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Fundamental change at every level of our society is 
needed to address the issues confronting us in 
the 21st century. Climate change, loss of biodiversity, 
depletion of natural resources and the widening 
gap between rich and poor are just a few of the 
‘wicked problems’ that require new approaches to 
problem solving.

Transition Design acknowledges that we are living in ‘transitional times’. It takes as its 
central premise the need for societal transitions to more sustainable futures and 
argues that design has a key role to play in these transitions. It applies an understanding 
of the interconnectedness of social, economic, political and natural systems to address 
problems at all levels of spatiotemporal scale in ways that improve quality of life. 
Transition Design advocates the reconception of entire lifestyles, with the aim of making 
them more place-based, convivial and participatory and harmonizing them with 
the natural environment. Transition Design focuses on the need for ‘cosmopolitan local-
ism’, (Manzini 2009; Sachs 1999) a lifestyle that is place-based and regional, yet global 
in its awareness and exchange of information and technology.

Everyday life is viewed as a potentially powerful, transformative space (Lefebvre 1984; 
Gardiner 2000) where transition designers explore ways in which basic human needs are 
satisfied locally, within economies that exist to meet those needs (Max-Neef 1992; Illich 
1987; Kamenetsky 1992). This is in contrast to the dominant economic paradigm that is pred-
icated upon unbridled growth and an imperative to maximize profit (Korten 1999. 2010; 
Mander 2012; Douthwaite 1996). 

Transition designers are temporally aware and design for the ‘long now’ (Brand 1999). 
They draw on knowledge and wisdom from the past to conceive solutions in the present 
with future generations in mind. They study how large sociotechnical transitions 
have manifested throughout history (Geels 2010; Grin, Rotmans, Schot 2010; Shove and Walker 2007) 
and draw on the wisdom of pre-industrial indigenous societies who lived and designed 
sustainably in-place for generations (Brown 2013; Papanek 1995; Whitt 2001). 



The transition to sustainable futures calls for new ways of designing that are based 
upon a deep understanding of how to design for change and transition within complex 
systems (Irwin 2011). This knowledge and the new skillsets it will inform must be integrated 
from areas such as science, philosophy, psychology, social science, anthropology and 
the humanities and will therefore challenge existing design paradigms. Transition Design 
is conceived as a new area for design education, practice and research and is presented 
here as a proposal and invitation for further discussion and debate among educators, 
practitioners and researchers.

Origins of the Transition concept

The concept of transition is central to a variety of contemporary discourses and initiatives 
concerned with how change manifests and can be catalyzed and directed in complex 
systems. These discourses are found within academia, non-profit and community sectors 
but are often unrelated to each other or to the field of design. The concept of Transition 
Design acknowledges and draws from all of these approaches. It aspires to act as an 
integrative agent among them and educate a generation of designers qualified to work in 
transdisciplinary teams developing transition solutions. These approaches include:

Sociotechnical Transition Management Theory & Sustainability Transitions 
Originating in Northern Europe within the academic fields of Innovation Management 
and Technology Assessment, these theories focus on how societal transitons happen. 
These approaches have been used as practical tools by the Dutch Government to manage 
the radical transformation of the energy systems in the early 2000s. These theories 
represent the convergence of sustainable development research, technology forecasting, 
social ecological impact analysis and the fields of social history and construction 
of technology. They study the coevolution of technologies and their uses in order to 
conceive how innovations can be introduced into society to enable new ways of living 
and working. (Elzen et al 2005; Geels 2010; Grin et al 2010)

Transition Town Network 
Transition Towns was a community-based movement founded in Totnes, UK by Rob 
Hopkins in 2005. It has since grown into an international network of communities work-
ing to develop local resilience and autonomy and expand their capacity to respond and 
‘bounce back’ from external perturbations such as economic downturns, climate change 
or disruptions to energy systems. Transition Towns develop local food and energy sys-
tems, alternative currencies and support the development of local businesses. (Hopkins 
2008)

The Great Transition Initiative
The Great Transition was a term first used in 1964 by the economist and systems theorist 
Kenneth Boulding. In 1995 the Global Scenario Group began to produce a series of 
reports identifying multiple future-based planetary scenarios and strategies for change 
that could lead to the ‘Great Transition’ (improved quality of life, reduced poverty and 
inequity, human solidarity, enriched cultures and protection of the biosphere). In 2003 
the Tellus Institute lauched the Great Transition Initiative (GTI), an international network 
of more than 40 scholars and activists who seek to develop and mobilize a planet-wide 
citizens transition movement. The concept of the Great Transition has also been adopted 
by several leading think tanks such as the New Economics Foundation. (Raskin et al 2002)

Transitions in complex systems
‘Phase transition’ is a phenomenon that describes change within complex social and 
natural systems that are dynamic, non-linear, self-organizing and interdependent. 

>

Shared by most transition 

discourses is the contention 

that we need to step out 

of existing instiutional and 

epistemic boundaries if we 

truly want to envision the 

worlds and practices capable

of bringing about the signi-

ficant transformations seen 

as needed. The project 

seeks to develop a particular 

approach to such a conten-

tion, based on a set of 

concepts derived from both 

trends in the academy and 

in social-political life.

               —Artuor Escobar
                Transiciones
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The term refers to the unexpected sudden ‘emergent’ changes that can occur in systems 
when they are subjected to outside stresses or ‘perturbations’. These changes are 
self-directed and cannot be predicted or controlled, yet are the source of new order (forms) 
and types of behavior (Goodwin 1998; Peat & Briggs 1999; Capra 1997).

Important concepts and streams of thought for Transition Design

Transition Design draws upon multiple theories, streams of thought and movements 
from varied fields and disciplines:

Living Systems Theory
Within the last few decades, scientists within the ecological and biological fields have 
proposed general principles for how all living systems work (Capra & Luisi 2014; Briggs & Peat 
1999; Prigogine & Stengers 1994; Wheatley 2006). Instead of examining phenomena by attempt-
ing to break things down into components, living systems theory explores phenomena 
in terms of dynamic patterns of the relationships betweeen organisms and their environ-
ments. Principles such as self-organization, emergence, resilience, symbiosis, holarchy 
and interdependence, among others, can serve as leverage points for initiating and cata-
lyzing change within complex systems (Irwin 2011b).

Futuring
Transition Design proposes that more radically new ideas and compelling visions of 
sustainable futures are needed. There are myriad approaches to developing future-
based narratives that come from the field of science fiction, narrative and storytelling, 
future-casting/futuring and speculative and critical design to name a few. 
Transition Design argues that design solutions in the present can be informed by 
longer-term visions of sustainable futures (Candy 2015; Dunne & Raby 2013; Porritt 2013; Manzini 
& Jegou 2003).

