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BY DAN HILL 

We live in an age of sticky problems, whether it's 
climate change or the decline of the welfare state. 
With conventional solutions failing, a new culture 
of decision-making is called for. Strategic design is 
about applying the principles of traditional design to 

"big picture" systemic challenges such as healthcare, 
education and the environment. It redefines how 
problems are approached and aims to deliver more 
resilient solutions. In this short book, Dan Hill out
lines a new vocabulary of design, one that needs to be 
smuggled into the upper echelons of power. He asserts 
that, increasingly, effective design means engaging 
with the messy politics - the "dark matter" -taking 
place above the designer's head. And that may mean 
redesigning the organisation that hires you. 
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WHAT IS THE MATTER? 

CASE #l 
THE EDGE: FROM MATTER 
TO META AND BACK 
Strategic design attempts to draw a wider net 
around an area of activity or a problem, encom
passing the questions and the solutions and all 

points in bet ween; design involves moving freely 
within this space, testing its boundaries in order 
to deliver definition of, and insight into, the ques
tion as much as the solution, the context as much 
as the artefact, service or product. 

Call the context "the meta" and call the artefact 
"the matter". Strategic design work swings from 
the meta to the matter and back again, oscillating 
between these two states in order to recalibrate each 
in response to the other. 

A case study: project work at the State 
Library of Queensland in Brisbane. 
Initially, Arup pitched a 'post-occupancy 
evaluation' of the library's popular wi-fi 
service. This ultimately involved several 
days on-site, observing, interviewing, 
filming and photographing, as well as 
building 30 models of wi-fi signal strength 
in order to understand its relationship to 
physical space. This largely matter-based 
work then progressed to meta-based work 

over the course of three years, ultimately 
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WHAT IS THE DARK MATTER? 

DARK MATTER 
As the Low2No fire-code story illustrates, the 
answer to unlocking a new experience, product or 
service is sometimes buried deep within the organ-
1sational culture or the policy environment. 

The difference between traditional design 
practice and strategic design is that strategic design 
recognises that this "dark matter" is part of the 
design challenge. This is after the urban planner and 
theorist Wouter Vanstiphout's memorable phrase: 

If you really want to change the city, 
or want a real struggle, a real fight, then it 
would require re-engaging with things like 
public planning for example, or re-engag-
ing with government, or re-engaging with 
a large-scale institutionalised developers. 
I think that's where the real struggles lie, 
that we re-engage with these structures and 
these institutions, this horribly complex 
'dark matter'. That's where it becomes really 
interesting." (Wouter Vanstiphout, interview 
with Rory Hyde, 2010) 

This notion of dark matter suggests organisations, 
culture, and the structural relationships that bind 
them together as a form of material, almost. It 
gives a name to something otherwise amorphous, 
nebulous yet fundamental. 
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Dark matter is a choice phrase. The concept 
is drawn from theoretical physics, wherein dark 
matter is believed to constitute approximately 83% 
of the matter in the universe, yet it is virtually 
undetectable. It neither emits nor scatters light, 
or other electromagnetic radiation. It is believed 
to be fundamentally important in the cosmos-
we simply cannot be without it-and yet there is 
essentially no direct evidence of its existence, and 
little understanding of its nature. 
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The only way that dark matter can be perceived 
is by implication, through its effect on other things 
(essentially, its gravitational effects on more easily 
detectable matter). 

With a product, service or artefact, the user 
is rarely aware of the organisational context that 
produced it, yet the outcome is directly affected 
by it. Dark matter is the substrate that produces. 
A particular BMW car is an outcome of the 
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company's corporate culture, the legislative 
frameworks it works within, t he business models 
it creates, the wider cultural habits it senses and 
shapes, the trade relationships, logistics and supply 
networks that resource it, the particular design 
philosophies that underpin its performance and 
possibilities, the path dependencies in the history 
of northern Europe, and so on. 

This is all dark matter; the car is the matter 
it produces. 

