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Failures in achieving sustainability are being recognised 

worldwide. Approaches to tackling sustainability chal-

lenges often fail to address the roots of these challenges. 

This paper contributes to a necessary discussion of  an 

emerging necessity, a  research agenda that encompasses 

the transformative strategic role and value of design in 

(co-)shaping sustainable and equitable futures. It draws 

attention to drivers of unsustainability and  their complex  

interplay of design, environmental, economic, societal and 

individual values that govern our modern society. Richard 

Buchanan’s four orders of design model is reviewed in the 

process, with a fifth order being  suggested to deal with 

the change of paradigm that sustainability requires. This 

comprehensive view is critical to getting to grips with 

global challenges (United Nations Sustainable Develop-

ment Goals) since the shift towards sustainability needs 

to address the root causes of systemic and interrelated 

problems that cannot be overcome by reactive marketing 

and technocratic approaches. Implications for design value, 

education, skills, and ways of designing are pointed out.
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Unsustainability drivers: 
beyond a design perspective

Greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions are considered 
one of the main causes of climate change and they 
have increased 50-fold since the mid-1800s (Climate 
Watch 2018). Economists argue that GHG emissions 
are a side-effect of market failure and that 

...most impacts are (still) not affecting those 

responsible for the emissions. Instead, these impacts 

fall on future generations and people in developing 

countries" (Bowen, Dietz, and Hicks 2012). 

This problem has been recognised since ‘Our 
Common Future’ (or the Brundtland report, WCED 
1987) by the World Commission on Environment 
and Development (WCED), a report which also 
notes disparities in  resource consumption: 

Some consume the Earth's resources at a rate that 

would leave little for future generations. Others, 

many more in number, consume far too little and 

live with the prospect of hunger, squalor, disease, 

and early death. (WCED 1987, 28)

From an economic perspective, this is justified by 
the lack of economic incentives for businesses 
and consumers to reduce their emissions. In this 
context, any commitment to sustainability relies 
on an ethical position. Hence, policy interventions 
are necessary to make a decrease in emissions eco-
nomically attractive (Bowen, Dietz, and Hicks 2012).

Moreover, the deep interconnection between poverty 
and unsustainability is supported by the reasoning 
that disadvantaged communities tend to “destroy 
their immediate environment in order to survive” 
(WCED 1987, 28). Instead of ‘destroy’, the word ‘sell’ is 
more appropriate considering that those who create 
the bases for these destructive systems, leveraging 
them for economic gain often escape culpability 
often escaping culpability and are not mentioned in 
reports such as these.

Donella Meadows, Jorgen Randers, and Dennis 
Meadows (2021) demonstrate that early policy 
interventions are critical to introducing funda-
mental changes towards sustainability, contrib-
uting to humanity’s long-term future. They point 
out that ‘the business-as-usual scenario’ will only 
lead us to global collapse, including a shortage of 
food and health services around 2030. The authors 
also highlight the need for a societal shift to reach 
sustainability, explaining that

… technology and markets are unlikely to prevent 

overshoot and collapse" because "society’s implicit 

goals are to exploit nature, enrich the elites, and 

ignore the long term, then society will develop tech-

nologies and markets that destroy the environment, 

widen the gap between rich and poor, and optimize 

for short-term gain. (Meadows, Randers, and Mead-

ows, n.d., 5).

Therefore, there is the need (1) for a widespread 
change in  consciousness among our societies, 
with the abandonment of worldviews connected to 
exponential industrial and economic growth that 
drive unsustainability (Meadows, Randers, and 
Meadows, n.d.) and (2) the co-creation of respon-
sible worldviews for sustainable and equitable 
futures by incorporating feedback (Meadows 1994).

