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Design Futures: An Investigation into the Role of Futures
Thinking in Design

Martyn Evans, BA (Ravensbourne) MA (Manchester Met)

Abstract

Designers consider the future as an intrinsic aspect of the design process yet, there has
been limited academic investigation of the approaches designers employ to create next-
next generation products and services. The central aim of this thesis is to investigate the
role of futures thinking in design. It draws upon the field of future studies to provide a
theoretical base for the research. The research answers three questions: How do
designers engage with the future within the design process? What futures thinking
methods are employed in the design process? What futures thinking methods do
designers employ? Data was collected via semi-structured interviews in the UK and USA
with 40+ designers, researchers, and design managers. Six research propositions provide
a framework for qualitative data analysis through which a series of theoretical categories
and associated substantive factors are identified. Analysis of the research findings
supported the development of a design futures framework that communicates a
representative picture of the role of future thinking in design, and contributes to
understanding the ways in which designers consider the future in the design process. The
study identifies the growing need for organisations to engage designers to consider the
future within an increasingly complex and competitive product and service developmental
landscape.
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Introduction: Thesis aims and scope of study

Introduction

This thesis documents an investigation into the role of futures thinking in design and the
development of a design futures framework which reveals and communicates the role of
futures thinking in design. This chapter sets out the background to the research. It
explains why this area of study was chosen and what the thesis aims to achieve. The
chapter also gives a brief overview of the content of the thesis to assist the reader to
navigate through the material.

Specifically, this chapter outlines the background to the research (sec.1.1), motivation for
the research (sec.1.2), the research problem (sec.1.3), the focus of the research
(sec.1.4), the structure of the thesis (sec.1.5), and concludes with a summary of the
chapter (sec.1.6).

Background to the research

Looking to the future is not easy because it is hard to acquire knowledge about the future
(van der Duin, 2008)

Understanding the future is important to design. Designers look into the future and
attempt to envisage products and services that are required, desired, and suitable for the
needs of the user and the environment they occupy (Pilditch & Scott, 1965; Dreyfuss
1967; Pilditch, 1976 & 1987; Walsh et al, 1992; Hollins & Hollins, 1999; Keinonen, 2005;
Rodriguez Ramirez et al, 2005; Margolin, 2007). The predictions designers make about
the future are an important part of the design process (Cross, Elliot & Roy; 1975;
Lawson, 1997; Krippendorff, 2006; Pillkahn, 2008). Designers’ ability to envision and
interpret possible social, cultural, technological and economic futures is crucial to the
success of design activities (Woudhuysen, 1990 & 2006; Blaich & Blaich, 1993; Marseille
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& Roos, 2005; Verganti, 2009). Yet, despite the wealth of futures thinking approaches
evident within many disciplines, literature on the use of futures thinking in design is
scarce (Evans, 2003; Rodriguez Ramirez et al, 2005). The exact manner in which
designers consider the future within the design and development process has received
limited attention in academic literature. In an increasingly complex and competitive
development landscape, organisations are continually trying to identify how to design and
develop successful future products and services (Topalian, 1980; Walsh et al, 1992;
Urban & Hauser, 1993; Cooper & Press, 1995; Hollins & Hollins, 1999; Cooper, 2001; von
Stamm, 2003 & 2008; Borja de Mozota, 2003; McGrath, 2004; Stefik & Stefik, 2005;
Verganti, 2009; Richardson, 2010).

Motivation for the research

The motivation for this research comes from three main areas: i} as a trained product
designer, the author has engaged with future oriented design projects for over a decade,
and as such wanted to develop an empirically based understanding of this area, ii) the
limited academic research in the area of design led futures means that there is a limited
theoretical base, especially coming out of the design practice field, related to the focus of
this research, and iii) the desire to develop an understanding of the manner in which
designers consider the future such that this can subsequently inform design practice.

