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Abstract: 
The attacks of September 11 have created a resurgence of American patriotism and resolve.  
It has also spurred many of us in the design profession to re-examine our role in society and 
the world.  In searching for a topic for an advanced product design studio, we wanted to 
examine the role of the designer as a socially responsible contributor to the human 
condition.   
 
In the many areas of conflict and natural disasters around the world, the plight of refugees in 
many different situations is the source of much human suffering.  The basic human needs of 
people in these dire conditions often go unmet.  Can the skills of the industrial designer be 
utilized in developing design solutions, which may alleviate some of this misery?  In 
designing products and systems to address some of these basic needs, can we grow in our 
ability to empathize with people whose experience is far removed from our own?  Might we 
also gain a new sense of the potential our profession holds in making a difference for all 
human beings? 
 
Considering all of the above, faculty and students determined that the problem statement for 
the advanced product studio would be:  To propose and develop design solutions to address 
survival challenges and improve the quality of life for refugees and disaster victims around 
the world.  The solutions should be designed so they can realistically be distributed by world 
relief organizations like the International Red Cross and should be adaptable to work within 
most cultures, climates and disaster situations. 
 
Procter and Gamble, whose designers and technical experts served as mentors and critics, 
sponsored this special studio.  The expertise of Procter and Gamble was utilized in applying 
known technologies to the problems we identified in the areas of general health and family 
care, water purification, delivery systems, materials, and manufacturing.  Designers and 
engineers attended weekly critiques and provided advice and direction throughout the seven-
week duration of the exercise. 
 
Vince Costello, the Director of International Services for the American Red Cross, agreed to 
act as consultant and critic for this project.  Mr. Costello has spent time in the refugee camps 
in Macedonia and Kosovo, helping to direct relief efforts.  At the beginning of the course, 
he gave a presentation on the conditions in the camps and the problems facing refugees and 
those trying to help them.  He also attended weekly critiques and participated in 
brainstorming processes. 
 
All of the participants, the sponsors (P&G corporate design), the client (the Red Cross), the 
faculty and the students were very pleased with the results of this studio. This abstract is a 
proposal to present those results, to expand upon the educational model that it represents, 
and to highlight and discuss the skills learned that are a valuable addition to those learned in 
our more traditional studio classes. 
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Introduction 
The attacks of September 11 have created a resurgence of American patriotism and resolve.  
It has also spurred many of us in the design profession to re-examine our role in society and 
the world.  In searching for a topic for an advanced product design studio, we wanted to 
examine the role of the designer as a socially responsible contributor to the human 
condition.   
 
In the many areas of conflict and natural disasters around the world, the plight of refugees in 
many different situations is the source of much human suffering.  The basic human needs of 
people in these dire conditions often go unmet.  Can the skills of the industrial designer be 
utilized in developing design solutions, which may alleviate some of this misery?  In 
designing products and systems to address some of these basic needs, can we grow in our 
ability to empathize with people whose experience is far removed from our own?  Might we 
also gain a new sense of the potential our profession holds in making a difference for all 
human beings? 
 
Considering all of the above, faculty and students determined that the problem statement for 
the advanced product studio would be:  To propose and develop design solutions to address 
survival challenges and improve the quality of life for refugees and disaster victims around 
the world.  The solutions should be designed so they can realistically be distributed by world 
relief organizations like the International Red Cross and should be adaptable to work within 
most cultures, climates and disaster situations. 



Corporate Partners 
Procter & Gamble generously agreed to be our corporate sponsor and partner in this 
unusual studio effort.  Besides providing financial support, they also provided personnel and 
time throughout our design process.  Steve D’Amico spearheaded the effort to provide 
sponsorship.  Frank Macaulay, Lee Arent and Chris Miller of P & G, met with us weekly, 
served as mentors and critics, and provided expertise in addressing problems in the areas of 
general health, family care, water purification, delivery systems, materials, and manufacturing.   
 
