DESIGNBOOST 2009. Article.
DESIGN AGAINST MORE is DESIGN FOR LIFE.

Abstract.
The urge for more, for the new, for the right thing for SOMETHING, is created by dissatisfaction with what we already have. We are surrounded by objects and spaces, which are meant to contribute to a good life and possibly, even to increased happiness. Instead we seem often to achieve the opposite. Dissatisfaction with what we have and what we do is driving the economy through innovation and consumerism, but it is also ruining lives: we are all worth something better than what we have and to whatever cost. Designing for lifestyles rather than for human ways of being creates short-lived satisfaction. If we want something else, design has to be built on recognition, improvement, experience and meaning. There are already several examples in real life to support this thesis.    
DESIGN FOR LIFE?

The theme for Designboost 2009 is not unambiguous.

What is life? We are trying to be more reasonable and than philosophical when we pose this question:

Life could be about survival,
but also about the less dramatic, health.
‘For life’ also implies sustainability and longevity,

Not to mention happiness and wellbeing!

None of these criteria are of course mutually excluding. Human life is not about living in a bubble but in a constantly changing context. We are affected and affect in an endless sequence. When we write ‘Design against more is design for life’, we therefore include all these criteria, possibly with the exception of survival. As we in this article refer to the situation in the developed part of the world, survival is [still] taken for granted.

OUR THESIS.

We will claim that objects, spaces and environments, which contribute to mental and bodily wellbeing, are a pre-condition for health, which in turn is a crucial factor for happiness. To feel happy for something motivates us to retain and sustain, to allow this thing a long life. It is a well-known fact that people can live with serious bodily illnesses and handicaps and still be happy. Mental health appears to be able to overrule the state of the body or bodily shortcomings. If we describe health as ‘free of symptoms of illness’, we should maybe focus on wellbeing instead. But, this expression with its multitude of definitions is quite ambiguous and therefore hardly makes sense when you want to be precise. It is like ‘timeless’: we use it randomly without knowing what it really means!

We thus propose that ‘design for life’ is to design for mental and bodily harmony in conjunction and that one of the most potent enemies to this state is dissatisfaction. We further suggest that harmony on this micro level is a pre-condition to successful actions on macro level. Individual harmony adds positively to the community. 
SATISFACTION.

Spending time with Peter in an ethnographic study makes you curious about what is the driving force behind the desire for the new. Peter has just bought the latest Nokia phone: “The iPhone was useless. It didn’t even have a radio”. But he is not satisfied with his new phone either. With his eyes focused on it, he states: “Maybe I will have it half a year, then it’s time for a new one… you know the technology develops so quickly and this phone will soon feel old and dated…”  
(Peter 30 years old, Stockholm)  

Most people want to be part of or have the ‘latest’ in many respects. But the new is often an illusion, a cultural phenomenon. What is really new? The new is constantly in transition, changing. How can we slow down the strong “need” for always having the “latest?

Long-term satisfaction is hardly achieved through succumbing to ever changing lifestyles even if this is what we see when we look around. Design for lifestyles drives consumerism but in a quite naive and short-sighted way. It is almost like when we defend spending too much time on leisure: I will get down to more serious things tomorrow. If we stop consuming, the word falls into crisis, like now. The issue is thus not about bringing consuming to a halt but about re-directing resources like design, material, production, distribution and more to matters worth consuming: something that is better and brings satisfaction through improvement. It is obvious that ‘the world’ cannot afford yet another but needs solutions to manage an increasingly demanding context. To be satisfied long-term, we want to consume improvements, not merely innovations.

RECOGNITION.

Kornelia sits hours in front of her computer. She is upgrading her status on Facebook, putting new photos on her image diary (Bilddagboken) and writing on her blog: her daily session with her personal “diary”. When I ask why she is not using a more “private” book for her diary, she looks at me in astonishment and says: “What do you mean? This is private, I mean, some of my friends will of course read it but that’s only for the better. I then don’t have to tell them how my day was when we meet… they will know already”. (Kornelia 13 years old, Åmål)

The young use new technology to do the same things as older people did before them. There’s no big difference, except for the tools they use. 

It is normally easier to use a trodden path than to find a new one. This goes, according to neuroscience, for our brain as well. We prefer to use existing paths in our brain and thus recognise or at least establish links to objects we know as well as spaces and environments we are acquainted with. We are already overloaded with information and to break new paths in our brains to manage everyday issues take time and effort we need better to understand and rethink complex matters. If we more generally cannot manage by using existing brain paths, we risk reacting in defence: This feels complicated. I will just have to decide and hope for the best. The result is often confusion and dissatisfaction but also hampered creativity. 

Recognition is the first step in the process of understanding, which in turn is necessary for acceptance. Once we have accepted an object or an environment, there is a prospect for satisfaction and subsequent caring. What we do not care for is never sustained.

IMPROVEMENT.

Maria and Tom have moved into a new house. It’s perfect. It satisfies all their dreams of good living. But after some months in the house, Maria and Tom feel a growing discomfort. One day Maria says: I know what is wrong: it is this lighting. It’s like living in a surgery… cold and hygienic.

