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Abstract 
  In a context of disruptive innovation, Design takes on new roles which place it in a different position 
compared to the practices of the last decade and it must face the new context, with the necessity of rethinking 
its methodologies to be able to manage the changes. 
  Transition Design draws on approaches from the social sciences to understand the social roots of wicked 
problems, and places different stakeholder concerns and co-design/collaboration at the heart of the problem-
solving process. Wicked problems are systems problems that exist within large, socio-technical systems and 
therefore require new problem-solving approaches. Rather than a fixed, systematised process, the Transition 
Design Framework provides a logic for bringing together an evolving set of practices relevant to designing 
for systems level change (Irwin, 2018).  
  Speculative Design underlines the importance of designing futuristic scenarios, users and artefacts, starting 
from the phenomena and innovations taking place in the present, with the aim of nurturing critical thinking 
and shared knowledge about these. 
  The aim of the paper is to highlight a new series of design practises, which are able to broaden the audience 
of actors who must be involved in these to understand the present in order to shape better futures, and to 
show a history of case studies of useful transition and speculative tools. 
  We want to broaden the concepts which lie behind the grammar of these tools to enhance the debate about 
the necessity of even more inclusive practices to create a good practice for transition and speculative Design. 
 
Introduction 
  The way our modern society has been developing along parameters of economic and demographic growth, 
specialisation and optimisation, efficiency and planned innovation no longer produces the kind of social 
innovation, sustainability, and quality of life we aspire (Loorbach, 2010).   
  Within the Design discipline, there has been a growing attention for the role of Design in addressing issues 
which do not concern the traditional processes and fields of competences (Mulder & Loorbach, 2018).  
  If we look more broadly to the role of Design in the context of societal challenges, we do see a large 
number of niches in which design thinking, design expertise, or designers are working in a completely 
different way: outside in, reflexively, facilitating social innovation as a transition toward better rethought 
futures (Mulder & Loorbach, 2018). 
  Upon the Design disciplines that tries to look into the future speculative Design could represent one of the 
methodologies to be able to previously shape the transitions, anticipating and catching the characteristics of 
the 4P futures we would like to be able to understand and design[1].  
  Speculative Design deals with the transposition of ideas and themes from the scientific and technological 
area into artefacts and communication means. It founds its own methodology in the projection of socio-
cultural trends over time, studies about the future (Kelliher, 2015) and techno-scientific researches, with the 
aim of favouring the development of critical thinking about the present in the user. (M. Malpass, 2017). 
 
Transition design 
  During the Transition Design Symposium in 2016 Mulder and Loorbach (2018) highlighted a series of 
characteristics that the new paradigm of Design should have: the design expertise needs to be rethought and 
address reflexivity and sensitivity as increasing important values. 
  The objects are increasingly used as boundary objects enabling collaborative framing. It is no longer what 
Design can do, but the value of Design needs to be evidenced by its impact.  
  So it’s evident that Design should be done as a collaborative process in which it embraces societal 
challenges and corresponding complexity[2]. 
  It is desirable to embed Design in other disciplines rather than expanding the design disciplines along the 
path, and so, the role of designers should be rethought as a facilitator of innovation. The shift should happen 
in the concept of design actions, not anymore Design-driven, but collective-driven, passing from human-
centred to citizen empowerment, creating a co-design network which demonstrates a sustainable relationship 
(Mulder & Loorbach, 2018).  
  Deepening this concept, we would like to add that maybe the most preferable scenario should be not only 
citizen empowerment, but even more environment centred, understanding that human kind, like any other 
living things, is just a single part of the single complexities which are strictly interconnected with each 



