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From Bauhaus to DESIS: exploring solution-focused methodology for social design education

We did not ask for a final design proposal. We commissioned a local bamboo
structure master to build six traditional temporary market stalls for the six teams to
install their designs. Instead of designing objects for sale to celebrate Chinese New
Year, students were asked to design means of participation to engage the local
community. Each team was guided to identify an object to represent their experience
(Figure 3) and design their booth around the object. After two days of construction, the
final task for each team was to ‘operate’ their stalls and develop operation ideas for
further interactions with residents. There was a team who aimed to encourage
residents to have more physical interactions than online debates; they used balloons as
a way to invite people to leave messages for others.

Similarly, one team focused on developing methods for residents to express their
wishes especially those with a disability. Here they collected fallen leaves for people to
write messages on and then send them back to others. A large lantern was constructed
with colourful colanders, attracting visitors to make Chinese New Year wishes.
Recycling was a popular issue around design students and two teams collected waste
from their housing estates and reconstructed items back to the community. One team
used newspaper to recreate plant plots for fresh plants, giving them back to local
residents. Another team collected unwanted furniture and deconstructed them into
new pieces of furniture, demonstrating new uses.

Discussion: Issues of the problem — solving
approach

Deviating from the instrumental view of participation, the advocates of co-
design/participatory activities have maintained that participants (other than designers)
in design research are partners and so involved in selecting the problems and

Figure 3. Six design booths

sanctioning the search for solutions. Recently, the role of people in the process of
design has been re-shaped as that which is tantamount to professional practitioners,
termed as ‘extreme users’, ‘active design partners’, ‘experts of their experiences’ or
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‘co-designers’. They are regarded as crucial in knowledge development, idea
generation and concept development (Sanders et al., 2008; Visser et al., 2008). There
has been a more extreme version about the role of participants, as suggested by
Banham (1972) that the only real Design Participation is ‘do-it-yourself’. This
configuration of the roles between participants and designers is based on the idea that
users should have total autonomy to invent their rules in order to enhance the
efficiency of the designer-user game. In other words, Banham suggested that designers
are relegated to a considerably passive position.

Inspired by the solution-focused method, we argue that the participation of users is
more methodological. As Reason et al argued, the de-monopolisation of knowledge led
to full involvement of participants that ‘the action turn in the social sciences is a turn
toward a kind of research/practice open in principle to anyone willing to commit to
integrating inquiry and practice in everyday personal and professional settings’ (Reason
and Torbert, 2001:7).

However, the natural attitude of design students has been identified as one of the
barriers against the practice of opening up the design practice community. In our view,
the pre-reflexive designerly attitudes, or what phenomenologists refer to as natural
attitudes, are “our original, world-directed stance, ... the default perspective, the one we
start off from, the one we are in originally” (Sokolowski, 2000: 42); or simply put, our
taken-for-granted attitudes. This natural attitude of designers is usually more visible
when we observe designers in action.

Intervention: Practicing Solution-focused Method

Our ways of doing design research is basically informed by Reason’s action research.
We know that the research process does not emerge in a tidy and linear manner. The
outcomes may not be eventuated how they were planned. Some intervention tactics
and advice as well as comments to students may be on an ad hoc basis. However,
three components are essential. First, it is necessary to find channels to work with
potential users whose practical knowledge and practice in daily life are valuable for
design ideas. Secondly, outcomes are tentative, always ready for modifications, and
thus design is a process through which solutions are continuously proposed, tested and
evaluated. We are not looking forward to ‘design in one go’. As with Thomas and
Carroll (1979), after a number of experiments and protocol studies of designing ‘a
fundamental aspect is the nature of the approach taken to problems, rather than the
nature of the problems themselves’ (Cross, 2006, 19). In other words, focusing on
continuous modification and evaluation of the proposed solutions is not owing to the
necessity of checking the nature of the problems, but examining the nature of our
approach taken to problems. The third element is the awareness of pre-reflexive
thinking. Our preliminary findings have shown in the last section that problem-solving
methods encourage the dominance of the expert-driven role of designers and
discourage reflexivity. Students also easily took design education as a kind of
craftsmanship rather than a process of exchange between designers and people. We
also found that students took design as a kind of technical profession that would be
translated into a number of roles as problem solvers, craft makers, active citizens, and
opportunistic entrepreneurs. However, all these roles are built on the foundation of
the expert-driven role of designers at the expense of users’ participation. We argued
that reflexivity and awareness of this kind of pre-reflexive being are needed in order to
accomplish participatory design.
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Here we attempted to ask designers to identify their pre-reflective being which to a
large extent ‘unconsciously’ shapes designers’ orientations and interpretations of roles,
needs, natures and the kind of lives toward which participants should live up to. In
order to achieve this, we make use of three tactics, namely, confrontational tactics,
empathy and imagination of replacement. We practiced these tactics in this Design Lab
with the design students throughout the third week of the event.

Confrontational tactics:

Itisa common 1
practice that
novice designers
would take their
work as the final
product of the
design process,
leaving little room
for modification by
others, let alone
by users. In our
design lab, one
group revealed a
strong inclination to treat their work as a ‘monument’. In day two of the market, they
left their created lantern as a monument there unnoticed. We, together with a guest,
found it strange to see the absence of responsible design students there and decided to
dismantle, or re-modify, the work. Cutting down all the ropes hanging the sieves, which
are supposed to be the place where residents could place their Chinese year greetings
(Figure 4). The design students thought that it was a design as it provided a tool by
which residents could communicate, and of most importance, it is aesthetically sound
and acceptable. Twenty minutes after the ‘intentional attack’, one of the students
from this team came back and asked the ‘destroyer’ for the reasons of the attack. She
said the work is ‘sacred’ and deserved ‘respect’ from all people. We enquired about
this, supposed that we were residents, whether we would be granted the right to
‘modify’ or ‘re-design’ the work. She looked speechless. We further asked her about
their coded message underlying their work. She revealed that it was a tool for
communication and a place for putting and sharing Chinese New Year greetings. She
further explained that they would stand by the work and tell any onlookers the way to
use the piece. A few minutes later, three more students came back and expressed their
grievances. Clearly, novice design students really treasure their work, but in the
context of participatory design, they gave no room for manoeuvre to any potential
users. Users could participate in ‘using’ and ‘expressing their feedbacks’, but not in any
process of design.

Our reaction to their unhappiness, we asked the students to think about the
objective of their design. As our rationale of our workshop was to design with the
people who are believed to be protagonists to enjoy the fruits of design, we should
work out a way for both the designers and the potential users to know what the best
design is. We asked the students to think about what kind of a design could at least
make both parties happy.

Figure 4. Modification of one of the ‘designs’
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