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A Curricular Case Study: Constructing the Essential
Factors in “Social Design” Teaching

Hui Hsin Cheng and Wen Huei Chou

Abstract—This study explores an innovative teaching
approach based on the concept of social design. Using, as its case
study, a design education course called “Social Design,”
currently taught in universities, this study discusses the essential
elements of social design courses, based on the three
characteristics of social-design education: design practices,
problem evaluation, and interdisciplinary cooperation.

It concludes by showing that social-design education includes
the following essential elements: 1) to train students to propose
innovative solutions to problems; 2) to analyze problems
comprehensively, on the scale of the socio-ecological-system; 3)
to solve problems using interdisciplinary knowledge and
understanding; 4) to include people who have experienced
problems in the problem-solving process; 5) to ensure that
students achieve reflective learning during the problem-solving
process; and 6) to guide students in recognizing the “organic”
nature of social design problems, in which levels of stakeholder
participation affect problem-solving decisions, given that social
systems are constantly changing.

Index Terms—Social responsibility of designer, social design,
case study, design education.

I. INTRODUCTION

Most previous design studies have focused on ways to
create commercial value or to satisfy the needs of the market,
so as to achieve high quality designs that cater for our
consumerist society. However, Papanek, in his book, Design
for the Real World [1], proposed the concept of the social
responsibility of the designer; he believed that design should
do more than merely serve the market and he urged designers
to consider the needs of disabled people, the ecological
environment, hospital equipment, experimental research, and
poor people in third-world countries [1]. Designers are
duty-bound to respond to these social needs, as the creative
nature and practical influence of designs can address many
different social issues and serve a range of social groups [2],
[3].

Margolin and Margolin have argued that commercially
oriented design aims to satisfy market needs, whereas social
design aims to fulfil social needs [4]. The ultimate goal of
social design is to improve social quality [5]. Based on the
historical development of design, social design can be
discussed using three scales. The first is the
design-for-wellbeing scale, which focuses on the core spirit of
social wellbeing and stresses the pursuit of human wellbeing
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as its purpose. In other words, designers should use empathy
to discern user needs, especially when working with
underprivileged consumers who have been neglected by
consumerist society in the past. Design should take into
consideration the diversity among independent individuals [6],
[7].

The second scale is designed for the public and based on
the principle of universal design. Design should pay attention
to the physical and mental status of each individual and be
accessible to individuals with different characteristics in
various environments [8]. When designing for the general
public, designers should consider the needs of a range of
different users, in order to benefit more minority groups.
Empbhasis is placed not only on physical convenience but also
on achieving a higher level of social inclusion, in terms of
mental health and psychological well-being.

The third type is design for the world. The complexity of
social design problems calls for systematic thinking [9].
Ecological systems theory accommodates this characteristic
and uses social systems as units. It posits that social systems
are closely related to one another and maintain a dynamic
equilibrium; also, the underlying environment will affect
social systems at other levels [10]. In other words, social
issues do not exist independently. Using ecological systems
theory to evaluate social issues comprehensively can facilitate
an understanding of social needs.

As social design involves complex problems and
multifaceted stakeholders [11], traditional design education
does not suffice to satisfy social needs [4]. More specifically,
social-design education is highly experimental; to break
through the education model of the past, educators must
consider new ways of achieving transformation and
innovation in the classroom context [9], [12], [13]. The
problems of social structure are complex and require different
fields and organizations to work together and use their
expertise to look for solutions. Kolb, Kolb, Passarelli, and
Sharma have proposed four teaching roles and nine student
learning portfolios [14]. The roles of teachers and the learning
styles of students must also be redefined. Social-design
education consists of more than just the teacher and the
students. To integrate interdisciplinary stakeholders, the
Social Innovation Network (SIN) offers a new model of
social-design education and organizes community partners,
student teams, university faculty members and facilitators in
the design profession, based on the scale of interdisciplinary
educational activities, to promote the influence of social
design projects and social-design education collectively [9].

