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FROM THE EDITOR

O K, to state the obvious, design 
is very popular right now. In 
fact, it seems like everywhere 

we have developed an insatiable need 
for design and design thinking. Home 
improvement shows are massive hits 
with design and building themes engag-
ing people in binge watching creative 
immersions. Fashion is hotter and more 
varied and prolific than ever. Architecture 
is pushing form boundaries fueled by 
3D methods of design and construction 
that allow building in ways that defy logic 
compared to even just 30 years ago. 
And industrial design, the profession, 
is at full employment at the moment. Clearly, design plays 
a role in the commercially oriented arenas of entertainment 
and business, but is that really its most important purpose?

Design as a capability is a unique and highly sought-
after method and almost impossible to grow organically in 
this full-employment environment. So it’s being acquired, 
as proven by the numbers. As I reported in the Summer 
issue, in 2016 alone there were a record number of acquisi-
tions, 42, according to John Maeda’s annual Design in Tech 
Report. I should know because LUNAR’s parent company, 
McKinsey, the management consultancy, recently acquired 
Veryday, an established European agency, adding more 
design power to its design arsenal. Still, there is something 
unsettling about this moment. As awesome as it is to be 
wanted, it’s even more compelling to think about where 
design isn’t. That is to say, where it’s needed but not avail-
able to the people who perhaps need it most. It’s time now 
to pause, or even take a step backward perhaps, to reflect 
on the true impact design can have in our world. 

Recently, I was invited to a think-tank meeting, an 
unconference hosted by the School of Art at the University 
of Michigan expertly conceived and executed by Bruce 
Tharp, chair of the ID department there. An unconfer-
ence is a lightly structured engagement of conversational 
interaction centered around the unpacking of ideas, in this 
case, design, happiness and the future. It was a brilliant 
three-day affair held on a crisp fall weekend in downtown 
Detroit. A beautiful gathering of design minds and futurists 
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and experts on happiness (yes, there 
is such a thing)—six of each. The 18 
of us came together to explore the 
impact and range of what happens 
when these three significant ideas inter-
sect. Conversations were self-initiated 
and participation in them self-selected. 

For much of the weekend, we dis-
cussed underserved communities that 
had agency with causes and the impact 
that leaning in brought to the popula-
tions they were involved with. The show 
stopper, as this was held in the shadow 
of the rebirth of Detroit, was a visit to 
the Heidelberg Project, an outdoor art 

initiative in the heart of the city whose mission is to “improve 
the lives of people and neighborhoods through art.” The 
Heidelberg Project believes that “all citizens, from all cul-
tures, have the right to grow and flourish in their communi-
ties. That a community can redevelop and sustain itself, from 
the inside out, by embracing its diverse cultures and artistic 
attributes as the essential building blocks for a fulfilling 
and economically viable way of life.” It is a true experiment 
in public art conveying the meaning of personal struggle 
and the struggle of a population underserved in a world of 
excess and abundance. As the Heidelberg Project reminds 
us, amid all this acquisition and accolating we must not lose 
sight of where design’s true impact lies. The iconic designers 
Charles and Ray Eames famously said, “We wanted to make 
the best for the most for the least.” That was the inspiration 
for this issue of INNOVATION. 

For a guest editor, we turned to the name that immedi-
ately popped into our heads. Ann-Marie Conrado, IDSA, is 
a highly engaged and influential professor teaching design at 
Notre Dame and a super talented designer we have known 
for a long time who has been working beyond self-interest 
for an even longer time. Reaching out to underserved popu-
lations in Nepal, Ann-Marie has been creating and bringing 
back stories that nourish the soul and speak to design’s true 
calling. She has been a beacon for good and a role model 
for many designers who share her pure focus and sense 
of accomplishment. We are lucky to have her curating this 
important issue of the journal.

—Mark Dziersk, FIDSA, INNOVATION Executive Editor
mark@lunar.com

DESIGN, HAPPINESS 
& THE FUTURE
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By Ann-Marie Conrado, IDSA, Guest Editor
aconrado@nd.edu

Ann-Marie Conrado holds degrees in industrial design and anthropology and currently teaches industrial design at the University 
of Notre Dame where she champions the practice of social design. Her work focuses on applying her interdisciplinary background 
to design innovative solutions to challenging healthcare and humanitarian issues here at home and abroad. She is the founder of 
Hope Initiative, a nonprofit working in Nepal, and is the inaugural recipient of IDSA’s Young Educator of the Year Award.

SERVING THE UNDERSERVED

T
his issue is about what it means to serve those most often underserved by design. As a designer 

myself, I believe that is a compelling and admirable idea and have spent a career trying to under-

stand what that means in the field and in the classroom. To many reading this, I am sure that 

sounds exciting and fulfilling. But if we are going to talk about what it means to seek out a more meaningful 

path in design, we have to get a few things out of the way first. 