Design and (un)sustainability in the 
four orders of design

Richard Buchanan defines design as “… the 
human power of conceiving, planning, and 
making products that serve human beings in the 
accomplishment of their individual and collective 
purposes” (Buchanan 2001, 9). The category 'prod-
ucts' in this definition refers to tangible and visi-
ble information (e.g., words, images and physical 
artefacts) as well as services, experiences, interac-
tions and the integration of all these into environ-
ments or human systems that shape our way of 
"living, working, playing and learning" (Buchanan 
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2001, 12). He further explains that although 
systems cannot be experienced (as people can 
only experience their personal pathway through 
a system), people’s lives are strongly influenced 
by those. This design definition synthesises the 
evolvement of design knowledge and education in 
the twentieth century into what Buchanan refers 
to as the four orders of design (Figure. 1). Each 
order is a place for (re)discovery (Buchanan 2001).

Design has responded to sustainability challenges 
in different places of (re)discovery. In industrial 
design, the ecodesign approach brought attention 
to diverse methods for designing and manufac-
turing products considering all the product life 
cycle in the early stages of product design, such as 
Design for Manufacture and Assembly (Boothroyd, 
Dewhurst, and Knight 2002), and for reducing 
materials employed in products.

However, the result of consumption or the dis-
carding of post-consumer products  is only the ‘tip 
of the iceberg’, because "the product itself con-
tains on average only 5 per cent of the raw mate-
rials" involved in manufacturing and delivering it 
(McDonough and Braungart 2002) and the obso-
lescence of products by design accelerates con-
sumption cycles making the reduction of mate-
rials  irrelevant (Luttropp and Lagerstedt 2006; 
Karlsson and Luttropp 2006; Petrina 2000). Hence, 
ecodesign approaches in isolation were proven 
to be insufficient. Thus, the idea that design and 
production must be rethought, eliminating the 
concept of garbage (Dogan and Walker 2003; 
Dijkema, Reuter, and Verhoef 2000) underpinned 
the rise of such ideas as  circular economy and 
industrial ecology in the 2000s (Dogan and Walker 
2003; Dijkema, Reuter, and Verhoef 2000), calling 
for a change towards a systemic and holistic view 
on the part of designers and design, marking a  
transition in focus from things to human systems.

In the 2000s, global consumption was still con-
sidered very high and unequal. "Twenty per cent 

of the world population consumed about eighty 
per cent of the world's resources" (Manzini 2007; 
Tukker et al. 2008). Therefore, the design discourse 
emphasised the demand side of sustainability 
issues, arguing the need to understand the socio-
logical nature of sustainability problems regarding 
culture production and consumption and to break 
the untenable cycle of wastefulness perpetuated 
by Western cultures (Petrina 2000). The implica-
tions for design expanded into interaction and 
environmental design, including the need for:

1. A change in the concept of well-being 
and quality of life disassociated from 
the idea of consumption along with a 
behavioural change (Manzini 2007; Tuk-
ker et al. 2008) and,

2. Radical innovations  in the development 
of new products and ideas as required  
(Manzini 2007; Sherwin and Bhamra 
1999; Tukker et al. 2008).

Despite these advancements in design for sus-
tainability research, there was little change in 
design practices for sustainability. Industrial 
design is criticised due to its reckless impacts on 
the environment and society. In the preface of 
Design For The Real World, Victor Papanek (Papanek 
1972) alerted us to the pitfalls of design in the 
context of mass production:

There are professions more harmful than industrial 

design. But only a very few of them. And possibly 

only one profession is phonier. Advertising design, in 

persuading people to buy things they don’t need, with 

money they don’t have, in order to impress others who 

don’t care, is probably the phoniest field in existence 

today… And skills needed in these activities are care-

fully taught to young people… (Papanek 1972, ix)

Other problems include exploitation at work with 
the payment of low wages for an excessive num-
ber of hours worked. For example, about 65 hours 
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per week, including the use of child and female 
labour, and the relocation of industries motivated 
by the cheapness of the workforce (Jeswiet and 
Hauschild 2005; Petrina 2000; Walker and Dorsa 
2001) found usually in "least- and less-advanced" 
countries. These are still common practices. The 
example of inequality in the distribution of  mon-
etary value throughout the value chain is provided 
by Stephen Petrina who breaks down the price 
of one pair of Nike sneakers1 sold for $100.00 as 
follows, see figure 2 (Petrina 2000, 223).