Unlike most sponsored projects, P&G’s main interest in this effort was not the development 
of proprietary designs or mining the minds of young designers for potentially profitable 
ideas.  Their participation offered their designers and engineers a time to interact with young 
designers, to enrich their own education, and have an unusual and stimulating design 
experience outside the realm of their everyday corporate world.  Spotting and recruiting 
young design talent for future employment was a secondary but important outcome as well. 
 
We were also lucky to recruit Vince Costello, the Director of International Services for the 
American Red Cross in Cincinnati, to join us as consultant and critic for this project.  Mr. 
Costello has spent time in the Kosovo refugee camps in Macedonia, helping to direct relief 
efforts.  At the beginning of the course, he gave a presentation on the conditions in the 
camps and the problems facing refugees and those trying to help them.  He also attended 
weekly critiques and participated in brainstorming processes.  His experience and expertise 
was particularly critical in helping all of us understand the immensely challenging physical 
and psychological conditions in a refugee or disaster situation. 
 
Methodology  
Our first challenge was to research the conditions and circumstances in various refugee and 
disaster situations around the world.  Mr. Costello’s presentation was an excellent beginning, 
which the students followed up by extensive research on the web.  The vast number of local 
and international relief organizations around the world provided much information and 
helped us realize the huge scope of the problems facing humans in these situations.  All of us 
struggled to imagine living through such a nightmare from the perspective of our relatively 
comfortable and privileged lives.  One student whose home was completely destroyed in a 
recent tornado here in Cincinnati did offer a very personal account of the sense of loss and 
dislocation. 
 
The students were challenged to design their own methodology for approaching this 
overwhelming design task.  After discussing various approaches, students determined to take 
apart the problem by dissecting it into manageable parts, establishing a taxonomy or 
hierarchy of topics.  We set up the studio in a ‘war room’ format with every wall covered in 
pin-up surface and began to brainstorm.  We started with the most basic human needs, 
establishing topic areas such as Food, Shelter, Clothing, Sanitation, Hygiene, Health, 
Security, Family, Work, Communication, Spirituality, etc.  Each of these areas was then 
broken down into smaller and smaller problems.  Food was broken down into issues of 
distribution, storage, allocation, transportation, preparation etc.  A topic like food 
preparation then broke down into group preparation and mess hall facilities vs. individual 
preparation by families.  The next level down addressed issues like stoves, pots and pans, 
dishes and utensils, prep areas, storage of food, refrigeration and fuel.   
 



Students then began to address each of these topics through brainstorming in groups and 
individual sketched proposals.  All sketches were posted in the topic areas for all to see and 
to build upon.  Students attempted to include cultural and traditional issues in their thinking 
to avoid taboos and be as universal as possible in their proposals. 
 
After initial research and brainstorming a list of design objectives was developed to serve as 
guidelines during the design process and criteria for evaluation.  These objectives included: 

 Does the proposed design solution meet a specific need to help people in a 
significant way? 

 Is it easy to understand and intuitive? 
 Is it easy to transport and implement? 
 Is it cost effective? 
 Is it modular, customizable and scalable to fit the situation? 
 Is it durable and reusable? 
 Is it multifunctional, flexible and efficient? 
 Is it adaptable to be culturally acceptable and appropriate? 
 Is it environmentally responsible and sustainable? 
 Does it burden the host country? 

 
Sustainability 
Early in the project, students were lectured on basic principles of sustainable design.  A 
simple approach to designing sustainable products was adapted from Edwin Datchevski’s 
book, The Total Beauty of Sustainable Products.  Datchevski’s approach advises five simple 
guidelines, make it cyclic, make it solar, make it safe, make it efficient, and make it social.   
 
All of these directives seemed particularly appropriate for the refugee camp situation.  Cyclic 
solutions are appropriate for the kind of limited use required in temporary situations, 
particularly reclaiming or re-using limited resources.  It is imperative to design off the grid 
when there is no grid.  Power and energy options are often limited so solar solutions and 
efficiency is a given.  For people facing such adverse circumstances and health threatening 
conditions, safe is also essential.  Added peril from toxins or pollution is the last thing they 
need.  The social aspect is often the most difficult to control in designing sustainably.  We 
often cannot as designers, impact the social equity and economic fairness of how our designs 
are produced.  The benefit offered to human beings in this dire situation is inherently 
socially redemptive. We also worked to make our solutions low tech and producible by local 
suppliers or even the refugees themselves.  This is a particularly beneficial solution to the 
idleness, boredom and feelings of uselessness that plague many refugees in the camps.   



