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SH We coined the term and published the book Citizen Designer: Perspectives on Design Responsibility in 2003. It seems like yesterday, but a lot has happened in the world since that time. Designers, I can safely argue, have become more engaged as citizens and more conscious of the roles they play in culture, politics, and society, both serving and creating. I think we’ll discuss how this is playing out in terms of overall impact as we continue this introductory conversation. But as a way of introducing the introduction, how do you feel the worlds of design and human existence have changed since the first volume?

VV So much has happened since 2003, my head is spinning: wars, elections, environmental disasters, social upheavals, technical revolutions, scandals, and so on.

It’s daunting to think about it all. You and I aren’t going to dwell on the past—our challenge is to focus on what’s happening now—yet, looking back offers occasional lessons. One such lesson for me was the 2003 media performance of US Secretary of State Colin Powell addressing the UN Security Council. His job was to convince the American public that Iraq had weapons of mass destruction. It was probably not the first time in history an administration shamelessly and publicly resorted to fake news to justify its policy, but we were naive. We could tell it was a bunch of lies—fabricated evidence? deception by omission? pure fiction?—however we didn’t have the words to describe what we were witnessing. So we just sat there, in front of our television, dumbfounded and powerless.

This is what I hope this book can do: give our readers the verbal tools they will need to articulate their thoughts and express their doubts and objections whenever necessary. One needs the right vocabulary in order to be able to make a difference as a citizen, as a communication designer, as a visual journalist, or as media developer. Do you agree with me that designers can no longer afford to remain silent?

SH No doubt about it. Designers have a responsibility to help instigate, investigate, and ingratiate. By this I mean designers made action happen but only after doing their homework, because with facts presented in accessible, enticing, and believable ways, we can help people understand and make change.

I worry that I’m using buzzwords. But even buzzwords and buzz images and buzz typographic treatments have meaning. Being a citizen designer means being ready to marshal out skills, talents, and know-how to energize others.

But what I’ve just said is generalizing too much. The new glossary that leads off this new edition is designed to provide the vocabulary that you are talking about. Words have consequences, and I’m all for making those consequences be significant. But it leads me to ask the question that our readers are bound to ask. Why, since a major part of our language is visual, have we decided quite deliberately not to use any visuals or, for that matter, show any actual design in our second edition?

VV Nowadays, readers who are interested in a particular topic will search online to find corresponding images and additional information. We are careful to provide the proper references to facilitate the search process. Considering that images are available just clicks away, we agreed that we didn’t need to reproduce them, thus saving paper pulping, bleaching and sizing, water, pigments, and ink.

However, we hope that a well-designed book, with a smart typographical approach and an intelligent layout, is as pleasurable to peruse as an illustrated one. Reading our book, we hope, will be a compelling visual experience. But there are also pointed philosophical reasons for thinking that an all-text book would be illuminating for readers. Don’t we want this book to perform based on ideas?

SH The experience is measured not by how much there is to see but how much value a reader gets from the content. The first edition of Citizen Designer gave our designer audience more to consider than what makes good design. It asked them to consider what makes design good for the people who experience (and use) it.

For many the concept of Citizen Designer is a nebulous one. Do no harm. Help others through clarity. Raise issues and solve problems. These are real concerns for us. How do you feel this book can make a substantial contribution?

VV Our goal was to write the kind of book we’d like to read: more inspiring than edifying. The topic of political, environmental, and social responsibility can be off-putting unless it’s rooted in practical, real-life experience. So the book is easy to thumb through, with lively essays by designers who tells their stories—what worked and what didn’t work, what they would do differently if they had a chance, the lessons they learned from their successes and their failures.

I believe that it would be a substantial contribution to make grassroots activism more accessible to people who are new to the political scene. Our readers don’t necessarily want to save the world, but I assume that they would like to make their job as designers more meaningful. They may not use terms like advocacy, co-design, or open source in current conversations, but they are curious about them. They are confronted on a daily basis with challenging technical innovations and high-pressure competitive practices, but have very little time to reflect on it all. They must “do well”—economically—and “do good”—their social conscience demands it.

SH Doing good takes effort. And it would be useful to have a kit of tools that helps designers engage and disengage when necessary. Most people who are truly committed to a cause find their gateways. But along those lines, I was responding to the surge in right wing (alt-right, white supremacist, and racist) activities going on today, wondering where do they get their inspiration, philosophy, and the physical tools of their perfidy. I looked online, and aside from the disgusting websites that spew bile and vile hate speech, there must be another way they learn to think as one and arm themselves with the same weapons.

How important is it for citizen designers to combat their organization and develop visual countermeasures? Or by doing so, do we become simply the polar opposite of them, no more and no less? Isn’t jargon on our side as pernicious as jargon on theirs? What are the parameters of citizen design? I know that’s a lot to ask, but these are times that make the mind swim.

VV I agree with you that simply reacting to the violence of alt-right militants is playing into their hand. And they know that. They taunt us by escalating the provocations. By mocking our values. By turning hostilities into a spectacle. What I find most alarming is the fact that they know how to feed what I call “The Beast”—the news media that thrives on their visual pageantry: their flags, their shields, their costumes, and their torchlight marches illuminating the night sky. Should we designers counterattack with our own visual vocabulary? Should we attempt to brand our own causes with logos, graphic symbols, great slogans, posters, T-shirts, badges, and stickers?

