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Abstract	

As	professionally	trained	designers	position	their	practices	as	central	to	
social	change,	they	bring	with	them	efficiency	in	process,	technical	
expertise,	sophisticated	aesthetic	skills,	and	highly	scripted	narratives.	In	
economically	challenged	cities	like	Detroit,	creative	professionals	are	
hired	to	help	transform	neighborhoods	that	are	described	as	abandoned,	
disorderly,	and	“blighted”.	Residents	of	these	neighborhoods	are	
increasingly	asked	to	engage	in	stakeholder	meetings	and	design	
charrettes	that	promise	greater	inclusion	and	“a	voice”	in	the	process.	
These	activities	and	interventions	are	sometimes	framed	as	Design	
Thinking,	human-centered	design,	or	participatory	design.	However,	as	
designer-adapted,	re-contextualized	anthropological	methods,	these	
approaches	may	ultimately	diminish	the	value	and	understanding	of	
applied	anthropological	enquiry.	The	author	argues	that	design	
anthropology	can	offer	a	deeper,	more	grounded,	and	more	equitable	
approach	to	design	and	design	research	processes	in	contexts	of	“urban	
renewal.”			
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Introduction	

In	social	design	practice,	designers	must	sometimes	adapt	to	settings	
where	no	object	or	physical	space	is	being	designed	and	where	they	must	
negotiate	different	agendas,	resources	and	power	relations	among	a	
diversity	of	stakeholders	(Bannon	and	Ehn	2012).	Where	social	design	
meets	ethnography,	there	is	often	a	meshing	of	roles	where	researcher	
becomes	design	facilitator	and	designer	becomes	research	investigator	
(Kjærsgaard	and	Boer	2015).	Designers	and	design	researchers	that	are	
oriented	towards	sponsor	or	organizational	outcomes	and	more	
comfortable	with	the	timeframes	of	the	private	sector	may	move	quickly	
to	assert	actionable	insights	and	implement	what	they	perceive	as	
solutions.	Human-centered	design,	design	thinking,	and	inclusive	or	
participatory	design	offer	an	alternative	approach	for	social	design	
processes.	Hunt	explains	that	these	approaches	“signal	that	designers	are	
increasingly	adopting	the	tools	of	social	observation	as	resources	for	local	
knowledge	to	better	inform	and	inspire	the	development	of	new	ideas”	
(Hunt	2011:33-34).	Bichard	and	Gheerawo	explain	that	inclusive	design	is	
also	“recognized	by	governments	as	a	force	of	social	equality	as	well	as	a	
driver	of	social	innovation	for	communities,	business	and	industry”	
(Bichard	and	Gheerawo	2011:45).	However,	while	these	designer-
adapted,	ethnographic-inspired	methods	may	offer	pathways	to	creative	
insight,	they	are	not	intended	to	do	more	than	that:	they	are	not	intended	
to	deliver	a	deep	comprehensive	understanding	of	the	day-to-day	lives	of	
the	people	who	live	in	these	communities.	Bichard	and	Gheerawo	
question	whether	the	“hard-and-fast	rules	of	ethnographic	data	analysis”	
and	rituals	of	anthropological	practice	that	entail	weeks,	months,	and	
often	years	of	time	in	the	field	and	painstaking	analysis	of	interview	and	
field	data	would	even	be	useful	to	designers	(Bichard	and	Gheerawo	
2011:46).	It	has	also	been	argued	that	by	engaging	in	designer-adapted	
ethnographic	approaches,	social	designers	today	are	likely	to	miss	the	
depth	of	analysis	of	more	traditional	forms	of	anthropological	inquiry	
(Wasson	2000;	Cefkin	2012;	Miller	2014).	

I	argue	that	design	anthropology	offers	an	alternative	approach	to	
design	thinking,	human	centered	design	and	inclusive	design	that	is	
better	suited	to	social	design	process.	Central	to	this	argument	is	the	idea	
that	design	anthropology	is	a	social	design	process	that	prioritizes	
socially	transformative	goals	over	“empathy-building”	activities	and	
design	“interventions.”	Design	anthropology	may	also	produce	greater	
social	outcomes	through	longer-term,	embedded	approaches	which	are	
more	aligned	with	the	work	of	grassroots	social	organizations.	This	article	
builds	the	case	that	design	anthropology	may	offer	a	viewpoint	for	
designers	to	more	effectively	approach	the	work	of	social	design.	First,	
this	article	introduces	some	of	the	limitations	of	social	design	and	social	
design	process	today,	discussing	forms	of	displacement	in	the	design	and	
planning	processes	as	factors	of	inequality.	It	references	Detroit	to	help	
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illustrate	existing	issues	of	inclusion	and	equity	in	design	and	urban	
planning.	Second,	this	article	discusses	three	key	distinctions	of	design	
anthropology	that	could	better	inform	a	social	design	process:	reflexivity	
of	the	designer,	new	ways	of	knowing,	and	embeddedness.	

	

The	Limitations	of	Designer-Adapted	Ethnography	for	Social	Design	

Design	as	a	source	of	social	good	is	not	a	new	position	for	the	design	and	
architectural	communities,	but	has	grown	to	prominence	in	the	last	
decade.	Beginning	In	the	1960s	and	70s	designers	like	Buckminster	Fuller	
(1967)	and	Victor	Papanek	(1971,1984)	helped	to	steer	the	practice	of	
design	in	directions	beyond	pure	consumerism	and	towards	more	global	
humanitarian	and	environmental	outcomes.	The	role	of	the	
“humanitarian	designer”	offered	“a	new	power	for	the	designer	to	
participate	in	projects	for	the	welfare	of	humankind,	both	inside	and	
outside	the	market	economy”	(Margolin	1998:87-90).	This	period	also	
saw	the	coming	together	of	design	and	anthropology,	which	offered	an	
“alternative	model	of	non-capitalist	creativity.”	(Clarke	2011:74)	Design	is	
now	widely	recognized	as	a	vehicle	to	solve	a	wide	range	of	complex	
social	issues	(Otto	and	Smith	2013;	Pink	2014;	Hillgren	et	al.	2011)	but	
has	limitations	when	applied	to	social	innovation.	Professional	designers	
typically	understand	design	process	to	be	project-based	and	prioritize	
immediate	or	close-future	solutions	rather	than	long-term	implications	
(Light	2015).	Well	paid	designers	often	“parachute”	into	poor	areas	with	
overblown	claims	of	design’s	value	and	a	“tendency	to	reinvent	the	
wheel”	with	little	regard	for	past	work	done	and	past	lessons	learned	
(Mulgan	2014:5).	The	consultant-based	models	of	the	design	profession,	
typically	structured	by	closed-ended	assignments,	project-based	
relationships,	lean	and	agile	methods,	and	quick	turnarounds	are	not	
aligned	with	social	organizations	that	take	a	slower	approach	and	
collectively	work	towards	a	long-view	of	social	change.1	The	following	
sub-sections	further	explore	issues	with	the	consultant-based	model	as	
applied	to	social	design	process.		