 
It became obvious to the students in the course of this project that sustainability guidelines 
provide an excellent inspiration for developing design solutions in this circumstance, and 
later a useful barometer for evaluating the success of proposed solutions. 
 
The Proposed Designs 
In interim critiques, each student presented at least six ideas for specific design solutions 
pertaining to the topic areas.  These ideas were discussed, and peers, mentors and faculty 
made suggestions. 
 
Halfway through this seven-week project, students were required to land upon a design 
solution for a specific problem faced by refugees and/or disaster victims.  They then further 
researched that particular problem, refined their goals and parameters, and began to work on 
their final design proposals.  They created mock-ups and study models, graphic 
presentations, and final Alias renderings or finished models for their final presentation. 
 
Hygiene 
Hygiene is a big problem in the camps and is critical to general health and disease 
prevention.  Dave Seal responded by designing a personal hygiene and first aid kit, to be 
distributed to families in need. 

 
 
Dave Seal designed this personal Hygiene and first aid kit.  All items store inside a reseal-able and recyclable bucket with a spigot that is used to collect, store and 
dispense water. 
 
Julie Esenwein and Steve Taylor designed a baby care supply kit that also served as a baby 
carrier and bathtub.  Jamie Carlin developed a backpack containing all supplies needed for 
medical personnel to administer measles inoculations.  To address the threat of epidemic 
disease, Mike Tinstman proposed a portable hospital tent system that could be quickly 
brought in on flatbed trucks and erected with only a small crew. 
 
Scott Dallmeyer designed a shower unit to provide refugees, disaster victims or even rescue 
personnel with a relaxing hot shower.  This proposal illustrates how sustainable design 



guidelines were successfully utilized as innovation drivers in the development of these 
products.  This solution is cyclic in that it is made of rotationally molded recyclable 
polypropylene.  It is solar in that it uses a muscle-powered pump to raise the water to the 
holding tank and the sun to heat the water.  It is efficient in that it is lightweight, ships as 
nested panels, can be clustered in groups and functions with no energy required for its use.  
The drain tank below is identical to the holding tank above and collects run-off as gray-
water.  The gray water is diverted to launder clothing and other items in a system of 
rotationally molded communal laundry basins designed by Nate Lynch.  It is safe in that no 
toxins or emissions are present.  And it is social, in that it can be made by low tech, local 
companies and assembled on-site by the refugees themselves.  The social value of a relaxing 
hot shower and personal cleansing cannot be overestimated in the camp situation. 
 

 
Scott Dallmeyer’s shower unit demonstrates sustainable desi gn principles as an innovation driver. 
 
Sanitation 
Sanitation is a major issue inside a refugee camp.  Open trench latrines typical of refugee 
camps are an unsanitary and unpleasant solution.  In his research Devin Baldridge learned 
that 40,000 refugees produce 40 tons of human waste per day.  He also discovered an 
emerging technology called pyrolysis, which can convert human waste to usable fuels 
through heat processing.  He designed a portable latrine system that utilizes adapted cargo 
containers that are transported on flatbed trucks. These latrines provide private and sanitary 
restrooms and facilitate the collection and processing of waste.  The waste is moved to on-
site pyrolytic converters, which produce char, a solid burnable fuel, and methane gas.  The 
char can be burned by the camp residents for heating and cooking.  Some of the methane is 
re-introduced into the converters to fuel the conversion process.  The excess is burned in 
micro-turbine generators to produce electrical power for the camp.  The pyrolytic process, 
once set in motion, is self-sustaining. 
 

 
Devin Baldridge’s Latrine system uses pyrolysis to convert human waste to char, methane  and electricity. 
 



