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Everything that humanity encounters is designed, which means designers bear a huge 

responsibility. Designers have, in their hands, a power that they have not been taught how to 

use, and more importantly, how not to use. This power is being passed to them without any 

concern on how they might use it and under what ethical and moral standards it is to be used. 

 

This thesis aims to demonstrate that there is a need for a transformation in design education. 

Academia has been perpetuating the designer’s ignorance by turning design schools into the 

clearinghouse for a non-ethical design practice. Designers are not being taught the foundations 

of ethical behavior as part of their curriculum to uphold an ethical standard.  

 

The findings from this research will argue for the introduction of an ethical baseline at the core of 

design education. Designers should not only talk about ethics but act on them in order to address 

the complex problems society faces.  

 

Keywords: ethics in design, power and design, ethical commitment, ethical baseline, design for 

good, intent, sustainability, field theory, action research 
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I. Introduction 

 

Ethics in design have not been defined nor formally established. The conversations that are taking 

place around ethics in the discipline are more focused on plagiarism, creative property, and the use 

of resources available to designers rather than on the more pressing needs. Designer’s ethical 

conversations should include a deep self-reflective process related to the decisions they are 

making, who they are designing for, why, and the social and environmental impact behind the 

artifacts they are creating. A designer who is aware of her ethical standards and has been taught 

about the importance of ethics is able to make informed decisions about her practice. Most design 

schools teach ethics to their students by explaining the importance of collecting data and how this 

data should be handled. The conversation focuses on the treatment of data collected through 

contextual research rather than on how that data is empowering the designer and being used later 

to design.  

 

In educational environments the power of design has been discussed but not approached or 

acknowledged in a way that can be taught. Acknowledging the power of design and the 

responsibilities related to it should be a top priority of design schools as design is taking part in 

more disciplines than ever to shape their services, products, and experiences. Designers are not 

being exposed to an education that explains what being a designer means, the power and 

responsibility it entails, or how the projects they choose to take part in are all defining and stating 

their personal ethical standards. Designers are being taught how to design but not how to be a 

designer.  

 

Aral Balkan, creative technologist, designer, and developer at Ind.ie, notes that designing a great 

experience that is ethically aligned involves designing technology that respects human rights, 
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human efforts, and human experiences. But as designers, we are failing to design for human rights 

(qtd. In Sohail, 2017).  A designer is first and foremost a human being, as designer Mike Monteiro 

stated in his Code of Ethics (Monteiro, 2010). Academia has failed the discipline by avoiding a 

deep ethical conversation and by not taking an active role in trying to provide a better design 

education, especially during the formative years in college. Design education should include ‘why’ 

and ‘how’ being a designer entails a big responsibility where there are cultural codes that are being 

reproduced. Most disciplines that can cause damage to human lives are required to follow a code 

of ethics including law, medicine, architecture, and engineering. All of these professionals have a 

regulated and standardized practice, while designers do not. The lack of regulation might be 

because of the “wickedness” of design problems or because of how vast societal needs are. All in 

all, the complex problems that society faces and the malpractice that some designers are showing 

by taking part in unethical projects reinforce the need for a change.  

 

II. Design Shift 

 

While design has been defined in a multitude of ways, each of the definitions available are 

insufficient, and tend to focus on one area of design instead of providing a more holistic definition. 

The dictionary offers two definitions for it: as a noun, it is “a plan or drawing produced to show the 

look and function or workings of a building, garment, or other object before it is built or made”. As 

a verb, “do or plan (something) with a specific purpose or intention in mind”. Design is a complex 

word to define, especially in today’s culture due to the multiple practices linked to it. The beauty 

behind designed artifacts and experiences lies in the fact that no one really knows what design is, 

but everyone sees it. Design is everywhere, and it cannot be escaped. 

 



Londoño       
 

 

4 
 
 

As a discipline, Design has failed to define, let alone re-define, what it has become. Just like laws 

get renewed from time to time, the definition of design should be constantly revisited. The 

practice has been shifting continuously depending on the users’ needs. Concepts and practices like 

design thinking and user-centered design have been talked about for the last forty years but 

recently started to play a more active role in the design practice as part of the methodology in the 

design process. 

