Transition design
Title: How to Get from Here to There?
Transition Design is an area of design research, practice and study which looks toward design-led
societal transition toward more sustainable futures. This practise 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.

The transition design work on four key frame:
Vision: Because we need to have clear visions of
what we want to transition toward.
Theories of Change: Because we need a variety
of theories and methodologies that explain the
dynamics of change within complex systems.
Mindset and Posture: Because we will need to
develop postures of open collaboration and
self-reflection in order to undertake this work.
New Ways of Designing: Which will arise out of
the previous three areas.

Each of these four areas contains a variety of practices that can evolve and change, and which
together, form a “palette” from which practitioners and researchers can configure
situation-appropriate designed interventions.
Transition Design proposes the development of future visions which 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 decisions 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; Pierce et. al. 2015; Bardzell et. al. 2014; Michael 2012) and
backcasting and scenario based initiatives such as Manzini and Jegou’s Sustainable Everyday(2003)
and Jonathon Porritt’s “The World We Made”(2013).

Transition is distributed, emergent, and not necessarily organized. It is composed of a network of
actors working to create change in many different domains, at different scales, and over different
lengths of time. This network is not centrally organized but composed of distributed actions,
initiatives, and interventions. Those within this network may have quite different ideas of what a
desired future might look like and quite varied visions of how to work toward this future. While their
visions might be different, the overlap between them creates a transition movement out of these
many actors and projects. These distributed initiatives are what we refer to as transition projects.
A transition project
A transition project is how we define work oriented toward creating a desired future. Some transition
projects are explicitly aware of and defined by this orientation; they characterize their work through
the desire to create a different world. Many projects working toward transition, however, do not
necessarily situate themselves within a larger narrative. Their work may be quite domain-specific or
oriented toward a goal other than that of creating a different world. Yet, whether acknowledged or
not, the work of all transition projects contributes to the design of a different world when seen in
conjunction with other projects working toward a similar desired future.
We understand three main qualities that together define transition:
• Complex Transition is a large-scale, multi-level movement consisting of many projects and many
people working together over long periods of time. It involves not only surface level, immediate
changes but changes to social practices and underlying cultural assumptions. Working toward a
desired future happens in socially diffuse ways. This makes transition complex in that those
participating in transition are not necessarily coordinated, organized, or aware of each other. Though
socially diffuse and with quite different strategies for change, actors and projects whose work is
oriented toward a shared vision of a desired future together form a transition movement.
• Ongoing Creating a different world is, in many ways, an aspirational project. It is likely that most
people working toward transition will not live to see the world they hope to create; to work toward
transition is to work toward a long-term future. Rather than focusing on an end goal that is sure to
change, transition by definition is about the ongoing process of directing change in a particular way.
Transition occurs across multi-chronic timescales and is oriented by constantly evolving worlds and
visions of desired futures.
• Values-based Working toward a specific future involves making decisions about what the world
should look like. This means choosing which values of the present should be amplified and carried
forward in transition.
Designerly approaches to problems
Design is a field of study, an area of research, a professional practice, and an everyday human activity.
Defining design can begin all sorts of debates. But, we will offer a few common definitions here. To
design is “to devise courses of action aimed at changing existing situations into preferred ones”
(Simon, 1969). “We design, that is to say, we deliberate, plan and scheme in ways which prefigure our
actions and makings” (Willis, 2006). “Design is the human power of conceiving, planning, and making

products that serve human beings in the accomplishment of their individual and collective purposes”
(Buchanan, 2001)
HOW IS DESIGN INVOLVED IN FACILITATING TRANSITIONS?
Design can easily be conflated with “problem-solving.” But, design has its own unique kinds of
problems and its own unique ways of approaching them. Design aims to resolve problems that are
situated in the everyday lives of people. Because of the fuzziness of some problems design tackles,
design can be as much about problem-making and problem-framing as it is about “problem-solving."
The Ethics and Politics of Design
There are ethical and political dimensions to design. On the ethical side, design involves putting
forward something as “better” than what currently exists; it involves making a choice about what is
“good” or “preferable.” On the political side; a design is “preferable” for some people but not for all.
Design is always done with someone (or something) in mind and involves decisions about who
benefits from what is designed.
Expanding Design
When thinking about design in such broad terms, it can apply across domains, situations, and types of
problems. A popular understanding of design might bring to mind material and aesthetic concerns,
thoughts of objects, products, websites, graphics, posters. This sort of traditional design is still
widely-practiced, important, and profound, but design has evolved into something more expansive.
Looking to evolutions like design thinking, design strategy, or systemic design, we can see ways of
thinking and practicing that orient design toward larger and more complex problems. The object of
design has expanded and the understanding of what can be impacted through design has expanded.
The meaning of the word has expanded such that “the term no longer has any limit” (Latour, 2008).
Though common conceptualizations of design focus on the tangible (the design of products or
graphics), design goes far beyond this popular understanding. The “things” that are designed can be
relationships (the design of interactions between humans and computers), systems (the design of
how humans interact within an organization), or even transitions. These ideas mirror what Buchanan
(2001), and many others since him, have organized into design “orders”: symbols, things, actions, and
thought.These orders are not meant to be distinct, but centres of attention—places from which
different types of design dwell and think.
Below you can see a brief overview of how regulators/policy makers could transform the EU’s
Common Agricultural Policy from action-based to result-based payments centred on soil carbon
maintenance and enhancement.
Transition design in agriculture can be approached from three perspectives: on-farm, policy and
bridging.
At the farm-level implementation of regenerative agriculture practices is needed. Regenerative
agriculture can be broken down into two major components: restoration and regeneration.
Restoration is what a farmer actively does, or stops doing, in order to align his farm with the cycles of
nature and consequently enhance those. Regeneration is a situation, when nature takes over and
delivers various ecosystem services, some of which are being harvested and monetized by a farmer.