	

Authorship,	Ownership	and	Positioning	

Questions	of	authorship	and	ownership	are	central	when	it	comes	to	
designers’	motivations	to	“change	the	world”	(Miller	2014;	Nussbaum	
2010).	Designers	typically	emerge	from	elite	design	schools	and	other	
higher	education	institutions	(Otto	and	Smith	2013)	with	rigorous	

																																																								
1	I	credit	designer	and	design	researcher	Linda	Pulik	here.	Our	analysis	
of	the	consulting-based	model	of	social	design,	along	with	the	other	
points	of	criticism	were	first	presented	by	Linda	and	me	at	the	Design	
Research	Conference	in	Chicago	on	October	9,	2013.	Our	talk	was	
entitled	“Deep	Design;	Reclaiming	Patience	in	Design	for	the	Social	
Sector.”	It	was	the	inspiration	for	this	article.	
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curriculums,	short-term	deliverables,	and	competitive	environments.	
They	are	considered	to	hold	special	knowledge,	training,	skills	and	
talents.	Therefore,	in	social	design	engagements,	an	imbalance	of	power	
can	naturally	exist	even	when	participation	and	consensus	is	encouraged	
(Bush	2003;	Sacchetti	2011).	Furthermore,	the	needs	of	poor	
communities	are	often	framed	with	a	moral	tone	as	opportunities	for	
designers	to	solve	“wicked	problems”	(Buchanan	1992).	By	transgressing	
space	and	socioeconomic	status,	the	designer	can	build	a	self-image	of	
bravery	and	edginess,	altruism	and	sacrifice.	The	technical	knowledge	of	
the	designer	enables	them	to	manage	concept	visualization	and	the	design	
production	process.	As	an	outsider,	the	designer	is	often	placed	at	the	
center	of	impact	and	the	resident	participants	at	the	fringes	as	recipients	
or	beneficiaries.	For	social	impact	initiatives,	this	positioning	can	have	
negative	consequences	when	there	is	an	expectation	of	shared	authorship	
or	community	embedded-ness.		

The	positioning	of	designers	and	“creatives”	in	Detroit’s	urban	
renewal	narrative	of	the	past	eight	years	is	an	example	of	this	dynamic.	
Positioned	by	the	media	as	a	blighted,	empty	wasteland	and	‘blank	
canvas’	waiting	to	be	reimagined	by	developers,	entrepreneurs,	cultural	
workers,	and	members	of	the	creative	class,	the	narrative	of	Detroit’s	
“comeback”	privileges	“pop-ups,”	“start-ups,”	“bootstrappers”	and	“urban	
pioneers”	(Gregory	2012	and	2015;	Bergland	2017;	Montgomery	2015).	
Some	backlash	toward	newly	arriving	creative	talent	is	driven	by	
concerns	of	increasing	gentrification	and	lack	of	representation	of	the	
demographic	diversity	of	local	entrepreneurs	and	existing	residents’	
contributions	to	neighborhood	stability,	crime	prevention	and	blight	
mitigation.	In	2013,	an	image	of	the	young	entrepreneur	Jason	Lorimer,	
co-founder	of	the	company	Dandelion,	went	viral	in	the	local	media	when	
his	image	was	turned	into	dozens	of	versions	of	“the	white	
entrepreneurial	guy”	meme.	Dandelion	refers	to	itself	as	a	technology	
company	focused	on	serving	nonprofit	organizations	and	their	portfolio	
includes	marketing,	web	and	mobile	app	design,	print	design,	video,	
financial	advising,	and	more.	(Dandelion)	In	the	opinion	piece	entitled	
“Detroit	is	the	Opportunity	of	a	Generation,”	which	was	associated	with	
the	memes,	Lorimer	states,	“I	am	not	from	Detroit,	yet,	in	the	14	months	
since	I	have	lived	and	loved	in	this	place,	my	team	and	I	have	managed	to	
gain	access	to	and	partnered	with	a	myriad	of	civic-minded	institutions	to	
provide	new	ideas	and	measurable	outcomes	in	the	communities	they	
wish	to	affect”	(Lorimer	2013).	Lorimer’s	story	struck	a	chord	with	the	
public	because	it	got	to	the	heart	of	concerns	about	outside	talent	having	
greater	access,	influence	and	mobility	(Foley	2013,	Woods	2013).	The	
“white	entrepreneurial	guy”	memes	indicated	a	shared	understanding	
that	outside	experts	often	receive	privileged	access	to	resources.	

In	Detroit	and	in	many	other	low	income	urban	communities,	
grassroots	social	organizations	are	typically	slower	growing,	slower	to	
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procure	funding,	and	more	fluid	in	their	organizational	structure.	They	
may	start	with	small	groups	of	like-minded	allies	and	grow	to	involve	
complex	networks	of	support	and	funding	and/or	more	organized	
campaigns	(Mulgan	et	al.	2007).	They	may	have	significant	financial	and	
political	barriers	to	work	through,	both	intellectually	and	logistically.	For	
social	designers	and	social	design	initiatives,	the	“white	entrepreneurial	
guy”	memes	indicates	that	attempts	to	promise	outcomes	in	a	week	or	a	
month	would	be	met	with	distrust	and	possibly	distain.	This	next	sub-
section	discusses	similar	questions	of	authorship	and	ownership	in	social	
design	process,	and	how	“inclusion”	as	a	design	process	activity	can	get	in	
the	way	of	shared	authorship	and	ownership.	

	

“Deep	Dives,”	“Empathize	Mode”	and	Quantified	“Inclusivity”	

The	Human	Centered	Design	Toolkit	produced	by	the	design	firm	IDEO	
offers	“scenarios	of	use”	framed	as	“the	week	long	deep	dive”	and	the	
“several	month	deep	dive”	(IDEO	2011:14-17).	These	short	timeframes	
and	fast-paced	ways	of	working	evidence	a	strong	connection	to	business	
consulting,	where	one	week	may	be	enough	time	to	draw	fast	conclusions	
and	rapidly	prototype	design	ideas	to	test.	This	introduction	indicates	
that	the	purpose	of	the	kit	is	to	help	the	user	enter	new	markets,	identify	
growth	opportunities	and	“bring	innovation	to	the	base	of	the	pyramid”	
(IDEO	2011:1).	In	this	example,	human	centered	design	is	presented	as	
flexible,	rapid,	efficient,	and	focused	on	market	expansion.	Another	well	
known	designer-adapted	ethnography	toolkit	is	the	Hasso	Plattner	
Institute	of	Design	at	Stanford	document	called	the	“d.school	Bootcamp	
Bootleg.”	The	“Bootcamp	Bootleg”	presents	“empathizing”	as	a	“mode”	in	
the	design	thinking	process,	along	with	defining,	ideating,	prototyping,	
and	testing	(The	Hasso	Plattner	Institute	of	Design	at	Stanford).	The	
document	does	not	refer	to	participant	observation	or	ethnography.	
However,	it	includes	the	terms	“empathize	mode”	and	“empathy	work,”	
along	with	methods	referred	to	as	“analogous	empathy”	and	
“interviewing	for	empathy.”	Here	empathy	is	presented	as	a	combination	
of	distinctly	labeled	tasks	in	the	design	process.	