Indigenous Wisdom
Indigenous pre-industrial societies lived sustainably in place for generations, informed by 
‘slow knowledge’ that was place-based and embedded within local cultures (Orr 2004; 
Papanek 1995). Transition designers have much to learn from these approaches to designing 
and their symbiotic relationship with the natural environment.

Cosmopolitan Localism
Coined by German activist, author and educator Wolfgang Sachs, the term ‘cosmopoli-
tan localism’ describes a place-based lifestyle in which solutions to global problems are 
designed for local circumstances and tailored to specific social and ecological contexts 
whilst being globally connected/networked in their exchange of information, technology 
and resources (Sachs 1999; Manzini 2009, 2012, 2013).

Everyday Life Discourse
Everyday life is an important yet often overlooked context for understanding society and 
the forces which mold it (Lefebvre 1984, 1991;  Highmore 2002; Gardiner 2000). Transition 
Design proposes that everyday life, and lifestyles, should be the primary context within
which to design for sustainable futures and improved quality of life.

Post Normal Science
Post normal science is a method of inquiry for addressing long-term issues when relative-
ly little information is available, facts are uncertain, values are in dispute and urgent 
decisions and outcomes are critical (Ravetz 2007).

>

We have fragmented 

the world into bits and pieces 

called disciplines and 

subdisciplines, hermetically 

sealed from other such 

disciplines. As a result, after 

12 or 16 or 20 years of 

education, most students 

graduate without any broad, 

integrated sense of the 

unity of things. The conse-

quences for their personhood 

and for the planet are large.

                      —David Orr
                    Earth in Mind
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Needs
Within the context of lifestyles and everyday life, understanding how people go about 
satisfying their needs is a key strategy for developing sustainable solutions. Manfred 
Max-Neef’s theory of ‘needs and satisfiers’ (1992) proposes that needs are finite and univer-
sal, but the ways in which people meet those needs are unique to their era, culture, 
geographic location, age and mindset. Transition Design argues that everyday life is more 
likely to be sustainable when communities are self-organizing and therefore in control 
of the satisfaction of their needs at multiple levels of scale: the household, the neighbor-
hood, the city, the region etc.

Social Psychology Research
Since the Rio Earth Summit in 1992, sustainability researchers have tried to establish 
how best to encourage people to live in more sustainable ways. Social psychology based 
research, drawn from work on Health Behavior Change, aimed to establish the con
nection between information and awareness, attitudes and values and behaviors and 
built environments. Heuristics from this work included ‘stages of change,’ ‘self-efficacy,’ 
‘small steps lead to big steps,’ and ‘spill-over effect’ (Kasser 2011; Hargreaves et al 2012).

Social Practice Theory
Social Practice theory looks at constellations of devices, skills, actions and meanings that 
form the slow-changing/inertial habits and habitats of everyday life. It designs immersive 
ethnographies to help identify opportunities for innovation in existing practices, and to 
facilitate the design of multiple interventions that can help create new, more sustainable 
forms of everyday life (Shove 2009, 2010).

Alternative Economics
The transition to sustainable futures will require the development of new kinds of equita-
ble and integrated economic systems in which most needs can be satisfied locally 
while some remain reliant on global networks. Exploring alternative modes of exchange 
(outside the dominant economic paradigm) whose objective is the satisfaction of needs 
for everyone (as opposed to the generation of profit for a few) is an important cornerstone 
to developing transition solutions (Korten 1999, 2010; Douthwaite 1996; Mander 2012).

Worldview
Living in and through transitional times requires a new way of ‘being’ in the world. 
Environmentalist and physicist Fritjof Capra has argued that the myriad problems 
confronting us in the 21st century are interconnected and interrelated and can be traced 
to a single root problem which is a ‘crisis in perception.’ He defines this crisis in percep-
tion as a mechanistic/reductionist worldview, inadequate for understanding the 
nature of complex systems. A shift to a more holistic/ecological worldview is one of the 
most powerful leverage points for transition to sustainable futures (Capra 1983; Capra & Luisi 
2014; Clarke 2002; Toulmin 1990; Tarnas 2010; Meadows 2008).

Goethean Science & Phenomenology
Artist and poet Wolfgang von Goethe developed a phenomenological approach to 
understanding the ‘wholeness’ of natural organisms, particularly plants. This understand-
ing focused on the temporal dynamics of growth, maturation and demise and looked 
at the symbiotic, holarchic relationship between part and whole. (Bortoft 1996, 2012; Amrine 
et al 1987; Hoffman 2007; Seamon 1998).

[the disciplines need to] 

combine to form something 

new in which each and 

every constituent discipline 

suffuses the whole of the 

analyses...the disciplinary 

parts are no longer evident as 

desaggreagatable compo-

nents...[we need]...holistic 

conceptual frameworks that 

transcend the narrow scope 

of disciplinary worldviews.                       

         —M.A. Somerville &     
          D.J. Rapport
          Transdisciplinarity
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> The Transition Design Framework

The Transition Design framework outlines four mutually reinforcing and 
co-evolving areas of knowledge, action and self-reflection:  1) Vision;  2) Theories of 
Change;  3) Mindset & Posture;  4) New Ways of Designing.

1.  Vision for Transition

Transition Design proposes that more compelling future-oriented visions are needed to 
inform and inspire projects in the present and that the tools and methods of design can 
aid in the development of these visions. Tonkinwise (2014) argues for “motivating visions 
as well as visions that can serve as measures against which to evaluate design moves, 
but visions that are also modifiable according to the changing situation.” Dunne and Raby 
(2013) argue that visioning creates spaces for discussion and debate about alternative 
futures and new ways of being. It requires us to suspend disbelief and forget how things 
are now and wonder about how things could be.

Transition Design proposes the development of future visions that are dynamic and 
grassroots based, that emerge from local conditions vs. a one-size-fits-all process, and 
that remain open-ended and speculative. This type of visioning is a circular, iterative and 
error-friendly process used to envision radically new ideas for the future that serve 
to inform even small, modest solutions in the present. Visions of sustainable futures can 
provide a means through which contemporary lifestyles and design interventions can 
be assessed and critiqued against a desired future state and can inform small design deci-
sions in the present.

Various design approaches have diversified our ability to imagine the future, and inspire 
short, mid- and long-term solutions. Examples include Critical and Speculative Design 
(Dunne & Raby 2013) and backcasting and scenario based initiatives such as Manzini 
and Jegou’s Sustainable Everyday (2003) and Jonathon Porritt’s The World We Made (2013).