 

The definition of design should be a noun and a verb. As defined by Graphic Designer Paul Rand, 

Design is the synthesis between form and content. Design critic, Alice Rawsthorn, explains in Hello 

World that the word ‘design’ dates back to ancient Rome and originates from the Latin verb 

designer, which had several meanings, including to mark, trace, describe, plan, and perpetrate. In 

1588, the word design was used as a noun meaning ‘purpose, aim, intention’. Designers today 

should not only be crafters of artifacts, experiences and visuals but, more importantly, meaning 

makers, with purpose and intention.  

 

The Bauhaus School perfectly framed the importance of not only being makers, but also versatile 

designers able to connect multiple disciplines. The Bauhaus was one of the most important and 

influential art schools of the 20th century that took place between 1919 and 1933. This art school 

had an educational offering that was diverse and hands on with an approach to design education 

that was focused on having holistic knowledge of the practice. The Bauhaus believed that a 

multidisciplinary approach was the best way for a designer to succeed as a meaning making and 

beautifier. Professors aimed to teach, not only the fundamental principles of their practice, but 

also the fundamentals of other practices that correlated to theirs.  
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The Bauhaus curriculum was illustrated in a diagram by its founder Walter Gropius (See figure 1). 

The diagram represents the circles of study and how the program was structured from a more 

holistic and multidisciplinary view that starts to narrow once the student has learned the 

prescribed basics. Students started in a preliminary course which covered “elementary form” and 

“basic studies of materials and tools”. From there, a three-year long experimentation with materials 

and media including stone, wood, metal, and textiles was required. Only after they completed this 

formation in the fundamentals, students were allowed to enter the core architecture course. The 

Bauhaus curriculum was unique, not because of what was taught, but by the new ideas about how 

to teach and learn. The philosophy behind it allowed students to explore a myriad of disciplines 

and techniques, that in the long run, allowed them to achieve a perfect practice where skills are 

preserved.  

 

A designer from the Bauhaus School was focused on the craft and fine-art of her practice but also 

was deeply concerned with the intellectual and theoretical approach behind it. This fluid approach 

to design is closely related to the way design is understood today as a multidisciplinary 

undertaking. An ethical education, among other things, must entail the understanding of multiple 

disciplines. 

 

Being a multidisciplinary designer is a big responsibility. It requires a keen sense of empathy, 

commitment, and interest in learning from everyone and everything. It requires being a human 

being first, one who is interested in designing to create value and a positive impact on culture and 

society. Ramona Todoca defines herself as a “multidisciplinary designer and art director”. Todoca 

graduated with a BFA in Graphic Design from the Savannah College of Art and Design in 2011, 

and since then, she has been working in advertising with a myriad of clients and design 

opportunities. Todoca became the Graphic Design Department Mentor for SCAD in 2018 and 
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constantly visits to share her insights and learnings from the industry. During the Fall of 2018, 

Todoca visited SCAD’s Savannah campus to present her talk “The Future is Fluent: If a design career 

is like traveling, how prepared are you for the trip?”. In this talk, she presented her vision of what 

being a multidisciplinary designer means and this relates to the Bauhaus original curriculum. 

Todoca explained the shift that has been taking place in the design discipline and its practice, and 

how designers of today are expected to do much more than just produce beautiful artifacts, 

visuals and experiences. The designers from 2019 on are expected to be meaning makers and 

beautifiers, capable of mastering their discipline while being adept in a multitude of other 

disciplines. Design is fluid, as Todoca states, and designers should be multidisciplinary and aware 

of the ethical commitment that this fluidity implies. By working with multiple disciplines and 

getting involved in a variety of projects, designers have been forced to become multidisciplinary. 

Collaborative methodologies and projects are forcing designers to interact with disciplines which 

they were not used to in order to develop projects they have never seen or thought about before. 

The projects that designers get involve in, are just the starting point of the societal complexity of 

today and the needs that have been taking place during recent years. 

 

 As defined by Teo Yu Siang and the Interaction Design Foundation, “Design Thinking is an 

iterative process in which designers seek to understand the user, challenge assumptions, and 

redefine problems in an attempt of identifying alternative strategies and solutions that might not 

be instantly apparent” (qtd. In Interaction Design website). Design Thinking revolves around a 

deep interest in developing an understanding of the people for whom designers are designing. 

