The challenge 
is to approach and establish collectives in an 
integral way, with a straightforward design and 
transparent leadership, in such a way as to facil-
itate acceleration and scaling-up in the long 
term.
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Value networks: labs 
Collaborations between stakeholders from the 
four different spheres of life often take the 
form of temporary partnerships. These can be 
called living labs or hubs, collaborative work-
shops, learning communities, communities of 
practice or learning networks. For the sake of 
convenience, I will refer to them all here as 
‘labs’. In some instances, they lead to collabo-
rations in the personal sphere, the private 
sphere, the public sphere and/or the political 
one, as expressed in coalitions, cooperatives 
or foundations, with or without a legal struc-
ture.
 
There is no single definition of what constitutes 
a lab (Van de Broek et al., 2020). Yet there are 
two broadly shared, typical characteristics: a 
lab has spaces for real-life experimentation, 
and a lab involves co-design. We can also 
distinguish between various types of labs: field 
labs in certain sectors, test labs for specific 
technologies and the living labs initiated by 
(applied) universities, which focus on learning 
and research (Overdiek & Geerts, 2021). The 
first two are building-specific and involve a 
degree of co-design, while in the latter, co-de-
sign is a primary concern. They are found in 
everyday reality, in situ, in the wild. Such living 
labs are a key priority of societal impact design 

research and for our Faculty of Creative Busi-
ness at Inholland and its knowledge centre. 
We view labs as pragmatically structured 
collective networks centred around abstract 
themes. Examples of those themes are issues 
related to energy, digitalisation and over-
tourism (Gerritsma, 2019; 2020). A lab is an 
energetic mini-society in which stakeholders, 
researchers and designers form a coalition 
with each other and move back and forth 
between their own respective fields and the 
outside world. Virtually all the principles I so 
strongly emphasise are in effect here: the focus 
must be on multi-value creation; the structure 
must promote inclusive and equal partner-
ships in value networks while facilitating ethical 
value exchange (Brand & Rocchi, 2011).
 
Labs are more than networks, because they 
involve agreements between stakeholders to 
achieve concrete shared outcomes through 
experimentation and co-design within a 
certain time frame. Yet, labs are less than an 
organisation because they typically have no 
permanent structure, in any case not in the 
same form (Overdiek & Geerts, 2021). By 
connecting local labs with one another, we can 
adequately respond to the regional, national 
and occasionally global scope of challenges. 
This results in a system of networks that can be 
managed in a decentralised way.
 
Take, for instance, our two Urban Leisure and 
Tourism (ULT) labs in Amsterdam and 
Rotterdam, which operate independently of 
one another yet share common themes, chal-
lenges and outcomes (Koens, 2021). Another 

example is our SLUISlab, which is connected 
to our ULT-lab in Amsterdam via the city and 
the IJ, and also linked to the Centre of Exper-
tise for Creative Innovation (www.coeci.nl), 
which we share with the other universities of 
applied sciences in Amsterdam. This enables 
us to respond quickly to local needs and share 
our lessons learned with a much broader 
audience in the context of cross-over effects 
and impact (Overdiek & Geerts, 2021).

Researchers of (applied) universities and public 
organisations have an ideal starting point for 
taking a more neutral position in labs, as 
opposed to the more private, political and 
personal interests of other spheres of life. We 
see that in many (experimentation-oriented) 
labs, there are often no direct lines of authority 
and preferably no hierarchy at all. The latter is 
important in co-design. Every voice should be 
heard and ideally given the same weight in 
decision-making. The aim is to uncover which 
elements are meaningful and what is impor-
tant in an exploratory dialoque. Only then will 
small and subtle insights and values have a 
chance to emerge.

When it comes to structures in labs, nothing is 
written in stone; the organisation is reason-
ably amorphous. The shared practices and the 
degree of organisation in societal impact 
design processes often emerges only in the 
course of the process, i.e., during the collabo-
ration. Based on new insights gained along 
the way, ideas about the organisational struc-
ture can change in the course of the societal 

impact design process as well. Design deci-
sions play an important role in this. After all, 
the central challenge will determine both the 
partners with whom we work and the form of 
collaboration in which we attempt to gain 
experiences and learn. Next, those partners 
will determine which shared desire and which 
‘blur on the horizon’ they agree is most impor-
tant and which sub-activities, joint responsibil-
ities and roles are appropriate to that end.