In this context, design contributes to creating 
brand and product values that are not fairly 
distributed throughout the value chain, attesting 
to the insidious nature of the accumulation of 
capital and the extent to which design can be 
regarded as an unethical practice .

The designer must not merely  try to adapt to 
cover incompatible proposals, pitting industrial 
capital against vision of  sustainability, but "must 
acquire new skills" by exploring experimental 
pathways, harnessing local resources and tradi-
tional knowledge (Walker 2002). Transition Design 
also reinforces the importance of place-based 
knowledges, including indigenous knowledges, 
design skills and experimental approaches that 
may continuously evolve to "design within uncer-
tainty, ambiguity, chaos and contradiction" and to 
address the  complexity of systems (Irwin, Kos-
soff, and Tonkinwise 2015, 7). Beyond skills, ethics 
is a critical factor as Victor Papanek highlights:

… when everything must be planned and designed, 

design has become the most powerful tool with 

which man shapes his tools and environments (and, 

by extension, society and himself). This demands 

high social and moral responsibility from the 

designer. (Papanek 1972, ix-x)

Ethics is the main incentive to embrace sustaina-
bility according to economists (Bowen, Dietz, and 
Hicks 2012) and a necessary value for sustaina-

bility that requieres social change towards equity 
(see Meadows, Randers, and Meadows, n.d.; WCED 
1987). Since the 1970s (Papanek 1972) designers 
have been warned about their unethical practices 
that contribute to “unsustainable ways of being 
and doing things” (Manzini 2015, 3) and the impor-
tance of ethics connected to ways of being (our val-
ues, beliefs, principles, and meanings) that form 
the basis for our reasonings and practices has  
also been emphasised (Ehrenfeld 2019; Walker 
2014; Irwin, Kossoff, and Tonkinwise 2015; Willis 
2006). However, the education and capabilities of 
designers have not advanced enough to tackle 
complex social challenges (see Manzini 2015) and  
incorporate ethics into their practices in a more 
robust fashion. Therefore, there is the need to 
bring empathy into human ways of being, putting 
"caring about others and the world2 as a basic 
value for change" (Ehrenfeld 2019). Nonetheless, 
intersectionality issues are still not fully addressed 
in design education, practice, and research. Par-
ticularly, the idea of race and its implications have 
been overlooked even in people-centred design 
(design thinking) and only recently has critical 
thinking aimed at transforming design practices 
and research begun to emerge.

In this matter, Sylvia Wynter's work provides a 
compelling critique of modern thought, especially 
on the ethical implications of the European colonial 
project, clarifying racial difference as a human 
signifier that informs the idea of humanity itself 
through coloniality and its associated principles 
and values. Modern thought posits and designates 
"Man"3, the product of modern philosophical and 
scientific projects, as the human being. Statements 
of the human are based on dualisms derived from 
the religious ethics of Scholastic thought and the 
civic ethics of modern thought, that divide the world 
into “Grace” and the “geographies outside Grace”4, 
pure and impure, European and non-European, the 
coloniser and the colonised, rational and irrational5, 
naturally selected and naturally de-selected by 
evolution, the human and the inhuman (Ferreira 
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da Silva 2015, 90-94; see also Ansfield 2015). These 
secularised tenets of the natural and rational man 
inform the development of sciences and of juridical, 
political, societal and economic architectures, power 
relations and principles (see Ferreira da Silva 2015). 
Those subjected to colonial power and domination 
occupy the “space of otherness”, “outside Grace”, 
they are disavowed through the deployment of 
institutional accounts that continue to influence  
‘human’ systems and their power relations.

Initiatives towards an education in Art and Design 
that can contribute to tackling these complex 

social challenges by decolonising design educa-
tion, knowledge and profession are starting to 
emerge (see table 1 for examples).