Design Thinking is a methodology that requires designers to be human and to value everyone at 

the table. The involvement of design with other disciplines, plus the use of methodologies like 

Design Thinking, raises the demands and places more emphasis on being an ethical designer, one 

that is aware of the responsibility she has by taking part in such projects. It is not only about being 



Londoño       
 

 

7 
 
 

aware of the projects that designers are working on, it is also about a deep understanding of the 

effect that those projects and its solutions have on the culture in which it is designed.  

 

III. Definition of ethics 

 

There are preconceived notions of what being ethical means that have been established through 

culture and religion. Most people grow up embedded in a culture that teaches what “doing the 

right thing” means. Catholicism, through the ten commandments, promotes a reflective practice 

where our actions are measured in relation to having that same situation happening to us. 

Buddhist ethics include no killing, stealing, lying, or having sexual misconduct, which is similar to 

the catholic code of ethics. Daoism relates more to the being rather than doing and how to 

nurture passivity. All religions spur a compassionate attitude, where our individuality and freedom 

ends where someone else’s starts.  

 

As a society, we have moved toward a selfish way of existing, where the main interest is that of 

individual wellness without considering the consequences and impact that those actions have on 

others. The actions range from companies taking advantage of natural resources and deploying 

them, to our constant usage of plastic utensils and bags. As stated in Thinking in Systems by 

Donella Meadows, we live in a Tragedy of the Commons trap where we as a society are selfishly 

spoiling the resources available to the whole system without considering the consequences. 

“Although we might consider ourselves to be ethical people, many of us are not thinking of ethics 

intentionally in our work” (Sohail, 2017). Take for instance the current approach to consumerism 

and how multiple designers are taking part in it by producing the graphic pieces, devices, and 

services that nurture a meaningless practice. Should designers keep working on the iPhone 6s or 7 

or 8 when there is already plenty of devices available on the market with the same functions? 
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Should they be working on the branding for a new cookie company when the grocery store 

already has more than sixteen different brands of cookies available? As a society we have let 

ourselves enter a mindset where it is all about producing and consuming without meaningful 

intent and this is not the first time that a situation like this has taken place. This philosophy reflects 

what the Industrial Revolution started and what later designers and crafters like William Morris 

kept trying to fight. 

 

The Industrial Revolution is described as the transition to new manufacturing processes in Europe 

and the US that took place between 1720 and 1840. Prior to this revolution, manufacturing was 

mostly done by people using hand tools and small machines. The production of artifacts was highly 

handcrafted and human oriented. Industrialization brought a shift to powered and special-purpose 

machinery that allowed for mass production. The mechanized methods and steam driven machines 

replaced the crafts system. Before the Industrial Revolution, most people lived in small, rural 

communities where farming was the main activity. Their incomes were insufficient, so most people 

produced their own food, clothing, and furniture and “while industrialization brought about an 

increased volume and variety of manufactured goods and an improved standard of living for some, 

it also resulted in often grim employment and living conditions for the poor and working classes” 

(History.com Editors, 2009).  

 

The Industrial Revolution lead to a highly consumerist society that focused on acquiring 

unnecessary products to impress others. This philosophy was adapted and later abused by 

advertising as a way to boost a capitalistic economy. Capitalism responds to the need to own 

goods in order to establish a socio-economic status. This economic system is based on private 

ownership of produced means for profit. Capitalism breeds inequity as it promotes the unequal 

distribution of resources depending on the acquisition power. The wealth is concentrated in fewer 
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hands instead of having an equitable distribution of the resources available. (Jahan and Mahmud, 

2015). 

 

Peter Bisanz, Associate Director of the Global Agenda Councils wrote, “How to make Capitalism 

more Ethical” in 2014. In the article, Bisanz suggests that the way to make Capitalism more ethical 

is by “establishing long-term socio-economic and environmental value”. Businesses should aim to 

build deep, trust-based relationships with their customers that ensure a long run fidelity that is not 

based on programmed obsolescence. Programmed Obsolescence is the policy by which artifacts 

are designed and planned in order to become obsolete after a certain amount of time. Designers 

currently play an influential role in this behavior by taking part in the design process behind those 

artifacts which is highly unethical. The idea of producing a product that is planned to fail in order 

to be replaced by a new one opposes the idea of designing artifacts for good and to improve the 

user’s experience. As professor and designer Victor Papanek stated in Design for the Real World,  

“Advertising Design is persuading people to buy things they don’t need, with money they don’t 

have, in order to impress others who don’t care” (Papanek, 1985). Some designers are designing 

products intended to fail while others are developing the visuals and marketing pieces to promote 

them. Is this the ultimate goal of design? Isn’t design supposed to aim for an intended practice 

where the artifacts and solutions designed add to the culture and promote positive values? Ethical 

conversations need to take place around design, advertising, and Capitalism in order to support 

values and behavioral changes.  