Thus, the relationship between dark matter and 
more easily detectable matter is a useful metaphor 
for the relationship between organisations and 
culture and the systems they produce. 

Strategic design often involves doing what 
the physicist Fritz Zwicky started doing in 1934-
looking for the "missing mass", the material that 
must be inescapably there, that must be causing a 
particular outcome. This missing mass is the key to 
unlocking a better solution, a solution that sticks 
at the initial contact point, and then ripples out to 
produce systemic change. 

The dark matter of strategic designers is 
organisational culture, policy environments, market 
mechanisms, legislation, finance models and other 
incentives, governance structures, tradition and 
habits, local culture and national identity, the 
habitats, situations and events that decisions are 
produced within. This may well be the core mass of 
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the architecture of society, and if we want to shift 
the way society functions, a facility with dark matter 
must be part of the strategic designer's toolkit.9 

Dark matter surrounds the various more easily 
perceptible outcomes that we might produce-the 
observable physical matter of a neighbourhood 
block, a street food cart, a mobile phone. It is what 
enables these things to become systemic, to become 
normative. It is the material that absorbs or rejects 
wider change. 

THE PROBLEM OF INSTALLATIONS 
Dark matter is what makes it difficult for installa-
tions to scale. The design world is full of prototypes, 
installations, one-offs. The idea is the easy bit. 
There are so many ideas produced every day, every-
where, that installations and prototypes are almost 
a necessary pressure valve, a way of getting things 
out of one's mind. 

Yet such temporary interventions are often 
accompanied by claims as to wider significance; that 
an installation, say, can suggest a new way of doing, 
ofliving. Indeed it can, but it doesn't actually make 
it happen. If it's too easy to get an idea accepted, 
you're probably doing it wrong. You're probably not 
disturbing the dark matter enough. 

A genuine and concerted engagement with 
dark matter is what would enable an intervention 
to become systemic, permanent, influential. It is not 
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enough to produce the prototype of an entirely new 
paradigm for the motor car, say, without redesigning 
the organisation that might design and produce 
them, the supply chains that might enable their 
construction and maintenance, the vaiious traffic 
and planning regulations that must absorb a new 
vehicle, the refuelling infrastructure, and so on. 

Equally, attempts to reach into that dark matter 
and produce change will not be as effective without 
an artefact that can demonstrate the benefit of such 
change; that can motivate, in effect. 

The strategic designer has to work in both 
modes, recognising that both are connected 
by an umbilical cord. This is also akin to John 
Thackara's idea of the macroscope- as opposed to 
a microscope-a notional device or strategy that 
enables one to see an entire system, its composite 
dark matter perhaps, from the perspective of the 
artefact, the particular instance of matter. 

Thus, the strategic designer has to understand 
the characteristics of dark matter just as designers 
might understand wood, steel, glass, pixels and 
grids. For the strategic designer, the relationship 
between the observable physical matter and the 
imperceptible dark matter is indeed as symbiotic and 
essential as it may be to the cosmos. Manipulating 
one both enables and affects the other. 

We need to understand more about dark 
matter's particular qualities, affordances, pinch 
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points, pliability, how it performs under stress, its 
elasticity, its history of use, its possibilities. 

Recognising that dark matter is entirely 
dependent on context-a particular place, time 
and culture-makes this more complex than trying 
to understand steel, say, but no less important to 
the future of cities and societies. 

CASE #2: 
RENEW NEWCASTLE: DARK MATTER 
TO UNLOCK PHYSICAL MATTER 
Earlier we heard about how matter can unlock meta; 
in other words, how the different ways in which a 
building or other physical artefact (matter) can be 
deployed strategically in order to generate wider 
systemic change (meta). The zooming back and forth 
between matter and meta is a fundamental mode 
for the strategic designer, who must balance both 
conditions simultaneously. 