others. 
  Lockton and Candy put emphasis on practises and tools useful when trying to design for transition: one of 
the most fruitfully catalytic organizing concepts for modular collections of knowledge parlays the component 
pattern into a designerly aggregate, such as a pattern language (Lockton & Candy, 2019).  
  This practice, called New Metaphors, shows the necessity for the creation of even more transition and 
participatory tools to better address the aims of the methodology itself, which should be able to include in the 
best possible way every different actors and knowledges involved in the referred processes.  
  Mindset has been a core component of transition Design (Irwin, et al., 2015), as Imaginaries at societal-
level or shared visions of global issues. Along with more individual or small-group scale notions we can find 
mental models, mental imagery, associations, metaphors, and so on  (Lockton & Candy, 2019). 
  Hill uses the term Dark Matter specifically to refer to what makes it difficult for installations to scale. So in 
designing for transitions it is worth reflecting on the circularity of the endeavours we are engaged in (Hill, 
2012). 
  Backcasting should be intended as a lens of approach which could be used to try to reason backward in 
exploratory fashion from any posited future outcome. This is the heart of a scenario generation process 
which elaborates generic images of the future, where the narrative pathways examined are the most divergent 
set of trajectories possible (Lockton & Candy, 2019).  
  In the following paragraphs there will be shown a tool that is used to create present scenarios, objects and 
services from a picture of possible futures. 
  Experiential futures refers to a set of approaches to make alternative futures present. Experiential futures 
seeks to collapse this distance, rendering absent, and abstract futures cognitively and culturally tractable 
(Lockton & Candy, 2019). 
 
Transition vs Strategy 
  The complexity and the interconnected nature of today's projects necessarily require a deep and multipolar 
exploration, rather than search immediate for a solution (Cross and Dorst, 2001). 
  Mozota, while stating the four strengths of Design (as a differentiator, as an integrator, as a transformer, and 
as a business model) concludes that each of these contributes to creating value, while problems and solutions 
are fragmented (Mozota, 2006).  
  In the literature concerning Design-driven innovation, the importance of the involvement of different 
stakeholders is repeatedly emphasized. Some authors promote the involvement of external stakeholders, who 
nominate performers, in order to feed disruptive innovation (Norman and Verganti, 2014). Manzini states 
that Design can take on different roles in a context of co-planning, both as an activator of the innovation 
process and as a facilitator of co-creation activities (Manzini, 2015).  
  In the literature of the sector it is repeatedly emphasized that the value of Design is fundamental to innovate 
sectors other than the reference one: Martin, Yee and other authors present cases of companies and 
organizations that have been able and far-sighted enough to use typical design methodologies to innovate 
their business sectors (Martin, 2009; Yee et alii, 2017).  
  The aforementioned paragraphs show the strategic design characteristics, aims and methodology, 
highlighting its central role as a catalyzer of the design process in a field of complex and multidisciplinary 
projects, where every actors have peculiar skills and languages. 
  We can perceive a slight difference that exists between the strategic vision and the transition vision: in the 
strategic vision the integration of knowledges, skills and know-hows tends to bring to a leverage of them in 
order to create a common design-driven language.  
  Instead a more inclusive[3] vision which preserves, empowers and facilitates the peculiarity of every 
disciplines involved, in order to create a distributed and adaptive language, should be desiderable when 
addressing new complex issues. 
 
Speculative design 
  Speculative Design is one the branch of the new paradigm of Design that could be used as a tool for 
multipolar transitions towards different futures. 
  It works in two ways: as a practice, trying to look for progress in the world of innovation and transposing it 
into domestic life. Secondly, it is a methodology that serves to imagine a new present, proposing a wide 
range of visions and scenarios that are reflections of the time in which we live (M. Malpass, 2017). 
  Cameron Tonkinwise[4] defines speculative Design as a translator of strong visions of alternative futures in 
everyday life. The adjective speculative indicates its contextual and temporal function, which must favour 
debates around what may be preferable, in addition to what is already considered plausible, if not probable 