In addition, Anand and Haag have proposed the
Divergence-Convergence-Integration (DCI) technique as a
social-design reference process [15]. DCI allows a design to
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adhere closely to complex social attributes and address actual
current problems and needs; hence, it is a suitable topic of
discussion for social design studies. In the classroom context
of social-design education, teachers have to face not only
students but also multi-stakeholders; the scale of the problem
differs those faced by design education in the past. The
present study therefore discuss the essential elements of
social-design education, to provide a basis for future
discussions and modifications.

The professional teams at universities possess new ideas,
plans, and professional knowledge [16]. Integrating new
things into communities through these teams can stimulate
community development and transformation; using a
bottom-up approach can facilitate the empowerment of local
residents [17]. In the long run, these communities become
self-sustainable, even when teams and other resources are
taken away. Sustainable social development can potentially
be achieved by such interventions.

In light of this, the present study discusses the essential
aspects of innovative social design teaching, using as its case
study a current course called “Social Design.” The term
“social design” is relatively new and often discussed in
practical design fields. Nevertheless, few academic papers
have defined the term strictly or implemented it
systematically [4], [18]. To a certain extent, social-design
education is highly experimental. This study aims to establish
the essential elements of social-design education, helping
teachers teach in more innovative ways.

The next section examines ecological systems theory, SIN,
and DCI and analyzes social models using a curricular case
study. It aims to define the essential elements of social-design
education by analyzing a social design course.

Il. ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS OF SOCIAL DESIGN

A. Scale of Social Design

Ecological systems theory postulates that humans are
tightly connected with their physical and social environment
and that individual development is influenced by external
elements. In addition, every individual lives in a social system
and is deeply engaged in systems at multiple levels. Despite
their ever-changing relationships, the systems maintain a
dynamic equilibrium [10], [19]. [20]. Ecological systems
theory uses systems as units, discussing the interactive
relationship between human behavior and the environment.
These systems can be divided into five levels, in ascending
order: individuals, micro-systems, organizations, localities,
and macro systems [20], as shown in Fig. 1.

3
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Fig. 1. Diagram of ecological systems in community psychology, redrawn
from [20].
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One of the objectives of social design is to solve social
problems. However, social problems seldom exist
independently in a given ecological system, related to the
economy, education, medical care, politics, and other
constituencies, often lie behind these problems. Hence, the
problems of social design involve ecological levels on a large
and complex scale [20]. Normally, people work out a solution
once they see a problem, but applying such intuitive thinking
at a single level may simply address the tip of a much larger
iceberg. The advantage of ecological systems theory is that it
can integrate interventions at multiple levels, thus exerting a
greater influence [19].

While fulfilling social needs, design must also take into
account various issues caused by social systems [1], [15].
Ecological systems theory enables researchers to examine the
influence of complex interactions between different
ecological levels. Evaluating  social problems
comprehensively [21], by incorporating them into the overall
socio-ecological system, can facilitate the understanding of
social needs.

B. Process of Social Design

Designers tend to use the double-diamond model when
designing a product or service. The UK Design Council
divided the design process into four phases, known
collectively as “4D:” discover, define, develop and deliver.
The design process entails two rounds of divergence and
convergence thinking [22].

The first round is called “the stage of knowing;” it includes
the phases of discovery and definition. Designers gain
insights and discover new opportunities through empathy.
The second round is the stage of doing, which includes the
phases of development and delivery. Quick testing is carried
out through prototyping, to adhere closely to the users’ actual
needs [22], [23].

Anand and Haag guided university students to addressing
the problems of child education in rural areas [15]. The design
practice in this project was based on the double diamond
model. However, this model is not fully applicable to every
project, as interdisciplinary cooperation, research questions,
design issues, and field characteristics must be weighted
differently, based on the specific characteristics of each
project [2]. Eventually, the DCI was proposed, as a revised
design-process model, to offer a method of studying design
thinking in relation to a social issue.