As	design	tools,	both	of	these	examples	prioritize	“insights”	and	
the	potential	for	material	outcomes,	but	not	sustaining	partnerships	or	
alliance	building.	“Deep	dives”	and	“empathy	work”	methods	may	be	well	
suited	for	the	private	sector,	but	in	social	design	process	that	engages	
public	partners,	quick	immersions	may	also	limit	human	intuition	in	the	
collaborative	creative	process	—	the	corporeal	feeling	of	trust	and	
partnership.	As	Tunstall	(2013)	argues,	the	IDEO	and	the	Rockefeller	
foundation	design	for	social	impact	initiative	has	imperialist	implications	
in	the	framing	of	who	generates	innovation.	She	explains	that	in	the	two	
documents	produced	by	the	initiative,	Western	design	companies	are	
often	the	recipients	of	the	materials	and	resources.	This	positions	them	in	
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a	unique	hierarchical	position	to	lead	non-Western	institutions	in	solving	
problems,	and	in	turn	transfer	resources	of	foundations	and	NGOs	to	
Western	design	firms.	Furthermore,	Tunstall	critiques	the	design	thinking	
framework	as	potentially	ignoring	indigenous	forms	of	knowing	and	
models	of	problem	solving.	She	calls	for	the	need	to	“decolonize”	
processes	of	design	and	anthropological	engagement,	towards	greater	
self-governance	and	independence.	

Detroit	Future	City	Plan	(DFC)	is	an	example	of	the	need	for	
“decolonization”	in	social	design	process.	Detroit	has	a	history	of	distrust	
in	the	planning	process,	with	significant	hurdles	to	participation	
attributed	to	a	strong	sense	of	neighborhood	autonomy	and	a	legacy	of	
neighborhood-based	coalition	building	that	kept	communities	in	tact	
during	years	of	economic	divestment	(Brookmeyer	2000).	When	the	DFC	
was	formulated,	significant	efforts	were	made	towards	community	
“stakeholder”	inclusion	in	the	planning	process,	yet	these	efforts	were	
unsuccessful	in	meeting	the	level	of	inclusivity	desired	by	many	residents	
(Montgomery	2015).	The	DFC	is	a	50-year	strategic	framework	plan	for	
the	city	funded	by	a	public-private	partnership	between	the	Kresge,	
Kellogg,	and	Ford	Foundations	(Detroit	Works	Project	Long	Term	
Planning	Committee	2012,	Clement	and	Kanai	2015).	Disseminated	in	
January	2013,	the	DFC	plan	includes	a	strategy	of	expansive	“green	and	
blue”	infrastructure,	promoting	sustainability	and	greening,	improvement	
of	parks	and	the	riverfront,	urban	farms	and	storm-water	retention,	along	
with	a	re-vitalized/re-densified	downtown.		

Montgomery	(2015)	refers	to	the	“sustainability	fix”	to	explain	
how	the	DFC	strategy	used	the	promise	of	green	and	blue	infrastructure	
to	mobilize	cultural	workers	(defined	as	artists,	clergy,	and	intellectuals)	
towards	a	development	agenda	of	“growth	elites”	(defined	as	leaders	in	
business,	finance,	philanthropy,	and	real	estate).	As	efforts	towards	
inclusion,	the	Detroit	Works	Project	team	used	“26	engagement	tactics”	
(Lewan	2014)	including	hosting	many	community	meetings	and	town	
halls,	along	with	a	storefront	office	and	traveling	display	called	a	
“roaming	table”	(Montgomery	2015,	Lewan	2014).	In	a	recent	interview,	
Dan	Pitera,	the	lead	planner	of	Detroit	Future	City	Plan,	shared	that	
efforts	towards	inclusion	in	this	process	were	understood	to	be	
successful.	Pitera	is	an	architect	and	self-proclaimed	social	activist.	He	is	
the	Executive	Director	of	the	Detroit	Collaborative	Design	Center	at	
University	of	Detroit	Mercy,	which	“is	dedicated	to	fostering	university	
and	community	partnerships	that	create	inspired	and	sustainable	
neighborhoods	and	spaces	for	all	people”	(Detroit	Collaborative	Design	
Center).	In	the	interview,	Pitera	states	that,	“in	the	process	that	led	to	the	
Detroit	Future	City	Plan,	we	engaged	90,000	Detroiters	in	a	city	of	roughly	
700,000	people.	That	level	of	inclusivity	is	really	unprecedented	
anywhere”	(Blouin	2017).	In	this	example,	success	is	framed	through	a	
quantitative	perspective	and	“inclusivity”	as	a	“level”	to	be	measured.	
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Furthermore,	Montgomery	(2015)	concludes	that	the	engagement	
strategy	presented	what	she	refers	to	as	“open	closure”	whereby	the	
planning	process	was	positioned	as	endlessly	open,	while	elites	made	
decisions	behind	closed	doors.	

In	February	of	2014,	a	local	activist	granted	me	permission	to	cite	
one	of	her	Facebook	posts	from	February	26,	2014,	responding	to	a	public	
forum	about	the	DFC	plan.	Her	quote	is	reflective	of	Montgomery’s	
analysis.	Here	is	a	segment	of	that	post:	

Shameful	for	Dan	Pitera.	These	folks	are	pimping	a	grassroots	
movement	for	money,	power,	fame	—	Shame	on	them!	Dan	Pitera	
lives	in	suburban	bliss	but	he	has	credentials	in	speaking	on	our	
communities	plight	and	‘what	we	need	to	do’?	It	figures!…Black	
women	sitting	in	the	room	and	emailing	everyone	&	speaking	truth	
to	power	regarding	these	plans	were	marginalized,	dogged	out	and	
had	backs	turned	on	them.	Now	some	elite	(several)	shows	up	with	
the	same	information	(packaged	differently)	and	everyone	is	
present,	bright-eyed,	bushy	tailed!	What	is	this,	if	not	racist,	and	
internalized	hierarchy/superiority/inferiority	complex	in	full	
display!	

The	activist's	passionate	post	rallied	for	better	representation	in	
planning	processes.	Her	thoughts	are	illustrative	of	the	challenge	when	
efforts	towards	inclusivity	are	understood	differently	by	the	technical	
experts	framing	the	efforts	and	the	intended	recipients	of	their	efforts.	
From	a	design	anthropology	perspective,	the	effort	towards	inclusivity	
and	the	perceived	lack	of	inclusivity	indicates	that	the	approach	was	more	
design-centric	than	social-centric,	through	project-centric	structuring	and	
“top-down	perspective	that	hinder[s]	adaptation	to	changing	conditions”	
(Bjögvinsson,	et	al	2012:103).	The	quantitative	measuring	of	inclusion	
(i.e.	90,000	Detroiters)	also	shows	a	prioritization	of	scale	over	depth,	
which	supports	a	robust	activity	of	listening	and	learning	that	speaks	the	
language	of	inclusion,	but	not	true	ownership.		