(Dunne & Raby, 2013).  
  In 2008 the Design and elastic mind exhibition[5] showed how the ability of Design is to see beyond things 
and how it could be the starting point of scientific research, generating a fertile fusion of these disciplines 
(Johnson, 2011; Wilson, 2010). This ambivalent relationship can be demonstrated in the use of speculative 
Design as a communication tool for Science: to spread scientific knowledge - action which must be 
democratic- in a safe, and proactive manner towards those who are not fully aware. On the other hand, 
Science can become a source of knowledge, of themes and topics able to support Design work: speculative 
Design must become a regular source of visions focused not only on Science Fiction, but also, on 
Environmental and Social Science Fiction, trying to provide images on the repercussions that certain 
innovations can have in the daily life (Ashley, 2011) not only of human beings, but of all living things.  
  The practice of speculative Design can be placed among the methodology of critical Design (Dunne & 
Raby, 2013) and therefore presents itself as a form of problem setting methodology rather than problem 
solving. Galloway states that Design has the role to give life to debates, and notes that the best chance for a 
critical intervention lies in taking an active part in dealing with shared issues, even if this may mean to not 
solve the problems (Galloway, 2007).  
  Like any Design practice, even speculative Design has useful tools for the development of the different 
phases of the process[6]. They can be divided into various categories, depending on the purpose they 
assume: there are research and analysis tools, meta-design tool used for the construction of scenarios 
(Schultz et alii, 2012), contexts, users, needs and future problems, such as polar graphs and 4 or 6 axis 
matrices, able to define, generate, and deepen a plausible contextualization.  
  Storytelling and design fiction[7] (Bleecker, 2012) are the tools mostly used to make the designed content 
visible to the public. Among the techniques used to support the narration, there are the creation of physical 
artefacts through rapid prototyping, and of communicative artefacts (Davies & Sarpong, 2013).  
  We can say that, given the nature of the issues typically analysed and described by speculative projects, it is 
very close to the politics, in the more general meaning of the term (Candy, 2010). It deals with themes that 
are also important for speculative Design (Ericson & Mazé, 2011). 
  In this logic, aware of the fact that the political activity should be conducted by each person made part of it, 
speculative Design has opened up to a wider public, using typical tools and methods of participatory 
Design[8] (Sanders, 2002), and including the possible end users of its outputs in the generation of scenarios 
and in the planning activities. 
 
Tool Case Studies 
  In this part we want to show two case studies of tools used to practice transition and speculative Design. 
  The first one is called Things from the future[9] and it was designed by Situation Lab[10]. The tool is 
designed as a game card and it can be used by small groups. The object of the game is to come up with the 
most entertaining and thought-provoking descriptions of hypothetical objects from different near, medium, 
and long-term futures, through the help of the different types of cards, divided into three categories: the first 
one describes the future with an adjective, the second one indicates a concrete but general 
product/service/system and the third one instead highlights what the product/service/system should be related 
to. 
  The last card asks to design and explain in details what the objects are: so a sentence from the three cards 
could be: “In a green future, there is a festival related to health. What is it?”.  The first card has to be picked 
in a casual way, instead the second and the third are chosen by two defined players. 
  The tool is designed for supporting conversation. Organizations around the world are using the game to 
explore future possibilities relevant to their missions. Its core reside in the ability to simply generate a vast 
amount of scenarios useful to start a dialogue between different stakeholders (Candy, 2018).  
  In reference to the game Candy said that thinking about medium, and long-term futures in a granular way is 
not easy. The future is not just where all hope lives, it's where our fears live too, so a game can offer a more 
psychologically accessible on-ramp for venturing into those places (Candy, 2018). 
  The second tool presented is the Actionable Futures Toolkit developed by Nordkapp[11], a modular set of 
tools that can be run in various ways, from a general tool to discover and ideate futures into a premeditated, 
repeated and ever focusing exercise to build a vision on one or more areas. The toolkit can also be used to 
bring transparency and alignment to any organization through repeated exercises. 
  The Actionable Futures Toolkit consists of three parts: worldbuilding, predictive analysis, and the optimal 
futures. 
  During the first phase it is asked to the participants to choose one between six mega-trends in relation to the 
given design theme, and then to analyse the two in relation with time, highlighting what is incumbents, 



