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FOREWORD


THE BAD NEWS, THE WORSE NEWS AND, FINALLY, THE GOOD NEWS.


The bad news. 


The world is at, or near, unprecedented tipping points involving climate change, peak oil, deforestation, species extinction and water scarcity. The tenuous relationship between humans and the natural world has become an unsustainable scenario. In addition, we have relentless religious conflict in the Middle East and expanding population and economies in China and India. More people competing for fewer resources is not a pretty picture. Thus, maintaining the status quo is not an option.


The worse news.


It may be too late or impossible to change course quickly enough. Humans have enormous capacity for intelligent thinking but are often victims of their own heuristic biases, or what I call “calcified synapses,” which prevent them from making wise decisions that drive smart action. 


So, this leaves us with three modes.


1.  Pessimism, or, “It’s too late and we’re screwed.”


2.  Delusion, or, “Whatever.”


3.  Optimism, or, “It’s possible to figure this out.”


The good news.


If you choose to be optimistic, design is one of the only viable options we have. Design with a big D. Design that includes invention, innovation, human ingenuity and creative problem solving through design thinking and execution.


I believe that most designers are optimistic and passionate about what’s next, not what’s now or what’s been. This makes them unlike politicians, religious leaders or most corporate executives who are largely acting to protect the power or resources that they already have accumulated. The future will be defined more by what we do now than what we did before.


Now is the time for designers to step up and use what they know how to do to help shape a positive future for people and the planet.
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INTRODUCTION


Most design books fall into one of two categories: One is the lush visual catalog of work that reproduces well at a small size, crammed three, four, six to a page with little to no analysis save for the occasional interruption of a case study. The other is the thoughtful academic tome, packed with margin-to-margin text and devoid of visual context. This book is committed to being neither.


This is a book designed to be read as well as looked at. It is a book you can take your time with, return to and share. If you are a designer it is offered as an inspirational nudge, the gentle force of which I hope is suffi cient to alter, however slightly, the creative trajectory you may be following. If you are not (or not yet) a designer, it is my hope to share with you a highly necessary, evolving and satisfying segment of a diverse profession.


Just design.


Designers frequently describe themselves as “problem-solvers.” We apply our creative talents to fi nding new and appropriately innovative solutions to common questions. These questions may include how to best articulate a corporate brand, how to connect with a particular audience or how to communicate across cultural boundaries. Sometimes the question may just be about how to sell the most widgets. Each of these are worthy pursuits and each involves a certain kind of problem solving — what Charles Eames described as “design addressing itself to the need.” But now — just as in any age — there are problems that are larger than brands and consumers (and widgets). There are needs as fundamental as equality, water, education, community, peace, justice and hope. As designers, we work according to own interests and values (and/or those of our clients). When and where these motivations intersect with thoseof the broader profession and (more importantly) society as a whole, we realize the potential for our work to both be and do good. When design benefi ts more than the double bottom line it achieves a laudable standard. With more than a hint of righteousness, one might call it “just.”


Just design.


This is not to suggest that so-called “good” design is necessarily better design; bus schedules, product labels, freeway signs and ballots are all critical elements of our designed society. In these experiences there can be no righteousness. They are, importantly, neutral. Nevertheless, they require skillful design — just as the most mundane products and incidental experiences must also be designed. Collectively these fabricate the visual landscape of our culture. In the same manner that ancient societies adorned their buildings, vases and public spaces with frescoes, statuary and other art, our contemporary visual culture is a tableau of separate designed experiences coalesced into a patchwork landscape of commercial art.


In this context the average person is much more likely to interact with a cereal box than an annual report for a nonprofi t organization. We are more frequently engaged by warning labels than we are by earnestly-crafted manifestos. Yet given the choice between designing birth control packaging or a poster promoting safer sex, most designers will opt for the latter.


In a 2010 interview on the blog pr*tty sh*tty, designer Paula Scher lamented that today’s young designers have largely abandoned their roles as improvers of our general visual environment, asserting that many “only want to work on cultural work, or not-for-profi t work, or on projects they perceive as ‘good-for-society.’” She goes on to say that these designers are encouraged to shun mainstream corporate work by the way design is being taught in design schools and grad programs, and by the attention that the professional community lavishes on well-meaning but otherwise esoteric projects. Though I disagree with her fi nal assertion, I share her concern that books like this one may seem to elevate “good” design to a mantle above that of design which seeks to do anything less than save the world. Any inference that the projects included here are more noble or more worthy than the more vernacular work of our profession would be to misread the intention of this book. Its purpose is to celebrate the best of cause-based design, not to marginalize the very necessary work most designers do every day. Whether for greater good or greater profi t, it’s all just design.


Just design.


Another way to consider this title is as an imperative. Among the many inspirations I have drawn from the researching and writing this book is the importance of simply doing something. No matter what the cause or goal, and irrespective of whether the projects were client- or designer-initiated, the success of these projects invariably stems from an eagerness to work. In a time of complexity, uncertainty and unbridled acceleration, it has become increasingly necessary to participate through swift, thoughtful, nimble action. To quote Debbie Millman, “We can talk about making a difference, we can make a difference, or we can do both.” Or, to paraphrase, “Just design.”