(Maria 32 years old and Tom 38 years old, Stockholm)

Saved energy might turn into wasted resources if a brand new lighting is exchanged due to the cold ambiance it creates.
Apart from the lighting, the salesman might tell you about all these other innovations, which will allow exactly the house he is proposing to improve and facilitate your life: you are thrilled, WOW!

Very soon after having moved in, reality dawns on you.
· The high security lock does not easily allow your children to open the door and you are repeatedly called from work to let them in.

· The fantastic, big showerhead transforms the bathroom into a pool.

· The intelligent fridge does not think like you.

· The environmentally friendly heating system is difficult to adjust to the ambience you prefer.

What happened to the improvements? All the examples given above could easily have moved from innovations to improvements had they been designed and developed with humans in mind and as part of a system and not seen in isolation. The much coveted innovations resulted instead in dissatisfaction. 

EXPERIENCE.

Martha is 82 years old. Every day she goes to her favourite café in New York. ”The owners of this place are young but I could never do a better coffee at home” she says sipping her cappuccino. She sits quietly at the table, enjoying her coffee. Suddenly she says:”By the way, the other day the girl serving at my table asked me how to get rid of the big coffee stain on her shirt”. Martha smiles and continues:”Youngsters are so experienced in many ways but then they don’t know what to do with a simple stain. The girl was prepared to throw the shirt away!”
(Martha 82 years old, New York)

In small as in big, in actions and advices, the elderly appear have a lot to tell the younger generations in private as in professional matters.

When did we in the developed part of the world, with a few exceptions, start to de-value experience? Has this situation emanated from the fact that those in procession of this resource kept it to themselves and used it in a power-struggle: the old and experienced against the young and un-experienced? If this is correct, no wonder the young decided against experience: we will go for the new and show them that we can manage on our own. This is pure speculation and has to be seen in the light of modernisation and the modernist movements. Science and reason started slowly to replace dark mystification in the 18th century. The modernists asked us to forget traditions and start from fresh in the 1930th. New has become a cultural phenomenon and a guide for contemporary lifestyles. The modernists argued about traditions as if these were remnants from the ‘dark ages’ and an obstacle to reason when  they in fact are experiences which are handed over as they have proven to still be relevant.

Notwithstanding these attacks, we appear to slowly recuperate experience as a resource. However, the fascination with new remains. New is only sometimes better and never because it is new but as it offers an improvement.  When it does not, we are more dissatisfied then before: we have wasted time, money and, which is worse, got rid of the old, which in the end possibly proved to be a better option. The new is primarily justified when it has moved away from the old as a result of added experience and helps humans adjust to needs which emerge as answers to a changing context.

MEANING.

Samuel is asked to bring some eggs to his mother who is about to do pancakes. Samuel goes to the fridge and takes one egg from the package. He looks carefully at it and then turns the egg in his hand. He eventually looks up with a big smile on his face:”This egg is made by ICA”. (ICA is one of the three biggest food distributors and retailers in Sweden).
(Samuel 6 years old, Visby)

Humans are always trying to make sense of every object and action. 
For a child who does not have any relation to the countryside, farmers or hens, the egg is a mystery, a magical ingredient in the pancakes. But once the child has seen or is shown the egg in its original context, it gets a meaning beyond the pancake. The form becomes immediately obvious and will forever remind of the origin of life. And pancakes!
‘The meaning seeking human’
 is a title of a book in cognitive science and not in philosophy. The introduction to the book states, “Humans are meaning seeking animals.  We have a colossal drive to try and understand how the world works.” Whatever we are put in front of or what is put in front of us, we try to make sense of: what is this? Our drive appears to be strong enough to make us also sub-consciously seek meaning in every obscurity: the trees in the dark wood form an animal. The stone looks like the face of a man. Our efforts to understand help us not merely to make sense but also to become aware of dangers and to find our way around: 

“There should be a lake somewhere if we are walking in the right direction. I cannot see it. But yes, there in the distant is something, a reflection, a light in the dark – it must be water. It cannot be anything else.” 

Why should a designer or an architect make life difficult for the humans they are there to serve? Why not instead learn about the meaning seeking human and accept the obvious: all humans have a drive to make sense of what they see and experience. The shorter and easier this process, the friendlier for the human and the better the chances of acceptance and long time attachment to the object or the place. To oversimplify has proven useless as a shortcut to understanding and longevity.  The very simple is elitist, as it hampers understanding for all but the experienced. When it finally makes sense it leaves very little to explore. To seek meaning is a process, which should feed inspiration to continue and find out more.
OUR CHALLENGE.

New lifestyles are created as a way for us humans to distinguish ourselves from the other. It goes without saying that when the other follows, new lifestyles therefore emerge. As a designer you can choose to enter this ‘dance’ or make a difference: promote improved rather than new lifestyles, to design for life rather than for more.
An ever changing human context forces us to adjust our ways of being to be able to profit and develop as individuals as well as part of a community. 

‘Design for life’ is to support this adjustment by considering satisfaction, recognition, improvement, experience and meaning when working.
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