Of course not. I don’t think that we should engage in a war of symbols. What we should do, though, is define the values that matter to us. But we have been serving the interests of our clients too long. We forgot to defend our own. For instance, should we defend our interests by taking a collective stand against crowdsourcing design—in my opinion one of the greatest threats to the profession? Should we lobby to establish a well-respected graphic design accreditation? Should we grapple with the pervasive influence of marketing? Should we get together to draft a joint code of ethics? Should we make fighting disinformation a priority? Should we refuse to work for “bad” clients?

I admit, this is a long list of “shoulds.” In your opinion, what are the most important issues for citizen designers today? I cannot pinpoint which one could—or should—galvanize our profession.

SH I think the less obvious issues are the most important. Of course the citizen designer will work for social justice and environmental advocacy. But I’m fascinated by those designers who see other problems and try in some way to rectify or enlighten. Medicine and medical care are issues that designers will not solve alone but will contribute to the collective actions. Education is another important concern that citizen designers can engage with very actively. As the population gets older, citizen designers can do things to make lives more comfortable and issues more visible.

The old citizen designer was concerned with the predictable. The new citizen designer must look for the unpredictable. Do you think our book is predictable, unpredictable, or somewhere in between? What should we urge the reader to look for in this volume that will surprise them and lead to new action?

VV I like your definition of the citizen designer as someone who should be concerned with the unpredictable. At the same time, being concerned with the unpredictable doesn’t mean that the response to it will be spur of the moment. In my opinion, that’s where graphic designers can really make a difference. They know how to organize information and make it understandable. Enhance content with credible visuals. Engage stakeholders and consumers. Get things approved. Solve last-minute problems. Meet deadlines. All along deriving the greatest satisfaction from a job well done. As citizen, as developers, as planners, as coordinators, as administrators, and as communicators, they are uniquely skilled to help activists organize their action.

We could simply say that citizen designers are people who put their talent and savoir faire at the service of worthy pursuits and worthy causes. Is this statement an oversimplification, in your opinion?

SH I would add just one obvious (in contrast to our interest in the unpredictable) last word. Citizen Design is first and foremost getting off our butts and doing something that will make even the smallest of differences. It’s one thing to edit a book, or write an essay, or shout a catchphrase. It’s another to act.




Introduction to First Edition

Steven Heller





 

 

Milton Glaser often says, “Good design is good citizenship.” But does this mean making good design is an indispensable obligation to the society and culture in which designers are citizens? Or does it suggest that design has inherent properties that when applied in a responsible manner contribute to a well-being that enhances everyone’s life as a citizen?

For the answer we must also ask the question, what is good design? Is it rightness of form or aesthetic perfection? Is it flawless conception or intelligent usability? The converse, bad or poor design, is design that doesn’t work. So, is bad design bad citizenship? In fact, bad design is just plain mean, while good design presumably serves many citizens.

Nonetheless, “goodness” is subjective and one can be a good (or great) designer without necessarily being a good citizen. But if good design (regardless of style or mannerism) adds value to society, by either pushing the cultural envelope or maintaining the status quo at a high level, then design and citizenship must go hand in hand.

Thomas Watson Jr. said, “Good design is good business.” When the former IBM chairman and leading American corporate design patron proclaimed this in the fifties, business was the white knight of postwar American society. Yet during the subsequent years, good business has not always been good business, and good design has sometimes unwittingly supported bad companies. Business malfeasance is all too common these days. For example, having risen to the level of tragicomedy, Enron’s shenanigans were the apotheosis of corporate wrongdoing in the year 2002. During the process of spiraling into the abyss, Enron’s design—specifically the Enron logo created by Paul Rand in 1996—became the MGM (Money-Grabbing Mongrels) lion of greed and corruption. Rand’s mark was created to bond Enron’s workforce to the corporate culture while branding the company’s positive assets on the nation’s consciousness. In the modernist tradition, graphic design was employed to foster professionalism, and in this instance Enron’s mark helped unify the chaos of its sprawling business. At the time, there was no hint that Enron’s leaders would defraud employees or investors; in fact, just the opposite. As a new energy conglomerate it assured jobs for thousands and services to millions. Good design underscored the promise of good business, and, by extension, good citizenship. But when Enron started to rot from the inside, the logo became an icon of decay.

So, what is the responsibility of a designer when design is impeccable but the client is tainted? Being accountable to some moral standard is the key. A designer must be professionally, culturally, and socially responsible for the impact his or her design has on the citizenry. Indeed, every good citizen must understand that his or her respective actions will have reactions. All individual acts, including the creation and manufacture of design for a client, exert impact on others. But Rand could not foresee Enron’s gross betrayal. And even if large corporations are sometimes suspect, why should he or any designer refuse to work for Enron or any similar establishment? A designer cannot afford to hire investigators to compile dossiers about whether a business is savory or not. Yet certain benchmarks must apply, such as knowing what, in fact, a company does and how it does it. And if a designer has any doubts, plenty of public records exist that provide for informed decisions. However, each designer must address this aspect of good citizenship as he or she sees fit.

Two years ago, when Milton Glaser was illustrating Dante’s Purgatory, he become interested in the “Road to Hell” and developed a little questionnaire to see where he stood in terms of his own willingness to lie. Beginning with fairly minor misdemeanors, the following twelve steps increase to some major indiscretions.