As	an	illustrative	example,	Montgomery’s	(2015)	analysis	of	the	
Detroit	Works	Project	planning	efforts	towards	the	DFC	plan	shows	how	
participants	can	feel	displaced	by	design	research	approaches	that	feel	
imposed	and	overly	formalized	rather	than	conversational.	This	example	
also	supports	Miller’s	(2014)	distinction	between	anthropology	and	
design.	She	writes	that,	“in	contrast	to	anthropology’s	unwavering	focus	
on	situated	human	social	and	cultural	contexts,	for	design	the	‘plan’	itself	
is	the	central	focus	of	attention”	(Miller	2014:65).	In	the	example	of	the	
DFC	community	engagement	efforts,	the	successful	execution	of	a	planned	
process	may	have	been	prioritized	over	actual	success	at	“inclusion.”	

	 While	the	planning	process	can	illustrate	visions	of	urban	
renewal,	the	presence	of	designers	and	other	“creatives”	in	urban	spaces	
can	communicate	more	immediate	warnings	that	an	area	is	gentrifying	
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and	that	displacement	is	imminent.	The	“creative	class”	once	considered	
beneficial	to	economically	depressed	neighborhoods	that	promise	cheap	
real	estate	(Florida	2002)	can	do	long-term	harm	to	existing	communities	
by	driving	economic	disparities	and	displacement	(Florida	2013).	
Indication	that	design	(and	designers)	are	arriving	can	work	against	
social	design	process.	This	next	section	discusses	the	more	complex	
factors	involving	the	presence	of	designers	and	other	creatives	in	low	
income	areas	and	the	significance	for	social	design	process.		

	 	

Designer-ly	Interventions	

In	the	book	All	That	is	Solid	Melts	into	Air:	The	Experience	of	Modernity	
(1982)	Marshall	Berman	explores	how	divisions	of	class	are	materialized	
through	the	modern	city	and	modern	ideals	of	‘the	developer’	in	bringing	
about	class	divisions.	With	illustrative	reference	to	Faust,	Berman	
discusses	how	modern	values	of	development,	expansion,	flow,	and	
newness	plunged	cities	like	Paris	and	New	York	into	conditions	of	social	
crisis	through	the	destruction	and	homogenizing	of	space	and	the	
removal	of	the	“people	in	the	way”.	Divisions	created	by	massive	
infrastructural	development	projects	of	modernity	are	inherently	
connected	to	displacement	and	the	economic	disenfranchisement	of	poor	
residents	and	local	independent	businesses	that	results	when	
neighborhoods	are	decimated	(Jacobs	1961;	Ross	1988;	Lefebvre	1967	
translated	1996;	Harvey	2012).	Design	can	reinforce	class	separation,	
policing,	privatization,	and	the	persistence	of	racial	inequality	through	the	
built	environment	(Fry	1989;	Schein	1999;	Wilkins	2007;	Maldonado	and	
Cullars	1991;	Cresswell	2006).	It	is	therefore	complicit	in	this	process.	
Design	ideologies	of	‘new	urbanism’	and	‘placemaking’	shift	the	focus	of	
governance	from	the	public	sector	to	the	private	sector	while	retail,	
entertainment,	and	luxury	residential	schemes	up-sell	urban	life	as	a	form	
of	tourism	(Swyngedouw	et	al.	2002;	Harvey	2012;	Rutheiser	1997).	
High-end	urban	developments	create	“islands	of	wealth”	(Swyngedouw	et	
al.	2002)	that	reveal	a	fear	of	unknown	outsiders	and	appeal	to	suburban	
values	of	privacy	and	retreat	from	society	(Low	1997,	2009,	Maldonado	
1991).	Sleek	signage,	trendy	storefronts,	expensive	restaurants,	craft	
breweries,	an	increase	in	outdoor	cafe	tables,	are	easily	recognized	tropes	
of	gentrification.	By	design,	and	as	a	means	to	attract	more	design,	the	
professional	creative	community	is	central	to	gentrification,	as	cultural	
influencers,	as	hired	hands,	and	as	higher-income	residents	who	can	
afford	these	amenities.		

Development	projects	in	Detroit	remove	“people	in	the	way,”	with	
luxury	architectural	renovations	and	new	buildings,	“placemaking”	
initiatives,	an	influx	of	high-end	retail	flagship	stores.	The	media	positions	
Detroit	as	an	emerging	“hotbed”	of	luxury	and	trendiness	in	its	promotion	
of	youth,	risk,	and	transience	as	key	to	the	city’s	“comeback”	(Ager	2017,	
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Applebome	2016,	Scipioni	2015,	Fournier	2015).	One	example	of	
increased	gentrification	is	renovation	of	The	Albert	in	the	Capitol	Park	
area	of	Downtown	Detroit.	The	website	describes	The	Albert	as	a	place	of	
“modern	comfort,	historic	charm	and	unique	amenities”	and	the	tagline	
reads	“That’s	right,	I	live	in	Detroit”	(The	Albert	Capitol	Park).		During	the	
renovation	process	of	the	building	—	formerly	called	The	Griswold	—	all	
of	the	building’s	former	tenants	were	evicted.	These	were	mostly	senior	
citizens	and	People	with	Disabilities	who	were	receiving	Section	8	
subsidies	(McGraw	2013).	As	pioneers	of	new	and	unexpected	territories	
for	their	social	class,	the	tagline	“That’s	right,	I	live	in	Detroit”	encourages	
residents	that	by	living	at	The	Albert	they	are	engaging	in	something	
remarkable,	yet	with	the	security	and	convenience	of	a	luxury	apartment	
building.	Furthermore,	according	to	the	website	for	the	Downtown	
Detroit	Partnership,	“Capitol	Park	is	envisioned	to	be	the	center	of	an	
emerging	arts	district	and	residential	neighborhood	with	galleries	and	cafes	
on	the	ground	floors	and	residential	apartments	above”	(Downtown	
Detroit	Partnership).	Development	projects	like	The	Albert	and	Capitol	
Park	become	an	issue	of	context	in	gentrifying	cities	whereby	social	
designers	must	then	work	against	a	perception	of	design	as	exclusive	and	
elite.	

	 Using	examples	from	Detroit,	this	section	presented	barriers	to	
inclusion,	authorship,	and	contextual	factors	of	gentrification	that	
illustrate	the	challenges	that	may	influence	social	design	process.	From	a	
design	anthropology	perspective,	participatory	research	methods	could	
better	allow	for	collaboration	between	‘researcher’	and	‘researched’	and	
build	both	cultural	awareness	and	a	shared	process	(Murray	et	al.	2010).	
Longer	periods	of	engagement,	along	with	more	experimentation	and	
evaluation	of	methods	and	approaches	could	bring	value	to	
understanding	and	responding	to	the	broader	context	of	people’s	lives	
(Mulgan	2014).	This	next	section	explores	these	ideas	further.	