established, hot right now, and the next big thing. The second part of the first phase consists in clarifying the 
system actors dividing them into decision makers, changemakers and stakeholders. The third and last part 
instead deals with the motivations which are political, economic, socio-cultural, technological, legal, and 
ethical. 
  The second phase consists of three parts which are called Pre-mortem, Anti-futures, and Problem → 
Solution. In the first it is asked to explore and verbalise the future intents and aspirations; in the second one 
the participants have to clarify, back from the far future to the present, what are the key events along the way 
that lead us there, both positive and negative, and where and why things nearly do go wrong. The third part 
consists in converting up to five anti-futures into possible solutions through stories or mini-scenarios. 
  The third and last phase is also divided into three parts: Vision of the Future, in which the participants have 
to write down the ideas for the futures that act as seeds for concepts; Five-star Futures, in which it is asked to 
define for each futures the what, why, for whom, and what does success look like, rating them from one to 
five stars; Urgency Matrix, divided into four parts (clockwise: Act long term, Act now, Be aware, and Ok to 
dismiss), which the participants have to fill mapping the five futures in it, identifying which are the values, 
strengths, opportunities and weaknesses.  
 
Conclusion 
  As stated before the aim of this paper is to define and show practises and methodologies which move away 
from the traditional paradigm of Design as a discipline in strict relationship only with the field of technique 
and technology. 
  While addressing complex issues which do not regard only companies and business oriented actors, it is 
necessary to shift from a strategic point of view, which tends to integrate the different knowledges, to a 
transitional point of view, which tries instead to include the different knowledges fundamental to address 
wicked issues, which concern the collectivity. 
  To achieve the desirable results it is necessary to develop, starting from the existing ones, such the two 
presented in the previous pages, some meta-tools which should be used to enhance the dialogue between the 
different actors involved, trying to increase the fluidity of the dialogue itself, including in the most preferable 
and democratic way every fundamental piece of the process, enabling them to show and use their best skills 
in the right moment. 
  Ultimately, and in conjunction with what has been written previously, the practice of transition and 
speculative Design could deepen the relationship with the world of scientific disciplines, transforming them 
from a simple basin in which to seize themes and design cues, to a germinating bi-directionality: for Science 
Design could become a tool of projected communication of innovations, discoveries and advances and 
therefore a tool to interface with a public less aware than the sector's employees. It would become, in the 
same way that technology is and was, alongside with the environment and sociality, one of the three 
cornerstones of these branches of the discipline.  
 
Notes 
[1] Possible, plausible, probable, and preferable futures are the four kind of future firstly highlighted by Hancock and Bezold in 1994. 
[2] This complexity needs to be embraced on three levels: the level of society itself, the level of the problems facing our society, and 
the level of dealing with these problems, rather than dealing with them. 
[3] Integration is the incorporation into society or an organisation of individuals of different groups, while inclusion means that this 
individual has the same rights, access and choices as everyone else in a community. In the same way the integration of knowledges 
tends to leverage these at the same level, while the inclusion of them wants to keep their main values without losing their peculiarity. 
[4] Cameron Tonkinwise is a professor at the University of technology in Sydney. He is the director of the Design innovation 
research centre in the same university.  
[5] The exhibition was curated by Paola Antonelli and Patricia Vecchierini. For further information cfr website 
https://www.moma.org/interactives/exhibitions/2008/elasticmind/ [accessed 20/02/2020]. 
[6] For further information cfr website https://speculativeedu.eu/ [accessed 20/02/2020]. 
[7] Design fiction is a Design practice aiming at exploring and criticising possible futures by creating provocative scenarios, narrated 
through Design tools. It is a way to facilitate and foster debates. 
[8] For further information cfr website http://dlrtoolkit.com/participatory-design/. [accessed 20/02/2020]. 
[9] For further information cfr website http://situationlab.org/project/the-thing-from-the-future/ [accessed 20/02/2020]. 
[10] Established by Stuart Candy from Carnegie Mellon, and Jeff Watson from the University of Southern California. For further 
information cfr website https://situationlab.org/ [accessed 20/02/2020]. 
[11] For further information cfr website https://futures.nordkapp.fi/ [accessed 20/02/2020]. 
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