The Designing Change Project: Lessons in Design Leadership from Activist Entrepreneurs – Dr. Sheila Danko 

Thursday 9th Septmeber, 2-3:30pm

Parallel Sessions 2, Notes from Diwakar Thakore

Leave your comfort zones, embrace design for entrepreneurship education

Through excerpts from her pioneering work ‘The Design Change Project’, Dr. Sheila Danko –Professor and Department Chair of Design and Environmental Analysis at Cornell University – shared her research on design and design process understanding as a transformative tool for entrepreneurs. Her main focus was on using design as a tool for leadership and social change and the potential role of entrepreneurs as designers of such change. She used a mix of quotable quotes from prominent management thinkers like Rosabeth Kanter and great social reformers like Gandhi, and hand-outs and excerpts of video interviews of ‘new generation of entrepreneurs’ that use design as a tool ‘to communicate vision and values and to position themselves strategically in the marketplace’ to get her message across.
She emphasised the need for the entrepreneur to think beyond economics and ‘be the change you wish to see in the world’ as Gandhi once wished and lived for. The entrepreneur should have the value of consciousness, the respect of global citizen and the willingness to act, to design a new future for the betterment of ‘all children, all species and all worlds’. Elaborating on this subject she remarked that though entrepreneurship is one of the most powerful institutions on earth, a transformational force that shapes and benefits society through innovation and wealth creation, the entrepreneur often fails to appreciate its role as a social change agent. When design, leadership and entrepreneurship come together then it becomes part of the dialogue process that evolves the management tools to support a socially responsible business and lead change.

Presenting the ‘designing change framework’ as a new tool for the ‘leadership repertoire-designing and thought process of designing’ she urged the need for a servant based leadership that embraces the concept of leader as a designer of change. Using powerful stories and interview excerpts from ‘The Designing Change Project’ she highlighted five pillars of the framework – strategy: designing systematic impacts, communication: creating tangible and intangible messages, empowerment: share ownership and decentralized decisions, growth: sustaining people and profits and change: modelling paradigms and norms. Dr. Danko explained that she relies heavily on the subjective, personal insights of narratives or storytelling to decode the intrinsic values of design process and reveal the true meaning of design. And most importantly these stories are true, real life stories and not hypothetical composites or fictional scenarios that bring forth the strategic element of design illustrating design decisions made in the context of human emotions and tensions.   

The story of a boy who wanted to make a difference to one starfish by saving its life out of the numerous washed ashore during a sea-storm is used as cover story on Domini Social Investments prospectus and website along with starfish as their logo highlighting the impact of designing brand identity around a story and communicating using symbolism and behavioural cues. 

The Pret-A-Manger story and its message that the only thing that matters is the touch-point between the customer and the server underlined the focus on designing process as well as product, identifying critical junctures, human-centred design that strives for empathy and communicating in metaphors. 

Ducduc, the baby furniture designers and its strategy of designing durable baby furniture rather than the ubiquitous ‘use and throw’ picked on the design strategy of challenging precedence and asking why or why not. 

Before closing it is worth mentioning two stories that brought about maximum participation from the audience out of the numerous used by Dr. Danko that afternoon. One was that of Honest Tea with its emphasis on shared ownership and the concept of participatory design and emotional engagement where not only customers are asked to design labels to give them voice but even the employees can chose their special numbers to appear alongside the company code in package barcodes. Many among the audience, however, disagreed whether it did give a sense of shared ownership since these were insignificant and meaningless. Dr. Danko, however, pointed out that sometimes ‘we have the power to create meaning from the meaningless if we chose to see potential in even the most insignificant of opportunities’. 
The other story that brought about strong opinions was that of Maggie’s Organics where its CEO rushed to get a shirt order completed from a reluctant factory owner who had been contracted. She strived to keep her commitment with Ben & Jerry, her customer who had ordered shirts for launching their new ice-cream flavour and help the cleaning up of the local lake. When the owner failed to persuade his staff (who were mainly women) to increase daily production she took it upon herself to motivate them espousing the great cause of cleaning the local lake and getting her job done despite opposition from the factory owner and initial reluctance of the women. The audience was asked to describe the essence of the story in the context of the designing change framework leading to vibrant discussion on its merits and demerits. Many were interested in knowing the aftermath of such motivated increase in daily productions and whether the business shut down six months later due to undue pressure exerted on the workers with unreasonable productivity demands as a result of the actions of Maggie Organics. 