	

Participatory	Design	and	Design	Anthropology	as	Social	Design	
Process	

Graffam	(2010)	describes	participatory	design	as	the	inclusion	of	end	
users	(or	participants)	in	the	design	process	to	allow	for	participant	
observation,	while	also	providing	opinions	and	feedback	on	a	product's	
usability	and	whether	a	design	will	effectively	meet	the	needs	of	its	
intended	end	users.	Light	(2015)	describes	participatory	design	practices	
more	broadly	as	a	form	of	‘constitutive	anthropology’	that	is	more	
democratically	oriented	to	create	new	ways	of	being	and	new	social	
arrangements.	As	a	dimension	of	design	anthropology,	participatory	
design	is	unique	from	design	thinking	and	user	centered	design	because	it	
entails	an	ongoing	investigation	on	how	to	involve	users	as	fully	active	
partners	in	design,	including	how	and	by	whom	participation	is	
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negotiated	and	defined	(Robertson	and	Simonsen	2012).	Participatory	
design	can	provide	guiding	principles	of	mutual	respect	and	sharing	of	
knowledge	and	the	mutual	negotiation	and	development	of	participatory	
processes	whereby	participants	help	define	goals	and	have	a	voice	in	
project	outcomes	(Blomberg	and	Karasti	2015).	Bjögvinsson,	et	al.	(2010)	
describe	participatory	design	as	“infrastructuring”	which	demands	
extensive	collaboration	over	time	and	among	many	stakeholders.	
Infrastructuring	can	foster	democratic	values	in	process	while	
envisioning	use	before	actual	use.	Infrastructuring	aligns	socio-material	
factors	when	design	development	is	happening,	at	times	when	designs	are	
being	interpreted	and	articulated,	and	later	when	designs	are	adapted	
and	appropriated	by	users	(Bjögvinsson,	et	al.	2012).	Infrastructuring	
also	considers	the	tacit	knowledge	of	participants	and	how	that	
knowledge	can	come	into	play	in	the	design	process.	In	these	ways,	
infrastructuring	can	help	move	the	understanding	of	design	from	project-
based	models	to	more	open-ended	long-term,	and	collaborative	process-
based	approaches	(Bjögvinsson,	et	al.	2010).	A	slower	pace	of	working	
and	the	inclusion	of	many	stakeholders	is	both	critically	important	and	
methodologically	necessary.	The	participatory	design	movement	brings	
new	challenges	regarding	how	design	is	defined	in	the	social	innovation	
space:	as	a	product,	service,	or,	as	Björgvinsson	et	al.	(2010)	write,	a	
principle,	an	idea,	a	piece	of	legislation,	a	social	movement,	an	
intervention,	or	some	combination	of	these.	Participatory	design	is	
intended	to	be	flexible	and	ready	for	anything	(Light	2015).		

	 Other	theoretical	aspects	of	design	anthropology	can	go	deeper	
than	participatory	design.	While	design	and	anthropology	are	often	seen	
as	separate	and	distinct	parts	of	a	process,	design	anthropology	offers	an	
approach	to	understanding	the	cultural	impact	of	design	while	creating	
design.	In	this	way,	design	anthropology	is	cyclical,	critical	and	
collaborative	and	unlike	the	more	start-to-finish	objectives	of	design	
projects.	Thus,	a	design	anthropology	project	can	be	open	ended	and	
ongoing	(Gerber	2015).	Design	anthropology	can	also	suggest	a	slower,	
more	conscientious	way	of	working	that	puts	people	and	culture	at	the	
center	of	the	design	process.	The	following	sub-sections	reference	
scholarship	in	design	anthropology	and	social	design	to	articulate	three	
dimensions	of	design	anthropology	that	could	be	critically	valuable	to	
social	design	process:	a	‘reflexive’	repositioning	of	the	designer,	design	
anthropology	as	‘new	ways	of	knowing’,	and	the	value	of	an	embedded,	
long-term	approach.	

	

Social	Design	Process	and	“Reflexivity”	

Bannon	and	Ehn	(2012)	assert	that	the	historic	focus	on	“the	cult	of	the	
designer”	leaves	little	room	for	inclusion	of	others	in	their	design	visions.	
In	critical	design	practices,	the	designer	is	placed	in	a	morally	or	
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intellectually	superior	position	of	all-knowing	authorship	(Bowen	2010).	
The	identity	of	designers	is	deeply	connected	to	the	training	they	receive	
and	to	the	things	that	they	make.	When	the	designer’s	designs	are	made	
—	fabricated	in	the	material	world	—	the	designer	legitimizes	their	
training	and	professional	identity.	With	this	in	mind,	Fry	(2008:11)	
argues	that	design	theory	continues	to	have	“a	narrow,	reductive	focus	of	
design	being	done	by	designers”	and	that,	with	an	ontological	shift,	a	
“remade	professional”	is	needed	in	order	to	bring	about	any	real	change.	

	 According	to	Bjögvinsson,	Ehn,	and	Hellgren	(2012:101),	in	
participatory	design	for	social	innovation,	“the	design	community	is	
challenged	to	think	beyond	both	the	omnipotent	designer	and	the	
obsession	with	products,	objects,	and	things”	to	see	design	as	a	more	
collaborative	effort	with	a	diversity	of	stakeholders	and	competences.	To	
this	end,	design	is	also	recognized	as	a	natural	human	instinct	and	not	
merely	a	professional	distinction	(Norton	2012;	Manzini	2015;	Cross	
2011).	Gatt	and	Ingold	(2013:139)	write	that	design	“distinguishes	even	
the	most	inept	of	human	makers	from	the	most	accomplished	of	animals.”	
Cross	(2011:4)	writes	that	“design	ability	used	to	be	somehow	a	collective	
or	shared	ability,	and	it	is	only	in	fairly	recent	times	that	the	ability	to	
design	has	been	regarded	as	a	kind	of	exceptional	talent.”	Furthermore,	
Manzini	(2015)	discusses	how	the	terms	‘design’	and	‘designer’	are	now	
used	to	describe	a	way	of	thinking	and	behaving	well	beyond	what	has	
been	traditionally	acknowledged,	resulting	in	a	range	of	meanings	and	
misunderstandings.		

	 As	social	organizations	grow	and	become	more	flexible,	members	
cultivate	their	design	capacity.	They	are	adopting	what	Manzini	refers	to	
as	a	“diffuse	design”	mode,	or	design	by	non-experts	using	a	natural	
designing	ability	(Manzini	2015).	Ultimately	this	shift	will	require	better	
frameworks	for	collaboration	(Manzini	2015;	Akama,	Stuedahl,	and	van	
Zyl	2015)	in	order	for	design	to	“disrupt	its	own	power.”	(Akama,	
Stuedahl	van	Zyl	2015:142)	“Where	the	‘design’	enterprise	can	be	
extraneous,	paradoxical	and	linearly	inclined,”	design	anthropology	and	
participatory	design	“must	problematise	within	its	discipline	and	
methodological	approaches	toward	complexities	of	social	processes	of	
change,”	to	engage	with	cultural	resistance	and	conflict,	and	to	embrace	
failure	(Akama,	Stuedahl	van	Zyl	2015:144).	Akama,	Stuedahl	and	van	Zyl	
(2015)	further	consider	“design	disruptions”	as	inherent	stress	that	
comes	with	changes	caused	by	design	interventions	when	values,	
emotions,	mindsets	and	expectations	are	not	aligned.		