The DCI technique achieves a deeper convergence of
complex social issues, matches the nature of social design,
and facilitates a more comprehensive evaluation of cases. Due
to the complexity of social systems and the difficulties
inherent in the problem-definition phase, there is a great need
for adjustments to the double diamond model within this
framework. However, as social design encompasses a wide
range of social aspects [22], [24], there is an inter-correlation
among these aspects; based on the characteristics of social
design, the DCI technique proposes concepts that are different
from those of the double diamond model and of referential
value to this study. As there is yet to be any clear definition of
the procedure or structure of the DCI method, this study has
adopted the double diamond model to provide references for
course analysis.
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C. Social Innovation Network

In traditional education, the teacher is the provider of
knowledge. However, social problems necessitate continuous
interdisciplinary and inter-organizational conversations [25],
in order to innovate new design thinking. Social-design
education is no longer limited to teachers who act as
knowledge transmitters and students who act as knowledge
recipients. When it comes to innovative ways of teaching
experiential learning, teachers can move between the four
roles of facilitator, coach, evaluator, and subject expert, in
accordance with the nature of the course. There are also nine
different learning processes, which correspond to students
learning activities [13], as shown in Fig. 2.

coach

Fig. 2. The experiential learning cycle of the four teaching roles and nine
student learning processes, redrawn from [13].

The past narrow mindset toward teaching and learning is
evolving into multifaceted forms. The SIN model has been
adopted by the U.S. organization, Design for America (DFA),
to train social design facilitators. It organizes community
partners, project teams, mentors, and studio leads [9],
enabling interdisciplinary professionals to come together.
Based on the scale of each project, SIN supports three types of
activities—project-based social design, student-led studios,
and networked community-development improvement [9].

The case investigated here was a university design
education program. Although DFA is an organization that
exists outside the tertiary education system, using a slightly
different operating model than the universities, its teaching
style and curricular personnel are both underpinned by
interdisciplinary teams. As interdisciplinary knowledge and
thinking support the needs of social-design education, it is
worth incorporating SIN into any curricular case study. The
present study therefore uses SIN to explore the essential
elements of social-design education.

D. Summary

To sum up, the above discussion shows that social-design
education should possess the three characteristics. The first
characteristic relates to design practices; social-design
education must incorporate a DCI-based design process with
design-practice attributes. Achieving a deeper convergence
with social issues will ensure that designs adhere closely to
complex social conditions, correspond to the nature of social
design, and facilitate a more comprehensive evaluation of
cases. Second, problem evaluation is also essential;
ecological systems theory can situate problems within a
comprehensive socio-ecological system for evaluation,
enabling students to perceive the relationship between design
and society from a wider perspective. The third characteristic
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is interdisciplinary cooperation. Social-design education
requires interdisciplinary cooperation; SIN can integrate,
organize, and share different types of background knowledge
and thinking among members of interdisciplinary teams.

I11. CASE STUDY ANALYSIS OF THE “SOCIAL DESIGN”

COURSE

A. Case Overview

Currently, the typical problems faced by rural communities
in Taiwan include population aging, the outflow of youth
labor, insufficient infrastructure, the lack of hard and soft
infrastructure, and stunted economic growth [26]. National
Yunlin University of Science and Technology (YunTech) is a
national university in an agricultural county in Taiwan. Faced
with an old-age dependency ratio of up to 18% [27] and the
problems caused by an aging society, university teachers and
students must leverage their own specialties to realize the
socially responsible design through university-level design
education.

The course discussed here is called “Social Design.” It
explores and arranges hands-on participation in design
practices by engaging with the design profession and
integrating interdisciplinary expertise. The goal is to help
students appreciate the social influence of design. This
innovative teaching plan, based on the concept of social
design, was a four-month elective program offered by the
Research Institute of the College of Design, YunTech from
September 2017 to January 2018. A total of 22 Master's and
doctoral students from the College of Design enrolled. The
course was jointly taught by three teachers from different
professions: design, information management, and corporate
management. They adopted an interdisciplinary perspective
to provide a more comprehensive range of course content.
The Chief of Kutou Village was a collaborating community
partner and the cross-field characteristics of this course
enabled students to engage directly with actual community
issues.