So matter can unlock meta. 
It is also the case that meta can unlock matter. 
By 2008, the core of Newcastle, New South 

Wales, had essentially emptied out- a familiar 
dispersal to the suburbs common to virtually all 
Australian cities. Dozens of buildings-more than 
150 -lay empty in the often elegant yet fading 
city centre. Two years later, many of those exact 
same buildings were full of businesses and other 
organisations, with at least 60 new projects and 
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ventures starting in at least 30 previously empty 
spaces. Those same spaces had undergone basic 
renovation and witnessed hundreds of events. In 
Newcastle, entirely new communities are now 
engaged in transforming how the city centre feels 
and functions. 

This had all h appened with no change in 
physical infrastructure- the matter-or essentially 
any funding whatsoever. 

So what happened? 
A Novocastrian-in-exile in Melbourne, Marcus 

Westbury, and a group of friends and colleagues, 
unlocked the entire place through understanding 
and manipulating the dark matter; through the 
legislative infrastructure invisibly overlaid on to 
the city centre's leaseholds, which had been locking 
down the use of the spaces. What became known as 
the "Renew Newcastle" team visited the buildings' 
landlords in the centre, and pitched the notion that 
there were individuals and organisations interested 
in moving in. But being creative businesses, small 
firms, individual entrepreneurs, artists and 
community groups, they just weren't the kind of 
individuals that could take out a costly long-term 
commercial lease on a space. 

We created new rules, new contracts, and 
convinced owners to make spaces available 
for what was effectively barter - we would 
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find people to clean them, use them, and 
activate them and they could have them 
back if and when they needed them. 
We stepped outside the default legal frame-
work in which most property in Australia 
is managed and created a new one. We used 
licenses not leases, we asked for access 
not tenancy and exploited the loopholes those 
kinds of arrangements enabled. (Marcu s 
Westbury, 2010) 

Drawing from the language of risk management, 
Westbury and crew had convinced the landlords 
that Renew Newcastle could act as a broker of 
potential tenants, managing the risk of taking on 
small tenants by altering the duration of agreements. 
Every aspect was entirely legal; it was a smart, simple 
reinterpretation of leasing that turned the negative 
perception of short-term, transitional engagements 
into a positive one. It meant the re-booted city could 
act like a platform again. 

Organisations started moving in, rolling up 
rusty shutters, painting the old interiors, t ran s-
forming old department stores into small studios 
populated with second-hand furniture. Free wi-fi 
for the area was provided by a local internet service 
provider, happy to sponsor the initiative. Landlords 
started collecting rent. People began to visit the 
centre of Newcastle again. Given the new local 
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economy, other adjacent spaces began to re-open, 
on a variety of more permanent leases. 

Newcastle had started to transform itself By 
late-2010, Newcastle featured in Lonely Planet's 
Top 10 Cities to Visit in the world, an extraordinary 
turnaround, with Renew Newcastle recommended 
as a particular feature of the city. Not only had the 
city started to change the stories it told about itself, 
but the stories that others told too. 

This had all been achieved by the notional 
stroke of a pen through some leasing arrangements. 
A tweak to the soft infrastructure, the dark matter, 
surrounding the physical reality of Newcastle had 
unlocked the latent possibilities in the city centre. 

So matter can be unlocked by meta, by dark 
matter. 

Better still, the "code" that underpins Renew 
Newcastle is now being copy-and-pasted to other 
cities, and ultimately to a Renew Australia project. It 
works as "a form of shareware", in Westbury's words, 
akin to Creative Commons licensing for intellectual 
property. "Renew" is now a platform for replicating 
this particular dark mat ter. 

Pragmatically, the approach to manipulating 
this dark matter was to hack it, essentially, rather 
than attempting to attain the higher-order political 
power required to change policies, redirect funding 
or alter laws. So dark matter can be addressed in a 
number of different ways. 
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Westbury isn't a designer, but his ability 
to perceive the "architecture of the problem" in 
Newcastle is a perspective shared with strategic 
design. His focus is on the city as software, and this 
is drawn from some background in understanding 
the architecture of software and operating systems-
this in turn means that systems thinking is an 
almost instinctive act. Given that Westbury and 
his cohorts understand the subtlety inherent in 
contemporary software, this turns out to be a 
productive view of both systems and cities, and 
the form of software that binds them together. 