In	order	to	move	forward	in	a	more	socially	minded	way,	
designers	will	need	to	recognize	these	issues,	and,	ultimately,	a	more	
reflexive	approach	to	the	‘designer’	title	will	be	necessary	to	create	a	
more	socially	inclusive	process.	In	contexts	of	urban	renewal,	designers	
can	develop	greater	awareness	of	what	the	field	has	traditionally	
prioritized	and	the	aesthetic	implications	of	how	design	affects	people’s	
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sense	of	place	and	access.	Designers	could	bring	to	their	work	a	greater	
sensitivity	to	how	visual	communication,	through	professional	design	
aesthetics,	can	signal	gentrification	through	architectural	materials,	color,	
signage,	and	printed	elements,	and	the	ways	that	these	factors	exclude	
residents	and	other	stakeholders	while	encouraging	outside	investment	
and	patronage.	It	is	expected	that	the	“planned	shrinkage”	of	the	Detroit	
Future	City	Plan	will	disproportionately	affect	the	city’s	poorest	and	most	
isolated	residents	and	is	therefore	a	form	of	“racialized	spatial	injustice”	
(Clement	and	Kanai	2015;	Kirkpatrick	2015).	It	would	bode	well	for	
designers	to	engage	in	these	discourses	and	recognize	the	complicit	role	
of	design	as	a	driver	of	displacement.	While	greater	“reflexivity”	may	help	
to	shift	the	title	and	meaning	of	designer,	design	anthropology	can	also	
help	designers	to	articulate	the	significance	of	shared	“ways	of	knowing”	
and	shared	“futuring”	in	social	design	process.	This	next	sub-section	
explores	this	idea	further.	

	

Social	Design	Process	and	‘New	Ways	of	Knowing’	

Where	participatory	design	meets	design	anthropology,	design’s	
orientations	towards	material	interventions	and	future-making	(Otto	and	
Smith	2013;	Akama,	Stuedahl	and	van	Zyl	2015;	Akama,	Pink,	and	
Fergusson	2015;	Kjærsgaard	and	Boer	2015)	meet	anthropology’s	
inherent	interest	in	the	past	(Gatt	and	Ingold	2013),	the	evolution	of	
culture	and	the	human	experience.	Beyond	ethnography,	design	
anthropology	offers	a	future-orientated	methodology.	Design	
anthropology	engages	with	design	activities	as	a	form	of	inquiry	into	
“emerging	worlds	and	possible,	potential	alternatives”	(Akama,	Stuedahl	
and	van	Zyl	2015:132).	This	bringing	together	offers	an	“ethnography	of	
the	possible”	through	a	temporal	trajectory	of	past,	present,	and	future	
(Stuedahl	2015).	Design	anthropology	removes	a	clear-cut	correlation	
between	a	future	orientation	and	a	past	orientation,	and	instead	offers	an	
intertwining	of	multiple	spatio-temporal	orientations	and	alternative	
perceptions	of	time	framed	by	multiple	histories	and	“diverse	
manifestations	of	the	possible”	(Anusas	and	Harkness	2014:11).	In	the	
ways	that	anthropologists	work	and	study	with	other	people,	they	
become	immersed	in	an	environment	of	“joint	activity”	of	experiencing	
the	world	and	other	possibilities	of	being	and	doing	(Ingold	2008;	Light	
2015).	Furthermore,	anthropologists	are	in	the	unique	position	of	
translating	various	worldviews	of	project	participants	because	they	have	
the	opportunity	to	collaborate	across	sectors,	to	act	within	multiple	
realities	(McCabe	and	Briody	2016),	bring	material	form	to	invisible	
cultural	factors	and	forces	(Stuedahl	2015),	and	ground	what	might	
otherwise	feel	abstract.	

Halse	and	Boffi	(2014)	propose	that	design	interventions	can	be	a	
form	of	inquiry	into	new	phenomena	that	has	yet	to	be	articulated	both	



Journal	of	Business	Anthropology,	7(2),	Autumn	2018	
	

	222	

conceptually	and	physically.	Design	activities	produce	artifacts	like	
sketches,	models,	service	blueprints,	and	more	that	“carry	traces”	of	
ethnographic	inquiry	including	empathy,	open-endedness,	and	
situatedness	(Halse	and	Boffi	2014:4).	By	bringing	“new	ways	of	
knowing”	to	the	design	process,	design	anthropology	can	challenge	
common	understandings	of	how	success	and	failure	are	shaped,	how	
timeframes	and	time	expenditure	are	viewed	and	how	productivity	is	
measured.	Design	anthropology	can	also	challenge	how	imbalances	of	
power	and	control	are	recognized,	and	how	trust	is	established	and	
sustained	over	time.	New	interpretations	and	experiences	of	time	(i.e.	
“fast	time”	vs.	“slow	time”)	are	needed	to	successfully	link	people,	places,	
and	products	through	layers	of	meaning	(Manzini	2015:25)	and	to	inform	
the	tempo	and	cadence	of	creative	production.		

	 Returning	to	Detroit	as	an	example,	social	movement	organizing	
can	illustrate	how	consideration	of	time	and	“new	ways	of	knowing”	could	
inform	a	social	design	process	and	align	with	existing	mental	models	of	
social	change.	Stemming	from	Detroit’s	history	of	Civil	Rights	and	Black	
Labor	Union	organizing	and	the	Black	Power	Movement,	many	Black	
Detroiters	today	continue	efforts	towards	social	movement	and	
community	organizing.	Amidst	urban	renewal,	new	members	of	the	Black	
Power	Movement	formed	New	Era	Detroit	to	work	on	neighborhood	
programs	and	mobilize	to	strengthen	and	support	Black	communities	in	
Detroit	(Warikoo	2015;	New	Era	Detroit).	The	James	and	Grace	Lee	Boggs	
Center	to	Nurture	Community	Leadership	continue	to	mobilize	and	
implement	new	models	towards	transformational	change	and	community	
sustainability.	The	Boggs	Center,	founded	in	1995	in	honor	of	the	Civil	
Rights	activists	James	and	Grace	Lee	Boggs,	has	extensive	alliances	with	
community	groups	and	food	cooperatives	across	the	city	and	an	
elementary	school	that	was	founded	in	2013	(The	Boggs	Center,	
McFadden	2015).	Since	1992	they	have	hosted	the	Detroit	Summer	youth	
program	that	draws	volunteers	from	all	over	the	country	to	repair	homes,	
paint	murals,	organize	music	festivals,	build	community	gardens,	and	
participate	in	intergenerational	and	peer	dialogues	(The	Boggs	Center,	
McFadden	2015).	Grace	Lee	Boggs,	who	passed	away	in	2015	at	the	age	of	
100,	has	been	internationally	recognized	for	her	book	The	Next	American	
Revolution:	Sustainable	Activism	for	the	Twenty-First	Century,	which	she	
co-published	with	Scott	Kurashige	in	2012.	In	the	face	of	inequality	and	
poverty	in	Detroit,	the	authors	advocate	that	“another	world	is	possible”	
(Boggs	and	Kurashige	2012:20).	In	the	book,	Boggs	and	Kurashige	stress	a	
mission	of	transformational	change	in	small	but	impactful	ways.	In	the	
introduction	Kurashige	writes:	