2.  Theories of Change

Never in history has the need for change been more urgent (Max-Neef 2011). Yet, transfor-
mational societal change will depend upon our ability to change our ideas about change 
itself—how it manifests and how it can be catalyzed and directed. Systems-level, ongoing 
societal change is inherently transdisciplinary—it must be informed by ideas, theories 
and methodologies from many varied fields and disciplines. Theories of Change is 
a key area within the Transition Design Framework for three important reasons:  
1) A theory of change is always present within a planned/designed course of action, 
whether it is explicitly acknowledged or not;  2) Transition to sustainable futures 
will require sweeping change at every level of our society;  3) Our conventional, outmoded 
and seemingly intuitive ideas about change lie at the root of many wicked problems 
(Irwin 2011; Scott 1999; Escobar 1995).

A new, transdisciplinary body of knowledge is emerging that explains the dynamics of 
change within complex systems and challenges our current paradigms and assumptions. 
These ideas have the potential to inform new approaches to design and problem solving. 
Ideas and discoveries from a diversity of fields such as physics, biology, sociology and 
organizational development have revealed that change within open, complex systems 
such as social organizations and ecosystems manifests in counter-intuitive ways. And, 
although change within such systems can be catalyzed and even gently directed, it can-
not be managed or controlled, nor can outcomes be accurately predicted (Capra & Luisi 2014; 
Wheatley 2006; 

As creators of models, 

prototypes and propo-

sitions, designers occupy a 

dialectical space between 

the world that is and the 

world that could be...to plan 

effectively in the present

requires a vision of what 

the future could and should 

be like.                              

         —Victor Margolin           
           The Future and 
            the Human Spirit, 
            Design Issues
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Meadows 2008; Brigs & Peat 1990; Prioggine & Stengers 1994). The Transition Design Framework is 
a fluid, evolving body of knowledge and ideas, often from outside design, whose objective 
is to provide designers with new tools and methodologies to initiate and catalyze transi-
tions toward more sustainable futures. 

3.  Posture and Mindset

Living in and through transitional times calls for self-reflection and new ways of ‘being’ 
in the world. Fundamental change is often the result of a shift in mindset or world-
view that leads to different ways of interacting with others. Our individual and collective 
mindsets represent the beliefs, values, assumptions and expectations formed by 
our individual experiences, cultural norms, religious and spiritual beliefs and the socio-
economic and political paradigms to which we subscribe (Capra 1997; Kearney 1984; Clarke 2002). 
Designers’ mindsets and postures often go unnoticed and unacknowledged but they 
profoundly influence what is identified as a problem and how it is framed and solved 
within a given context. Transition Design asks designers to examine their own value 
system and the role it plays in the design process and agrues that solutions will be best 
conceived within a more holistic worldview that informs more collaborative and 
responsible postures for interaction. Transition Design examines the phenomenon of 
mindset and worldview and its connection in wicked problems (Kearney 1984, Linderman 2012, 
Tarnas 2010; Capra and Luisi 2014; Irwin 2011a). 

4.  New Ways of Designing

The transition to a sustainable society will require design approaches informed by new 
and different value sets and knowledge. Transition Designers see themselves as 
agents of change and are ambitious in their desire to transform systems. They under-
stand how to work iteratively, at multiple levels of scale, over long horizons of time. 
Because transition designers develop visions of the ‘long now’ (Brand 1999), they take a 
decidedly different approach to problem solving in the present. Transition Designers 
learn to see and solve for wicked problems and view a single design or solution as a single 
step in a longer transition toward a future-based vision. Some solutions have intention-
ally short life-spans and are designed to become obsolete as steps toward a longer- term 
goal. Other solutions are designed to change/evolve over long periods of time. Transition 
Designers look for ‘emergent possibilities’ within problem contexts, as opposed to 
imposing pre-planned and fully resolved solutions upon a situation. This way of design-
ing must be informed by a deep understanding of local eco-systems and culture. 
Transition Designers work in three broad areas: 

1.   They develop powerful narratives and visions of the future or the ‘not yet’  (Bloch 1995; 
       de Sousa Santos 2006). 
2.  They amplify and connect grassroots efforts undertaken by local communities and 
     organizations (Penin 2013; Manzini 2007, 2015). Service design or social innovation solutions   
      can be steps within long-term transition solutions.
 3. They work in transdisciplinary teams to design new, innovative and place-based 
     solutions rooted in and guided by transition visions. 

Although we consider Transition Design to be a distinctive way of designing, it is 
complementary to other design approaches such as design for service and design for 
social innovation. Transition Design requires a commitment to onoing learning and 
personal change as well as the tenacity to change a system through multiple, iterative 
interventions over time.

[the problems confronting 

society today are] just 

different facets of one single 

crisis, which is largely a crisis 

of perception...that derives 

from the fact that most 

people in our modern society, 

and especially our large social 

institutions, subscribe to 

the concepts of an outdated 

worldview, a perception of 

reality inadequate for dealing 

with our overpopulated, 

globally interconnected 

world.                              

      —Fritjof Capra &
        Pier Luigi Luisi          
        A Systems View of Life
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Visions for transitions to sustainable societies are 
needed, based upon the reconception of entire 
life-styles that are human scale, place-based, but 
globally connected in their exchange of technology, 
information and culture. These visions are based 
upon communities that are in symbiotic relationships 
to the ecosystems within which they are embedded.

Transition visions must be informed by new 
knowledge about natural, social, and built
/designed systems. This new knowledge will, 
in turn, evolve the vision.

New theories of change will reshape design-
ers’ temperaments, mindsets and postures. 
And, these ‘new ways of being’ in the world 
will motivate the search for new, more 
relevant knowldege.

New ways of designing will help realize the 
vision but will also change/evolve it. 

As the vision evolves, new ways of designing 
will continue to be developed.

Changes in mindset, posture and tempera-
ment will give rise to new ways of designing. 
As new design approaches evolve, designers’ 
temperaments and postures will continue to 

evolve and change.

Living in & thru transitional times requires 
a mindset and posture of openess, 
mindfulness, self-reflection, a willingness to 
collaborate, and ‘optimistic grumpiness’

The transition to a sustain-
able society will require new 
ways of designing that are 

characterized by:

• Design for ‘initial conditions’, • Placed-based, 

context-based design, • Design for next level 

up or down in the system, • Network & alliance 

building  • Transdisciplinary and co-design 

processes, • Design that amplifies grassroots 

efforts, • Beta, error-friendly approach to 

designing   

• Living Systems theory, • Max-Neef’s theory 

of needs,  • Sociotechnical regime theory,

• Post normal science,  • Critiques of everyday 

life  • Alternative economics, • Social Practice 

theory  • Social pyschology research

Theories from many varied 
fields and disciplines inform 
a deep understanding of the 
dynamics of change within 
the natural & social worlds.

•  Shifting values: cooperation over competition, self-sufficiency,   

deep respect and advocacy for ‘other’ (cultures, species etc.)   