  1 Designing a package to look bigger on the shelf.

  2 Designing an ad for a slow, boring film to make it seem like a lighthearted comedy.

  3 Designing a crest for a new vineyard to suggest that it has been in business for a long time.

  4 Designing a jacket for a book whose sexual content you find personally repellent.

  5 Designing a medal using steel from the World Trade Center to be sold as a profit-making souvenir of September 11.

  6 Designing an advertising campaign for a company with a history of known discrimination in minority hiring.

  7 Designing a package for children’s snacks that you know are low in nutrition value and high in sugar content.

  8 Designing a line of T-shirts for a manufacturer that employs child labor.

  9 Designing a promotion for a diet product that you know doesn’t work.

10 Designing an ad for a political candidate whose policies you believe would be harmful to the general public.

11 Designing a brochure for an SUV that turned over frequently in emergency conditions and was known to have killed 150 people.

12 Designing an ad for a product whose frequent use could result in the user’s death.

A dozen additional steps of varied consequence could be added, but Glaser’s list addresses a significant range of contentious issues. Designers are called upon to make routine decisions regarding scale, color, image, etc.—things that may seem insignificant but will inevitably affect behavior in some way. An elegant logo can legitimize the illegitimate; a beautiful package can spike up the sales of an inferior product; an appealing trade character can convince kids that something dangerous is essential. The graphic designer is as accountable as the marketing and publicity departments for the propagation of a message or idea.

Talented designers are predisposed to create good-looking work. We are taught to marry type and image into pleasing and effective compositions that attract the eye and excite the senses. Do this well, we’re told, and good jobs are plentiful; do it poorly and we’ll produce junk mail for the rest of our lives. However, to be what in this book we call a “citizen designer” requires more than talent. As Glaser notes, the key is to ask questions, for the answers will result in responsible decisions. Without responsibility, talent is too easily wasted on waste.

This book examines and critiques through essays and interviews three areas in which designers practice and in which responsibility to oneself and society is essential. Sections on social responsibility, professional responsibility, and artistic responsibility offer insight into how our peers view their practices as dependent on moral codes. The final part, raves and rants, is a soapbox, pure and simple. Our goal in editing this book is not to offer dogmatic decrees or sanctimonious screeds but to address the concern that the design field, like society as a whole, is built on the foundation of…well, you fill in the blank.



Milton’s “Road to Hell”

(1)
Designing a package to look bigger on the shelf.

(2)
Designing an ad for a slow, boring film to make it seem like a lighthearted comedy.

(3)
Designing a crest for a new vineyard to suggest that it has been in business for a long time.

(4)
Designing a jacket for a book whose sexual content you find personally repellent.

(5)
Designing a medal using steel from the World Trade Center to be sold as a profit-making souvenir of September 11.

(6)
Designing an advertising campaign for a company with a history of known discrimination in minority hiring.

(7)
Designing a package for children’s snacks that you know are low in nutrition value and high in sugar content.

(8)
Designing a line of T-shirts for a manufacturer that employs child labor.

(9)
Designing a promotion for a diet product that you know doesn’t work.

(10)
Designing an ad for a political candidate whose policies you believe would be harmful to the general public.

(11)
Designing a brochure for an SUV that turned over frequently in emergency conditions and was known to have killed 150 people.

(12)
Designing an ad for a product whose frequent use could result in the user’s death.






Part 1

The Language of Design Citizenship





 

 

Social justice, human rights, and environmental policies used to be the domain of public advocates, activists, and militants. Issues that tested the moral principles of a handful of concerned citizens are now mainstreamed—the responsibility of a growing number of ordinary people like you and me. This is a welcome development. However, we are new to the field of advocacy. We need guidance. Making matters more complicated is the fact that the most sensitive questions that confront our society—poverty, racism, injustice, you name it—have been commandeered by business entities that benefit from being associated with worthy causes. The lines that separate public from private interests are disappearing. It can be a good thing: corporate philanthropic initiatives can make a difference. They can also hijack issues, deflecting the attention away from the real problems with feel-good solutions.




Beyond Wishful Thinking
—A Designer’s Glossary

Véronique Vienne





 

 

This glossary of terms relating to design responsibility is an attempt to sort out wishful thinking from reality. Use it as a guide to help you find where you stand on issues. Case studies involving designers, artists, marketers, and brand consultants are examples of how people in our field integrate a more responsible behavior in their daily practices. My perspective and my conclusions reflect my interests and professional experience. You may disagree with me on many points. You probably will—but I do hope that you will find below an incentive to develop and assert your own opinions.

ADVOCACY

Case Study: Liquid Agency
Related Topics: Altruism, Content Marketing, Pro Bono

In most civilized countries, from Albania to Uzbekistan, independent government officials are appointed to plead the cause of ordinary citizens whose legitimate complaints cannot be resolved by legal institutions. In the United States, the system does not provide this service, and people with special needs or issues must scramble to find help outside the public sector. Private advocates volunteer to fill the gap, making advocacy a uniquely American occupation.

Driven by a feeling of solidarity, unsalaried advocates pester bureaucrats, write petitions, gather signatures, raise money, call journalists—all along giving everyone a hard time in order to get results. Advocates are the real heroes in the Land of the Free—but here lies a contradiction: their unpaid status is their greatest asset, and the reason they are so efficient. Their moral superiority over paid workers is a major competitive advantage. They are not mercenaries but guerrilla fighters on the battlefront of administrative hurdles.

Advocates are so effective that brands, aware of the power of unsalaried supporters, embrace advocacy as the best way to promote their interests. Their preferred marketing strategy consists of turning loyal customers into brand advocates. Liquid Agency, in Silicon Valley, is one of the pioneers of this form of “commercial” advocacy. Brand experience specialists, their success rides on the groundswell of social media: they say that, on behalf of their various clients, they’ve been able to generate more than thirty million unprompted conversations between new customers and enthusiastic, unpaid brand advocates.