TEXT BOX 11:
POWER
Entirely equitable collaboration is impossible 
because power is ubiquitous and unevenly 
distributed (Chen et al., 2016). Underlying 
power relationships are often invisible at first. 
They emerge in collaborative processes over 
time and can lead to social contingencies. In 
societal impact design, we attempt to avert 
that situations by, at the start of the co-design 
process, sharing or revealing everyone's indi-
vidual personal influence – based on their 
individual involvement (personal) and on their 
role (private, public, political) and the 
influence of organisation and collectives, and 
by discussing these influences with one 
another in an open and transparent manner 
(Lee et al., 2018; Smeenk et al., 2021). Without 
this, an organisational structure and culture 
aimed at multi-value creation and societal 
earning capacity will not be possible. •
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When establishing, implementing and ‘man-
aging’ value networks, a coalition will continu-
ously and critically work together to decide 
who will or will not participate (and how) in a 
specific sub-activity, and why. Stakeholders in 
coalitions will ask each other questions such 
as who wants to and will be in the ‘front line’ or 
the 'second line’, and why. They will also con-
sider which Umfeld the network has. In this 
way, coalitions remain aware of the impor-
tance of asking people other than ‘the usual 
suspects’ – the ones who always seem to par-
ticipate – to be involved in the front line or sec-
ond line. They, too, have insights, ideas and 
experiences. They, too, can have the desire to 
take on a role. They, too, have opportunities 
for exerting influence on the communities in 
which they live and work.
 
When setting up labs as collaborative prac-
tices, the most important element is ensuring 
that the societal impact design process is 
dynamic rather than rigid. This means that 
stakeholders (in the form of individuals and 
organisations) can come and go. They stand 
to offer and receive valuable contributions 
and will depart once they have supplied that 
input or their role is complete. Not only do 
labs focus on dynamic issues, they make 
forward progress themselves as well. 
Depending on the precise questions or 
sub-questions and the avenues of thought 
that emerge, and on the concrete means that 
must be tested, there is a constant need for 
new contexts and stakeholders. This is where 
the movement across the four spheres of life is 
most obvious. Complex challenges cannot 

find a direction until it has been informed by 
the conditions established by governments, 
citizens, families or economic principles such 
as profit and ROI. Perhaps it is even so that the 
opportunities do not become avenues of 
thought until they have sparked desired 
changes in all those spheres of life. In short, 
this means that there is nothing wrong with 
‘refreshing partners’. It actually strengthens 
innovation, provided we are transparent about 
it and avoid disappointing or offending stake-
holders (Oerlemans, 2007).
 
When it comes to designing a lab, this simply 
means that the structure, form and content of 
labs must          along with the challenges being 
addressed, with the process of unravelling an 
issue, with attempts to identify potential idea 
directions and with reflection on the insights 
that emerge along the way. The work practice 
of labs is characterised by a shifting effort to 
maintain alignment with the moment and the 
context (Alkemade, 2021). That shape-shifting, 
amorphous nature does not prevent us from 
focusing on the organisational elements 
needed to set up labs, turn them into a work-
shop for coalitions, ‘manage’ or better navi-
gate them and ultimately scale them up. On 
the contrary. The book Innovating in labs 
(2021), offers some great tips for doing so. It 
talks about support in the form of specific 
learning events, learning environments, 
learning activities, creative commons, infra-
structure, resources, a strong visual identity 
and so on. While there are too many for me to 
list here, these are elements that offer the 
conditions stakeholders need to transform: as 

