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FOREWORD
by David Berman
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Students in the 2010 Design Rebels class at Virginia Commonwealth University created this installation to show the average waste most people generate annually and how much of it could be reused and/or recycled.


Hey, fellow designers. You’re about to spend some quality time with Noah Scalin and Michelle Taute. If you haven’t met Noah before, I’m pleased to be the one who gets to introduce him to you, because he and I are common souls.


Noah is dedicated to inspiring young designers to make the world better. I first met him in 2004, at a pub table in Richmond. I was in town to speak to students at Virginia Commonwealth University, where Noah teaches a class called Design Rebels, and we’ve been talking about our shared passion for design activism ever since.


I’ve been to over fifty countries and have met a lot of inspiring designers: designers eager to make a difference. But I’ve never seen anyone deliver a book like this one, where the authors actually lay out, step-by-step, how to turn your intent into action.


It’s easy to dwell on the world’s troubles, but we live in a truly remarkable time. As designers, we are the stewards of knowledge. And it has never been easier, never less expensive, never more immediate, to send messages over great distances to larger and larger populations.


In the past, most designers didn’t have the wealth to publish their own material, so they were at the mercy of clients or employers to find projects that consisted of design products or messages that didn’t just do good design, but did good. Today, the internet makes it possible for designers to “own a printing press.” They can launch self-directed projects or businesses, with the internet as the means of distribution… or even the means of fabrication.


This book includes many examples of designers doing just that, and it gives every designer a glimpse into the strategies, techniques and passion it takes to turn ideas and daydreams into rewarding design activism.


The internet makes so much sharing possible. And yet as Nicholas Negroponte reminds us, for the majority of people alive today, the internet is still just a rumor. Only 30 percent of humanity has ever interacted with the internet. But over the next ten years that will change forever. Before this decade ends, most human beings will have had their first interaction with the internet.


So, will that first access to the internet be about sharing the best we have to share? Will it be about ideas like medicine, conflict resolution, wisdom, compassion standards, democracy, governance and free thought? Or will it be just one more way to convince ever-growing populations in the developing world that they “need” to consume stuff - way more stuff - in order to feel they belong in the global culture?


Will designers bring our best skills out to support goodness and truth? Or will we prop up the greed disorder of a minority by using our cleverness to help convince more and more people that they are not tall enough, thin enough, white enough, curly enough, cool enough?


Perhaps the internet provides us with our single most valuable opportunity in which to help build a better world. Indeed, we live in an age where everyone is a designer, and the future of civilization is our common design project. And this book ties the loftiest goals to practical next steps.


Friends, we have the opportunity to decide whether we will simply do good design or we will do good with design.


Noah and Michelle help us imagine what is possible if designers do not participate in the export of overconsumption and the unbridled fulfillment of greed. No one understands the powerful mechanism behind these manipulations better than design professionals, and we have the creativity and persuasiveness to make a positive change. We must act, be heard and sometimes simply say no by designing a better yes.


Are we too late? Not at all. The time is perfect. Two decades ago, if you said you were a graphic designer, people asked, “What’s that?” Now they are asking: “What are designers really about? Are they tradespeople? Are they craftspeople? Are they artists? Professionals? Are they ethical? Responsible?” What are our answer going to be?


Design is a very young profession. We’ve barely begun. Over 95 percent of all designers who have ever lived are alive today. Together it is up to us to decide what role our profession will play. Is it going to be about selling sugar water, and smoke and mirrors to the vulnerable child within each one of us? Or is it going to be about helping repair the world?


Let’s embrace a responsible and honored role in society. Once we do so, society will truly recognize the power of design and the special role that designers play in a brighter future. I know that if we fulfill the gifts of our professional skills by recognizing our power and the stewardship responsibility that accompanies that power, we can make a real difference. And since we can, we must.


And how to pursue such a lofty goal? We’ve all heard that every journey begins with one small step. You’ve taken that step by picking up this book. Now let Noah and Michelle provide you with all the steps that follow.


Intent into action. It’s what they’re about, and it’s what we all need to be about.