It is the software of the city-which is often 
intangible, bewildering and complex-
that defines their possibilities ... Yet as hard 
as the software of the city is to conceptu-
alise the consequences of changing it are 
very real. It is only the results that give it 
away. They are as evident and visible as the 
process that led to them is invisible. 
(Marcus Westbury, 2010) 

Westbury's characterisation of the city's 
software sounds an awful lot like dark matter; 
only perceptible by its effects yet fundamental. 
Westbury's story further reinforces that dealing 
in the dark matter is not exclusive to the strategic 
designer. 
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With strategic design in mind, however, systems 
thinking is a core skillset, a core requirement, 
given the propensity for systemic change. Those 
designers most familiar with systems-architects, 
urban designers, landscape designers, interaction 
designers, industrial designers, service designers 
etc-are perhaps best equipped to think strategically 
and systemically. 

Indeed, there are some techniques for 
understanding systems holistically, and "feeling" 
their boundaries and characteristics. Norman 
Potter described how designers can think in terms 
of understanding the boundaries of systems, and 
how they can then "perform" the system. Potter 
recalled how his cello teacher suggested how to "get 
the measure of a job, to get close to it, (you) project 
its life to absurdity (in all directions: scale, function, 
material, etc) and then pull back to some sense of 
boundary in what you propose to do". (Nor man 
Potter, 1969) 

Whether Westbury and colleagues projected 
Newcastle to "absurdity" is a moot point, though 
they clearly looked at the depressed, empty streets 
and imagined a thriving city centre once again, 
when no one else could. Their ability to perceive, 
and then manipulate, the system is what enabled 
the transformative project, the systemic change. 

So dark matter unlocked the physical matter, 
transforming exactly the same spaces and buildings 
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through a leasing arrangement; a stroke of pen on 
paperwork, notionally at least. For Westbury, seeing 
the city as layers of hardware and software, his dark 
matter was the operating system of regulations and 
commercial arrangements: 

In many respects, the software of the city is 
subtle. It is, at least, partially the cultural 
context, its history and its economic circum-
stances. Yet in most respects, the software 
of the city is codified and hard -coded-height 
and noise restrictions, planning processes, 
rules that enable certain possibilities 
and disable others. They can be embedded 
in commonlaw rights and privileges. 
(Westbury, 2010) 

Renew Newcastle immersed itself in this 
world, in order to understand the affordances-the 
handles, the sockets, the switches-with which it 
could manipulate the city. In this particular project, 
as with many of the most interesting projects, there 
was effectively no client, no organisation. There was 
no "inside". So Renew Newcastle had to become 
its own client, create its own context, in order to 
understand a way in to the problem. 

This ability to attain in-depth understanding, 
as an insider, is also the reason that the strategic 
positioning of design is crucial, and is part of the 
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inherent value in strategic design expertise being 
embedded within organisations. While certain 
techniques can be used to immerse oneself in a 
client's context, "method designing" for example, 
genuine immersion will always achieve richer 
results in terms of understanding dark matter. 

DESIGNING THE CONTEXT 
OF THE WORK 

Always design a thing by considering 
it in its next larger context-a chair in 
a room, a room in a house, a house in 
an environment, an environment in a city 
plan. (Eliel Saarinen) 

With strategic design, that next context is 
often a team, an organisation or a culture, and so 
refers to a complex net of relationships. It follows 
that it is necessary to design the context, this 
net of relationships, by considering the thing it 
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is intended to produce. Again, it's this symbiotic 
relationship between artefact and system, between 
instance and strategy. 