It is worth noticing that beyond admitting and hir-
ing black, indigenous and people of colour (BIPOC), 
the question is how to retain and integrate diverse 
backgrounds and cultures, creating structures 
which  enable their value to be recognised instead 
of erased, to fit in historical privilege boxes. The dis-
advantages that BIPOC need to overcome require 
privileged groups to recognise and to be conscious 
of  their own privileges  beforehand.

Initiatives Examples

Creation of new courses. Transdisciplinary Design MFA at Parsons

Change in or creation of 

design curriculum.

Programme framework of the School of Design at Carnegie-Mellon University (as of 

June 14, 2021 on the Carnegie Mellon Design’s website).

‘Race’ and Space new curriculum in the UCL Faculty of the Built Environment at The 

Bartlett (Zewolde et al. 2020).

OCAD University design curriculum (Tunstall 2018).

Film Studies MA at Lancaster University (as of June 14, 2021 on the LU’s website).

Report. Sofia Ackel’s report on decolonising Lancaster University (Ackel 2018)

Communities,  tools,  and 

projects dedicated to diversity 

and decolonisation of design 

knowledge and education.

DRS Pluriversal Design SIG (as of June 14, 2021 on the Design Research Society's website).

Critical Alphabet (Noel 2021).

Future Education and Literacy for Designers (FUEL4Design 2020).

Industry initiatives Diversity in Design (DID) collaborative (Keh 2021)

Implementation of policies 

that enable to hire minority 

groups in academia.

See OCAD University (2018).

Table 1: Examples of decolonisation initiatives in design.
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Neoliberalisation, design and (un)sus-
tainability

Inequalities are being exacerbated worldwide 
while institutional mechanisms keep communi-
ties marginalised and in poverty, a fact which has 
been  observed by economists (Acemoglu and Rob-
inson 2012; Chetty 2021; Sen 1999). Social mobility 
and peoples’ capabilities are usually hampered 
in these circumstances. What becomes clear is 
that the principles of neoliberal economics have 
proven themselves to be unsustainable, effective 
maintaining the privilege of a few groups. Tenets 
of capitalism (production, accumulation of capital 
and competition as they operate) cannot coexist 
with sustainability.

Design corroborates changes in neoliberal econom-
ics throughout history, a process illustrated  by Guy 
Julier (Julier 2017). With progressive deregulations 
in global trade and the privatisation of state indus-
tries and services (e.g., Reaganomics in the USA 
and Thatcherism in the UK), design works as  a 
response to global competition. In the New Economy 
(the 1990s), design becomes a core company com-
petence with ‘faster, better and cheaper’ practices 
based on (1) the evolvement of digital information 
technology networks that changed the structuring 
of supply chains (e.g., Amazon.com, eBay.com), (2) 
the possibility of focusing on organisations’ core 
capabilities through design, innovation, and brand 
building, (3) the exploitation of Eastern Europe 
manufacturing and service bases that provided 
cheaper labour and material costs.  

In the 1990s and 2000s, financialisation was  
intensified with the rise of shareholder value 
within corporate governance, the rise in profit 
through financial rather than commodity produc-
tion systems and the rise of financial trading. 
Tangible and intangible assets are in continuous 
exchange. In financialisation, "design contributes 
to value creation and is used strategically to 
differentiate and provide protection on assets 

through law" (e.g. licensing out of designs for 
others) (Julier 2017), thereby contributing to "the 
competitive advantage of organisations and accu-
mulation of capital".

In the 2007-8 global financial crisis and economic 
recession, governments struggle to decrease their 
deficit and encourage the private sector by cutting 
their own spending (Julier 2017). There is the 
emergence of "social design" programmes for  col-
lective benefit within two streams: the develop-
ment of cheaper and more user-focused services 
in regional and national governments, as well as 
the strengthening of politicised activist design 
practices which propose alternative economic 
and social frameworks to confront the regime of 
austerity (Julier 2017).