So don’t put down this book. Instead, let’s get started.
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David Berman, Deputized Design Rebel
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David Berman (www.davidberman.com) is a Canadian designer and thought leader. He is a board member of Icograda, the world body for graphic design; a fellow of the Society of Graphic Designers of Canada; and the ethics chair for graphic design in Canada. David has recently been named a special advisor to the United Nations on how to use accessible design thinking to fulfill the Millennium Development Goals. As an expert speaker, he has traveled to dozens of countries and is a national member of the International Federation for Professional Speakers who is also profiled with the National Speakers Association. If you want help establishing a Nobel Prize for design, please contact berman@davidberman.com. Read the first forty pages of his book at davidberman.com/dogoodgooglebook.


P.S. Are you still reading this foreword? You’re supposed to have already gone ahead with the rest of the book. Get on it. Now. We need you to do this. Your grandchildren’s children need you to do this. Your soul needs you to do this. Go, design rebels, go!




PREFACE


Noah Scalin: The Life of a Socially Conscious Designer
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Do you want to be a hired gun who works for the highest bidder? Or to give a voice to people, causes and ideas that deserve to be heard? Noah created this image about freedom of expression for the international Poster for Tomorrow exhibition.


I attended my first protest rally in a stroller. At least that’s what my mom has told me. The first one I remember attending was a march for the Equal Rights Amendment when I was a little bit older. I wore a large “ERA YES” button while I roller-skated through the crowd. Suffice to say, I grew up believing that if you wanted social change you had to do something about it.
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At the first protest rally Noah remembers attending as a child, he wore a large ERA Yes button and roller-skated through the crowd.


So it came as a bit of shock, years later when I grew up, to discover that I was expected to put these convictions away in the name of making a living (not my parents’ expectations, mind you, but pretty much the rest of the world’s). I guess I had always assumed that one’s values and one’s vocation would somehow align. But when I graduated college I was suddenly thrust into a world where people hung up their ethics on the way into the office - and that just wasn’t acceptable to me.


Even though my father taught graphic design throughout my life, I did not consider it a career path for myself until I was already graduating college with a degree in theater design. Somewhere along the way I found that making posters for plays was far more interesting than actually creating the sets or costumes. But shortly after deciding to make a living from graphic design, I realized the job I loved contributed to some of the biggest issues that concerned me: creating mountains of waste, reinforcing negative stereotypes, polluting the air and water, and encouraging wasteful spending. Graphic design had a hand in the marketing and promotion of a destructive way of life that I had no interest in supporting.


So how could I make these seemingly divergent interests - doing good, making a living and doing something I loved - into a seamless whole? Since I was asking this question in the midnineties, there were not a lot of resources for discovering whether other people had similar concerns, and if so, what they were doing about it? So I decided to create an experiment. I would make the type of business that I thought needed to exist and see if it would actually work in practice.


In reality, there were many other people across the globe with similar concerns. All of us were working in our own bubbles, making it up as we went along, wondering if we were the only people who cared. In those early days I found inspiration in books like the seminal Design for the Real World by Victor Papanek, which is where I first encountered the term “socially conscious design.” In his book, Papanek introduced industrial designers to a new way of thinking about their career, a field that he deemed one of the worst from a societal standpoint. What did he consider to be even worse?


“There are professions more harmful than industrial design, but only a very few of them. And possibly only one profession is phonier. Advertising design, in persuading people to buy things they don’t need, with money they don’t have, in order to impress others who don’t care, is probably the phoniest field in existence today.”


Talk about feeling guilty about my new career!


Then to my delighted surprise there was a sudden explosion of articles about socially conscious graphic design in the late 1990s. It seemed I wasn’t alone after all, and I happily signed on to the newly rewritten First Things First Manifesto and wrote a letter of encouragement to Emigre magazine after they dedicated an entire issue (Emigre 49 1999) to how designers could address social issues. Sadly this heyday was short-lived. When I proposed more articles about socially conscious design, one magazine told me, “We’ve already written about that,” as if having ethics were only a fad to be replaced by the next hot topic the following season. And in a way they were right. The attention of the masses shifted to other things, but in its wake a lot like-minded folks discovered they were not alone and began to connect and share experiences and knowledge online.


Even so, when I finally made the jump from working full-time as an in-house graphic designer to running my own socially conscious firm, there were plenty of people who thought I was crazy. Again and again I was told, “That’s nice, but how are you going to make a living?” Of course, that was generally preceded by, “You’re starting a what?” It was early in 2001 when I made the leap and terms like “corporate social responsibility” and “triple bottom line” were still not commonly used. Of course the term “greenwashing” wasn’t that well known yet either.