The design planner and teacher Hugh Dubberly 
has suggested that "seeing patterns, making 
connections, and understanding relationships" are 
in fact the essence of design. Yet few designers would 
see that their design challenge is to understand, and 
often reorient, those relationships.10 

This again explains why design so often fails 
to live up to its promise. Designers, like clients, are 
themselves attracted to the shiny end of projects, 
rather than delving into the dark matter and 
settling in for the lengthy engagement with an 
organisation. Yet organisation, context, bureaucracy, 
regulation and policy are absolutely crucial to the 
success of a project. If reoriented in such a way as 
to enable the intended outcomes, the intervention 
becomes a norm, the installation becomes a genuine 
product or service. Without that reorientation, we 
have failure, either oflimited, restricted outcomes, 
or occasionally as catastrophe. 

It's only after the explosion that everyone 
realized the shuttle's complex technology 
should have been drawn with the Nasa 
bureaucracy inside of it in which they too 
would have to fly." (Latour, 1996) 
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As Bruno Latour suggests, products have their 
attendant bureaucracy embedded within them. It is 
this that enables them to plummet or soar. 

CASE #3 
BBC !PLAYER: STRATEGIC REDESIGN 
OF ORGANISATIONAL DNA 
With a more down-to-earth example, design work 
carried out on the BBC iPlayer on-demand media 
system from 2003 to 2005 further articulates this 
hybrid connection between the product and the 
context that produces it. The iPlayer does represent 
a form of systemic change, albeit driven by a dif-
ferent purpose to most of the subject matter of this 
essay in that it is a public service media player 
rather than something that addresses so-called 

·'wicked problems". 
Yet iPlayer was a radical shift for the BBC, up-

setting just about every apple cart and destabilis-
ing most of the existing certainties upon which the 
organisation had thrived for 80 years. Now, given 
its huge success - by January 2011, 165 million 
programmes a month were being downloaded via 
iPlayer in the UK; an average of six per household-
it is necessary to recall the internal resistance to 
many different facets of the project. This resistance 
was various and complex, sometimes intransigence, 
sometimes inertia, sometimes active: from the impact 
on production workflows to the challenge to the 
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license-fee funding model; from the perceived threat 
to live broadcast, the centrality of channels, and 
authorship to a new understanding of resilient distri-
but ion; from the way in which the internet h·ampled 
over the geographical boundaries that had enabled 
intellectual property rights deals to the challenge of 
introducing the different craft practices necessary 
to produce a then-contemporary "web 2.0" service. 

It was clear that the DNA of the organisation 
itself would have to be modified. Just as Google, say, 
might be optimised towards producing code, the 
BBC was optimised towards producing radio and 
television broadcasts. Getting the BBC optimised 
for delivering code was akin to significantly altering 
the course of an ocean liner h alfway across an 
Atlantic crossing. With much of the crew close to 
open mutiny. In a storm. 

To continue the analogy, one could attempt to 
shunt and pull the ship with a flotilla of tug boats 
until it stops resisting and is knocked off course, 
but it's far better to be in the ship's bridge with your 
hand on the tiller. 

I was the design lead for a while, running large 
technical teams of designers and coders that had 
delivered iPlayer's predecessor, and it was necessary 
to understand the architecture of the problem, to 
perceive the system around the eventual product, and 
to see that this system was cultural, organisational, 
strategic and regulatory, just as it was technical. 
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Key design moves included regarding client-
side developers as being on the same level as 
designers and software engineers, to help engender 
the mutual respect that underpins successful 
multidisciplinary project teams. This included 
negotiating with unions and spending many, many 
hours working with human resources departments 
on job descriptions, as well as re-drawing "org 
charts" and talking with team-members. Yet this 
relatively subtle shift- nudging one internal 
discipline upwards two points on a pay scale -was 
probably as important a "design move" as any bit 
of interaction design or information architecture. 

Similarly, creating a small research and 
development function internally, and designing 
it to have half the resources it actually needed to 
deliver prototypes-and so making it r eliant on 
short-term partnerships with others-meant that 
the organisation h ad a way of spotting rapidly 
emerging opportunities, such as podcasting, while 
ensuring that this particular kind of intelligence 
was slowly transferred throughout the rest of the 
organisation. This built on earlier culture change 
at the design and editorial level, driving what was 
then called "user-centred design" practice into the 
heart of new media production. 