The Kutou Village community was selected as the field of
practice for the “Social design” course. It is a typical
agricultural community, located to the east of the city center
of Huwei Township, Yunlin County, Central Taiwan (as
shown in Fig. 3). The population is 939 and the local religions
include Taoism and Buddhism. The size of Kutou Village is
approximately 1.82 square kilometers. As it lies on the
alluvial fan of the Zhoushui River, Kutou Village is situated
on flat terrain. It has a subtropical climate with an average
annual temperature of 22.6 <C and an average annual rainfall
of 1028.9 millimeters [28]. The locations of public spaces and
manufacturers are shown in Fig. 3.

From the vantage point of agriculture, the community
enjoys a favorable climate and good soil; it also has a
substantial amount of arable land. As a result, most local
residents are engaged in agriculture. The main crops grown in
this area include garlic, corn, peanuts, and rice. In terms of
manufacturing, Huwei Township is the heart of Taiwan’s
towel manufacturing industry and Kutou Village specializes
in manufacturing towels in bulk, using original equipment
(OEM). A large-scale OEM towel factory has recently been
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transformed into a sight-seeing destination. Most local
households are engaged in the OEM production of towels. In
addition, the community has a kitchen knife factory, a scallion
pancake factory and a Shanghai hairy crab farm, among other
traditional industries. As for the service industry, due to the
local problem of demographic aging, there is also a day-care
center. In terms of public spaces, there is a community center
and a canteen for elderly people, which provides discussion
and dining spaces for elderly residents. The parks and green
spaces have been built by renovating dirty and unsightly
locations and old houses. However, the community still has
derelict houses and abandoned spaces.
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Fig. 3. Kutou village geography and community map.

During the course, students were guided by the teacher to
explore problems in different fields and to formulate solutions,
with the help of local specialists. This structure allowed the
students to fully leverage their specialized design knowledge
to engage in and address key issues. The “Social Design”
course drew on a diverse range of teaching methods,
including knowledge introduction, four to six rounds of field
studies, three workshops, and classroom discussions and
reflections.

In terms of knowledge input, the teacher took on the role of
a subject expert, teaching topics such as shared economy,
social innovation, and social design. Outside lecturers were
also invited to explore the subjects of long-term care and
systems thinking. The first round of field studies was guided
jointly by the Chief of the Village and the course teacher; the
remaining rounds were initiated by groups of students, who
visited the field in accordance with their needs. Each group
engaged in between four and six field studies, which allowed
them to gain a complete understanding of specialized fields
through research, as shown in Fig. 4.

Three workshops were held throughout the course. The
first was a one-day makers’ workshop organized in YunTech
and attended by the enrolled students; it taught the students
about different tools and how to apply them to design and
development projects. The second was a one-day
revitalization workshop held in Kutou Village with 13 local
residents; it gave the students a chance to talk with local
residents directly and to convert thoughts that were still in the
imagination phase into ideas with potential to meet actual
needs, as shown in Fig. 5. The third was a two-day
participatory design workshop also held in Kutou Village.
Eight local residents attended this event, which gave students
a chance to draw on the knowledge of stakeholders to retain,
add to, or modify the evaluated needs in our research, as
shown in Fig. 6.

The teacher evaluated the performance of each student in
the classroom discussions and reflections, providing feedback
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after knowledge-input sessions. The students developed
design proposals and analyzed the problems through
discussions. The course included problem-analysis based on
ecological systems theory, providing feedback on the
proposals and workshop reflections, as shown in Fig. 7.
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Fig. 7. Lecture in the form of a group discussion and presentation.

B. Analysis of Course Activities

Because of the diversity of teaching methods used, the
course extended beyond the traditional classroom to engage
with the community surrounding the university. Along with
the students and teacher, community residents and other
stakeholders with an interest in social problems also
participated in this course. As these innovative teaching
methods took a bold step away from tradition, both the design
practices and the problem evaluation of the case are worth
discussing.