• Indigenous, place-based knowledge,  • Goethean Science/ Phenom-

enology,  • Understanding/embracing transdisciplinarity, • Ability to 

design within uncertainty, ambiguity, chaos and contradiction, 

• A committed sense of urgency (grumpiness) along with optimisim in 

the ability to change

Visions  for
Transition

Theories
of Change

New Ways
of Designing

Posture 
& Mindset

TRANSITION 
DESIGN
FRAMEWORK

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transition_design

Four mutually reinforcing and 
co-evolving areas of knowledge, 
action and self-reflection
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Design 
for Service

Design for 
Social Innovation

Transition Design
Mature discipline

Design within existing socio-
economic & political paradigms

Design that challenges existing socio-
economic & political paradigms

Design within radically new 
socio-economic & political paradigms

Developing discipline Emergent discipline

Solutions reach users through many 
‘touch points’ over time through the 
design of experiences. Solutions are 
based upon the observation and inter-
pretation of users’ behavior and needs 
within particular contexts. Service 
design solutions aim to provide profit 
and benefits for the service provider 
and useful and desirable services for 
the user (consumer). Solutions are 
usually based within the business 
arena and existing, dominant eco-
nomic paradigm.

Design that meets a social need 
more effectively than existing 
solutions. Solutions often leverage or 
‘amplify’ exsiting, under-utilized 
resources. Social innovation is a 
‘co-design’ process in which design-
ers work as facilitators and 
catalysts within transdisciplinary 
teams. Solutions benefit multiple 
stakeholders and empower communi-
ties to act in the public, private, com-
mercial and non-profit sectors. Design 
for social innovation represents 
design for emerging paradigms and 
alternative economic models, and 
leads to significant positive social 
change.

Refers to design-led societal transition 
toward more sustainable futures 
and the reconception of entire 
lifestyles. It is based upon an under-
standing of the interconnectedness 
and inter-dependency of social, 
economic, political and natural sys-
tems. Transition Design focuses on the 
need for ‘cosmopolitan localism’, a 
place-based lifestyle in which solutions 
to global problems are designed to 
be appropriate for local social and 
environmental conditions. Transition 
Design challenges existing para-
digms, envisions new ones, and 
leads to radical, positive social and 
environmental change.

A Continuum of Design Approaches

Designing along a continuum
Transition Design is proposed as an emergent area of design study, 
research and practice that complements the established and developing 
sub-disciplines of Design for Service and Design for Social Innovation. 
Designers have the ability to contribute along a spectrum that ranges from 
existing paradigms (in which design is practiced primarily within the 
commercial marketplace) to radically new paradigms that challenge the 
status quo and are based upon equity and quality of life.
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Our Proposal and Invitation

Transition Design is an area of design research, practice and study that was conceived 
at the School of Design at Carnegie Mellon University in 2012 and integrated into new 
programs and curricula that launched in fall, 2014. However it is presented here as an 
open source concept and an invitation for engagement and co-evolution with educators, 
researchers and practitioners from design and related disciplines. 

The area of service design is now an internationally recognized approach with a network 
of researchers, educators and practitioners who are working to evolve the practice and 
develop accepted methodologies, tools and processes. Our proposal is to open a space 
in which  Transition Design can evolve in a similar way and connect to other global tran-
sition initiatives.

Partner Institutions
The School of Design is working with the University of Palermo, Buenos Aires; Eina 
School of Design and Art, Barcelona; and Schumacher College/Plymouth 
University, UK to integrate Transition Design into their research agendas and curricula. 
This Transition Design monograph is an open invitation for more design programs 
and organizations to join the conversation.

Groundwork and Next Steps

Groundwork has been done over the past two years and we are working to create a body 
of written materials and resources that can be shared in a open-source manner.

Articles on Transition Design
Links to materials written by several faculty members at the School of Design at CMU are 
included in the resources section of this monograph along with citations and links. We 
hope to publish a second monograph in 2016 that includes essays and papers from col-
leagues in academia, research and the practice.

Teaching Materials and Transition Design Bibliography
Also included in the resources section is an outline for a masters and doctoral seminar 
taught at CMU in the spring of 2015 and a link to a template for documenting Transition 
Design case studies. Bibliographic references for all reading material has been included in 
the bibliography for this monograph. 

Transition Design Symposium: March 2015
A Transition Design Symposium was hosted at the School of Design at Carnegie Mellon 
University on March 7, 2015 and was attended by the School’s doctoral alumni, faculty 
and several invited guests. The purpose of this symposium was to extend the Transition 
Design conversation beyond the School and develop a body of material that can be shared 
with other educators, researchers and practitioners. Among the guests attending were: 
Ezio Manzini, Milan Polytechnico; Arturo Escobar, University of Chapel Hill; Anne-Marie 
Willis, editor, Design Philosophy Papers; Lara Penin & Eduardo Staszowski, Parsons New 
School; Damian White, Rhode Island School of Design; and Dennis Doordan, University of 
Notre Dame. All participants submitted position papers in response to a formal provoca-
tion and the resulting body of work will be disseminated in the fall of 2015 in two ways:

Transition Design Issue of Design Philosophy Papers
Anne-Marie Willis, editor of the international design journal Design Philosophy Papers 
(DPP) will be producing an issue about Transition Design, comprised of several position 
papers from the Symposium. This issue is expected in late fall 2015 or spring, 2016.

>

>
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Transition Design Website
An insitution-neutral Transition Design website is being developed with an expected 
launch of fall, 2015. It will contain resources and links relevant to Transition Design, 
articles and papers on the topic (including position papers from the Symposium), a blog 
area, database for contributing case studies and the ability to post institutional 
membership/partner information. Please email us if you would like to be notified of the 
launch: transitiondesign@andrew.cmu.edu

Transition Design Conference
There are plans for an open Transition Design Conference to be convened sometime in 
2017. Expressions of interest in helping to organize it are welcomed.

Transition Design Resources
The following sections contain links to papers and articles about Transition Design. 
A bibliography of relevant texts and a syllabus, course outline and case study template 
developed for a masters/doctoral seminar taught at CMU in spring 2015.

Articles and papers on Transition Design

These articles will eventually be compiled on the Transition Design website. For now, they 
can be accessed through the following links.