A word on statistics: Out of every hundred people, those who 
always know better: fifty-two. Unsure of every step: almost all the 
rest. Ready to help, if it doesn't take long: forty-nine. Always good, 
because they cannot be otherwise: four – well, maybe five. Able 
to admire without envy: eighteen. Led to error by youth (which 
passes): sixty, plus or minus. Those not to be messed with: four-
and-forty. Living in constant fear of someone or something: 
seventy-seven. Capable of happiness: twenty-some-odd at most. 
Harmless alone, turning savage in crowds: more than half, for 
sure. Cruel when forced by circumstances: it's better not to know, 
not even approximately. Wise in hindsight: not many more than 
wise in foresight. Getting nothing out of life except things: thirty 
(though I would like to be wrong). Balled up in pain and without 
a flashlight in the dark: eighty-three, sooner or later. Those who 
are just: quite a few, thirty-five. But if it takes effort to understand: 
three. Worthy of empathy: ninety-nine. Mortal: one hundred out 
of one hundred – a figure that has never varied yet.
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individuals and collectively (Overdiek & 
Geerts, 2021; Hummels et al., 2019; Chen et 
al., 2016). A visual identity makes the exist-
ence of a stakeholder coalition as a collective 
visible and tangible, in the literal sense. In this 
way, design serves to connect stakeholders in 
societal impact design labs (Overdiek & 
Geerts, 2021). We can also consciously design 
our own lab system by using our method of 
generative co-design sessions to give colour, 
form and energy to collaboration and to 
improve those partnerships. The only thing we 
don't do, really, is allow ourselves to be both-
ered by the typical choices normally made 
when designing and structuring collaborative 
projects.
 
Impact and cross-over effects 
The societal impact design practices in labs 
also inevitably change the way we think about 
success and cross-over effects. Success cannot 
be evaluated within the time span of a single 
project. When it comes to individual and 
collective behavioural change and            the 
system, any kind of quick fix is completely 
useless. Better said, there are no quick fixes. 
Value-driven work takes time and persistence 
to complete the iterations in which the ques-
tions and promising avenues of thought are 
adjusted, in which new tools are constantly 
being developed and tested, and where there 
is an ongoing need for new stakeholders to 
see whether they are willing and able to take 
part in changes or supply insights and contri-
butions of their own. We therefore need new 

ways to monitor, evaluate and quantify the 
outcomes of this work.
 
Without context, it is impossible to assess 
quality. Quality inevitably depends on a need 
and a given perspective. This can be tricky 
when you are looking for ways to determine 
the quality of interventions and the develop-
ment of tools that may still need to be adjusted 
and changed over countless iterations. 
However, this does not prevent us from evalu-
ating the quality of the concrete outcomes and 
cross-overs we create. While measurement is 
important, this is never a dogma or the primary 
purpose of societal impact design. 

As societal impact designers and researchers, 
the best way for us to evaluate is exactly the 
same way we conduct our research and design 
activities: here, too, we use inquisitive and 
reflexive dialogue to learn whether people 
have gained a different perspective on a given 
situation as a result of contact, a design inter-
vention or a co-design process. Bringing 
together the outcomes of such a discussion 
offers insight into a change. It is precisely 
subtleties and nuances that we are seeking 
rather than quantifiable information, because 
this is where you will find aspects that are much 
more meaningful than statistics, and which we 
could not have predicted. See poem at page 
61. Here we can also find support in existing 
forms of evaluation research, as my colleague 
Professor Joke Hermes does (Hermes et al., 
2015; 2017). 
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2.5  
Conclusion
 
Based on Brand and Rocchi's (2011) overview 
of the different economies we deal with and 
the preceding insights from colleagues, I have 
created a summary in table 4. This is an initial 
list of components for a societal impact design 
culture, approach and structure. They describe 
the various mindsets that stakeholders, 
designers and researchers can combine in 
order to arrive at multi-value creation and soci-
etal earning capacity. Each of the four spheres 
of life falls into one of two characteristic mind-
sets: people-oriented or business-minded.

Anyone (designers, researchers, stakeholders, 
organisations, coalitions, students and 
lecturers) who embraces the relatively new 
societal impact design culture, approach and 
organisational structure, and wants to know 
more about it or to purposefully deploy it in 
the emerging transformation economy is 
sincerely welcome to join our research team. In 
the following and final part, I will address our 
agenda and where you are invited to take part.
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Societal Impact Design culture, approach and structure  
Societal Impact Design is normative: it aims to create a better world

 Value-based living  
People-oriented mindset

 Value networks
Business mindset

Brand & 
Rocchi (2011)
 

Designers, researchers and stakeholders take a 
systemic perspective; they focus on value, pattern- 
recognition and apply transformative thinking. 
They work collaboratively and based on empathy 
to identify common challenges and, in doing so, 
contribute meaningfully to multi-value creation.

&

Designers, researchers and stakeholders recognise 
that inclusiveness in networks and communities serves 
to enhance the quality of outcomes. And that exchang-
ing and comparing ethical values will improve the 
outcomes of the collaboration. They pursue transfor-
mation through collaboration. 