 

Victor Papanek stated “designers have become a dangerous breed and the skills needed in these 

activities are taught carefully to young people”. Designers play an active role in Programmed 

Obsolescence and The Tragedy of the Commons by designing unsustainable packages, using toxic 
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materials, and taking part in unethical projects. Designers are not only a dangerous breed, but also 

unethical, because they have not been taught how to approach their practice in a thoughtful way.  

 

The term Action Research was used for the first time by the psychologist Kurt Lewin in 1944. 

“Action research is a process in which participants examine their own educational practice 

systematically and carefully using the techniques of research” (Ferrance, 1). Action Research 

requires practitioners to be self-critical, in order to publicly self-evaluate their practice. Through 

this it is possible to push for a continuous professional development that highlights a reflective 

practice. “It is about the nature of the learning process, about the link between practice and 

reflection, about the process of attempting to have new thoughts about familiar experiences, and 

about the relationship between particular experiences and general ideas” (qtd. In Boylston, 2019). 

Action Research is intended to guide the iterative maturation of any discipline through ethical 

considerations. By actively taking part in Action Research, design could find a more ethical practice 

where self-reflection is a key pillar. This process would allow designers to evaluate their process, 

enhance the learnings and transform the practice through positive behavioral changes.  

 

The importance of a reflective and thoughtful practice in design has been discussed on multiple 

occasions. William Morris sparked conversations around ethics and the importance of an intended 

practice when he constructed the Arts and Crafts movement. This movement took place between 

1850 and 1915 and it is the counterpart to the Industrial Revolution. The Arts and Crafts 

movement was an artistic response to the new methods brought on by industrialization. William 

Morris was a textile designer and social activist who turned out to be the major contributor to the 

movement by promoting the return to an ornamented practice. Morris believed that returning to 

the crafts was a way to restore balance to an overburdened environment brought on by the ills of 

the Industrial Revolution. The Arts and Crafts movement believed in a practice that was highly 
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human oriented and traditional. Each of the production steps was assigned to an artist who 

supervised the production of that artifact. Every piece was unique and with exquisite attention to 

details, in contrast to the mass-produced pieces that characterized industrialization. The Arts and 

Craft movement was all about prioritizing quality over quantity, human over machine, and nature 

over artificial. Their main intention was to offer long-lasting artifacts instead of disposable goods. 

A hundred years later, we are back to disposable goods instead of long-lasting artifacts that are 

being designed and promoted daily by designers. 

 

A. Ethics in other disciplines 

 

Designer, and ethics enthusiast Mike Monteiro, mentioned in an interview with Scout Books that 

we can all have a general agreement of what being ethical is. We can all agree that it would not be 

ethical for a mechanic to cut the client’s break lines in order to ensure a new service. As a society 

we have a preconceived notion of what being ethical means. It might be because of our education 

at home, school, or life in general, but we all relate to a code of ethics we live by. The code of 

ethics that we individually live by was heavily influenced by our context and what philosopher Kurt 

Lewin defines as Field Theory. Each human being is the result of a grouping of situations and 

moments that makes that person who she is. These human values and beliefs are deeply rooted in 

the environment that person was exposed to. If young designers are not being exposed to a 

strong ethical education, it is impossible to expect them to be ethical just by relying on their own 

personal values. The main objective is to help designers reframe their design goals to be more 

reflective of human values through ethics.  

 

All professions have ethical standards, even if they have not been written out. Most of these 

ethical guidelines have been agreed upon by each of the practitioners the very moment they 
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joined the discipline and started their formation of it. But who is keeping track of the compliance 

of those guidelines in each of the disciplines? Medicine regulates itself through the Hippocratic 

Oath, lawyers are required to swear by the lawyer’s oath and must pass the Bar in order to 

graduate and be able to practice, engineers and architects get licensed before actually being able 

to practice in full. Those are the guidelines that each of these disciplines use to regulate its 

practitioners. Design is a discipline with blurred lines in relation to what its ethical standards are. 