This study matches the above models in approaching a case
in its present stage. The steps are as follows: 1) the “Social
Design” course is dissected, and the units are assigned simple
names that describe the course content; 2) the participants and
fields are listed to examine how stakeholders are engaged to
provide interdisciplinary cooperation; 3) the experiential
learning cycle is aligned with the course content. A
self-assessment tool for measuring the educator’s role is used
to validate the teacher’s classroom role-playing; 4) the case is
correlated using the four phases of the double diamond model
to examine how design practices have been implemented in
the case. Using these four steps, course activities are analyzed
and organized (see Fig. 8).

After aligning the course units with the four phases of the
double diamond model, the table includes blank cells,
marking areas that the model has failed to interpret. These
represent the reflections and analysis involved in the learning
activities. Although social-design education is modelled on
design practices, the introduction of new knowledge and
reflective learning are important stages of innovative teaching.
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In particular, many reflective learning activities were
arranged around case units, to train students to reflect on
previous proposals when making new ones. This is a
limitation of the double diamond model when it comes to
social-design education.

Unit Name

Teaching

S
2
S

O

Learning Participants

U theory Design teacher, students
Initiating

Concept of social design and case study

Design teacher

Field study in Kutou Village
Experiencing

Independent field studies

Imagining

Reflecting

Makers' workshop
Conceptualization of subject-related practices

Revitalization workshop-appreciative inquiry

Community
center

Reflection on revitalization workshop
Revisiting U theory
Reflection on participatory design workshop

Proposal and feedback

A

Sharing economy

X]

Analyzing Long-term care in Taiwan
Social innovation
Definition of participatory design
Systems thinking

\ P
( Thinking ) _Persona and customer journey
/' Revitalization workshop-wave analysis

Ecological systems theory

Ecological systems theory—initial proposal

Deciding  production of initial proposal

End-of-term report

Participatory design workshop—preparation Design teacher, stus

Acting Deadline for implementation proposal Students

Participatory design workshop

Fig. 8. Analytical table of course activities.

According to the participants’ own analysis, stakeholders
such as the Chief of Village, community residents, and
business owners in traditional industries took part in the
learning activities of experiencing, imagining, thinking, and
acting. They cooperated in seeking solutions to problems,
rather than letting the students design proposals all by
themselves. In terms of interdisciplinary teaching, the
teachers from the fields of corporate and information
management served as subject experts in the learning
activities. This enabled the students to apply interdisciplinary
knowledge to their subsequent designs, to solve problems
during analytical activities.

The teaching field of this course extended from the
classroom into the community, encompassing factories, the
long-term care center, households, and community centers;
the scale of problems broadened and expanded accordingly.
In addition, ecological systems theory was used to evaluate
problems, giving the students a multilayered understanding of
problems during thinking and deciding activities.

IV. CONCLUSION

The case in this study broke through the boundaries of
traditional design education by using both interdisciplinary
teachers and cross-field participants. It is worth noting that
social systems display the characteristics of dynamic change.
This affects problem-solving strategies, as course participants
and fields change. The present study concludes that
social-design education requires six essential elements:

1) To train students to propose innovative solutions to
problems;
2) To analyze problems comprehensively, on the scale of the
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3)
4)
5)

6)

socio-ecological system;

To solve problems using interdisciplinary knowledge and
understanding;

To engage in the problem-solving process with people
who have experienced the problem;

To ensure that students can achieve reflective learning
during the problem-solving process;

To guide students in recognizing the “organic” nature of
social-design problems, in which levels of stakeholder
participation affect problem-solving decisions, as social
systems constantly change.

The findings of this study may serve as a teaching reference
for university teachers. With further investigation into
individual case experiences, we hope to explore more
possibilities in the curricula, to inspire creativity in social
design, and to implement social responsibility of designer in

university.
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