Within the context of neoliberalism, design 
contributes to unsustainability when it plays a 
part in the obsolescence of products (Luttropp 
and Lagerstedt 2006; Karlsson and Luttropp 2006; 
Petrina 2000) and in the exploitation of workers 
(Jeswiet and Hauschild 2005; Petrina 2000; Walker 
and Dorsa 2001) when under the  commercial 
pressure to maximize competitive advantage 
and profit. These also contribute to perpetuating 
unsustainable consumption, waste and poverty. 
The latter is considered cause and effect of 
unsustainability (WCED 1987). On the other hand, 
the austerity regime  reinforces the social role 
of design,which becomes a resource for policy 
making and social innovation with the plummet 
in public budget.

Although social design and innovation have the 
potential to enhance the public good, structural 
inequalities impact people’s beings and their 
potential deployment (see Sen 1999). Conse-
quently, policies play a crucial role in enabling 
political freedoms, economic facilities, social 
opportunities, transparency guarantees and 
protective security that can create conditions for 
people to act and bring about change (Sen 1999).
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Creative and innovative answers and economies 
are necessary not only to respond to our local 
and global complex challenges but to proactively 
promote change, rethinking, reflecting, envisioning, 
strategizing and acting upon sustainable futures6. 
This requires a shift in current worldviews to adopt 
sustainable forms of growth and purposes that can 
“be accommodated by the sources and sinks of 
the earth” and address the root causes of inequity  
(Meadows, Randers, and Meadows, n.d., 16).

The value of design

Design which was initially  concerned with the 
tangible world of products and communication 
has expanded its scope of work into services,  
and its influence into matters of  organisational 
strategy, competencies, and attitudes (Boland and 
Collopy 2004; Borja de Mozota and Valade-Amland 
2020; Buchanan 2015; Brown 2009; Michlewski 
2008; Zurlo 2019). In the process, it has become  an 
important asset to bring about change and inno-
vation (Borja de Mozota 2006; D’Ippolito, Miozzo, 
and Consoli 2014; Heskett 2016; Junginger 2008).

In the public sector,  experimental design 
approaches and practices have gained attention 
due to their ability to tackle complex challenges 
in uncertain environments, navigating ambi-
guity. This is important,for instance, when the 
circumstances require creative solutions instead 
of pre-set answers provided through conventional 
policy-making processes (see Junginger 2014). In 
doing so, the value of design for private and public 
organisations relies on its capabilities, approaches, 
methods and processes rather than on its outputs 
(Borja de Mozota 2011; Borja de Mozota and Val-
ade-Amland 2020; Julier 2017).

These transitions reflect on the growth of design 
specialisations (see Julier 2017) and on the need to 
incorporate design capabilities into different worlds 
(e.g., citizens, policy makers, civil servants, and 

other professional cultures) (Bason 2014; Boland 
and Collopy 2004; Julier 2017; Junginger 2014; 
Manzini 2015, 2019; Mortati et al. 2016).

The synthesis of an interdisciplinary literature 
review on qualitative and quantitative dimensions 
of the value of design in the fields of economics, 
marketing, business, management and design is 
illustrated in figure. 3.

This is not a static framework as new dimensions 
can emerge, as well as quantitative and qualita-
tive approaches can be found regarding the same 
variable depending on the methodology used 
to understand and 'measure' value and perfor-
mance. Moreover, despite the categorization of key 
stakeholders from users to society, the benefits 
identified can influence diverse categories.

Research on the value of design is still failing to 
address the transformative role of design, espe-
cially at a societal level. Furthermore, although 
the value of design  and its potential have been 
justified and explored in diverse fields, there is 
still confusion and lack of evidence on the value 
that design can create at different levels and ‘lay-
ers’ (as per the four orders of design, particularly 
at the systemic level).