One of the possible causes for this might be related with how broad the discipline is. It all goes 

back to the difficulty behind defining design. What does Design do? The design practice involves 

doing contextual research, collaborating with other disciplines, planning, sketching, drafting, 

prototyping, sharing ideas, and iterating. The design discipline is involved in a myriad of activities 

that makes it impossible for it to be regulated with a single ethical code that fits all branches. 

 

Even though it might be impossible to regulate the practice within a single code of ethics, there 

are certifications like the GDC in Canada that seeks to certify at least one of the branches within 

the design practice. The GDC is an organization in charge of providing certification for the 

Canadian Graphic and Communication Design Profession since 1968. This is the first and only 

certification mark for graphic and communication designers in Canada. The main goal of this 

certification is to “assure those seeking design and marketing services that the provider has met a 

rigorous and professional standard of services”. Switzerland and Norway are the only two 

countries that offer a certification for graphic designers aside from Canada (MacAvery, 18). 

 

The GDC certification is recognized across Canada as a mark of professional services and ethical 

business conduct that can be acquired by professionals, educators and non-Canadians who are 

living and practicing within the country. In order to apply, the candidate must submit seven case 

studies or projects that will be vetted on: strategy, typography, use of imagery, implementation, 
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electronic media (if applies), and presentation. Online reviews and blogs from designers who have 

applied to the certification state that it is not an easy task and that they have found themselves 

redoing some of the case studies in order to fit the requirements. These statements lead one to 

believe that even though the certification is possible, there is not a strong design education which 

allows designers to go through this process seamlessly. Applicants are required to have at least 

seven years, in total, of combined graphic/communication design education and/or professional 

practice. The graphic/communication design programs in Canada know beforehand the 

requirements that the certification entails, aren’t they preparing their students for the certification 

by offering the necessary tools in the curriculum? Or are the curriculums not strong enough just 

yet in order for students to get the certification easily? 

 

Art director and author Steven Heller discusses the importance behind curriculum development 

and the process that it entails to form graphic designers. By gathering multiple essays and 

documents written by other designers and authors, Heller was able to put together The Education 

of a Graphic Designer, a book that discusses, in detail, multiple aspects about teaching and 

educating in Graphic Design. In the chapter What is “Professional” about Professional Education? 

written by Meredith Davis, the conversation loops around the process behind defining a 

curriculum and how academia may look into the future. Curriculum development is not an easy 

task nor one that should be taken lightly. It must be a thoughtful process that considers how the 

decisions made might impact the students in two, five, and ten years ahead. “We are the ‘future’ 

business; we make informed assumptions that our curriculum and instruction today will serve our 

students and their constituents well for the next fifty years and that, in doing so, we play some 

role in defining the future of our field” (qtd. In Heller, 66). Academia has always had the potential 

to shape the way in which the Design profession is practiced. As Davis stated, designers are 

defining the future of the design field and in doing so, they have the power to transform it for 
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good or bad. Why are ethics not a core element in the design curriculum? The efforts around 

developing a curriculum that positively affects the future have been made but they must be 

strengthened.  

 

B. The push for ethics in Design 

 

Meredith Davis uses this diagram (See figure 2) to describe the dimensions of the contemporary 

design task and how important it is to develop a curriculum that is not only focused on teaching 

but that takes into account how those teachings are going to be carried on and reproduced by 

students once they take part in an entry-level practice. The diagram illustrates the cycle followed 

by a message created where first, the message is created, later reproduced, circulated, received by 

individuals and finally assimilated by culture. This cycle reflects the importance of having a well-

established ethical standard that ensures no unethical messages will get reproduced, circulated 

and finally assimilated by culture. Designers usually get to pick what seeps into culture and what 

does not, and they should be informed on how important that decision is. It is important to focus 

the attention on developing designers who are ethically equipped to make that call.  