Savvy marketers don’t sell products, they sell authenticity, the one thing money can’t buy.

ALTERNATIVE MEDIA

Case Study: Paris Opera / 3Ème Scène
Related Topics: Cultural Activism, Fake News

Gone are the days when alternative media was a novelty. Paradoxically, proposing radically different content to a highly selective public is now a mainstream practice. Traditional newspapers and magazines are developing digitalized platforms for distributing niche viewpoints with a “zine” mentality. Provocative headlines, short indie films, and special-edition podcasts are available on frequently updated web feeds targeting atypical readers. Relentless content stimulation has become the norm. The participatory culture that alternative media platforms were supposed to foster has in fact promoted a sense of uniformity.

Call it subculture fatigue.

Miraculously, a handful of media institutions manage to create alternative forms of communication whose appeal is different—but differently. One example is the 350-year-old Paris Opera company that sponsors short videos by contemporary filmmakers and avant-garde artists. The performances are original creations, not previews or medleys. Available on YouTube, the 3ème Scène series is conceived as a third “stage”—as a filmic alternative to the highly emotional experience of live ballet and opera performances.

ALTRUISM

Case Study: Designers Without Borders
Related Topics: Charitable Gifts, Mentoring, Pro Bono Work

Altruism is a nineteenth-century concept, an invention of French philosopher Auguste Comte. He believed that we were hardwired to put the welfare of our fellow human beings before our own. Nice try. Since, no one has been able to prove that he was right. There is no scientific evidence that a totally selfless concern for others is even possible. The reality is a lot more pragmatic: we engage in altruistic behaviors because helping others makes us feel good. The health benefits of volunteering are clinically proven. Compassion and kindness are more effective against depressive disorders than Prozac.

This could explain why designers are a pretty upbeat group. Concern for the common good is a shared notion in this profession. Called upon to solve problems that affect the quality of life of users—and the bottom line of their clients—most designers can’t afford to be completely self-absorbed. They cannot ignore societal issues. Willy-nilly, they serve the interests of others—in fact, that’s what they do best.

There is no shortage of designers eager to join like-minded communities of generous problem solvers. Designers Without Borders is a nonprofit foundation that can open doors to altruistic designers by putting them in contact with the right clients. Hired by nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), they can look forward to delivering high quality design services to crisis-affected populations in Africa and elsewhere. And there are perks, too: you can win design awards while developing great communication campaigns for people, and institutions in the developing world can showcase your talent in ways commercial assignments do not. And keep in mind that juries love to give design awards to projects that serve worthy causes.

ANTIWAR MOVEMENTS

Case Study: Black Lives Matter
Related Topics: Civil Disobedience, Protest Marches

To have an impact, antiwar movements need powerful images. Most popular are photographs of peaceful demonstrators offering flowers to police officers in full riot gear—a genre pioneered at the height of the Vietnam War by photojournalists covering antiwar protests. However, manufacturing antiwar imagery has always been a challenge. There is no memorable poster for anti–Cold War or anti–World War II sentiment. In contrast, opposition to World War I produced the Dada movement—probably the most original of all twentieth-century avant-gardes, and still a source of inspiration for protesting artists today.

In the twenty-first century, the wars that are the focus of most dissent have names like “War on Terror,” “War on Crime,” or “War on Drugs.” Profiting the military-industrial complex, these “wars” often target minorities, African Americans in particular. More than any other group, they are victims of racial profiling, police brutality, and systemic violence. One organization, Black Lives Matter (BLM), regularly holds peaceful protests, marches, and rallies. An international activist movement, it might turn out to be as influential as the Vietnam antiwar movement was fifty years ago. BLM has a great logo, but no powerful imagery—not yet—except for a raised fist, a ubiquitous symbol of defiance.

BARRICADES

Case Study: Ukrainian Mirror Protest
Related Topics: Civil Disobedience, Political Posters, Protest Marches

Think of them as mixed-media art installations. A seventeenth-century Parisian invention, the first barricades were simple chains extended across narrow streets to prevent government forces from storming inner city neighborhoods to make arrests. With each new rebellion, barricades became more efficient, as protesters realized that messy piles of indiscriminate objects were harder to dismantle than tidy structures. Over the centuries, novelists and poets have celebrated these homemade barricades as bastions of creative resistance. The twenty-first-century versions are built with sandbags, tires, cobblestones, barbed wire, bamboo poles, scaffoldings, and even snow.

The US Army Corps of Engineers has developed high-security barricades to be used against terrorists—and insurgents. Portable and computer controlled, these crowd-control fences are sci-fi blockades with none of the heroic appeal of ersatz fortifications. To fight the dehumanization of street confrontations, protesters in Kiev staged a living performance while facing riot police. Forming a barricade by standing shoulder to shoulder, they held mirrors while defying their armed aggressors. Known as the Ukrainian Mirror Protest, it was a perverse “selfie” moment. Forced to look at themselves, some paratroopers appeared confused, embarrassed, and ashamed. A few looked away. A couple tried to smile.

BEHAVIORAL MANIPULATIONS

Case Study: Persado Software
Related Topics: Calls to Action, Fake News, Outrage Addiction

One could argue that design is a manipulative discipline of sorts. The role of a designer is to influence the way people relate to a product, a service, or a message. However, the design process never aspired to become a science. Design Thinking is the closest we ever got to a systematic study of the laws of creativity. But today, with the advent of artificial intelligence and machine learning, a number of design agencies are morphing into “cognitive content” platforms. They develop proprietary “behavioral algorithms” to identify the “optimal” visual language and wording to “drive action.”