This is partially justified by the fact that suc-
cessful design does not happen in isolation, a 
phenomenon which has not escaped the  notice of  
design management studies. It is integrated with 
other organisational and external conditions and 
capabilities (Gorb and Dumas 1987; Fonseca Braga 
and Zurlo 2018; Pilditch 1990; Westcott et al. 2013; 
Zurlo 2019). Hence, it is difficult to precisely distin-
guish the design contribution from other variables 
that may also impact a firm’s performance (Chiva 
and Alegre 2009; Gemser and Leenders 2001; Roy 
and Riedel 1997). The strategic adoption of design 
is related to organisational culture aspects rather 
than economic reasonings, and design deployment 
is seen as a matter of choice at the micro-level (Fon-
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seca Braga 2017). However, at the macro-level (e.g., 
political and socio-economic systems) the value 
of design remains obscure and hotly debated (see 
Bason 2014; Julier 2017; Mortati et al. 2016).

The fifth order of design: Ethical 
design

The story we tell about modernity (our current social 

paradigm) is leading us astray. We are living within 

institutions based on flawed beliefs and norms... The 

persistence of these ideas can be attributed to the 

strongly conservative nature of societal reproduction, 

and the lack of any serious intellectual revolt in the 

West. (Ehrenfeld 2019, 107)

After an era of human-centred design which  
emphasised empathy as the main principle and 
capability of designers in contrast to the main-
stream of Western design, it is now, more than 
ever, necessary to recognise that this discourse 
and its related practices are insufficient to address 
unsustainability and inequity issues. Besides, 
people are not users, consumers, customers, or 
clients of the planet.

Richard Buchanan proposes the four orders of 
design that show the places for design discovery 
in the 20th century. These design orders have been 
often dominated by human-centred perspectives, 
especially that of design thinking7, with a few 
exceptions such as design-driven innovation8, 
product-service systems, beyond human-centred 
design9, design futures10. Furthermore, 

Western design  approaches   and  methods  often 

neglect  the “space  of  Otherness”11 and  all  other 

ways of “conceiving, planning and making” 

(Buchanan 2001), thinking,   articulating,   learn-

ing  and  creating  knowledges that evade and exceed 

Western political, societal,  juridical,  scientific  and  

economic  paradigms.

Under these Western paradigms, ‘human 
beings’ legitimise the domination and 
exploitation of the Earth, nature and even of 
other human beings and their systems. How-
ever, these conceptions are “leading us astray" 
(Ehrenfeld 2019, 107).

This model needs to be reviewed considering the  
transformative role of design in light of the need 
to address unsustainability and its interconnected  
issues of inequity in the twenty-first  century, 
taking into account of:

1. The political, social, and economic 
institutions that govern peoples’ and, 
thus, organisations’ lives and which 
can limit the deployment of human 
capabilities (see Sen 1999).

2. The need to change the values of 
modern Western society (Manzini 2015; 
Meadows, Randers, and Meadows, n.d.; 
Papanek 1972).

3. The foundations of power relations 
amongst human beings (see Ferreira da 
Silva 2015; Ansfield 2015).

4. The need to reconnect humans to con-
ditions that determine all life (beyond 
human lives) to thrive on the planet 
Earth (Ehrenfeld 2019).

Therefore, design education, ways of thinking 
and working need to be rethought in accordance 
with a strong commitment to:

1. Influencing institutional arrangements12 
that determine people’s socio-economic 
conditions (see Acemoglu and Robinson 
2012; Chetty 2021; Sen 1999).13

2. Reconnecting people, place, and planet 
(see Ehrenfeld 2019).
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3. Decolonising design: empathising with 
and/or being open to different ways of 
being and living, especially cultures that 
successfully live in harmony and con-
nection with nature’s times and scales14 
and learning from them (Irwin, Kossoff, 
and Tonkinwise 2015; Walker 2002).

4. Rethinking and repositioning value crea-
tion and distribution by design at differ-
ent levels (individual, organisational, and 
societal). The contribution of design is 
still questioned at the societal level, and 
the idea of race is customarily  neglected 
in design fields, only recently receiving 
proper attention (see table 1).

5. Expanding the products of design and 
hence, of organisations and systems. 
New systems, ways of being and think-
ing may be learnt from other life experi-
ences and cultures neglected in design. 
These are still to be discovered as it is 
not possible to anticipate neglected and 
disavowed worldviews, their purposes, 
values and concepts.