 

Victoria Sgarro, product designer working at First Look Media is interested in how design impacts 

human behavior, and what that means to our future. In 2018 she wrote What are “Ethics in 

Design”? where she stated, “people in the field are calling for more ethical decision-making even 

though it is hard to pin down what exactly that means”. There is not a single definition of what 

being ethical means but there are definitely examples of designers making decisions in a more 

ethical way. “The mistake of designers has been the assumption that ethical considerations do not 

fall into their job descriptions” (Sagarro, 2018). Designers have detached themselves from what 

they produce because they have not been forced to take ownership for it and deal with the 
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consequences. “We are constantly waiting for someone else to take the blame, we are constantly 

waiting for someone else to fix it, we are constantly waiting for someone else to pull the plug on 

something that sucks when it should be us (designers)” (Monteiro, 2013). Someone else is 

constantly taking the fall for designers’ malpractice and it tends to be the user. This malpractice 

gets replicated as it seeps into culture, which generates a cycle of non-ethical practices that are 

seen as acceptable.  

 

Ever since Mike Monteiro started practicing design, he has been an avid supporter of the need for 

design to define what ethical standards are. As he notes, designers have been running fast and 

free with no ethical guidelines while they should be held responsible for their designs, based on 

ethical standards. From his everyday practice at Mule Design, the design studio he co-founded 

with Erika Hall, Monteiro roots for a more ethical practice by picking the clients the studio works 

with as well as the projects they get involved in. For Monteiro, every client and project that a 

designer decides to get involve with, reflects her ethical commitment and standards. In his attempt 

to define and regulate ethics in design, Monteiro created the first Designer’s Code of Ethics. This 

code features the ten commandments that a designer must consider in order to practice design in 

an ethical way. The commandments include being human and socially aware, acknowledging the 

responsibility behind the artifacts they put out into the world, valuing impact over form and being 

critical and self-reflective about their practice. (See Appendix A). 

 

Mike Monteiro and Erika Hall are not the only designers pushing for a more ethical practice 

through their studio and everyday practice. Other design studios like Greater Good Studio, founded 

by George Aye and Sara Cantor Aye, seek to stand as a change agent that visualizes the need for a 

more social and ethical practice. George Aye was struck by the unethical practice he was 

performing when he identified the incompatibility between two projects he worked on during his 
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time at IDEO. On one end he was working on a new device for diabetes patients in order to 

improve their experience. On the other end he was advertising a high sugar drink for a well-known 

brand in order to increase sales. An introspective process allowed him to understand that he was 

making sick the same patients that he was trying to help and from that moment on he decided to 

take ownership of his design decisions by taking a stand. Most designers are afraid to take a stand 

because they are not being taught how to be independent thinkers. Most of them think in a 

rational way that allows for personal standards to stand above the bottom line in order to please 

the client instead of reflecting their true beliefs. Vivianne Castillo is a user experience researcher 

at Weight Watchers who notes that a designer who identifies with society’s dominant culture may 

have less personal need to take another perspective. The identification with society’s majority is 

shown to be correlated with less critical awareness of the world outside of yourself (qtd. In Sgarro, 

2018).  

 

Greater Good Studio defines itself as “a combination of design and values” where their main 

interest is working on tangible solutions to everyday issues. They firmly believe that designers 

should design to create a positive social impact. Both Sara and George are aware that measuring 

positive social impact is complicated, and hard to do, but hard does not mean impossible, and that 

is what they are aiming to accomplish every day. Lana Rigsby and Thomas Hull from Rigsby Hull 

are an example of how to show your ethics even when you are not directly involved. In 2017, the 

US Department of Homeland Security issued a request for proposals to design and build the 

proposed southwest border wall between the US and Mexico. Rigsby Hull, in collaboration with 

Architecture Lobby, called on architects, engineers, and builders to say no to the wall, “a project 

that violates the very purposes these professions exist to serve”. (Rigsby Hull, 2017). The studio 

took part in the #NotOurWall initiative and shared information on how designers could envision 

making the wall a good thing. (See figure 3). “Take the fight to who you can, where you can, how 



Londoño       
 

 

17 
 
 

you can” (Rigsby Hull, 2017). Ethical decisions are not only showcased by the actions you take but 

also by the ones you do not.   

