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The designer is a team creator. It is 
the designers who redefine the experi-
ence each time the team ventures into 
the next challenge. It is the designers 
who satisfy user needs through empathic 
inquiry and creative expression through 
design. One can define design simply as 
creative problem-solving, but that defi-
nition falls far short of the aspirational 
potential for designers’ ability to insight-
fully reframe problems, identifying needs 
for creating value and advantage through 
change. 

As a designer, I personally iden-
tify with my design by the value I can 
create and the expression of self my 
design offers to the world. I prefer to 
let my designing speak for me, beyond 
the physical and through the essence 
embodied in my creation experience. 
When users experience design’s mean-
ing, they are experiencing the designer’s 

epiphany in action. This epiphany has been spiritually trans-
ferred and expressed in the work for all to see, appreciate 
and experience its transcendent value, and it is rightfully 
judged as such. You do not need to be told that an Eames 
chair is an Eames chair; Charles and Ray Eames’ immortal 
design ethos is embodied in the iconic symbolism of their 
creations. I have never met them, but I feel very close to 
them through their designs.  

The exponential power of design is beyond anything 
else individuals can achieve. Think of Einstein and his 
thought experiments, which often arose from seemingly 
nothing but the designer’s inspiration—ideas reframed and 
transformed creatively, demonstrating that the seed of an 

THE DESIGNERS’ ETHOS

DESIGN DEFINED
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W hen I reflect on the definition 
of design, two discreet but 
related interpretations come 

to mind. There’s the big “D” of Design 
as a noun, and the small “d” of design 
as a verb. I prefer the small “d” design 
because that’s where the action is. The 
enduring power “to design” is a trans-
formative action that distinguishes how 
designers create new value within all 
disciplines. 

Inspired design has created incred-
ible value, while design lacking principle 
has at times pillaged without conscience. 
We design to solve problems, to create 
beauty, to optimize and to put our mark 
on this world. Design can evade rules, 
neglect the aesthetic, placate the unethi-
cal and powerfully exploit. It can serve the 
common good or self-interested oppor-
tunistic greed, and designers can inspire 
greatness or bring despair. The conse-
quences of design can often reach well beyond our intent 
as we gaze reflectively upon our actions.

To understand the definition of design, we must look 
into exceptional designers’ intrinsically motivated process. 
Designers seek truth in expression through designerly 
actions: reframing problems, building originality and seek-
ing insights that are reflected in the designers’ ethos. While 
design empowers creative actions, it is the designer who 
creates the new experience. Good and bad, it’s all design, 
even if the results are not always perceived as intended. 
Regardless, the desire to always pursue the good though 
design should be a cornerstone of the designers’ ethos, the 
heart and soul of a designer’s philosophy.



insight can be nurtured by design into a force infinite beyond 
its origin. In its value to business, design can create sustain-
ing economic power and competitive advantage To differ-
entiate by design is the essence of strategic “customer get-
ting.” The absence of design appreciation or poor execution 
of design can condemn an organization, an entrepreneurial 
opportunity, a market or a natural resource to extinction by 
design long before anyone sees it coming. 

Design is an epiphany of theory built on a symphony 
of practice, a design ethos transcending form and function 
while not neglecting it. Design’s greatest expression arises 
when a solution’s complexity reflects itself in ingenuity. At 
its best it is recognized as such with a word never spoken, 
a shot never fired, a right never lost, or a natural resource 
never polluted. As your design touches all of humanity, in 
both its intended and unintended expression, it should never 
purposefully or recklessly devalue an interaction or create a 
victim in its path.

Ethically motivated and morally just, the designer is 
uniquely empowered to serve mankind, leading by example 
and building a responsible culture through action. When 
designers communicate through design, their knowledge is 
laid bare for all to see design’s glory and shortcomings alike. 
Designers cannot hide, cannot walk away. Their designs 
reflect the essence of the designers’ ethos, thus holding 
them accountable through design in a world that is often 
unaccountable. 

Although we can disagree on what embodies good 
design and what reflects poor design, we can all agree that 
nature is the ultimate benchmark. Nature’s designs are inspi-
rations in genius and sustainability, and, as such, they are 
the measure by which all design should be judged. To aspire 
to anything less would be the blindness of a designer’s lost 
vision. While we designers will never approach the design 
majesty of nature, the goals and aspirations of all designers 

must be to lead by design, seeking perfection in the creative 
evolution in the sustainable practice of social, environmental, 
economic and business models. 

Enlightened sustainability—not simply environmental 
sustainability—is the ultimate expression of design capa-
bility, a sustainable design that is socially, economically, 
politically and environmentally complementary through a 
virtuous creative blending. This designers’ ethos is the 
essence of what differentiates the dedication of design from 
all the other disciplines. Designers see and frame problems 
distinctly in a quest for strategic differentiation: to add value 
and advantage to the world, to lead change, to promote 
collaboration and to utilize the empowerment of design to 
create sustainable prosperity through design. It is a daunting 
future; if designers do not arise and address the necessary 
solutions society seeks in both our practice and our politics, 
who will we turn to? Certainly not the opportunistic pundits, 
politicians, bureaucrats or business leaders. 

For humanity to experience a sustainable future, we 
must universally embrace this designerly ethos, fighting the 
corruptness that trades off sustainability for expediency. 
Paradoxically, if designers cannot collectively lead us in this 
vision, I fear that the opportunity will be forever lost. Our 
children’s future will be the victim of our own inability to 
change, mobilize and champion the enlightened value of a 
design ethos rooted in sustainability. As both designers and 
citizens of this planet, we must rise to meet the challenge 
soon, for our blind faith alone in the power of design to solve 
all problems will not be enough to save us.

Thus what is my definition of design? To design is 
the intrinsic designers’ ethos, seeking change in action, 
actualizing value through all disciplines, being an evolving 
creator of enlightened solutions and a solver of wicked 
problems, and fighting to gain advantage ethically, honorably 
and sustainably by enlightened design.

—Dan Brown, associate professor, Northwestern University, 
and Founder, Consult-Tech Concepts and Loggerhead Tools

dpbemail@gmail.com
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Turning insights into reality
At Philips Design Healthcare we uncover the insights that lead to meaningful solutions 
and innovative user experiences. Our unique approach to design thinking and co-creation 
puts our designers at the center of the creation process – from concept to prototype 
through to market launch. 

Our innovations make a positive difference to lives everywhere. We are recognized as one of 
the top design-awarded companies. And our employees benefit from growth opportunities 
at our design studios around the world.

See how we are creating the future of healthcare. Connect with us at  

www.usa.philips.com/about/design or www.usa.careers.philips.com.