Paved with Good Intentions
In recent years I have stumbled across numerous efforts 
to problematize the white savior narrative. And if you don’t 
know what that is, stop, find out and then come back. 
Satirical examples include the #endhumanitariandouchery 
campaign by Canadian students Christina Guan and Kaelan 
MacNeill to highlight irresponsible voluntourism, Carolina 
Vallejo’s Design for the First World Competition to address 
issues of obesity and consumerism and the Instagram 
account Barbiesavior whose tagline concisely states, “It’s 
not about me … but it kind of is.” The series of tweets 
by author Teju Cole in response to the Kony2012 video 
translates Hannah Arendt’s banality of evil into a “banality of 
sentimentality” where “the world is nothing but a problem to 
be solved by enthusiasm.” 

Well-intentioned but often naïve, misguided and even 
downright dangerous efforts to remake other societies in 
the image of our own are often pursued without question. 
And what about those efforts driven not by good intentions 
but by profit and greed? We must be sensitive to the difficult 
questions of agency and power relationships easily over-
looked in our desire to do good even as we debate timeless 
questions of social, ethical and ecological responsibility. 

Victor Papanek’s unflinching words in his polemic 
reverberate across time and feel as potent as the day he 
wrote them. And yet in the preface to the second edition, he 
admits to underestimating “how much we could learn in the 
places we had set out to teach.” I would extend his empha-
sis on developing world communities to all forms of diverse 
communities and populations. What might we learn from the 
differently abled, the marginalized and the disenfranchised, 
and how might we design with them? 

From the overlooked to the underserved, there are still 
too many groups neglected by design’s influence, reach and 
power and too little funding to support innovative design 

practices aimed at bringing compelling solutions to fruition. 
And we all underestimate the complex web of politics and 
competing agendas that make it so difficult for good ideas 
to take root and scale. 

My practice aims to empower those with the least 
access to design, from improving health outcomes for those 
struggling with chronic conditions here in the US to improv-
ing the fortunes of artisans in Nepal. This work is built first 
and foremost on the trust born of intense and deep ethno-
graphic immersion and, in the case of Nepal, an 18-year 
commitment. People need to know that you are there for 
the long haul and willing to make the sacrifices necessary to 
take the journey together. 

Empowering through Design
In assembling this collection, I looked for designers and 
design educators grappling with these same issues and 
developing unique ways to address these concerns while 
leveraging the power of design carefully, thoughtfully and 
with humility. The common thread is a willingness to go the 
extra mile and span the vast gulf between ourselves and 
those we hope to empower, whether they’re in our own 
neighborhood or halfway around the world. 

We start off with Owen Foster, IDSA, who pushes us 
to consider how we develop human capacity through more 
creative learning and to use design to educate for empow-
erment. He provides concrete suggestions for cultivating a 
community of learning beyond traditional classrooms and 
reminds us that we all have a role to play. Allen Samuels, L/
IDSA, reflects on a career designing for populations typically 
outside commercial interests from the elderly to the disadvan-
taged to the differently abled. Who is listening to their voices? 
Kevin Phaup recounts his life-changing experience working 
alongside rural Nepalese villagers to rebuild their homes after 
the devastating earthquakes of 2015 and the realization that 
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SERVING THE UNDERSERVED

deep immersion and empathy born of a shared experience 
can lead to radically new approaches to wicked challenges. 
Jonathan Mills challenges us to design for those we haven’t 
even identified nor considered by laying out a foundation for 
mapping future impacts and the effects of design decisions 
on stakeholders throughout a complex ecosystem. Deana 
McDonagh, PhD, urges designers to bring the concerns of a 
more diverse population to every design project and ensure 
we meet the varied emotional, social, cultural and aspira-
tional needs of consumers who may be quite different from 
ourselves. Joon Kwon shares the process behind two IDEA 
award-winning concepts in the category of social impact and 
the impulse behind the collective IDEAfree. 

In curating this collection, I looked not only to those 
working in far-flung places but also to those working in 
my own backyard in order to shine a brighter light on their 
inspiring work. Alex Liggins and cofounder Alex Sejdinaj 
brought to life the South Bend Code School not only to 
bring technical skill in coding to youth from historically 
disenfranchised communities but, more profoundly and 

more powerfully, to enable them to envision themselves as 
coders because, as Marian Wright Edelman said, “You can’t 
be what you can’t see.” Lastly, Nathan King concludes by 
detailing the collaboration that led to the founding of the 
African Design Centre and the critical partnerships between 
industry and education that can pave the road to greater 
success in social impact practice. 

In the words of one of our authors, “Representation 
matters, period.” There are not enough diverse voices, 
perspectives and experiences shaping the design of the 
world. While we have made admirable progress, too many 
entrenched barriers remain that make it difficult for those 
diverse viewpoints to thrive. We must continue to encour-
age those with different abilities, lenses and backgrounds 
to embrace the role of designer and the change inherent 
in that orientation and work to break down the barriers 
to their entry. I’ll end with more prescient advice from 
Papanek to remind ourselves of our own moral imperative 
as designers: “Design itself must always be a seed project, 
always operative.” n

“The main trouble with design schools seems to be that they teach too much design and 
 not enough about the social and political environment in which design takes place.”

—Victor Papanek, Design for the Real World

A community gathering to celebrate the conclusion of a six-month knitware training sponsored by Hope Initiative for 50 Nepalese women.
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