It’s a lot of jargon to say brainwashing.

A dizzying number of new ventures are using cloud-based market research and computer data analysis to solve their clients’ communication needs. It’s a brave new world. They can tell you which part of a photograph has the most visual effect on a specific target audience. They can create elaborate dashboards to visualize consumers’ browsing habits and favorite keywords. They can automatically tweak messages to find the exact words that will get people to “engage.” One London-based platform, Persado, has cataloged one million words and phrases and rated them based on sentiment analysis. “The software can create a message, optimize its language, and then translate that message into any of 23 languages.” Using a technology called “emotion ontology,” Persado can appraise which subjective feeling is most likely to trigger the desired response.

BIPARTISANSHIP

Case Study: Climate Solutions Caucus
Related Topics: Advocacy, Nonpartisan Journalism, Political Correctness, Red and Blue

In politics, bipartisanship is the Holy Grail. It is a mystical quest for all elected officials. Their constituents expect them to put their principles above their electoral self-interests. You and I would like to think that we’ve elected politicians who can win support from colleagues across the aisle. Investigating sexual misconducts, and punishing acts of anti-Semitism. Everything else is a polarizing topic, and the only way lawmakers can reach a compromise is to wheel and deal behind the scenes.

But miracles do happen: quantifiable facts on global warming are prompting some members of the US House of Representatives of both parties to form the truly bipartisan Climate Solutions Caucus. With slogans like “Science is patriotic,” they strive to educate their members to depoliticize the environmental policies in the United States. Could the climate change trigger a real sea change in a frozen and gridlocked two-party system?

BREAKING THE RULES

Case Study: École 42
Related Topics: Hacktivism/Activism, Whistleblowing

Eventually all rules must be broken. Today grammatical rules are at the forefront of a culture war, fighting a losing battle against the assaults of digital technologies. On mobile devices, keystrokes have a mind of their own. Social media sound bites pack together acronyms, memes, typos, emoticons, hashtags, homophones, slurs, ellipses—and split infinitives. Like it or not, electronic text-speak is here to stay.

Disruption is the latest buzzword. With innovations that are counter-intuitive, disruptive business models are driving the cyber economy. Making headlines are cars without drivers, people who are famous for not being famous, and schools without teachers or academic programs.

Such is the concept behind École 42, a private, nonprofit, tuition-free computer programming school that doesn’t have any faculty, does not issue a diploma or a degree, and is open 24/7. With two campuses, one in Paris, France, and the other in Fremont, California, the school embraces peer learning, whereby students are expected to self-organize and assist one another. During the three to five years it might take for them to complete the curriculum and become world-class developers, the digital economy will have evolved—new rules will have to be broken—and École 42 graduates will be prepared to program the next disruptions.

CALLS TO ACTION

Case Study: The Nerdy Nonprofit
Related Topics: Consumers Boycott, Memes

The most celebrated call to action (CTA) in the history of graphic design is probably Alexander Rodchenko’s 1924 Constructivist poster featuring a woman who appears to be calling citizen to come get books for free—part of a campaign to democratize literacy. Already a century ago, rallying cries were used to infuse a sense of urgency to advertising messages. Much more prosaic are today’s CTA. They are widgets found on websites’ landing pages, as part of “inbound” marketing strategies designed to “convert” casual browsers into loyal customers and promoters of a brand experience. These “Click Here,” “Get Started,” or “Learn More” buttons trigger in users a Pavlovian reaction. Before they know it, inadvertent clickers have signed up for a free ebook, joined a club, downloaded a document, or registered for a free trial.

To be effective, the CTA buttons must be brightly colored boxes with rounded corners placed on the eye path of readers, toward the bottom of a page, in an uncluttered corner. They must contain compelling incentives in the form of active verbs, set in a sans serif typeface. Deviate from the rules, and your CTA will not elicit the proper “click” reaction. Distasteful as they are, CTAs are key to websites’ efficiency, particularly for nonprofits that rely on donations to survive. A blog, thenerdynonprofit.com, offers advice and tricks to help charitable organizations adapt inbound marketing tactics to their needs. In today’s environment, even the most worthy causes, with the most ethical fundraising guidelines, must learn to push people’s buttons.

CARICATURE

Case Study: Caricature Studio X
Related Topic: Hate Symbols, Satire

A portrait that distorts certain existing features is often more “lifelike” than a faithful photograph. A good caricature, drawn by a talented artist, captures the likeness of a person better than a mirror image—better indeed than a selfie. It shows a representation of what our brain sees when analyzing a face: not a complete image but a composite of unique features: a particular hairline, a pointed chin, crooked teeth. Instantly, when meeting someone, we try to identify the two or three things that give that person away. It is a comparative process, during which the neural activity focuses on deviations from the norms—physical traits that do not conform to what’s considered average.

There is a difference between a caricature and a stereotype. A caricature “celebrates” the deeply human characteristics of a face, while a stereotype accentuates demeaning attributes with the intent to shame and offend.

So far, no one can explain why silly caricatures are such a source of delight. Capitalizing on the power of the passing chuckle, Caricature Studio X is a software program that lets you distort photographic portraits into funny faces. It allows you to push the limits of what makes you recognizable. However, a self-generated caricature will always lack the empathy that makes a traditional caricature, drawn by an outside observer, such a fascinating artifact.