Involvement in contemporaneous high-level 
strategic processes, Creative Futures and BBC 
2.0, ensured that the intelligence gathered from 
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delivering the project could inform the strategic 
context, and vice versa. Envisaging the BBC in 2015 
from 2005 could only be done with authority by 
having a foot on the frontline. Ensuring the project 
could anticipate subsequent strategic requirements 
(overseas users, paid-content) could only be done 
with authority by having a foot in the strategic 
camp. Again, this constant zoom from product to 
strategy and back, via all points in-between (meta 
to matter). Here, this particular instance of the 
iPlayer was a MacGuffin for deeper shifts within 
the BBC. 

Numerous other activities surrounded what 
would traditionally be described as the core design 
work: liaison with production teams responsible 
for content about data and metadata; working 
with presenters to advise them on the way to 
discuss on-demand media and timeshifting on-air; 
working with broadcast engineers to ensure that 
streaming servers could replicate the resilience 
expected of BBC services; working with existing 
approaches to BBC archives; integration with teams 
responsible for BBC production equipment; liaison 
with external rights bodies such as the Performing 
Rights Society and the International Federation of 
the Phonographic Industry as part of official BBC 
delegations (it was highly unusual for a designer to 
be in these conversations, almost a tacit indication 
that design could have a strategic agenda, or at least 
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a role at a boardroom table); various other strategy 
processes at different levels; numerous instances 
and formats of internal "stakeholder" consultation ... 

And so on, for around three to four years. 
This was a form of design work conducted from 

deep inside an organisation; sometimes instinctive, 
sometimes tactical, sometimes strategic. 

Again, this was actively constructing "the 
architecture of the problem", given that con-
temporary media works as a system, ensuring that 
it included the organisational and cultural context. 
This was beyond editorial concerns, which was also 
radical (and a threat) for many at the BBC, which 
was, and is, an editorially oriented organisation. But 
it was the design of media systems and organisations 
themselves that became the strategic act that would 
alter the greater system. 

You can't design a transformative service 
without redesigning the organisation, and this 
could only realistically be done from within an 
organisation. If you asked the organisation to 
somehow produce a map of the architecture of the 
problem, as above, it simply couldn't. You can only 
feel that from within it, by observing its effects on 
things, as dark matter. 

It's not impossible to win over an organisation 
to a challenging idea from outside. Many do this 
all the time, of course. The architect Elizabeth 
Diller, interviewed in Domus, describes vividly the 
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exhaustive and exhausting act of winning over all 
the stakeholders to one of their design projects: 

The experience of Lincoln Center, with all 
its complexity, made me realize that I was 
already speaking in many tongues. The 
message is always the same but the empha-
sis is a bit different depending on who the 
audience is. Its true that I did a lecture that 
basically showed the same fifteen to twenty 
slides of Lincoln Center six times in repeti-
tion and each time I inflected the delivery 
of the description in a slightly different way. 
The same content but different nuance-it's 
kind of a Rashomon lecture. (Elizabeth 
Diller, Domus) 

Good designers may well be particularly good 
at this. But the same role from within is different. 
Imagine if, as suggested earlier, organisations such 
as Lincoln Center possessed some architectural 
capacity in-house, either actively shaping 
MacGuffins and Trojan Horses, at all scales, or 
more convincingly coordinating external design 
interventions. It would help bind a change in dark 
matter to this building project; which otherwise is 
largely just that- a building project. 

To use a football analogy, this internal role is 
akin to being the No 10, trequartista, or playmaker.11 
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As the play is .whirling around them, the No 10 
has to be aware of all the various movements and 
possibilities within a constantly shifting system. 
He has to have a strategic intent, to carve out a 
vision of a play several moves in advance. He is 
a midfielder, and so at the centre of things, and 
yet an attacking midfielder, and so concerned 
with progression, construction, with shaping the 
game's events. 