(See the Policy Paper Working with Nature). Those monetized services can be in the form of tangible
goods like food - precisely what farmers have been monetizing all their lives - and less tangible goods,
such as sequestration of carbon, or protecting watersheds.
It is worth taking a moment and explaining the five practices of restoration, which a farmer can use in
order to get aligned and enhance the cycles of nature. Those practices are: Firstly, optimizing input
use, which can be further broken down into use of fertilizers, crop protection products and seeds.
Secondly, minimizing tillage will complete with a complete abandonment of ploughing. Thirdly,
keeping soil covered all year round with living roots in the soil. Fourthly, increasing biodiversity, which
can be further divided into in-field, around-field and landscape-wide biodiversity. Last, but definitely
not least, applying the principles of site-specific design in order to enhance the water cycle. The
presented order holds true for existing agricultural operations, which are moving towards
regenerative operations. If we are talking about setting up a new farm, then principle number five site-specific design - should be applied as the first one.
At the policy level, the regulator is trying to future-proof ecosystem services and food production in
the face of more extreme weather events, advancing climate change and the loss of biodiversity. At
the EU level, precisely such policies are being adopted. Starting with the net-zero by 2050
commitment enhanced by the European Green Deal with it's the Farm to Fork and Biodiversity
Strategies. The policy ambitions are clear and very high. What remains in front of us is translating
those ambitions into feasible opportunities for farm-level alignment with the policy ambitions. Those
efforts have to be supported by the EU-wide MRV: measurement, reporting and verification
framework for measuring, reporting and consequently rewarding ecosystem services provided by
farmers, as we move towards net-zero AND nature-positive agricultural systems with the farmer in
the centre.
This brings us to the bridging the gap section: how do we actually change agricultural and food
systems from conventional to regenerative with a farmer in the centre. The best idea is to
institutionalize pathways successfully troden by other farmers, who are successfully farming in a
regenerative way, such as Ciasnocha Family Farms in northern Poland. Using opportunities provided
by the Common Agricultural Policy since Poland’s entry into the EU in 2004, the family farm has
transitioned towards emissions negative operation sequestering 6,5 tCO2e/ha/year. This experience
has encouraged the family to create European Carbon Farmers - a business on a mission of putting
farmers at the centre of climate change mitigation and adaptation efforts in a profitable way.
European Carbon Farmers does so through promotion of carbon farming and the development of
agricultural carbon credit payment mechanisms.

Agricultural carbon credit is a financial mechanism, which encourages the farmer to change his
agricultural practices (in particular by minimizing tillage and integrating cover crops into the rotation
hence keeping the soil covered all year round), which lead to additional sequestration of carbon in
the agricultural soil. This additionally captured CO2 is sold to a company looking to offset its
emissions. European Carbon Farmers is in the centre of this process and enables the translation to
take place.

Recommendations:
●
●
●

●

●

Avoid weakening of environmental policies to scale back policy uncertainty for businesses, to
realize co-benefits and to scale back economic barriers.
Help corporations manage liquidity issues across sectors, together with renewable energy
and alternative low-carbon technology sectors.
Consider creating military missions to corporations depending on environmental
enhancements to produce a chance for governments to actively manage and soften the
transition from fossil fuels to low-carbon technologies. If attaching strings to corporations
within the pre-recovery part could also be tough, plausibly committing to doing so within the
recovery part might facilitate setting incentives and alter investors’ expectations. It conjointly
contributes to making sure the long-run viability and aggressiveness of corporations in a very
low-carbon economy.
Make use of opportunities to support behavioral changes which will facilitate a low-carbon
transition, as an example through facilitating employment and rolling out high-speed
broadband.
Prepare earlier a pipeline of low-carbon comes for the recovery part. comes to be evaluated
directly in terms of expected job gains and emissions intensities, each short and longer-term.

●

●

●

●

up the understanding of economic and environmental impacts of inexperienced policy
packages victimization quantitative metrics can facilitate planning more practical policies.
Invest in low-carbon infrastructure and avoid locking-in emission intensive technologies, to
mix job creation with sturdy emission reductions. Recovery packages can go to support job
creation and resilience within the presence of scarce government funds, whereas being in
line with the emission reduction targets of the Paris Agreement. Government support to
energy potency retrofitting of buildings will, as an example, facilitate job losses from the
development sector, whereas facilitating an occasional carbon transition. Investment in
energy capability or capital intensive comes might not be the immediate priority, however
required replacements of depleted energy capital ought to be tied with climate objectives.
Maintain government support for innovation to continue the event of low-carbon
technologies. In addition to basic analysis, this includes support for preparation and industrial
demonstration to assist achieving market scale through risk-sharing between public and
personal sectors.
Ensure incentives for low-carbon consumption, investment and innovation throughout the
recovery through the removal of fuel subsidies and commitment to carbon evaluation.
Investment support while not worth signals isn't sufficient to realize continued investment in
low-carbon technologies, whereas a reputable commitment to future carbon costs will offer
incentives while not in real time imposing the burden on sick corporations. Phasing out fuel
subsidies and tax expenditures may also generate abundant required funding to scale back
pressures on public finances within the recovery part. alternative policy measures together
with laws and standards can complement carbon evaluation in driving the transition.
Ensure adequate disbursal to avoid unfair burden sharing and alternative complementary
measures to reinforce the political satisfactoriness of carbon evaluation.