 

Aside from Mule Design Studio, Rigsby Hull, and Greater Good Studio, some other initiatives are: 

Design for America that features human centered design focused on social challenges, Desis which 

is a not-for-profit and cultural association focused on social innovation and emerging ways of 

living in a more sustainable way, and Reospartners, a company that seeks to design in order to 

facilitate systematic change.  

 

The push for a more ethical design practice should not start nor end at the corporative level. It is 

educators and educational institutions’ responsibility to properly prepare their students for real 

world case scenarios. Ethical education should begin in the very first level of design education, 

even earlier when possible.  

 

There is a myriad of ways in which ethics could be infused into the design education and one of 

them is taking education out of the classrooms and into the field. From a very early age, we are 

taught to be compassionate and understanding of other’s situations, but it is not until we 

experience them that we have a true understanding. Projects born within academia but away from 

the classroom force students out of their comfort zone and into real-world experiences that allow 

to develop important soft skills in design such as empathy. The following two case studies 

showcase projects that through field research and by building relationships with design peers 

allowed to create outcomes that stand for a positive impact in the world. Both case studies started 

as a small classroom or school related project that was taken further and into the world. 
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1. Case Study · Saber del Monte 

 

Multiple approaches have been made from a wide variety of design areas and through 

collaborations within the design discipline in order to design for good. Saber del Monte (translated 

to ‘the knowledge of the forest’) is an example of a sustainable and social project that seeks to 

nurture a more conscious practice of design through ethical design thinking methodologies and 

human centered design. The project took place during Summer of 2018 and included students 

from the Savannah College of Art and Design, author included. This project was born with the 

partnership of Project Resound, a social design organization founded on the belief that creative 

individuals are uniquely equipped to make the world a better place, Los Andes University from 

Bogotá, Colombia, and Patrimonio Natural, a non-profit foundation that strives to conserve the 

natural areas of Colombia.  

 

Montes de María is a zone located in the center of the Colombian Departments of Bolivar and 

Sucre. This zone has been the scene of many human rights violations due to the extended civil war 

that has taken place there for many years. Farmers from the region have been trying to recover 

from the violence in order to return to their homes and crops. In returning to their farms they 

have applied sustainable practices which has led to a larger yield from their crops. So, they have 

found themselves with a unique problem, they are finding it difficult to transport their products, 

sell them at a fair price and keep a stable system that allows the farmers to thrive beyond the 

basic human needs. The main goal of the project was to help connect the spoiling yet valuable 

agricultural products of the dry tropical forest (beans forest honey, avocado, sesame seeds, 

eggplant and native tropical fruits) to new viable markets in a timely manner.  
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A team of 27 designers that included service design, business strategy, and communications 

conducted and analyzed field research by immersing into the countryside and experiencing the life 

of the Colombian farmer. This two day exercise resulted in a large quantity of data that the team 

now had available to build a system, a process and communication tools that would all work to 

connect the farmer to the market. From those 27 designers, 13 were Colombians while the rest of 

the team included designers from Trinidad and Tobago, United States, and Russia. The multiple 

disciplines, diverse backgrounds and cultural interests made the experience enriching and unique.  

 

One of the biggest struggles the team faced was the ethical concerns of working with a group of 

people that they knew very little about. This led to agonizing over dealing with defining ‘good 

intentions’ and their preconceived notions of what a solution should be for this community. To Hell 

with Good Intentions, written by Ivan Illich is an excellent text that displays some of the 

assumptions that were made by some of the team who came into the project with a preconceived 

notion of agricultural ways, especially from the industrialized systems implemented in the United 

States. One example of this is that to one of the designers, big machines and more industrialized 

systems represented the status quo to grow and harvest food. When they found out the highly 

artisanal means used by Colombian farmers they were surprised and intrigued. There were no 

trucks to pick up the produce, no machines to scatter the seeds or to harvest the products. 

Instead, they found scattering systems made manually by joining sticks with water bottles as a 

pendulum, basic geometry, to know where to place the seeds, and organic farming. The farming 

operations of the Montes de Maria farmer was extremely labor intensive of hard-working hands. 

(See Appendix B).  