Think quickly, look for spaces. That's what 
I do: look for spaces. All day. I'm always 
looking. All day, all day. Here? No. There? 
No. People who haven't played don't always 
realise how hard that is. Space, space, space. 
It's like being on the PlayStation. I think 
'shit, the defender's here, play it there'. I see 
the space and pass. That's what I do. (Xavi 
Hernandez, Barcelona) 

It's almost instinctive, this sense of reaching 
into the very matter of an organisation and 
rearranging it on the fly. It is sometimes reactive, 
in response to a phone-call from the boss; it is 
sometimes anticipatory (his team mate Dani Alves 
has said that Xavi "plays in the future"). Either way, 
it requires an understanding of the architecture of 
two systems-the problem, and the organisation-
and a sense of direction. 
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MALLEABILITY 
Drawing from Hitchcock was no accident. It posi-
tions design as a cultural act, rather than, say, en-
gineering or management consultancy. As stated 
earlier, design's core value is in synthesising dispa-
rate views and articulating alternative ways of being. 

For "articulating alternative ways of being", 
read design's ability to describe how the world is 
inherently mutable or malleable-how everything 
is a decision, or the result of a decision - and to 
suggest and describe alternatives. 

Design suggests design, in this sense, as it 
implies that design has led to this particular state, 
almost no matter what the scenario, and that 
therefore another state can exist; we can redesign 
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things, if we see the world in this mutable way. 
Jonathan Ive, the senior vice president of 

industrial design at Apple, in Gary Hustwit's 
documentary Objectified, has an almost pained 
expression on his face when he tries to understand 
how, in some instances, the world has come to be 
in material form. 

Why, why, why is it like that, and not like 
this? (Jonathan Ive, Objectified, 2009) 

Imagine looking at the world through Ive's 
hurting eyes. The essential mutability of the world 
may be a somewhat naive, or-more charitably-
optimistic, viewpoint. It could also be seen as 
solipsistic, in that it privileges the viewpoint of the 
designer, suggesting that the designer has perhaps 
the fundamental position in reorienting the world, 
that all things are design challenges. In other words, 
a hammer sees only nails. 

Yet Ive's querulous grimace is found not only 
among industrial designers, architects and service 
designers, casting glances around a world of objects 
they're partly responsible for, but also increasingly 
in the world of policy, strategy and culture, a 
world that is the focus of strategic design. From 
a position outside the professional design world, 
Philip Colligan of Nesta also sees policy issues in 
terms of design challenges. 
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It seems a bit obvious but the way that public 
services are organised inevitably influences 
the outcomes they achieve. Policymakers and 
managers are taking design decisions all the 
time, too often without realising it. (Philip 
Colligan, 2011) 

We can even think of the ideologies in play at 
any one time as being a result of, or a manifestation 
of, design decisions. The dominant market-oriented 
neoliberal hegemony across much of western society, 
for instance, had to be actively inculcated. People 
had to breathe life into it, with purpose. It is not 
a naturally occurring state. It is thought of as a 
system, with certain characteristics, attributes 
and affordances; something that can be calibrated, 
modelled, modified. 

This was clear when one of its architects, Alan 
Greenspan, under some pressure because his global 
financial system had become a global financial 
crisis, described the market-oriented ideology 
in terms akin to an inexplicably misfiring engine, 
or some inconvenient errors in a block of code. 

Yes, I've found a flaw. I don't know 
how significant or permanent it is. 
But I've been very distressed by that 
fact. (Alan Greenspan, New York Times, 
23 October 2008) 
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The hegemonic characteristics of such systems 
mean that we tend to ignore, or conveniently forget, 
that they have been designed; they have been 
imagined, articulated, stewarded into position. 

Failure wasn't so much the absence of atten-
tion to individual details as it was an entire 
culture to do with the primacy of business, 
of money, of deregulation, of putting the 
interests of the financial sector first. This 
brought us to a point in which a belief in the 
free market became a kind of secular reli-
gion. The tenets of that religion are familiar 
... all debatable, contestable positions-but 
in the Anglo-Saxon world we forgot to 
contest them. Qohn Lanchester, 2010) 

The same can be said of democracy, nation 
states, regional authorities, many systems of 
living, for example-all are designed, all are design 
challenges, all are "debatable, contestable positions". 