Culture We
Living together
Self-reflection, self-awareness
Empathy, engagement, compassion
Courage, daring, taking risks
Respect, honesty, transparency
Be the change
Passion

Partnership
Collaboration
Reflection in and on action
Socially engaged
Trust
Ethics
Achieve the change
Optimism

 Listening, observing, being sensitive
Systemic perspective
‘Empowerment’, agency
Putting forth effort, stamina

Participatory
Systems thinking
Inclusive
Long-term focus

Approach
 

Shared intention, challenges
Imagination, creativity
Joint processes, activities
Action-oriented
Inquisitive
Values influence decision-making
Recognising patterns of behaviour, mechanisms

Mutual understanding, insights
Shared vision, ideas
Shared substance, joint decisions
Entrepreneurial
Experimental
Ethical principles influence decision-making
Opportunity design

 Shared desires
Common interest
Shared credits, appreciation
Open, transparent

Shared language
Equitable distribution of value
Shared outcomes, benefits
Creative Commons licences

Structure Ecologies, communities, networks

People, nature and technology in balance
Inclusive environment
Joint practice
Evaluation based on experiences
Behavioural change

Labs, foundations, cooperatives
Social enterprises
Shared identity and communication
Shared responsibility: joint leadership  
and shared roles
Evaluation based on long-term results
Transformation

Outcome: Multi-Value Creation & Societal Earning Capacity

TABLE 4: A first impression of potential soci-
etal impact design culture, approach and struc-
ture components. This table is intended for 
illustrative purposes and is far from exhaustive
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further development of the toolbox for the 
creative industry, with methods aimed at estab-
lishing a vision and mission, collaboration and 
the monitoring and testing of design and inno-
vation processes. Design research into Key 
Enabling Methodologies strengthens the crea-
tive industry by continuously adding method-
ologically reviewed and tested tools to that 
toolbox. Creative professionals will be able to 
use these tools in the domains where they 
work: from social design to life centered 
design, from product design to media, and 
from architecture to communication, music 
and other art forms. The tools will also have 

applications in many other domains, where the 
methods and techniques of the creative 
professional can contribute to scaling up or 
improving ways of coping with challenges in 
the tourism, chemical, healthcare or other 
industries. The ambition is to develop and test 
these tools in such a way that they and the 
corresponding knowledge can be applied by 
researchers and creative professionals as well 
as students and young professionals. 

3.1   
Meaningful and relevant research
 
As practice-driven design researchers, societal 
impact design researchers are tasked with 
creating new knowledge for the benefit of the 
creative industry and the professional fields for 
which the degree programmes at the Faculty 
of Creative Business are preparing students. 
Because we are collaborating across the 
borders of faculties and spheres of life, the 
knowledge we develop can benefit others as 
well. We are also working on projects for a 
chemical consortium, for the healthcare 
industry, and so on. But we societal impact 
design researchers need other Creative Busi-
ness professionals in order to do this. We are 
drivers and change-makers, and we can do our 
jobs better when we have support from profes-
sionals in the areas of storytelling, business 
design and management. This helps put 
forward our message and our identity in a 
powerful way. As I said, our research focuses 
on the societal impact design culture, 
approach and structure. We are only willing 

and able to conduct this research based on the 
aspirations and needs of partners who see 
potential for contributing – through this 
research – to idea directions for challenges 
with which they feel involvement. In that light, 
we researchers and our partners, along with 
Inholland University of Applied Sciences, share 
a common goal: social innovation in the city, 
aimed at promoting sustainability, health, 
inclusiveness and resilience. We are curious 
about the positions, potential for action, 
behaviour and perceptions of all stakeholders 
in these collaborations. These are professional 
partners from all spheres of life – which means 
citizens, researchers, lecturers and students as 
well. We view labs as relevant learning commu-
nities and spaces in which to conduct our 
research. 