CAUSE MARKETING

Case Study: American Greetings #Givemeaning
Related Topics: Altruism, Charitable Gifts, Corporate Philanthropy, CSR

Get out your handkerchiefs. Cause marketing is a tearjerker. It is a dramatic form of entertainment as indigenous to the American culture as Hollywood movies or late night television. Brands have figured a way to turn buying their products into more than just shopping for goods. It is now the pretext for powerful and compelling storytelling: an epic fight against the forces of evil, with the consumer in the leading role. From bringing clean water to African kids to saving polar bears, curing cancer to finding a home for stray dogs, all causes are good causes—good for business, that is. With formulas like “Doing Well by Doing Good,” “Eradicate Poverty Through Profit,” and “Turning Purchases into Donations,” brands are competing with nonprofit charities for a share of an ever-expanding market that turns feel-good consumption into brand loyalty.

Amazingly, not all cause-marketing campaigns involve financial contributions to charities. Some are just about “issues”—like creating awareness about infertility, as American Greetings did recently with its #GiveMeaning campaign targeting millennials. As sleek as a film preview for the release of a major motion picture, the commercial captures painful emotions with realistic poignancy. It tugs at your heart, sadistically exposing a young infertile woman’s attempt at keeping face during a friend’s baby shower. With cause marketing, blatant manipulation is not a deterrent, apparently. Viewers loved the commercial, so much so that American Greetings, only as an afterthought, “teamed up” with the National Infertility Association to “raise awareness” of this taboo subject.

CHARITABLE GIFTS

Case Study: Oxfam
Related Topics: Altruism, Corporate Philanthropy, CSR, Pro Bono

Gifts that give back, as some charity donations are called, are gaining popularity as alternative greeting cards. They can be sent in lieu of flowers for birthdays, graduation, weddings, or funerals. They take the headache out of picking the right gift for that special someone who has it all. They can turn hectic holiday gift shopping into a feel-good experience.

People who give to a charity in the name of a friend or a relative are serving their needs as well as the needs of disadvantaged recipients: they get to stay in touch, share their values, make a difference, and claim the high moral ground. By “personalizing” their philanthropy, they turn their generosity into a social asset. Narcissism? You bet. That’s how the charitable system works.

Focused on alleviating global poverty, Oxfam, an international confederation of NGOs, came up with an original charitable gift that’s refreshingly spunky. For less than what it costs to fill a gas tank, you can purchase a goat. “Sourced locally and fully vaccinated,” the goat will supply an African family “with milk to drink or sell—not forgetting the crop-boosting manure.” Also available in the Oxfam gift catalogue are donkeys, sheep, chicken, and beehives. Move over Hallmark Cards.

CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE

Case Study: MIT Media Lab Disobedience Awards
Related Topics: Barricades, Protest Marches, Whistleblowing

Once or twice in your lifetime you might be confronted with a situation that requires you obey your conscience rather than the laws of the land. Acts of civil disobedience are moments of truth: righteous, not malicious. From tree sitting to draft dodging, and from tax resistance to website defacements, they are nonviolent options embraced by individuals for whom the prospect of going to jail is the lesser of two evils. Indeed, people with strong personal convictions are running the risk of being treated like enemies of the state. But that’s not as bad as living the rest of your life as a coward.

Acts of civil disobedience by designers often involve putting up signs or tearing them down—a relatively benign practice described as “vandalism” by authority figures. Through history, people have been jailed, and even sentenced to death, for printing and distributing pamphlets. Case in point a French feminist, Olympe de Gouges, who was guillotined during the French Revolution for publishing and posting irreverent notices.

We live in different times. MIT Media Lab has created a Disobedience Award with a substantial cash prize to support citizens “who take personal risks by challenging our norms to benefit society.” Most interesting about this initiative is the way it was designed. The nomination process relied on crowdsourcing, with the individual or individuals who identified the final winner being rewarded as well. The assumption is that we can all take pride in knowing someone who puts his or her conscience above the law.

CIVIL RIGHTS ADVOCATES

Case Study: Act Up
Related Topics: End Racism, LGBT Activism

It is more difficult to advocate the rights of many than the rights of a few. Human rights advocates, who fight to uphold universal standards of justice, are often accused of ideological imperialism by non-Western governments. In contrast, civil rights advocates, who champion the rights of minorities, get to be local heroes. While all want to influence public opinion in order to stop injustice, the first group tries to shame wrongdoers and dictators, while the second group lobbies to harness laws as positive forces in society.

Civil rights advocates speak up on behalf of people who otherwise wouldn’t be heard: from juvenile delinquents to transgender students, and from homeless patients to handicapped veterans. Today, ACT UP—acronym for AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power—is a role model as a minority group that was able to turn the unpopular HIV/AIDS global epidemic into a heroic fight to uphold the civil rights of million of men and women. A leaderless and somewhat anarchist network of angry activists, it was “democratic to a fault” according to Larry Kramer, one of its founders. However, in spite of its chaotic management, or maybe because of it, the grassroots movement retained its authenticity and inspired its members to demonstrate publicly not only their commitment to the cause, but also their audacity and courage in the face of the deadly disease.

CLASS STRUGGLE

Case Study: Aaron Draplin
Related Topics: Barricades, Geopolitics, Protest Marches

A couple of years ago, alluding to “class struggle” or “class warfare” in polite society was inappropriate—a blunder. Only socialists used those words. The politically correct view at the time was that there was no class struggle anymore and that diligence and hard work could lift anyone above the fray. The American Dream was an achiever’s paradise. Then, in 2011, income inequality grabbed the headlines. “We are the 99 percent” claimed the radical movement Occupy Wall Street. Suddenly it became fashionable to mention that the top 1 percent in the USA owns 40 percent of the nation’s wealth. Today, class struggle is back in style. Its opposite, meritocracy, is dropping off the charts.