The author is a trained product designer who spent time working in industry prior to
entering higher education as a product design lecturer in 1999. Design industry
experience enabled the development and application of a range of product design skills,
predominately in the medical products sector. Due to the various demands placed upon a
higher education lecturer, the author had limited opportunity to practice and apply
practical design skills on a daily basis and as such sought to develop complementary
research activities to ensure a level of currency in design was maintained. The
development of an academic research interest in design futures was a gradual process
over a three to four year period after becoming a lecturer. Future oriented student design
projects with external organisations, such as Samsung and Unilever, across a range of
product sectors were supervised and led by the author. This approach provided an
opportunity to explore real world issues through a design futures lens and help to
establish a focus for subsequent academic research. This ultimately resulted in the
research contained within this thesis. By engaging with organisations who wanted to
develop a clear and rigorously researched vision of the future, the author identified the
limited academic (and industry) research within this area. This provided evidence that
there was a clear demand for design-led futures within industry but little empirical
research had been published. '

An initial and predominately tacit understanding of the approaches utilised by designers
to explore and consider the future was achieved through decisions with various
designers, design researchers, and design managers prior to commencing this PhD. This
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understanding formed the basis for the research contained within this thesis. Over the
last decade the author has developed a range of research skills and interests that are
built upon their design training and industry experience. In doing so, they have sought to
develop research that has potential to be applied in, and relevant to, design practice.
This has helped to inform the various decisions made while undertaking the research
within this study and as such is included within this introduction to help the reader
contextualise the research.

The research problem

There’s nothing on the planet that can’t be made just that bit better. But before you do it,
you need to have an idea of where you want this to go eventually, a vision of the future,
with a set of stepping stones to let you get from the now into the future in an effective
and efficient way. (Seymour, 2008)

It is difficult to conduct market research upon tomorrow’s technology driven products and
services, because asking potential users if they consider a certain approach to be a good
idea is potentially useful, their answers are unlikely to be too revealing (Lowe & Hunter,
1991; Ireland & Johnson, 1995; Johnson & Masten 1998; Bruce & Cooper, 1997;
Margolin, 2007; von Stamm, 2008). People have very little experience of what they may
encounter in the next few years and their answers are usually based upon what they
understand today (Hollins & Hollins, 1999; Brown, 2009). Woudhuysen (1990, 1992 &
2006) affirms that this is a continued problem in both design and futures research. Loewy
(1951) captured with his MAYA concept (most advanced yet acceptable), a key challenge
designer’s face — the development of the most technically advanced product (or service)
that is possible while ensuring that this is acceptable with consumers in the marketplace.

The research problem that this thesis addresses is that we don't really understand how
designers consider the future within the design process while creating desirable and
acceptable next-next generation products and services, thus we are unable to explain this
approach and take advantage of It.

A core aspect of this problem requires designers to engage with the conceptualisation,
research, design, development, and communication of future products and services. They
need to link the future with the present, and the present with the future through the
application of their creative and intellectual skills, and create tangible and believable
visions of the future. As Cross, Elliot and Roy powerfully assert

Visions of the future are particularly important for designers, because designers have to
imagine both the future conditions that will exist when their designs actually come into
use and how those conditions will be changed by the creation of their new design. (Cross,
Elliot & Roy, 1975)
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This claim is now more than a third of a century old but is increasingly relevant to design
in the sustainability-challenged, technology-driven, complexity-dominated, post-
convergent 21st century.

The focus of the research

The central aim of this thesis is to investigate the role of futures thinking in design. It
aims to address the research problem (sec.1.3) though the interrogation of three
research questions:

RQO1: How do designers engage with the future within the design process?
RQO2: What futures thinking methods are employed in the design process?
RQO3: What futures thinking methods do designers employ?

The above research questions were formalised from a tacit understanding of the future
oriented design process obtained as a designer. The development of these questions
occurred before the literature review contained within this thesis was conducted but was
based upon published work undertaken by the author in the field (sec.1.6.1). Thus these
questions were based upon understanding of design practice (gained while being a
designer) and through academic research (gained from researching and publishing in the
field).