Together with various internal and external 
colleagues, I have for some time been 
pioneering with work that combines co-design 
with a systemic perspective. ‘Systemic Co-De-
sign’ is the term that we have coined, together 
with a group of like-minded others, to refer to 
an integral approach to societal challenges. 
We view this new methodology as a multi-stake-
holder approach that brings together the 
fields of co-design, the systemic perspective, 
systems thinking and insights from the human 
sciences for the purpose of tackling wicked 
societal challenges and thereby accelerating 
transitions in networks. This is why I am 
extremely pleased to have the opportunity to 
serve as the chair of the centre of expertise: 
the Expertise Network for Systemic Co-Design 
(ENSCD), a research group existing across 

The societal impact design research agenda is 
emphatically a work in progress. This agenda 
is being developed within the framework of 
the Creative Future vision of Inholland Univer-
sity of Applied Sciences and as a part of the 
strategic research agenda of the Creative Busi-
ness research group. Through our research 
line, we hope to contribute to the Knowledge 
& Innovation Agenda (KIA) for Societal earning 
capacity and the Knowledge & Innovation 
Agenda (KIA). This will include the Key 
Enabling Methodologies (KEM) formulated by 
CLICKNL. That agenda for the development of 
Key Enabling Methodologies relates to the 

3 Design research agenda  
of Societal Impact Design
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experiments to help put societal impact design 
on the map. Through our Expertise Network, 
we will achieve social innovation – with a broad 
base of support and ownership – over the long 
term to benefit society, networks, organisa-
tions, neighbourhoods, teams, families and 
the individual. 

3.2   
Inspiring education in a joined practice

Societal impact design adds value to educa-
tion that prepares students for and makes 
them aware of a changing economy, shifts in 
technology and changes in how we live our 
lives – all set against the backdrop of large and 
urgent ecological and cultural changes. As a 
professor, I strive to promote teaching that 
focuses on real societal challenges in actual 
practice, and together with my colleagues, to 
learn how we can implement such teaching in 
an effective way. I enjoy critically examining the 
existing borders between curricula and how 
they do or do not reflect professional practice 
and foster the kind of culture, approach and 
structures with which I am so comfortable.  
In doing so, I also hope to challenge my 
colleagues and promote a                           .
Being an optimist, I want to share the culture of 
societal impact design with them, and extend 
to them the future-proof and relevant skills of 
systemic co-design that are in line with the 
emerging transformation economy. In fact: I 
see that some students can hardly wait to do 
their part as inquisitive and critical world-
builders and explorers. 

multiple universities of applied sciences, see 
figure 10. With the help of an allocated SIA 
SPRONG subsidy and together with colleagues 
including Inholland professors Guido Stompff 
and Jürg Thölke, professors Christine De Lille 
from the Hague University of Applied Sciences, 
and Remko van der Lugt from Utrecht Univer-
sity of Applied Sciences, along with Rotterdam 
University of Applied Sciences. This cross-insti-
tutional network will boost collaboration and 
connection within Inholland and beyond. Not 
to mention that such an organisational struc-
ture, which transcends individual universities 
of applied sciences, is itself an innovative soci-
etal impact design structure. Within the 
ENSCD, we intend to further elaborate our 
vision on and new approach of Systemic 
Co-design together with our partners from the 
four spheres of life (personal, public, private 
and political) in regional and nationwide 
learning network sessions. This new key 
enabling methodology promotes multi-value 
creation and contributes to the KIA for Societal 
earning capacity. The collaboration between 
the professors and our research groups also 
stimulates connections that are both substan-
tive – in connection with systemic co-design – 
and thematic – in connection with the transi-
tion themes of a sustainable, healthy and safe 
world. Major ambitions – in addition to encour-
aging and defining high-quality practice-driven 
systemic co-design research with partners, 
increasing visibility and producing joint publi-
cations – also include network-based action, 
research programming and internationalisa-
tion. In time, the ENSCD will also be able to 
deploy its knowledge, position, influence and 

FIGURE 10: The Expertise Network 
for Systemic Co-Design (ENSCD)

didactic shift
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The Faculty of Creative Business at Inholland 
University of Applied Sciences wishes to train 
professionals who are ready to face the chal-
lenges of our time. In that way, today's societal 
challenges also result in a duty of education. 
For Creative Business professionals, the chal-
lenge is to put people, society and societal 
challenges first. In doing so, we want to 
preserve the idea of ‘prosperity’ in combina-
tion with well-being, health, sustainability, 
quality of life and justice. The goal is to facili-
tate the integration of multi-value creation and 
societal earning capacity. We are working 
together to draft an ambitious development 
agenda for education and research under the 
‘Creative Future’ banner, to which the Societal 
Impact Design research team is eager to 
contribute. A portion of this education is taking 
shape in living labs. 