Many of the t roubling situations in 
our world are the result of design decisions. 
Too many of them were bad design deci-
sions, it is true-but we are not the victims 
of blind chance ... We may not have meant 
to do so, and we may regret the way things 
have turned out, but we designed our way 
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into the situations that face us today. (John 
Thackara, 2005) 

One can make a strong critique of this idea 
that everything can be redesigned because it has 
been designed. It concerns the understanding 
that human existence is actually beyond rational 
understanding- beyond a single unified idea of 
consciousness, effectively (Semir Zeki, 2003). Thus 
it is not actually designed, at least in any sense that 
can be consciously redesigned. So design cannot 
pursue some prescribed rational course of action 
towards a solution. 

Additionally, some have argued that certain 
core systems are achieving a level of complexity 
that is increasingly beyond our comprehension. On 
the one hand, this is due to the characteristics of 
self-organising systems such as the global economy, 
which David Korowicz argues is beyond our ability 
to understand, design and manage: 

Our global system emerges as a result of 
each person, company and institution, with 
their common and distinctive histories, 
playing their own part in their own niche, 
and interacting together through biologi-
cal, cultural and structural channels. The 
self-organisation reminds us that govern-
ments do not control their own economies. 
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Nor does civil society. The corporate or fi
nancial sectors do not control the economies 
within which they operate. That they can 
destroy the economy should not be taken 
as evidence that they can control it. (David 
Korowicz, 2011) 

Yet another way in which complexity is placing 
systems beyond our comprehension, our agency, 
is through code. Kevin Slavin has positioned the 
algorithms that underpin financial systems in 
particular as a form of stealth technology, that 
can "move invisibly through the earth". These 

"black box" algorithms are so complex that they 
are effectively beyond the comprehension of even 
the programmers who coded the frameworks that 
produce them. Some 70% of all activity on Wall 
Street is involved in automated high-frequency 
trading, algorithm-driven trades that are either 
trying to hide (disperse) or locate (aggregate) 
larger movements of trade. According to Slavin, the 
algorithms that drive, say, a Roomba vacuum cleaner 
robot are essentially not of humanity. 

These are things that humans write, but can 
no longer read. (Kevin Slavin, 2011) 

One response is, of course: really, what are we 
supposed to do? Helplessness is not a happy place. 
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Another response to the critique is that design, 
at least as discussed here, is more exploratory 
than "prescribed trajectories". It might instead 
use prototyping and feedback loops to flush 
out the right questions in the first place, before 
embarking on tentative processes that are iterative 
and adaptive in nature. This subtly undercuts the 
critique about "prescribed courses of action". (The 
optimism inherent within design also allows us to 
build on Thackara's statement that "out of control" 
is an ideology, not a fact-that these things are the 
outcome of policy, one way or another, and so can 
be reshaped by different policy.) 

This is not an instrumental or engineering-led 
idea of design, in which altering the infrastructure, 
or plumbing, underpinning the current reality will 
at some point produce a different one. Instead, 
this is an idea of design as directly involved in the 
creation of culture (culture as a way of being, a 
pattern of living, after Raymond Williams, rather 
than simply cultural production and consumption). 

This moves design well beyond simple problem 
solving, and means that design does not always 

"know". But with this more investigative view of 
design, there are no claims to having a clearly 
prescribed course of action with a straight line to 
the ideal solution. Yet we can still see the world 
as malleable, fungible- and look for affordances 
to work with- without the sense that design 
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necessarily knows all. 
It also means that by making small moves 

within a system, we may be able to shift the pattern 
at the macro-level, just as a single bird within a flock 
does. This is Kwinter's description of "a delicate 
servo-mechanism guiding a much larger machine". 
The "much larger machine" may not be malleable 
directly, or even capable of being understood. Yet 
it can still be affected. 
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