The literature review provided a theoretical understanding of approaches to anticipating
the future, and how design engages with these approaches. Two main sources of
literature were used for the review: (i) literature from the field of future studies (the
interdisciplinary field of social enquiry concerned with the study of yesterday’s and
today’s changes with the intention of anticipating the future); and (ii) literature from the
field of design (both theory and practice perspectives). The literature provided a
theoretical base for the development of six research propositions (see chapter 02):

RPO1: Designers consider the future as an intrinsic aspect of the design process

RPO2: Designers use futures thinking approaches within the design process

RPO3: There are no commonly accepted approaches in futures thinking in the
design discipline

RP04: Designers appropriate futures thinking methods and techniques from other
areas and augment them to support design activity

RPO5: External agencies provide future based knowledge for designing

RPO6: Futures thinking approaches are increasingly being employed in design

The research propositions were developed to enable the interrogation of the research
questions and provide a structure to data collection and analysis. The research
propositions were used to guide and structure much of the research contained within this
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thesis and, the extent to which these research propositions were supported, or not, by
the research findings was used as an element to inform the conclusions.

A gualitative research approach was adopted involving semi-structured interviews with
experts from appropriate design fields. Analysis of research findings informed the
development of a design futures framework that, though iterative development,
validation, and refinement, reveals the role of futures thinking in design. This framework
provides a mechanism to communicate the role of futures thinking in design and frame
how designers think about the future within the design process.

This section has detailed the focus of the research contained within this thesis, identified
three research questions, and six research propositions. The research questions and
research propositions guided the research conducted within this study, and provided a
mechanism to structure and conceptualise the research findings. The next section will
briefly outline the structure of this thesis.

The structure of the thesis

This section summarises the structure of this thesis. The thesis has six chapters that are
linked as shown in Fig.1.1.

Chapter 01 (Introduction: Thesis Aims and Scope of Study) sets out the background to
the research contained within this thesis. It explains why this area of study was chosen
and what the thesis aims to achieve. The chapter also gives a brief overview of the
content of the thesis.

Chapter 02 (Literature Review) presents a literature review of approaches to
anticipating the future, and how design engages with these approaches. Challenges to
anticipating the future and the measures undertaken to attempt to cope with the
increasing technological and social change are discussed. This chapter also identifies the
link between the research propositions and the literature.

Chapter 03 (Research Methodology) contains a detailed discussion of the research
methods available, the theoretical basis behind these approaches, and a justification of
the actual methods employed. It investigates the possible ways of solving the research
questions and linked prbpositions by investigating the means by which other research
methods have been deployed. It concludes with a description of the chosen set of
methods and the manner in which they were employed.
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1.6.1

Chapter 04 (Research Findings) presents analysis of the research data collected through
a series of semi-structured interviews conducted with research and design experts. The
data utilises the research propositions to structure the analysis. The results of the
analysis are presented in summary form through substantive factors (substantive
instances within the collected data) and theoretical categories (abstract concepts drawn
from the substantive factors).

Chapter 05 (Design Futures Framework) describes the development of the design
futures framework, it's testing via a series of validation interviews with industry experts,
and its development and refinement. The design futures framework draws together the
four framework elements and the six research propositions and reveals and
communicates an accurate picture of the role of futures thinking in design.

Chapter 06 (Conclusions, Limitations and Future Research) provides conclusions to the
research contained within this thesis. It discusses the contribution to knowledge and
interpretations of the findings, the limitations of the adopted research design, and
presents an agenda for further research. The chapter ends with concluding remarks
regarding the body of research contained within this thesis.

The thesis concludes with bibliographic information and appendices.

Chapter summary

This chapter has set out the background to the research contained within this thesis. It
explains the motivation for conducting this study, the research problem that it aims to
address, and explicitly identified the research questions that it aims to answer. The
chapter gives a brief overview of the content of the thesis by providing a summary of
each chapter contained herein. This aims to assist the reader in navigating through the
material presented.

Publications resulting from this research

The research undertaken for this thesis has disseminated aspects of the research findings
demonstrating that the author has already contributed to the corpus in the scholarly
arena. Published work and /7 press publications are listed below:

Evans, M (2012) Color and the Design Process: Forecasting in Product Design. In: Color
and Design, (eds) DeLong, M & Martinson, B., Berg. (in press)

Evans, M (2011) Empathising with the Future: Creating Next-Next Generation Products
and Services. The Design Journal. Vol. 14, No. 3. (in press)

Evans, M & Sommerville, S (2007) A Design For Life: Futures Thinking in the Design
Curriculum. Futures Research Quarterly. Vol. 23, No. 3, Fall 2007, pp. 5-20.