Transition Design: A Proposal for a New Area of Design Practice, Study and Research 
Terry Irwin, Design and Culture Journal, July 2015  http://www.designandculture.org/

Transition Design as Postindustrial Interaction Design 
Cameron Tonkinwise, Medium website https://medium.com/@camerontw/transition-design- 
as-postindustrial-interaction-design-6c8668055e8d 

Design’s (Dis)Orders and Transition Design 
Cameron Tonkinwise, Medium website https://medium.com/@camerontw/designs-dis-orders-
transition-design-cd53c3ad7d35

Holism and the Reconstitution of Everyday Life: A Framework for Transition to a 
Sustainable Society
Gideon Kossoff, Grow Small, Think Beautiful, Stephan Harding (ed.) 2011.
also at: https://www.academia.edu/6085518/Holism_and_the_Reconstitution_of_Everyday_Life_A_Framework_
for_Transition_to_a_Sustainable_Society

Design for Transitions—from and to what?
Cameron Tonkinwise, for a Symposium on Futuring at Rhode Island School of Design, 
May, 2015. 
https://www.academia.edu/11796491/Design_for_Transition_-_from_and_to_what

Holism and the Reconstitution of Everyday Life: A Framework for Transition to a 
Sustainable Society
Gideon Kossoff, PhD Dissertation, Centre for the Study of Natural Design, University of 
Dundee, 2011. 
https://independent.academia.edu/GideonKossoff

>
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Transition Design Symposium Provocation, March, 2015
Terry Irwin, Cameron Tonkinwise, Gideon Kossoff 
https://www.academia.edu/11439480/Transition_Design_Symposium_Provocation_abbreviated_version_

Transition Design: An Educational Framework for Advancing the Study and Design of 
Sustainable Transitions
Terry Irwin, Gideon Kossoff, Cameron Tonkinwise for the 6th International Sustainability 
Transitions Conference, University of Sussex, UK, August, 2015
forthcoming on academia.edu site in August

Transition Design: The Importance of Everyday Life and Lifestyles as a Leverage Point for 
Sustainability Transitions
Gideon Kossoff, Cameron Tonkinwise, Terry Irwin for the 6th International Sustainability 
Transitions Conference, University of Sussex, UK, August, 2015
forthcoming on academia.edu site in August

What Kind of Design is Transition Design?
Peter Scupelli for the Transition Design Symposium at CMU, March 2015.   

forthcoming in an issue on Transition Design in Design Philosophy Papers. 

Relevant Websites

Transition Design
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transition_design

Transition Management (governance)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transition_management_(governance)

Transition Town
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transition_town

Transition Network
http://www.transitionnetwork.org/

Great Transition Initiative
http://greattransition.org

Transition United States
http://www.transitionus.org/transition-towns

Transition Academy
http://transitionacademy.nl

The Long Now Foundation 
http://longnow.org

Sustainability Transitions Research Network (STRN)
http://www.transitionsnetwork.org/

Center for Ecoliteracy
http://ecoliteracy.org
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Sustainable Everyday Project
http://www.sustainable-everyday-project.net

Donella Meadows Institute
http://www.donellameadows.org

Resilience
http://www.resilience.org

Post-Carbon Institute
http://www.postcarbon.org

New Economics Foundation
http://www.neweconomics.org

Deutsche Post, Logistics 2050 — a Scenario Study
http://www.dhl-usa.com/en/press/events/logistics_2050.html

Tellus Institute
http://www.tellus.org/index.php

Shareable
http://www.shareable.net/

Commons Transition
http://commonstransition.org

Design-Related Websites

Four Orders of Design
http://www.ida.liu.se/~steho/desres/buchanan.pdf

AIGA: Transition Design: Re-conceptualizing Whole Lifestyles
http://www.aiga.org/video-HHH-2013-irwin-kossoff-tonkinwise/

Emergent Structures
http://www.emergentstructures.org/

Pratt Design Incubator
http://incubator.pratt.edu/

designmatters
http://www.designmattersatartcenter.org/

Social Design Pathways: Winterhouse Symposium
http://www.socialdesignpathways.com/about/

Living Principles for Design: AIGA
http://livingprinciples.aiga.org/

Doors of Perception
http://www.doorsofperception.com/working-with-john-thackara/

Schumacher College
https://www.schumachercollege.org.uk/

DESIS Design Network
https://www.desis-network.org/
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Transition Design Bibliography

The Transition Design Bibliography contains references and links to texts relevant to 
the emerging field of Transition Design and has been organized into categories that 
correspond to the four areas of the Framework. Many texts are naturally relevant to 
more than one area. Key topics have been listed in the margin of each section to provide 
an overview of the territory covered by the texts.

Vision

Aberley, Doug. 2008. “Building a Bioregional, Sustainable Alternative”. In Judith Plant, Christopher Plant and Van Andruss  
 (eds.) Home! A Bioregional Reader, pp.159–160. Gabriola Island, BC: New Catalyst Books.

Berg, Peter and Raymond Dasmann.  2008. “Reinhabiting California”. In Judith Plant, Christopher Plant and Van Andruss   
 (eds.) Home! A Bioregional Reader, pp. 35–38. Gabriola Island, BC: New Catalyst Books.

Bloch, Ernst. 1995. The Principle of Hope. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.

Borjeson, Lena et al. 2006. “Scenario Types and Techniques: Towards a User’s Guide”. Futures, 38: 723–739. 

Brand, Stewart. 1999. The Clock of the Long Now: Time and Responsibility. New York: Basic Books.

Candy, Stuart. 2015. Whose Future is This? TEDxChristchurch. Available online: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YxgVx 
 u2mdZI.

Casey, Edward. 2013. The Fate of Place: A Philosophical History. Oakland, CA: University of California Press. 

Charles, Leonard et al. 2008. “Where You At? A Bioregional Quiz”. In Judith Plant, Christopher Plant and Van Andruss (eds.)  
 Home! A Bioregional Reader, p. 29. Gabriola Island, BC: New Catalyst Books.

Dunne, Anthony and Fiona Raby. 2013. Speculative Everything: Design, Fiction, and Social Dreaming, pp. 1–9. Cambridge,   
 MA: The MIT Press.

Escobar, Arturo. 2013 (unpublished). “Transiciones: A Space for Research and Design for Transitions to the Pluriverse”   
 Forthcoming in Design Philosophy Papers, 2015.

Fry, Tony. 2009. Design Futuring: Sustainability, Ethics and New Practice. Oxford: Berg. 

Greer, John Michael. 2008. The Long Descent: A User’s Guide to the End of the Industrial Age. Gabriola Island: New Society  
 Publishers.

Hopkins, Rob. 2008. The Transition Town Handbook: From Oil Dependency to Local Resilience. White River Junction, VT:   
 Chelsea Green Publishing Company.

Hopkins, Rob. 2011. The Transition Companion: Making Your Community More Resilient in Uncertain Times. White River  
 Junction, VT: Chelsea Green Publishing Company.

Knapp, Alex. 2011. “Brian David Johnson: Intel’s Guide to the Future.” Forbes Magazine, October. Available online: http://  
 www.forbes.com/sites/alexknapp/2011/10/13/brian-david-johnson-intels-guide-to-the-future/.

Kossoff, Gideon. 2011. “Holism and the Reconstitution of Everyday Life: A Framework for Transition to a Sustainable
  Society.” In Stephan Harding (ed) Grow Small, Think Beautiful: Ideas for a Sustainable World from Schumacher   
 College. Edinburgh: Floris.