What	we	must	see	in	Detroit	is	the	prospect	of	living	radically	
differently,	when	necessity	and	possibility	combine	to	facilitate	
the	beginning	of	a	rupture	with	a	culture	of	the	industrial	age.	
Since	traditional	forms	of	politics	(including	ostensibly	
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oppositional	forms)	have	failed	so	fantastically	in	Detroit,	a	
qualitatively	different	kind	of	activism	has	taken	root	in	the	city,	
epitomized	by	organizations	such	as	the	youth	leadership	
movement,	Detroit	Summer.	Their	work	may	appear	small	scale	
and	the	change	they	bring	incremental:	here	a	mural;	there	a	
community	garden;	a	collection	of	poems	for	songs	documenting	
the	ideas	of	youth.	But	what	they	foster	is	an	enduring	spirit	of	
humanism….”	(Boggs	and	Kurashige	2012:17).	

Kurashige’s	description	of	Detroit	Summer	aligns	well	with	
participatory	design	approaches.	The	example	of	Detroit	Summer	is	
framed	as	a	prototype	in	an	iterative	process	(small	and	incremental,	a	
thing	here,	a	thing	there)	that	provides	material	evidence	of	an	
exploration	in	future-making	(the	beginning	of	the	rupture	and	
humanism).	Furthermore,	as	an	ongoing,	iterative	process,	the	work	is	not	
project-bound	or	budget-bound.	As	a	summer	program,	the	work	belongs	
to	a	fluid,	moving	set	of	participants	of	all	ages.	The	description	
communicates	confidence	in	undefined,	unprescribed,	and	exploratory	
ways	of	working	and	argues	that	it	is	necessary	to	do	so.	They	write:		

We	must	move	toward	a	future	lacking	a	clear-cut	blueprint	of	
what	is	to	be	done	and	shedding	a	dogmatic	sense	of	the	eternal	
truth	but	carrying	with	us	a	shared	sense	of	the	awarenesss,	
values,	methods,	and	relationships	necessary	to	navigate	these	
uncharted	waters.	(Boggs	and	Kurashige	2012:21).	

This	excerpt	typifies	how	Kurashige,	Boggs,	and	the	members	of	
the	Boggs	Center	are	approaching	future-making	with	an	understanding	
that	a	map	does	not	yet	exist	(uncharted	waters,	no	blueprint).	As	a	form	
of	participatory	design,	they	indicate	that	future-making	will	be	an	
exploration	in	“new	ways	of	knowing”	through	shared	awareness	and	
relationships.	Both	excerpts	illustrate	that	the	Boggs	Center	approach	to	
future-making	is	unbounded	and	holistic.	Detroit	is	seen	as	“a	prospect”	in	
living	radically	differently,	as	a	way	to	materially,	spatially,	and	
interactively	engage	with	“the	future”	through	building	things,	spaces,	and	
dialogues.	The	approach	is	also	in	some	ways	scale-less.	What	is	seen	as	
small	and	incremental	materially	is	big	and	continuous	socially.	

The	ideas	presented	in	this	text	are	reinforced	by	much	of	the	
writing	on	The	Boggs	Center	website,	in	their	newsletter,	and	in	
conversations	I	have	had	with	their	members.	I	see	these	approaches	in	
stark	contrast	to	the	backdrop	of	the	planning	and	community	
engagement	efforts	leading	up	to	Detroit	Future	City	Plan.	The	two	
examples	show	how	differently	participation	can	be	understood	in	terms	
of	approaches,	expectations,	and	duration.	Theoretically	and	materially,	
the	future-making	of	The	Boggs	Center	is	more	radically	humanistic	and	
participatory	and	illustrates	how	inclusion	is	framed	in	social	movement	
organizing.	This	next	section	builds	on	this	idea	by	suggesting	that	a	
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longer-term,	slower,	and	less	structured	approach	may	help	shift	(or	set)	
expectations	of	social	design	process.	

	

Social	Design	Process	and	“Embedded-ness”	

In	the	well-known	book	Rules	for	Radicals	(1971),	Saul	Alinsky	discusses	
the	importance	of	a	deep	social	commitment	when	it	comes	to	social	
movement	and	community	organizing.	His	strategies	have	implications	
for	the	practice	of	the	social	design	process	because	his	approach	is	
inherently	rooted	in	first	establishing	trust	in	order	to	move	forward	with	
a	project	or	program.	He	writes,	“I	know	that	in	a	community,	working	as	
an	organizer,	I	have	unlimited	patience	in	listening	to	and	talking	to	the	
local	residents.	Any	organizer	must	have	this	patience”	(Alinsky	1971:68).	
He	adds	that,	“in	the	beginning,	the	organizer	must	establish	his	identity	
or,	putting	it	another	way,	get	his	license	to	operate”	(Alinsky	1971:98).	
He	must	be	able	to	“meet	the	question,	‘Who	asked	you	to	come	in	here?’	
with	the	answer,	‘You	did.’”	(Alinsky	1971:101)	Alinsky’s	strategy	
suggests	that	time	is	necessary	to	be	accepted	as	part	of	the	fabric	of	a	
community	—	that	comradeship	is	necessary	for	socially	transformative	
work	to	take	shape.		

	 Similar	advice	has	been	expressed	with	regard	to	participatory	
design.	As	Reason	(2004)	writes,	“participation	is	a	delicate	matter.	It	is	
clearly	not	possible	to	simply	enter	a	community	and	announce	that	we	
are	all	going	to	participate”	(Reason	2004:271).	Barab	et	al.	(2004:255)	
write	about	how	they	“learned	to	listen	first	and	then	talk,	placing	
emphasis	on	establishing	trust,	respect,	and	shared	intention	rather	than	
simply	imposing	an	instructional	design…design	became	an	outgrowth	of	
healthy	relationships,	as	opposed	to	our	relationships	being	an	outgrowth	
of	good	design.”	Alinsky’s	advice	to	organizing	and	Reason	and	Barab	et	
al.’s	approach	to	participatory	design	is	indicative	of	a	slower,	more	
embedded	approach	to	address	the	roots	of	social	injustices	that	are	
imposed	through	spatial	and	governmental	controls	(Low	2011)	and	in	
the	urban	design	and	planning	process.	Akama,	Pink,	and	Fergusson	
(2015)	suggest	that	“entanglement,”	or	a	dissolving	of	boundaries,	
between	design	and	anthropology	underpins	the	commitment	to	creating	
a	shared	theoretical	and	conceptual	foundation.	This	type	of	commitment	
requires	a	longitudinal	look	and	a	long-term	approach.	Blomberg	and	
Karasti’s	(2015)	description	of	“co-realization”	also	engages	with	a	
longer-term	investigation	and	study	of	systems	in	use.	Co-realization	
takes	a	“being	there”	approach	that	encourages	spontaneous	interactions,	
a	shared	practice	and	ongoing	dialogue	between	users	and	designers.	
Blomberg	and	Karasti	explain:	

It	[co-realizaton]	starts	from	the	observation	that	the	full	
implications	of	a	new	system	for	work	practices	cannot	be	
grasped	by	studying	the	work	as	it	is	now,	but	will	only	be	
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revealed	in	and	through	the	systems	subsequent	use.	(2015:398).		