In terms of iconography, the revival of class struggle means a few more raised flags, raised fists—and raised eyebrows. One designer, Aaron Draplin, has been ahead of the populist curve with logo designs that challenge the sleek corporate look of the old elite. His gruff, utilitarian, plain-speaking, baseball-cap aesthetics is a genuine reprieve from too much neoliberal gibberish. The secret of his success is something called “class consciousness”—the pride of being part of a social condition shared by many.

CODESIGN

Case Study: PROUD
Related Topics: Human-Centered Design, Problem Solving/Heuristics, Social Entrepreneurship, Sustainable Design

“Selling” a design solution to a client is often the most challenging step of the design process. And even when a good proposal gets approved, it can run into unexpected obstacles in the implementation phase and be stalled forever. Codesign is an increasingly popular approach that secures the participation of all parties involved in the early stages of the process—thus avoiding crippling controversies later on. It is also a socially responsible participatory practice: it takes into account the opinions and ideas of all stakeholders before defining the objectives of a project. Instead of imposing a vision that comes from the top, codesign “excavates” dormant issues by allowing people who are usually marginalized to “own” the problem—and its solution.

PROUD, a consortium of European policy advisors, has published a series of position papers and guidelines spelling out in details the why, when, where, and how of codesign. Written to help decision makers support codesign practices, the documents are useful for designers as well. Pragmatic advices are mixed with philosophical considerations. Accept that codesign is a journey, not a set process or outcome. Hire an independent codesigner to facilitate the process. Expect to venture outside your comfort zone. Be ready to usher in real changes that will be owned by the community of stakeholders. Ultimately, good sense is what prevails: regenerating a missing social dialogue is the best way to insure the long-term acceptance of any design proposal.

CONSPIRACY THEORIES

Case Study: MoMA Good Design Campaign
Related Topics: Fake News, Hate Symbols, Whistleblowing

Fiction writers will tell you that the most important thing when telling a story is figuring out who’s speaking: the narrator, the author, or both? Maintaining a dialogue between different voices gives readers a choice of points of view. Likewise, in nonfiction writing, naming divergent sources ensures some objectivity. In contrast, when narrator and author blend into a single omniscient storyteller, you get “factual narration”—a series of unverified claims, the stuff of myths, fake news, and conspiracy theories.

However, simply dismissing all conspiracy theories as evidence of paranoia is suspect—almost as suspect as denying the Holocaust or embracing apocalyptic prophecies. The claims of some conspiracy theories are oddly reminiscent of the findings of historical revisionism, a legitimate discipline that challenges orthodox views of historical events. Recently, the CIA cultural propaganda during the Cold War came under the scrutiny of revisionist historians. They examined the covert role of the Museum of Modern Art in fighting communism: how the venerable institution literally manufactured Abstract Expressionism as an antidote to Soviet Realism; how its curators promoted midcentury modernism as an American doctrine; and how MoMA’s famous Good Design campaign, a well-orchestrated merchandizing initiative, had been financed by the CIA. Nothing today is safe from the inquisitive probes of cranks, meddlers, provocateurs—and revisionist historians.

CONSUMER BOYCOTTS

Case Study: Ethical Consumer Magazine
Related Topics: Civil Rights Advocates, Outrage Addiction

Boycotts are launched to remind brands that their connection to their customers is first and foremost an emotional bond. Branding is all about relationships—and don’t you forget it.

Being boycotted is the equivalent of being sent to your room because you’ve been naughty. It is not always effective as a way to correct a situation, but it has the advantage of forcing a dialogue about issues. Successful boycotts in the past included the civil rights boycott of the Montgomery, Alabama, bus company, and the anti-apartheid boycott of South African products—both in the 1960s.

Today “brandjacking,” as the practice is sometimes called, works best as a way to send to a company’s stockholders the message that the leadership of the organization is deficient, sometimes resulting in the ousting of the CEO. Sustaining a boycott is the main challenge. Social networking can help spread the word, but don’t count on it to keep the boycott in the news, given the short attention span of this medium.

A Manchester-based not-for-profit magazine and website, Ethical Consumer, is a reliable source of information regarding the social, ethical, and environmental behavior of companies. It publishes reports and calls for boycotts of companies deemed unethical by its findings—a system based on nineteen strict criteria. Its database holds 40,000 companies, brands, and products, replete with analysis to help readers choose the most ethical products and services.

But beware, ethical consumerism is a full-time job.

CONTENT MARKETING

Case Study: Getty Images/In Focus
Related Topics: Calls to Action, Cause Marketing, Fake News, Net Neutrality

What you read online is not information but “content.”

Content stands at the intersection of what you want to know and what someone else wants you to know. Marketers analyze your search engine records to fabricate the kind of news, stories, videos, and messages that might “engage” you, and turn you into a loyal customer.

The ultimate goal of content marketing is not merely to sell stuff. That’s the job of advertising. Its function is to convert you into a believer—into a sincere advocate of a brand or a cause.

Today, loyal customers are recruited as “unpaid” employees who unwittingly promote products and services on social networks.

The electronic Getty Images newsletter, In Focus, tells the stories “behind the lens,” offers “visual insights,” including tips for “small business solutions.” It mimics journalism but it is in fact “content”—best described as entertainment, complete with reportages, interviews, analysis of visual trends, films, profiles, red carpet updates, reviews of creative tools, and picks from the archives. All images are spectacular, gutsy—and for sale. The “Stories & Trends” of this upbeat website let you experience the excitement of living dangerously from the comfort of your desk chair.