Evans, M & Sommerville, S (2007) Design Led Futures: Futures Thinking in the Design
Curriculum. Connected 2007: International Conference On Design Education,
University Of New South Wales, Sydney, Australia, July 2007.

Cooper, R & Evans, M (2006) Breaking From Tradition: Market Research, Consumers
Needs and Design Futures. Design Management Review. Vol. 17, No. 1, Winter
2006, pp.68 -74.

Evans, M & Sommerville, S (2006) Cross-cultural Universals: A Framework for Design
Futures. Design and Emotion Conference 2006, Chalmers University of Technology,
Gothenburg, Sweden, September 2006.

Evans, M & Sommerville, S (2006) Educating the Future. 8th Engineering & Product
Design Education International Conference, Salzburg University of Applied
Sciences, Salzburg, Austria, September 2006.
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02

Literature Review

Introduction

This chapter presents a literature review of approaches to anticipating the future, and
how design engages with these approaches. Challenges to anticipating the future are
discussed and the measures undertaken to attempt to cope with the increasing
technological and social change are identified. Design is presented as a prospective
activity in which, as Krippendorff (2006) argues, ‘designers most outstanding activity is
not being afraid to explore new ideas, to challenge theories that claim that something
cannot be done, or to question what is commonly taken for granted’.

Two main sources of literature were used for this review: (i) literature from the field of
future studies (the interdisciplinary field of social enquiry concerned with the study of
yesterday’s and today’s changes with the intention of anticipating the future); and (ii)
literature from the field of design (both theory and practice perspectives). The nature of
the literature under review presented three key challenges:

" The breadth of literature in the field of future studies: A broad review of the key
concepts of future studies was conducted develop an understanding of the field
and help to identify studies appropriate to the aim of this thesis.

" The broad scope of literature in the field of design: The breadth and depth of
literature in design is vast and as such a focussed literature review was required to
contextualise the focus of this research.

] Limited literature available upon the interface between future studies and design:
This can be attributed to:

- Limited academic consideration of the interaction of these two fields as much
of this activity has been undertaken in design practice rather than academic
design research.



- Commercial sensitivities mean that organisations often do not wish to disclose
their approaches to avoid loss of what they perceive as competitive advantage.

Addressing these challenges enabled the development of a map that sets out the scope
and extent of this review, and provides a route map to overall area of concern. The
‘Literature Scope and Area of Concern’ chapter map provides an overview of the structure
of this literature review. In addition to this Introduction (section 2.0), this chapter
constitutes three main elements:

1. Futures Thinking (sections 2.1 to 2.3): A detailed examination of the future and
futures studies are introduced providing an introduction to this interdisciplinary
field of social enquiry. The growing need for futures studies as a result of rapid,
ever increasing change in contemporary society is discussed. Section 2.1 sets out
the concept of the future as events yet to occur, the opposite of the past, and the
time after the present. Section 2.2 presents the key concepts of futures thinking.
Section 2.3 details scenarios - the archetypical product of futures studies.

2. Design Context: Theory and Practice (section 2.4): Like futures thinking, the field
of design is vast and would require a substantial discourse to examine all of its
areas in detail. This section provides a meta-level overview of design as both a
discipline and an activity. It presents design as a prospective activity and
contextualises the focus design in relation to this research.

3. Design Futures (sections 2.5 to 2.8): Literature detailing future focussed design
approaches and activities is presented in four sections. Section 2.5 summarises
how design engages with trends, socio-cultural dynamics and the role of people as
catalysts for innovation. Section 2.6 details design’s use of experimentation to
explore new directions. Section 2.7 sets out the manner in which design
explorations communicate the manifestations of future focussed design activity and
the role of product concepting in design led futures. Section 2.8 presents case
studies of how design practice engages with future focussed design activities.

The chapter concludes with a discussion of the relationship between future studies and
design (section 2.9).

Whilst the above maps out the scope of the literature review, it is important to
contextualise the broader context and drivers of the research, namely:

. Rapid social and technological change and its impact upon design, design research,
and design practice

. A growing demand for future focussed design methodologies, particularly in
contemporary design practice

. Lack of resources for designers when undertaking future focussed design activities

10

















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