In the fifth order, we find design fields that require 
trans-, inter-, and multidisciplinary collaboration 
and traverse different orders and have the poten-
tial to drive change in the fifth order, such as:

1. Biomimicry (with particular attention 
to Earth’s and nature’s time, scales, and 
systems),

2. design activism (e.g., through social 
and entrepreneurial initiatives such as 
slow and km 0 movements),

3. design futures (forecasting impacts 
considering spaces that human activ-
ities and systems do not take into 
account), and

4. participatory design (Sanoff 2008) and 
co-design (Sanders and Stappers 2008) 
initiatives which traverse  different 
orders and have the potential to drive 
change in the fifth order.

Although policy design has been bridging the gap 
between policy planning and implementation of 
conventional policy making (see for instance Jun-
ginger 2014), bringing different stakeholder groups 
(including citizens) together in preliminary  stages 
of policy development, there are still several chal-
lenges in influencing institutional mechanisms and 
bringing equity to infrastructures of juridical, polit-
ical, societal, and economic governance that have 
their foundations in  modern philosophical and 
scientific projects (see Ferreira da Silva (2015) for 
these foundations and their implications). Figure 4 
synthesizes the concept of the fifth order of design

Implications of and research agenda 
for the fifth order

Ethics must lead all design orders. The notion of 
humanity still needs to be refigured (see Ferreira da 
Silva 2015) to liberate and value other ways of “con-
ceiving, making, and planning”, thinking, knowing, 
learning, visioning, living and being that can pro-
vide meaningful alternatives to design values and 
strategies disconnected from the accumulation of 
capital, exploitation of vulnerable communities 
and ultimately the institutional and societal values 
that perpetuate unsustainability and inequity.

In the fifth order, design education and practice 
need to integrate other knowledges and to have 
critical thinking and ethics at their core to be trans-
formational and play a role in preparing designers 
for the challenges of the twenty-first century . 
These are the premises upon which we can begin  
(re-)discovering, reflecting on, envisioning and 
experimenting with design values and strategies 
that encompass people(s), place(s) and planet(s) 
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in building sustainable and equitable futures. The 
ramifications of this are illustrated below.

It is misleading to assume that designers and 
privileged groups can empathise with neglected 
or disavowed lived experiences when they have 
neither  been in those places nor have they been 
educated to recognise and oppose privilege. 
Therefore, empathy is crucial when possible and 
genuine. What if everyone could be educated from 
an early age to be empathic? In the meantime, 
rather than taking empathy for granted, how can 
design education contribute to forming designers 
who are able to (1) actively listen to others, (2) 
recognise privilege and its harmful impacts, (3) 
advocate and care for others and about the world?

It is necessary to talk about inequity, diversity and 
about care for the world in a way that contributes 
to reflection and to a responsible and respectful 
design of the world. A dialogic design pedagogy based 
on mutual learning (Freire 1970) - rather than top-
down teaching that patronises - is key in moving 
towards equity, social justice and sustainability 
through design education. The practice of envi-
sioning as a way of sharing visions (see Meadows 
1994) is a promising way of building upon dialogi-
cal educational practices that can unlock different 
worldviews (and so unimaginable products of 
design may emerge in this openness to otherness, 
unknown worlds and their purposes), stimulating 
reflection that can inform the building of respon-
sible and respectful worlds and values by incorpo-
rating ideas and feedback15 from others.

Designers do not need more tools for designing a 
better world - these will certainly evolve through 
situated, contextual, dialogical, responsible and 
respectful education and practices. Designers 
need to change their values and incorporate 
critical thinking and envisioning, as well as other 
forms of  “conceiving, planning and making”16. 
Designers are very well-equipped to envision, 
especially the long-term vision that is required 

for sustainable worlds17 and to the  co-design of 
this vision. Can envisioning and co-design skills 
be utilised to bring reflection, the fostering  of 
plurality (Escobar 2018), equity and sustainability 
values to  design education? Which design capa-
bilities, knowledge, methods and practices can bring 
the lived experience of diverse peoples to the design 
of a better world and to new ways of designing?