CORPORATE PHILANTHROPY

Case Study: Engage for Good
Related Topics: Cause Marketing, Charitable Gifts, Nonprofits

The world’s poorest is a huge untapped niche market, not as a pool of potential customers but as a commodity—as a “product” to be sold to benefit the bottom line. As they say regarding e-commerce, “If something is free, you are not the customer, you are the product.” What is true online is also true in real life. As beneficiaries of free corporate handouts, the least privileged people on the planet are cynically exploited—as we are when we download free stuff or access free content on the web.

Corporate philanthropy is a good investment. Among the many advantages is the goodwill it generates with customers, social networks—and with the news media. It translates into increased loyalty, more sales, and positive PR, especially when the philanthropy is part of a concerted brand strategy that includes advertising and cause marketing. Just as significant are the benefits to the corporate culture itself: employees are much happier and more productive when they perceive their employer as a positive force in a given community. Last but not least, there is an added bonus, by no means inconsequential: corporate philanthropy is the price you pay to be admitted to a club of enlightened “who’s who” entrepreneurs.

Explaining to newcomers the finer points of corporate philanthropy is the job of Engage for Good, a club whose membership gives you access to conferences, webinars, guidebooks, news, articles, and podcasts. “You’ve come to the right place to learn best practices, tips, and trends as well as connect with others in this growing field.” Indeed, the field of corporate philanthropy is growing, but whether or not it fixes the problems it proposes to redress is a matter of opinion. Though the poverty rate is decreasing worldwide, it is increasing in developed countries. One in five children faces hunger in the United States.

CROWDSOURCING DESIGN

Case Study: Stanford University, Innovation Masters Series
Related Topics: Breaking the Rules, Mentoring

You are an entrepreneur and need a logo, a website, a brochure design, a packaging strategy? Crowdsourcing design sites make it easy for you to get dozens of ideas and suggestions. Tap into a global network of amateurish designers for “friction-free actionable solutions”—skipping the challenging creative process altogether. Just select one proposal, pay a minimal fee, and use it as you please! An unethical practice that appeals to an uninformed public that doesn’t understand the value of design, crowdsourcing is a threat to a profession often struggling for recognition. It reinforces the perception that good design is something that’s first and foremost pleasing to the eye.

At the same time, like all disruptive phenomena, crowdsourcing design is sparking off a healthy reaction. Accredited design thinking courses are cropping up everywhere, changing the very perception of what clients are buying when they hire a designer to help them find creative solutions. As part of the Innovation Masters Series, Stanford University is offering a three-day design thinking conference to teach business people how to become “drivers of innovation” thanks to an immersion into the design process. Countless other business schools and education programs are doing the same, with online webinars, weekend boot camps, or hands-on workshops. At long last, design is shedding its “pretty picture” image. It’s about time.

CSR/CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY

Case Study: Unilever Creative Conscience Awards
Related Topics: Class Struggle, Corporate Philanthropy

Seldom do CEOs take the risk of speaking up in the name of tolerance, civil rights, inclusion, and…higher wages. However, they increasingly find that occupying the social high ground is the best way to keep their employees happy, and, surprisingly, to increase profits. From Greek yogurt Chobani to fast food Wetzel’s Pretzels, the spectacle of chief executives joining the cause of social activists is no longer preposterous. For billionaire business owners, reducing income inequality between top salaried and minimum wage workers is more than a public relations strategy—it is a bottom-line booster.

Corporate social responsibility (CSR), a self-regulatory mechanism by which businesses evaluate the way they obey—or defy—the local labor laws, is old school. In today’s socially polarized markets, in order to be truly competitive, leaders must go beyond mere CSR compliance.

Unilever, the Dutch-British multinational whose consumer products clog supermarket aisles all over the world (Dove soap, Hellmann’s mayonnaise, Signal toothpaste, Axe deodorants, and fifty-two more brands), is boasting a benevolent corporate culture. Bruce Mau Design created a new playful visual identity system to humanize the brand and demonstrate Unilever’s commitments to sustainable living. In addition, the company sponsors the Creative Conscience Awards, “aiming to inspire designers to apply their talents to socially valuable projects, promoting sustainability, freedom, social health and well-being.” Offering slightly higher salaries than its competitors, Unilever doesn’t stop there. Its “Winning Together” internal campaign promises to help free its employees “from complexity and bureaucracy so they can innovate, make swift and bold decisions, look for opportunities and take intelligent risks.” Is capitalism espousing Marxism? Are we ready to adopt one of the most famous rallying cries from the Communist Manifesto, “Workers of the world, unite!”?

CULTURAL ACTIVISM

Case Study: Occupy Museums
Related Topics: Culture Jamming, Satire, Social Entrepreneurship

In America, culture is a consumer product that is not immune to marketing. Among the most lucrative artifacts on the cultural scene are works of art by famous living contemporary artists. Iconic figures in the art world, the likes of Jeff Koon, Cindy Sherman, and Damien Hirst, attract wealthy collectors who can afford to speculate on the value of their prestigious acquisitions as they would with other commodities—real estate in particular. However, for the discriminating venture capitalist, struggling artists are also a profitable investment. The accumulated debts of millions of former art students who are broke and can’t repay their loans is big business for investment management firms. Trying to consolidate their debts makes these bankrupted artists slaves of financial institutions.
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