Jacoby, Russell. 2005. Picture Imperfect: Utopian Thought for an Ant-Utopian Age. New York: Columbia University Press. 

Manzini, Ezio. 2009. “A Cosmopolitan Localism: Prospects for a Sustainable Local Development and the Possible Role of   
 Design”. In Hazel Clark and David Brody (eds), Design Studies: A Reader, p. 448. New York: Berg.

Manzini, Ezio. 2012. “Resilient Systems and Cosmopolitan Localism – The Emerging Scenarios of the Small, Local, Open   
 and Connected Space.” CNS Ecologia Politica. Available online: http://www.ecologiapolitica.org/wordpress/wp-con  
 tent/uploads/2014/03/Resilient-systems-and-cosmopolitan-localism.pdf.

Manzini, Ezio. 2013. “Small, Local, Open and Connected: Resilient Systems and Sustainable Qualities”. Design Observer.
  New York: Design Observer Group. Available online: http://designobserver.com/feature/small-local-open-and-con  
 nected-resilient-systems-and-sustainable-qualities/37670.

Manzini, Ezio and François Jégou. 2003. Sustainable Everyday: Scenarios of Urban Life. Milan: Edizioni Ambiente srl.

Margolin, Victor. 2007. “Design, the Future and the Human Spirit”. Design Issues. 23 (3): 4–15. Available online: http://www. 
  mitpressjournals.org/doi/pdf/10.1162/desi.2007.23.3.4

Orr, David. 2005. “Place and Pedagogy”. In Zenobia Barlow and Michael K. Stone (eds) Ecological Literacy: Educating Our   
 Children for a Sustainable World, pp. 85-95. San Francisco, CA: Sierra Club Books.

Porritt, Jonathon. 2013. The World We Made: Alex McKay’s Story from 2050. New York: Phaidon Press Limited.

Key Topics

Cosmopolitan Localism

Relationship to Place

Futuring

Scenario Planning

Long-term Thinking

Narrative & Storytelling
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Raskin, Paul et al. 2002. The Great Transition: The Promise and Lure of the Times Ahead. Stockholm: Stockholm 
 Environmental Institute and Boston: Tellus Institute. Available online: http://www.world-governance.org/article90.  
 html.

Rockefeller Foundation and Global Business Network. 2010. Scenarios for the Future of Technology and International   
 Development. Available online: http://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/uploads/files/bba493f7-cc97-4da3-add6-3deb 
 007cc719.pdf.

Sachs, Wolfgang. 1999. Planet Dialectics: Exploration in Environment and Development. pp. 105-107. London: Zed Books Ltd.

Sale, Kirkpatrick. 1980. Human Scale. London: Secker and Warburg. 

Shuman, Michael. 2000. Going Local: Creating Self-reliant Communities in a Global Age. New York: Routledge.

Snyder, Gary. 1995. “Reinhabitation”. In Alan Drengson and Yuichi Inoue The Deep Ecology Movement: An Introductory   
 Anthology, pp. 67-73. Berkeley: North Atlantic Books. 

Speth, James Gustave. 1992. “The Transition to a Sustainable Society”. Proceedings, National Academy of Science, USA, 89:   
870–872. Available online: http://www.pnas.org/content/89/3/870.full.pdf.

Tonkinwise, Cameron. 2014. Design for Transition - From and to What? Available online: https://www.academia.  
 edu/11796491/Design_for_Transition_-_from_and_to_what. 

Wilkinson, Angela et al. 2013. “How Plausibility-Based Scenario Practices are Grappling with Complexity to Appreciate   
 and Address 21st Century Challenges”. Technological Forecasting and Social Change 80: 699-710. 

Damian, White. 2015. Future by Design. Forthcoming July 2015. London: Bristol Classical Press.

World Business Council for Sustainable Development. 2010. “Vision 2050: The New Agenda for Business.” Available online:  
 http://www.wbcsd.org/pages/edocument/edocumentdetails.aspx?id=219.

Worldwatch Institute. 2013. State of the World: Is Sustainability Still Possible? Washington DC: Island Press.

Theories of Change

Augros, Robert and George Stanciu . 1987. The New Biology. Boston: Shambhala. 

Benjamin, Barber. 2013. If Mayors Ruled the World: Dysfunctional Nations, Rising Cities. New Haven: Yale University Press. 

Benkler, Yochai. 2007. The Wealth of Networks: How Social Production Transforms Markets and Freedom. New Haven: 
 Yale University Press. 

Berkhout, Frans, Adrian Smith, and Andy Stirling . 2003. “Socio-technological Regimes and Transition Contexts.” Science   
 and Technology Policy Research Working Paper Series. Brighton: University of Sussex. Available online: http://www.  
 sussex.ac.uk/Units/spru/publications/imprint/sewps/sewp106/sewp106.pdf.

Berry, Wendell. 2010. What Matters? Economics for a Renewed Community, pp. 186-188. San Francisco: Counterpoint. 

Biehl, Janet and Murray Bookchin,. 1998. The Politics of Social Ecology. Montreal: Black Rose. 

Boff, Leonardo and Hathaway, Mark. 2009. The Tao of Liberation: Exploring the Ecology of Transformation. New York: Orbis  
 Books. 

Bookchin, Murray. 1999. The Murray Bookchin Reader. Janet Biehl (ed). Montreal: Black Rose. 

Bookchin, Murray. 2005. The Ecology of Freedom: The Emergence and Dissolution of Hierarchy. Edinburgh: AK.

Briggs, John and David Peat. 1990. Turbulent Mirror: An Illustrated Guide to Chaos Theory and the Science of Wholeness.  
 New York: Harper and Row.

Briggs, John and David Peat. 1999. Seven Life Lessons of Chaos. New York: Harper Perennial.

Brown, Richard Harvey. 1989. A Poetic for Sociology. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Callenbach, Ernest. 2008. Ecology: A Pocket Guide. Berkeley: University of California. 

Capra, Fritjof. 1997. The Web of Life: A New Scientific Understanding of Living Systems. New York: Anchor Books.

Capra, Fritjof. 2005. “Speaking Nature’s Language: Principles for Sustainability”. In Michael K. Stone and Zenobia Barlow   
 (eds) Ecological Literacy: Educating Our Children for a Sustainable World, pp. 19-29. San Francisco: Sierra Club Books. 

Capra, Fritjof and Pier Luigi Luisi,. 2014. The Systems View of Life: A Unifying Vision.  Padstow, Cornwall: Cambridge   
 University Press.

Carson, Kevin A. 2010. The Homebrew Industrial Revolution: A Low Overhead Manifesto. Booksurge. 

de Sousa Santos, Bonaventura. 2006. The Sociology of Emergences, The Rise of the Global Left: The World Social Forum   
 and Beyond. London: Zed Books.