It was in this climate that I began my grand experiment. I named my socially conscious design firm Another Limited Rebellion, Incorporated, as a way of both thumbing my nose at the system that I was trying to transform and acknowledging my own hubris in attempting to do so. I created a short list of ethical principles that the business would follow and set out to prove the naysayers wrong.


Now here I am more than ten years later. And if the results of my experiment can be measured by the simple fact that my company still exists all this time later, it has been a success. I still have a roof over my head. And refusing to work on projects that compromise my beliefs has brought me more work, not less. Actually, I’d call all that a rousing success. Best of all, I’m now far from being alone on this journey.


I set up my company not only as a means to make a living doing what I love while doing good, but as a model to show others it was possible for them to take the same path. In that vein, I have been teaching a course on socially conscious design at Virginia Commonwealth University called “Design Rebels: Socially Conscious Design in Theory & Practice” since 2003. In the class, my students are introduced to the ethical gray areas that designers have to confront when they begin to work in the “real” world. They are also introduced to the powerful tools of persuasion that are in their hands. Then my students are presented with the choice I hope you will consider as well: Will you act like an assassin? Someone highly trained to kill and willing to shoot whomever they are asked to point their gun at if the price is right. Or will you be like a megaphone? Raising the voices of those who need to be heard above the din.


This book is really an extension of my class: an introduction to the concept of making a choice to work from an ethical perspective and the practical aspect of making a living while doing so. Consider yourself a newly deputized Design Rebel and dive in.


– Noah Scalin




INTRODUCTION


Making a Difference and Making a Living
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Everywhere you turn in the design world people are talking about “doing good.” There’s a never-ending supply of blog posts, magazine articles, books and conference talks. Looking for inspirational eye candy? Images of gorgeous nonprofit projects are a mouse click or page turn away. Not sure why all of this is so important? It’s easy to read up on why designers should apply their talents to world ills like poverty, global warming and overconsumption, but no one tells you, in practical terms, how to make socially conscious design part of your day-to-day work life.


Sure, one of those “rock star” designers might suggest you take on the occasional pro bono project or sign a pledge about your good intentions. But what if you feel like the only person at the office who cares about this stuff? Or a huge corporation that you don’t feel 100 percent good about offers you a ton of cash for a freelance project?


These are tough situations for those who worry about paying the rent or making the mortgage and finding affordable health insurance. And that’s a big part of why we decided to write this book. It’s for every designer who’s ever sat at a computer, thinking: Is this it? Isn’t there more? We set out to help graphic designers figure out how to start making a difference and making a living - no matter where they live and work right now. It’s time to translate all this talking and thinking into meaningful, widespread action.
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Are you trying to spend your nights and weekends making up for what you do during the day? We think there’s a better way to spend your 24/7.


For starters, we believe socially conscious design is far too important to shove into those slivers of time left after work, sleep, family and a little fun. You shouldn’t spend your weekends trying to make up for what you did at work all week. Doing good is too important to think of as work better left to those fictitious “other” designers. People more famous. More talented. More connected. Richer. Younger. Braver. (Insert your own mental roadblock here.) In truth, anyone can be a design activist. It just starts with a commitment to yourself and your values.
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Being a design activist means aligning your career with your values, so you’re making a difference during that 40 to 60 hours a week you spend at work. Not trying to squeeze in what matters around the edges.


In the pages that follow, we’ll take you through a process for defining your own professional ethics as a designer and using those guidelines to make the right choices for you. You’ll also find stories and ideas from dozens of design activists that show you what a socially conscious design career actually looks like. Those folks told us not only what they do, but how they make it all work, from paying the bills during tough times to getting buy-in from traditional clients.


There isn’t one set career path for socially conscious designers. We talked to people making a difference working in-house, primarily for nonprofits, at their own firms and freelance. Some of them even created their own product lines and founded nonprofit organizations on the side. Others combine two or more of these models to find the right balance for them between making a living and making a difference.


We’ve also included many tools and resources to help you affect positive change. There are tips on applying for grants, being an activist without getting fired and staying educated on pressing issues. At the end of every chapter, you’ll find some questions and next steps to help you move forward on your own design activist path.
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Design activists take initiative. Noah Scalin created this poster for the Occupy Wall Street movement on his own, but the New York City General Assembly, an umbrella organization composed of dozens of groups participating in the protest, ended up using it.
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