Creative Future  
teaching activities in living labs 
In living labs in urban environments, we offer 
students conscious learning experiences in the 
context of challenging learning situations in 
local practice. We create context-aware educa-
tion by viewing students as genuine partners 
and allowing them to collaborate with the 
professional field, their coaches and our 
researchers in addressing real-life societal 
challenges with a variety of stakeholders. 
‘School’ is not found in a brick-and-mortar 
edifice or the university of applied sciences as 
an institution alone, but also in clicking away 
on your laptop or phone, in talking and 
working with other people in the outside 
world, in cafés, community centre, parks and 

metro stations, and in our imaginations. It is, in 
other words, everywhere. Students from 
different study programmes work together in 
interdisciplinary teams. We are expanding to a 
growing number of study programmes and, in 
the future, we will hopefully be in a position to 
have our students collaborate with students 
from programmes at other universities of 
applied sciences and at other educational 
levels. The more integrated our approach to 
the challenges, the more we can do justice to 
the idea of societal impact design practice.  
Teaching in living labs is not about ‘learning to 
jump through hoops’ or working your way 
through a checklist of tasks and learning objec-
tives. That much is clear. It is why my colleagues 
and I do not offer a simple prescribed collabo-
rative process, because students should be 
free to discover, design and test that process 
themselves, adapting it through trial and error. 
We naturally provide them with options. It is 
more important that students be given the 
space they need to explore and draw conclu-
sions for themselves. We want them to experi-
ence the pleasure of discovery and the accom-
panying sense of pride. We facilitate students 
by teaching them to be curious, to conduct 
critical research, to openly share knowledge 
and to improvise – to jam and remix until some-
thing new and relevant emerges. While some 
of our students have already acquired this atti-
tude from their progressive secondary schools, 
for others, it is still a new concept. For many of 
our students – and certainly for the lecturers – it 
can be an enormous    in thinking. In our 
lab-learning communities, students collabo-
rate with researchers, government representa-

tives, commercial and non-profit organisations 
and (city) users. Learning coaches – the 
lecturers – support students in the shared 
search for multi-value creation and societal 
earning capacity. Our creative lab teaching 
culture also gives students a chance to take a 
different approach than usual and teaches 
them to be unafraid to experiment with inno-
vative approaches for collaboration and idea-
tion during their studies (and hopefully there-
after). Students must be confident and 
convinced that our educational culture 
believes it is OK to make mistakes, and that 
they can rely on support when they make 
mistakes of their own. This is a cultural shift we 
must make together; text box 12.

Concluding
In conclusion, I have reached the end of what I 
wanted to say. I realise that I have given a 
broad perspective on our societal impact 
design research and education. To my mind, 
this is in line with a new field of study and a 
new research line, as well as aligning with the 
emerging transformation economy, the soci-
etal earning capacity, the multi-value creation 
we strive to achieve, and the key methodology 
for systemic co-design to which our research 
line will contribute. The Societal Impact Design 
research line is still in its infancy, yet the 
contours of the knowledge agenda are already 
clearly visible. I am very much looking forward 
to starting this work with my colleagues and 
the labs. 

TEXT BOX 12:
CULTURAL SHIFT
At the moment, Creative Business students 
still feel excited about making mistakes and 
learning from them. It can be scary to share 
your unpolished ideas during the co-design 
process and to test those ideas with others. Or 
to appreciate your failed attempts because 
they yielded so many new insights. Most 
students are not (yet) used to the idea that the 
process itself and the resulting insights can be 
rewarding for them, too. Their learning 
coaches do not always see things that way 
either. They might, for instance, have a strong 
focus on direct results. Together, we are 
learning that the collaborative design rese-
arch process itself can be very valuable for 
students and for the participating coalitions. 
The process helps build trust and leads to the 
insight that there are inevitably new questions 
lurking behind every question. As it stands, it 
costs students a great deal of effort, time and 
frustration to find out whether a promising 
idea might actually drive behavioural change. 
We intend to support them by methodically 
and systematically exploring the best way to 
guide students through the process, and 
determining what this will require from our 
lecturers. •
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