Delanty, Gerard. 2003. Community, pp. 1–21. London: Routledge.

Doordan, Dennis P. 2013. “Developing Theories for Sustainable Design”. In Stuart Walker and Jaques Giard (eds), The Hand- 
 book of Design for Sustainability. London: Bloomsbury.

Douthwaite, Richard. 1996. Short Circuit: Strengthening Local Economies for Security in an Unstable World. Totnes: Green  
 Books.

Ecologist Magazine. 1993. Whose Common Future? Reclaiming the Commons. Gabriola Island: New Society. 

Key Topics

Living Systems Theory

 Self-Organization

 Resilience

 Chaos/Complexity

 Emergence

 Holarchy

 Diversity

 Symbiosis

Transition Management

Sustainability Transitions

Sociotechnical Regimes

Post Normal Science

Needs Theory

Everyday Life Critiques

Social Practice Theory

Social Psychology

Alternative Economics

Systems Thinking

Social Ecology

Ecology

Interdependence

Decentralization
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...the forceful emergence of transition discourses and proposals in multiple sites of 
academic and activist life over the past decade is one of the most revealing and 
anticipatory signs of our times. This emergence is a reflection of both the steady worsening 
of planetary ecological and social life conditions and of the inability of established 
policy and knowledge institutions to imagine ways out of such crisis conditions. Shared by 
most transition discourses is the contention that we need to step out of existing instiutional 
and epistemic boundaries if we truly want to envision the worlds and practices capable 
of bringing about the significant transformations seen as needed. The project seeks to 
develop a particular approach to such a contention, based on a set of concepts derived from 
both trends in the academy and in social-political life.

                          — Arturo Escobar

Transition theory draws upon concepts and models of human behavior, social structures, 
and technological systems that span diverse disciplines and areas of study, including 
sociology, management, science, technology, social studies, and philosophy. It is rooted in 
a recognition of the significance of systems and an appreciation for the ability of sys-
tems thinking to conceptualize and model complex patterns of behavior...thinking about 
transition this way is appealing for several reasons. It recognizes the fallacy of the silver 
bullet—that is, the dream of a singular solution that can leverage complex systems. It offers 
a way to conceptualize socio-technical change that can accommodate multiple perspec-
tives. It aims to be participatory and draw contributors from across the social spectrum 
and emphasizes the processes of knowledge creation and sharing.

                          — Dennis P. Doordan

Clearly, this is not dependent solely on a solitary designer who skillfully puts together 
technical elements in a given design. It involves, in addition, a more diverse activity in 
which the design space is continually cocreated through anticipations, theories, 
and imaginations of what can be or what is possible in our language, social order, and 
technological world.

                          — Kalle Lyytinen

A huge amount of creativity is emerging as citizens figure out new ways to meet their 
daily life needs—from clothing and food, to shelter, care, and learning. At a local level, 
these efforts are clustering in a wide variety of social micro-economies in which people 
share skills, time, and resources. There’s an emphasis on collaboration and sharing; on 
person-to-person interactions; on the care and maintenance of existing assets. The main 
driver of this growing wave of social activity is necessity. Design for sustainability, it is 
turning out, is not about designers telling other people how to live. It’s about the cocreation 
of tools and enabling platforms that make it easier for people to share resources—such as 
energy, matter, time, skills, software, space or food. Developing grand visions for futuristic 
new systems is an important part of the mix—but so, too, is nurturing a continuous wave 
of small adjustments. 

                          — John Thackara

4 .7.15 Course Narrative & Discussion Topics Readings/Assignments for following session Instructors

Section 1: Why Transition Design? • Orr: Designing Minds 104-111 

January 12 M Why Transition? Fundamental change at every level of our society is needed to 
address the issues confronting us in the 21st century. Transition Design is a new 
area of design practice, research and study that advocates design-led societal 
transition toward more sustainable futures. Transition Design integrates new 
knowledge and skill sets from many different fields and disciplines to inform new 
approaches to understanding complex problems and designing for their solution. 

Discussion: of global problems and the origins of ‘transition design’ (Great Transi-
tion network, Transition Town  Movement, Socio-Technical Transition Theory etc.). 
Discussion about how design needs to change and why it is in a strong position to 
catalyze/facilitate transition.

• Capra: Connecting the Dots  362-366

• Speth: Transition to a Sustainable Society  870-872

• Doordan: Transition 67-70

• Irwin: Wicked Problems & the Relationship Triad  232-257

• Tonkinwise: Transition Design as Post Industrial 
Interaction Design  https://medium.com/@camerontw/
transition-design-as-postindustrial-interaction-
design-6c8668055e8d  4 pp.

• Escobar: Transiciones  1-11

Terry
Cameron
Gideon

14 W Wicked Problems: Climate change, loss of biodiversity, depletion of natural 
resources and the widening gap between rich and poor are examples of the 
‘wicked’ problems transition designers must address. Wicked problems are multi-
faceted/multi-scalar, are comprised of many stakeholders with conflicting 
agendas and because their ‘parts’ are interconnected and inter-dependent, there 
is no single solution. Understanding the anatomy and system dynamics of wicked 

problems is a key skill of transition designers. 

Lecture: Example of mapping a wicked problem Discussion: of the characteristics 
of wicked problems and how designers approach/solve for them. The dynamics at 
work in complex systems often seems counterintuitive and calls for different design 
skill sets. 

Assignment 1: Working in groups of 3-4, diagram a 
wicked problem that begins with a local/place-based 
issue and trace its connections to regional and global 
levels. Represent the problem and its connections 
visually and identify the most powerful leverage points 
for design intervention. Present in the next class then 
upload to course blog.

• Video: How Wolves Change Rivers https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=ysa5OBhXz-Q

• Meadows: Places to Intervene in a System http://
www.thesolutionsjournal.com/node/419  12 pp.

Terry
Cameron
Gideon

21 W Mapping/Visualizing Wicked Problems: Wicked problems can manifest as 
seemingly mundane/simple problems at a local level (limited context), but in 
reality are often ‘fragments’ of wicked problems that exist on multiple levels; the 
local, regional and global. The ability to see the roots of these complex problems 
and visually represent their interconnections/interdependencies and therefore 
know where design intervention is likely to be most powerful is a key skill for the 

transition designer.

Discussion: Groups present their visual maps and recommended points of 
intervention and group discusses.