Food and Water 
Wes Lucas designed an inexpensive, low-tech and easily manufactured cook stove that uses 
solar energy when conditions are right.  It is easily converted to burn solid fuel (such as char) 
when the sun is not available.  Suzanna Bachman designed an affordable and compact 
aluminum cooking kit that contains pots, pans, plates and utensils for a family of five to 
prepare and eat a meal. .   
 
Transporting water and heavy bulk food supplies is an issue for many inside refugee camps.  
Keith Jones developed a collapsible water-carrying backpack to facilitate water transport.  
Jen Sedwick designed an inexpensive rotationally molded cart/dolly to help people transport 
water, food and other heavy supplies within the camp.  Tony Siebel adapted P&G water 
purification technology in a device that collects, purifies and stores rainwater for situations 
where public water supplies are unavailable. 
 

        
 
Jen Sedwick’s transport cart is lightweight, affordable Tony Seibel’s water purification 
and recyclable.  system collects, purifies, stores and dispenses 

rainwater. 



 
Lighting and Communications 
Inside most refugee camps and in many disaster situations, electricity is often not available.  
This makes lighting and communications difficult after dark.  To address this problem, Jill 
Vaias developed a combined radio and lantern that is recharged with solar cells or a hand-
cranked dynamo.  Lan Ting Liu, put the power of children at play to work on the lighting 
issue.  She developed a jump rope that generates and stores electricity through a dynamo and 
rechargeable battery contained in the handle.  When detached from the rope, the handle 
functions as a powerful LED flashlight.  

 
Lan Ting Liu’s jump rope flashlight utilizes the power of play.   Jill Vaias’s radio lantern uses solar or 

muscle power. 
 

Locating Missing Persons 
The Red Cross plays a particularly significant role in identifying and locating missing persons 
and reuniting lost family members.  Ben Bartfeld and Peter Hanchack tackled the problem to 
develop a product system that will assist Red Cross personnel accomplish this complicated 
task.  They adapted laptop, camera, satellite and software technologies, to create products 
and systems that connect field workers in remote locations to a central database and match 
up separated family members and facilitate the process of reunification.  Mr. Costello, who 
specializes in family reunification for the Red Cross, was impressed by their proposals and 
intends to present some of the ideas to the National Office of the Red Cross and seek 
support for further development. 
 



 
Peter Hanchak’s proposal utilizes a solar     Ben Bartfeld’s proposal is a two-part unit that 
recharging and connection unit. facilitates data gathering in the field. 
 
Outcomes 
An unexpected but exciting outcome of the refugee project is that we were featured as a 
cover story in Design Perspectives.  The positive reaction we have had to that story provides 
us with evidence that most practicing designers see value in projects of this kind, and are 
determined to make a difference in the human experience.  The global reach of the IDSA 
publication was demonstrated when Dirk Bogaert of Design for the World, an organization 
based in Barcelona, contacted us.  They provide free design services to people in need.  He 
has invited us to collaborate with them in one of the many design projects they are 
conducting for struggling industries in emerging economies around the world. 
 
John Paul Kusz, who teaches sustainable design to business students at IIT, presented a 
paper recently in Beijing, at a conference of Chinese and American design educators.  His 
presentation focused on the relevance and importance of designing for the third world 
marketplace.  He presented images of student work from our refugee project as an example 
of how education can expose students to these opportunities. 
 
Making a Difference 
At the end of this project, it was important for students, faculty and corporate partners to 
assess the nature of this design experience.  Students were surveyed to determine if this 
experience had affected their feelings about the profession of Industrial Design, their 
feelings about themselves as agents for social change, and the potential of industrial design 
to improve all peoples lives.  They were also asked to assess their skills of empathy and 
designing outside their own experience.  Several other classes engaged in more traditional 
and typical studio projects were also surveyed as a control group.   
 
The results of these surveys indicated that participation in the refugee project had 
significantly and positively affected feelings and opinions about the value of our profession 
as a contributor to social change.  Our debriefing discussions further verified these 
attitudinal changes and appreciation for this kind of exposure.  Our corporate partners and 
faculty shared these opinions as well.  Students were empowered by the possibility of making 
a difference in the many problems facing humanity through the conscientious practice of 
industrial design. 