While	participatory	design	as	an	activity	may	not	continue	on	past	
early	prototyping,	co-realization	is	described	as	a	way	to	develop	an	
ongoing	relation	to	changes	brought	about	by	a	new	design.	

	 My	own	ongoing	partnerships	in	my	neighborhood	of	Jefferson-
Chalmers	in	Detroit	is	helpful	in	illustrating	how	the	value	of	design	
anthropology	as	“slow-ness”	and	“embedded-ness”	can	bring	continuity,	
consistency,	and	commitment	to	the	social	design	process.	Most	of	my	
work	has	been	in	support	of	four	neighborhood-based	organizations.	
Financially	supported	by	my	university	position	and	a	private	practice,	I	
have	the	benefit	of	offering	an	open-ended	commitment	and	pro-bono	
design	services.	I	have	assisted	in	the	organizing	and	hosting	of	numerous	
community	building	activities,	events	and	fundraisers	where,	among	
other	creative	tasks,	I	facilitate	arts	and/or	crafts	projects	for	children	
and	teenagers.	I	have	also	led	the	planning	for	a	children’s	art	show,	at	the	
request	of	one	of	my	partners,	and	a	photography	exhibit	to	raise	
awareness	about	parks	usage.	I	have	supported	three	of	these	
organizations	on	visions	for	indoor	and	outdoor	public	spaces	for	the	
neighborhood	and	have	provided	architectural	renderings,	landscape	
plans,	graphic	design,	promotional	materials,	website	design,	after-school	
programming	support,	business	plan	writing,	and	grant	writing	support.		

As	a	resident,	I	have	experienced	the	community	engagement	
demands	of	outside	organizations	and	planning	efforts	looking	for	input	
from	residents.	While	these	events	bring	attention	to	issues	and	resources	
to	the	neighborhood,	I	have	recognized	a	disconnectedness	in	the	agendas	
of	community	charrettes	hosted	by	design	and	planning	professionals,	
where	participants	are	documented	and	surveyed,	our	opinions,	
preferences,	desires	extracted,	and	we	are	encouraged	to	attend	multiple	
meetings	in	order	to	remain	in	the	process.	I	have	also	seen	students	
arrive	for	a	week	or	two,	with	their	own	grant	money	to	interview,	
observe,	and	learn	from	community	leaders	who	are	not	financially	
compensated	for	their	time.	Projects	are	sometimes	left	unfinished.	The	
backdrop	of	these	events	is	a	neighborhood	that	is	experiencing	
significant	change.	In	2016,	the	neighborhood	received	a	historic	
designation	(Benedetti	2016)	and	in	April	of	2017	a	RFP	(request	for	
proposal)	for	a	Neighborhood	Development	and	Implementation	Plan	
(City	of	Detroit,	Office	of	Contracting	and	Procurement).	One	of	the	
projects	I	have	been	supporting	for	two	and	a	half	years	will	be	directly	
affected	by	this	implementation	plan.	Recently,	at	a	fundraiser,	a	woman	
said	to	me,	“I	love	your	neighborhood,	but	I	am	waiting	for	it	to	gentrify.”	I	
did	not	probe,	but	my	assumption	was	that,	in	her	declaration	of	waiting	
for	gentrification,	her	“love”	for	the	neighborhood	referred	to	the	
architectural	distinctness	found	in	the	neighborhood,	riverfront	access	
and	possibly	the	historic	designation.	She	was	not	referring	to	the	current	
Black	senior	citizen	majority,	many	living	on	fixed	or	low	incomes	that	
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make	up	the	distinctly	human	value	of	the	neighborhood.		

	 In	support	of	“embedded-ness,”	all	of	these	experiences	(and	
challenges)	have	radically	reshaped	my	ways	of	knowing,	my	approaches	
to	creative	collaboration,	and	my	commitment	to	community	
partnerships.	I	see	this	as	working	design	anthropologically,	not	in	the	
formal	sense	of	fieldwork	ethnography,	but	with	a	great	sensitivity	to	how	
sense-of-place-ness	informs	my	work,	my	capacity	as	a	creative	person,	
and	the	types	of	roles	that	I	can	best	play	in	the	realizations	of	their	
visions.	

	

Conclusion	

While	the	language	of	“participation”,	“empathy”,	and	“inclusiveness”	
shapes	social	design	process	today,	more	deeply	anthropological	
approaches	can	help	deliver	more	substantially	on	these	promises.	
Bannon	and	Ehn	(2012)	assert	that	as	design	moves	from	spaces	of	
consumer	products	to	developing	services,	systems,	and	environments	
that	support	sustainability,	design	is	more	broadly	recognized	as	a	
process	for	radical	change.	In	places	like	Detroit	that	are	negotiating	
conditions	of	gentrification,	radical	change	needs	to	be	defined	and	
created	by	the	communities	themselves.	Familiar	frameworks	of	design	
thinking	and	human-centered	design	may	not	be	enough.	Designers	may	
find	it	necessary	to	engage	with	more	radical	approaches	that	assertively	
challenge	the	identity	of	design,	the	designer,	and	notions	of	“success”	in	
the	design	process.	Design	has	the	opportunity	to	move	further	beyond	
collaboration	and	empathy	to	collectivism,	and	what	Hillgren	et	al.	(2016)	
refer	to	as	‘agonism’	and	‘commoning'	as	ways	to	embrace	plurality,	
mobilize	marginal	actors,	bring	together	different	voices,	and	push	for	
equal	and	mutual	ownership.	

I	have	attempted	to	illustrate	here	that	in	contexts	of	urban	
renewal,	design	anthropology	as	social	design	process	can	provide	an	
alternative	to	current	design	approaches	and	practices.	It	can	do	this	by	
resisting	the	spatiotemporal	factors	that	reinforce	conditions	of	
inequality	in	design	and	the	design	process.	Social	design	may	move	from	
social	impact	to	social	transformation.	It	may	also	lead	to	a	re-valuing	of	
the	immaterial	human	bonds	that	are	critical	to	radical	social	change.	For	
design	to	make	this	shift	will	require	that	design	education	and	design	
degree	programs	begin	to	adapt	curricula	away	from	the	traditional	visual	
arts	foundation	and	become	more	interdisciplinary	and	collaborative	and	
engage	more	intimately	with	social	work,	social	sciences,	and	the	
humanities.	Design	education	may	involve	a	more	flexible	and	fluid	
expectation	of	design	production	where	an	end	product	of	design	may	not	
exist,	but	where	new,	more	social	approaches	can	inform	new	futures	for	
the	profession.	
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