• Linderman: Why the World Around You Isn’t As It 
Appears  1-61

Terry
Cameron
Gideon

Transition Design Seminar Spring 2015 Course Schedule     Terry Irwin, Cameron Tonkinwise, Gideon Kossoff

Syllabus and course 
outline/schedule

Complete outline at right

Case study guide-
lines and templates

22

Project Profile

Briefly state the problem this project 
attempted to solve (3-4 sentences) 

Project Sector
List broad category: transport, food sys- 
tems, policy/leadership, energy, manufac-
turing, shared amenities, economics/
development, ecological restoration, hous-
ing (pick one or two)

Area of Initial Design Focus
List the area of original design focus: 
product, communication, interaction, 
service, social innovation design etc. 
(just list one or two)

Level(s) of Spatial Scale
Identify the levels of scale at which the 
project is situated (household, neighbor-
hood, city, region, planet)

Temporal Scale
Identify the temporal parameters of the 
project. How far into the future was it 
intended to exist? Is it within a fixed 
timeline? Did the people involved in the 
project think about its future trajectory? 
(no more than 3-5 sentences)

Transition Design Potential
State whether the project has potential 
to become a transition design solution; 
through ‘connecting’, ‘reconception’, 
‘scaling’,  ‘amplifying’ ‘protecting/ restor-
ing’ etc.

Project Overview

This section should contain a description of the project in narrative form, not 
exceeding 250 words. Begin with a high-level overview of the project, describing it’s 
stated objectives and outcomes. This section is not a critique: just describe the project 
as it is in the reference material you are using (it could be an article in a magazine 
or website or it might be a formal case study or even an interview). The ‘tone’ of the 
writing for this case study should be objective/journalistic and begin at a high level 
then progress to the details of the project. Try to outline the basic parameters that the 
project team or organization was working within. These ‘limits’ might be financial, 
cultural, place-based, temporal or material. Understanding how the project was framed 
is crucial to the critique. Do not speculate on how the project could /should have 
been done differently. This paragraph should simply be an abbreviated report on what 
you have found and should be free of speculation on your part.  Note that the project 
profile in the far right column provides additional details about the project from a tran-
sition design point of view. Attach the original case study or article about the project 
to your final document.

Vision and LIfestyle

Taking a transition design perspective, begin the critique by discussing whether this 
project is connected to a mid or long-term vision of sustainable futures. This vision 
might be explicitly stated, it might be implicit or it might not be present at all. An 
important aspect of transition design is to develop visions of sustainable lifestyles: 
Was the project framed within the context of lifestyle or everyday life either explicitly 
or implicitly? Did the designers ‘back-cast’ from a future vision to inform the project 
or were there near-term visions that informed it? Was temporal scale mentioned in 
the article or case study? Were the designers and implementers concerned about how 
long the project would or should live? Was it conceived as a ‘step’ in a longer evolu-
tion to something else, or did the designers discuss how the project might change and 
evolve over time? Is there evidence of ‘cosmopolitan localism’ in the solution? In this 
section, answer these questions in narrative form. Your critique should also include 
what the project did well. Do NOT begin to conceptualize here about what the project 
could be. Do not exceed a word count of 250 for this section or the template will ‘fall’ 
out of format. This applies to any section in this template; sub sections should not run 
onto following pages.

Transition Design Case Study:  School of Design, Carnegie Mellon University Team Members:  
Team member names here

Organizations Involved in the Project:  List the 
companies, organizations or individuals involved in 
creating/sponsoiring the project

Region of the World:  List the country/city/region 
where the project is based.

Project Name
Part 1: Critique of Existing Project

Part 1: Critique of Existing Project 1

Hypothetical Project Profile

Briefly state the problem this project 
attempted to solve (3-4 sentences) 

Project Sector
List broad category: transport, food sys- 
tems, policy/leadership, energy, manufac-
turing, shared amenities, economics/
development, ecological restoration, hous-
ing (these may have changed or increased 
in number from part !)

Area of Design Focus
List the area of new design focus: Draw 
from the categories in part 1 but remem-
ber that TD solutions may combine many 
areas of design focus.

Level(s) of Spatial Scale
Identify the levels of scale at which the 
proposed project is situated (household, 
neighborhood, city, region, planet). TD 
solutions are scalable so this might be 
different than part 1.

Temporal Scale
Identify the temporal parameters of the 
project. How far into the future is it 
intended to exist? Is it within a fixed time-
line? You might develop a timeline with 
multiple phases on it.

Proposal Overview

In this section write a description of how the project you just critiqued could become 
part of a larger transition design solution. For example, you might have the idea to link 
the project to other similar projects in a household, neighborhood or city (remember 
the levels of spatial scale) and the new ecology might have new, more expanded pos-
sibilities and potential. Or, the project might be connected to others that are entirely 
different, but new possibilities emerge out of their integration. Describe the long-term, 
lifestyle-based vision that informs this solution and explain how it would inform 
this transition design solution in the present (backcasting). Lifestyles and everyday 
life should be central to your description of the solution. We suggest first working to 
design the entire idea for your solution, then list the main features (vision, spatiotem-
poral scale, lifestyle changes, needs, how it is local/global etc.) This case study should 
not be written up until you’ve designed and mapped the solution! The following 
sections will enable you to go into greater detail. Leave the headlines as they are and 
replace the text with your new content. Do not exceed 200 words.

Vision and LIfestyle

Transition designers develop compelling future and lifestyle based narratives that 
inform the conception, design and implementation of projects in the present. In this 
section, describe the future vision that informs your proposed solution and describe 
how the project you critiqued in Part 1 is connected to it. Remember that transition 
design visions are based in compelling narratives about everyday life and sustainable 
lifestyles. Describe how the future vision that informs your project is connected to/
will result in more sustainable lifestyles. Describe the ‘backcasting’ process you went 
through and how this future-oriented vision, informs the present proposed solution 
(backcasting from future visions can open up new possibilities that are not always 
evident from our position in the present). How far in the future is this vision? If it is 
only a few years out, then try to imagine evolving the vision over the next 10, 20, 50 
years and describe how it might in turn change/evolve the solution. Remember that 
principles of ‘connecting’, scaling up/down/across and over time and place-based 
design combined with global awareness are central to transition design solutions and 
should inform your solution. It is important to acknowledge that your visions will be 
constantly evolving as the projects in the present open up new possibilities that will 
shift the landscape and inform new/revised visions. 

Transition Design Case Study:  School of Design, Carnegie Mellon University Team Members:  
Team member names here

Organizations Involved in the Project:  List the 
companies, organizations or individuals involved that 
could/should be involved in creating/sponsoiring the 
project

Region of the World:  List the country/city/region 
where the project is based.

New Project Name
Part 2: Transtion Design Proposal

Part 2: Transition Design Proposal 1
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For more information about Transition Design

In fall of 2015 we will launch an insitution-neutral Transition 
Design website that will enable the exchange of information 
and provide a space for ongoing dialogue and debate. 

If you would like to obtain more information on Transition 
Design or be notified when the website launches, please contact 
us at: transitiondesign@andrew.cmu.edu. 

www.transitiondesign.net
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