Christopher Simmons is a designer, writer, educator, design advocate and principal of the noted San Francisco design offi ce, MINE™. MINE™ designs identities, books, products, packaging and print and interactive campaigns for some of the world's leading infl uencers and foremost thinkers in both the commercial and nonprofi t sectors.


Christopher’s previous books include LogoLab, Letterhead & Logo Design 9 and Color Harmony: Logos. He has written for AIGA, Create, HOW magazine, Monster.com and STEP, as well as several blogs, including his own. He lectures on design issues for colleges, universities and professional associations, and frequently participates as a judge for major national and international competitions. Christopher is an Advisor to Project M and an adjunct professor of design at the California College of the Arts (CCA), where he also sits on the Senior Thesis Committee.


Christopher is a past president of AIGA San Francisco. On completion of his tenure in that role, then-Mayor Gavin Newsom issued an offi cial proclamation declaring San Francisco to be a city “where design makes a difference.”
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Everything is OK


MINE™ SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA


CREATIVE DIRECTOR Christopher Simmons DESIGNERS Christopher Simmons, Tim Belonax CLIENT Everyone


WHY YOU SHOULD CARE Good behavior is the last refuge of mediocrity. (Henry Haskins)
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Everything is OK began as a simple project in our studio. Reacting to the mounting inequities in our world and culture, we set out to assemble a list of resources that would point people toward positive action. We built a website (everythingisok.com) as a means of sharing these links. To promote the site, we designed barricade tape with the incongruous message, “everything is ok.”


The tape was fi rst deployed during the 2006 U.S. election, and then again during a massive pillow fi ght in San Francisco. The response to the tape was overwhelming, and we soon realized that people were more interested in the tool we had created than the project it was designed to promote. It started showing up in magazines, museum collections, books and blogs People called and emailed asking for tape of their own. Gradually, we became interested in exploring the possibilities represented by this intersection of design, art and activism.


“Everything is OK” can be read as an affi rming phrase or as a condemning indictment of mediocrity — a tension that is amplifi ed when the message delivered through the cautionary medium of barricade tape. Deployed, the message garners additional layers of meaning — taking on new life and relevance as an interactive caption that modifi es spaces, objects and events.


We continue to produce and distribute the signature tape, but the project has expanded to include other artifacts. In 2009, we created a conceptual storefront for the San Francisco Arts Commission, and we have begun producing a series of posters by various artists, each offering their unique take on the enigmatic phrase.
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[image: image] REALM Charter School


REALM is Berkeley’s fi rst and only charter school. The name, an acronym for Revolutionary Education and Learning Movement, was the inspiration for the identity. The school’s founder, Robert Redford Foundation honoree Victor Diaz, outlined a visionary plan for a truly 21st century school. Based around principles of Design Thinking, REALM represents a radical departure from the educational status quo The student-centered curriculum is heavily community- and project-based, and was corroboratively developed among faculty, parents, students and community leaders.


The logo embodies this progressive outlook in its use of a fl ag — a symbol shared by schools and movements. Dramatic black and white imagery and assertive typography further communicate a sense of urgency and departure from the norm.


In a nod to the school’s student-centered learning model, the application includes life-sized photos of actual students on every spread. A “day-in-the-life” timeline runs along the bottom of the pages throughout, giving context to the school’s innovative curriculum. The exterior jacket doubles as a self-mailing enrollment application: answer a few questions, then fold, staple and drop it in the mail. Every application also contains a pull-out double-sided poster so students can become active participants in promoting the school’s revolutionary ideas.
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REALM Charter School


MINE™ SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA


CREATIVE DIRECTOR Christopher Simmons DESIGNERS Christopher Simmons, Justin Holbrook, Nathan Sharp CLIENT Realm Charter School


WHY YOU SHOULD CARE The only thing that interferes with learning is education. (Albert Einstein)



 

Stern Grove Festival [image: image]


The Stern Grove Festival is a free concert series held every summer in San Francisco. Situated in an urban oasis of eucalyptus trees, Sigmund Stern Grove was bequeathed to the city in 1938 for the express purpose of providing free outdoor music to the city’s residents. Since 2009, MINE™ has provided design and art direction to the festival. The design concept that MINE initiated is simple - include a tree as the central graphic element, also include people, wildlife and some reference to music. Though the general content and layout remain consistent from year to year, the interpretation varies dramatically. From folk art to clay sculpture to Yulia Brodskaya’s captivating bent paper illustration, each season brings both familiarity and surprise. For the 2011 season, the designers commissioned renowned poster artist Luba Lukova to create a bold one-color design, allowing the typography to take on a more expressive character.
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Stern Grove Festival 2010


MINE™ SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA


CREATIVE DIRECTOR Christopher Simmons DESIGNERS Christopher Simmons, Tim Belonax ILLUSTRATOR Yulia Brodskaya CLIENT Stern Grove Festival Association


WHY YOU SHOULD CARE If there is something to be changed in this world, it can happen through music. (Jimi Hendrix)
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Stern Grove Festival 2011
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SUPPORTING