Undoubtedly, this change of paradigm in modern 
society requires not only effort on the part of 
design and designersand a change in values on a 
broader scale to be transformational but calls for 
inter-, trans- and multi-disciplinary knowledge, 
coherenceand collaboration as well as mul-
ti-stakeholder involvement and commitment to 
tackling these complex challenges that require 
deep institutional and decision-making changes 
at local and global levels to support a proactive 
change towards sustainable and equitable 
futures. So, design education needs to address the 
(in)ability of designers to work with trans-, inter- 
and multidisciplinary teams. Designers need to 
be able to actively listen, clearly communicate 
with people(s) beyond designers’ circles (utilising 
accessible language) and collaborate with diverse 
stakeholder groups, including but not limited to 
experts from other fields and sciences, commu-
nities of practice, policy makers, civil servants, 
citizens, entrepreneurs, neglected peoples and 
cultures in order to (co-)design caring, respectful 
and responsible worldviews.
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Figure 1: Four Orders of Design.  Source: Adapted from Richard 

Buchanan (Buchanan 2001, 12).

Figure 2: The breakdown costs of a pair of Nike sneakers. 

Source: Adapted from Stephen Petrina (Petrina 2000, 223).
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Figure 3: Qualitative and quantitative dimensions of design 

value. Source: Adapted from Mariana Fonseca Braga (Fonseca 

Braga, 2016, 1874).
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Figure 4: The fifth order of design: Ethical design. A review 

of Richard Buchanan’s (Buchanan 2001, 2015) four orders of 

design.  Source: author.
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Notes

1. The sneakers last on average less than a year, ending in a 

landfill (Petrina 2000).

2. John Ehrenfeld redefines sustainability as the conditions 

for all forms of life to flourish and achieve their potential 

“on the planet for generations to come” (Ehrenfeld 2019, 

106-107).

3. See also Bench Ansfield on the concept of the feudal 

European men, the  “we” of Western European, Christian, 

heterosexual, aristocratic (and soon bourgeois) men” that 

creates “racialized human classificatory models in the 

production and meaning of self / other” (Ansfield 2015, 

124).

4. Referring to the secularisation of Judeo-Christian  narrative 

that divides the earth into Jerusalem-centred and 

“outside this Grace”, territories which are   expected to be 

uninhabitable.

5. Related to “the ideological shift away from medieval 

Christian man and the shift toward secularized rational 

man as the inhabitants of the Americas, those residing in 

what was formerly considered to be “outside Grace,” were 

rendered irrational” and are disavowed (Ferreira da Silva 

2015, 94).

6. See Meadows 1994 for the importance of envisioning as a 

way of building responsible worldviews by sharing visions.

7. e.g., Brown 2008.

8. e.g., Verganti 2008.

9. e.g., Cruickshank and Trivedi 2017.

10. e.g., speculative design and design fiction (Dunne and Raby 

2013; Sterling 2009).

11. See Ferreira da Silva (2015, 91, 94, 98).

12. e.g., policies, rules, and social norms.

13. See Meadows, Randers, and Meadows (n.d.) for the 

relevance of sustainability policies, as well as  Ferreira da 

Silva (2015) and Ansfield (2015) for the foundations of 

institutions and their relations to structural inequalities.

14. e.g. indigenous peoples’ ones and traditional local 

knowledge.

15. See Irwin, Kossoff, and Tonkinwise (2015) for the posture 

and mindset of designers that may raise new ways of 

designing.

16. See Willis (2006) and Irwin, Kossoff, and Tonkinwise (2015) 

for the influence of designers’ values, and Noel (2021) for 

incorporating critical thinking into design education.

17. See Meadows (1994) about the crucial role of long-term 

‘envisioning’ and Meadows, Randers, and Meadows (n.d.) for 

the importance of considering long-term benefits and costs.
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