SEEKING


ORGANIZING


TEACHING


REACTING


CELEBRATING


By far, the most common way to design for the greater good is to work with an organization that has already taken up the cause. For many designers, this model is the most familiar and the most comfortable. The need is identified by the client, and the client initiates the process. The designer responds to the problem with a range of proposed solutions. Feedback is incorporated and iterations are developed. It’s a classic problem-solving approach, but it’s also a model that’s evolving. Designers are becoming more critical participants in the problem-solving process, often uncovering new or more fundamental needs, or devising more proactive methods of support. This chapter presents a range of inventive projects­ — from a no-cost beard workshop (p.18) to a $488 million inter-agency collaboration (p.28). Though the scales vary, each is effective in its own way.
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Impact Teen Drivers


Hybrid Design SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA


ART DIRECTORS Dora Drimalas, Brian Flynn DESIGNER Ed O’Brien CLIENT Impact Teen Drivers


WHY YOU SHOULD CARE Design wants what people want. (Martin Venezky)





[image: image]


[image: image] Impact Teen Drivers


On average, every high school in California will lose a student to an auto accident this year, making it the leading cause of death amongteenagers. Fewer than one-third of these are drug or alcohol related; most are the result of reckless or distracted driving. Despite strict and well-publicized laws that prohibit texting and mobile phone use while driving, these distractions continue to rise, and with them teen mortality rates. To confront this challenge, the organization Impact Teen Drivers approached Hybrid Design to help develop an in-class reader to hand out to students. The designers met with several groups of students and quickly realized that the handout approach was destined for the trash.Instead, they developed a modular activity kit, complete with posters, an accident probability wheel, T-shirts and a DVD of three documentaries, filmed by Hybrid. They also created a companion educator’s guide to help get the conversation started. The overall visual presentation is candid and engaging, but the real design achievement here is the designers’ acknowledgment that not every element would resonate with every student. By producing a variety of materials in as wide a range of media and formats as the budget would allow, Hybrid’s smart, user-centric strategy dramatically improved the effectiveness of the project.


California Academy of Sciences [image: image]


The California Academy of Sciences (p.28) needed to raise $350 million in initial funding to rebuild its aging landmark building in Golden Gate Park. After a three-round, eighteen-month competitive process in which a short list of top firms were paid to design campaign concepts, the Academy ultimately entrusted San Francisco-based Alterpop with the project. Two central yet conflicting issues governed the design of this critical campaign piece: form and content. Because the campaign would be targeted to the institution’s highest-end donors, typically accustomed to interacting with quality materials, the publication required a high level of craft and sophistication. At the same time, it’s difficult to make the case that your organization needs a multimillion dollar donation when your collateral is over-produced. To balance these two concerns, the designers created a highly nuanced piece using CMYK, seven solid spot colors, duotone images and a hand-stitched binding, but they took care to limit the presence of these elements on any given spread—creating an experience of frugality without feeling “cheap.” When it came to content, achieving the optimal balance was even trickier. While some in the organization asserted that the campaign was fundamentally about creating a place to celebrate and facilitate the learning of science, others saw it as a campaign to build a building. Prioritizing one perspective over the other risked alienating those with the opposing view. To mediate this impasse, the designers created a reversible cover that could instantly change the context of the content inside. Both views were given equal weight and campaign officials were given the freedom to present the academy’s case in the context they felt most comfortable with. Allowing this flexibility helped ensure that the high-stakes campaign tool would actually be used.
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California Academy Identity, Capital Campaign


Alterpop SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA


ART DIRECTOR Dorothy Remington DESIGNER Christopher Simmons CLIENT California Academy of Sciences


WHY YOU SHOULD CARE Sometimes you have to judge a book by its cover(s).
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[image: image] Girl Scouts “Journey” Books


Designing twelve books in three months is no easy feat, even for Alexander Isley, Inc. The series, comprised of six books and six accompanying Leader’s Guides, was created as part of the 99-year-old organization’s refocusing effort (an initiative which culminated in the controversial 2010 refresh of the brand’s identity by Original Champions of Design). Each book employs a unique visual and editorial approach, yet works comfortably as part of a series. The rewritten and redesigned books aim to educate and empower the Girls Scouts 3.4 million active members and place emphasis on the twin ideals of global citizenship and environmental stewardship. The books are colorful, active and engaging — a far cry from other scouting and educational materials which have traditionally taken a more didactic, less interactive approach.


[image: image] H2O 4 ALL Logo


An initiative of the environmental advocacy group Make a Ripple, H2O 4 All is a campaign to raise money for PlayPumps — low-cost water pumps principally deployed in rural Africa. PlayPumps are human-powered pumps turned by a merry-go-round. As children play, the rotation drives a pump, lifting water from the well into an elevated tank for later use. The ingenious assembly is capable of pumping 370 gallons of water per hour, on the strength of just 16 revolutions per minute. The H2O 4 All campaign sells bottled water at major U.S. events and applies the proceeds to deploying PlayPumps.


Make A Ripple was founded by Janet MacGillivray, an environmental lawyer whose 11-year old daughter started her own environmental awareness campaign, also with the support of Little Jacket (p.108).
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Girl Scouts “Journey” Books
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