 

As Ivan Illich stated “you cannot even meet the majority which you pretend to serve in Latin 

America –even if you could speak their language, which most of you cannot. You can only 
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dialogue with those like you– Latin American imitations of the North American middle class. There 

is no way for you to really meet with the underprivileged, since there is no common ground 

whatsoever for you to meet on.” The main methodology implemented by the design team in Saber 

del Monte to make the most ethically bound outcome was to have a total immersion in the 

community. The team divided into smaller teams that went to live with the farmer’s families, 

worked a day with them, and practiced shadowing of their everyday life to have a deeper and 

more meaningful understanding of what the real needs were.  

 

Through collaborative design methodologies the team was able to co-create solutions with the 

farmers, and the client, which strengthened the outcome and allowed the community to feel part 

of the solution. This gave the community a great sense of pride and ownership.  One of the 

biggest challenges in designing for vulnerable communities is the fact that designers tend to 

suggest solutions based on what they know. It is easy to allow predetermined ideas to take over 

and disrupt the design process. Probably the easiest way to solve the farmers issues in this specific 

project was to provide industrialized farming systems. It might be the easy way out but that 

doesn’t mean it is what the community needed nor would that solution meet the ethical aptitude 

that it required. Doing ethnographic research and deep immersion is what allowed the team to 

truly identify the community’s needs and design an outcome that responded to the needs of the 

people instead of what could have been a superficial outcome.  

  

Project Resound proposed the “Saber del Monte” program. This strategy generated a network 

where buyers, restaurant owners, and farmers are connected and aligned under the same high 

organic standards in order to ensure a fair trade of the products. The project was adopted by 

Patrimonio Natural upon completion of the seven day project which allowed the program to 

continue to grow and also to be replicated in other vulnerable zones in Colombia. One of the 
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farmers interviewed was asked what she wanted to get out of this project and she said, “I just 

hope that it is not like those government programs that waste their time and money because they 

never connect with us directly”. The farmers noted the effort behind the outcome and were 

grateful to see that a governmental organization fostered the project which ensures its continuity 

and development.  

 

2. Case Study · Designing Ethics: Shifting ethical understanding in design 

 

Designers Sarah Taylor and Samantha Dempsey spent a year trying to understand how ethics are 

used in contemporary design. They acknowledged the difficulty and awkwardness behind 

conversations about ethics but identified designers as essential role players in finding new ways 

for people to relate and communicate with each other. For their exploration, Taylor and Dempsey 

built a focus group with designers from multiple areas and asked them to participate in workshops 

and activities. The outcome from these activities is a grouping of insights on how to approach 

ethics within the teams based on their previous experiences. Before starting their study, Taylor 

and Dempsey engaged in a secondary research exploration that included previous manifestos and 

documents from designers trying to define ethics. Their research included the First Things First 

manifesto, the Designer’s Accord project by Valerie Casey and the Do-Good Pledge document 

written by David Berman in 2009. From these documents, and their own assumptions, they 

developed three hypotheses: 

1. Ethics were the personal responsibility of individuals 

2. If we talked to enough people, we would be able to create a single code of ethics that 

would be applicable across design 

3. We would be able to create a replicable process to guide people in the creation of 

these ethical codes 
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The workshop was divided in three stages. The first stage was “shifting ethical responsibilities from 

individuals to communities”. The second stage was “Creating project-specific ethics”. And the third, 

and final stage, was “Breaking down barriers through conversation”.  

 

Stage one: Shifting ethical responsibilities from individuals to communities 

For this stage of the project 15 designers from across the nation and multiple backgrounds were 

invited to remotely rewrite one piece of the Modern Hippocratic Oath. The Hippocratic Oath, as 

described by Collins Dictionary, is a formal promise made by recently qualified doctors that they 

will follow the standards set by their profession and try to preserve life. 

 

The fifteen designers included creatives from game, graphic, and industrial design, as well as 

healthcare. The variety of backgrounds helped to understand if the essence of ethical 

responsibility was different across design disciplines. Each discipline received a fill in template with 

a different section of the oath to express their individual ethical guidelines. The fifteen sections 

were stitched together in order to create three designer’s oaths. The process highlighted the 

community and collaborative sense behind design as well as the importance of building ethics 

together instead of imposing them. The biggest insight from this stage was “by nature, design is 

collaborative, so we needed to begin to think about how ethics could be created through 

collaboration rather than individual reflection”. (See Appendix C).  

 

Stage two: Creating project-specific ethics 

The first stage of the study allowed Taylor and Dempsey to understand that they were asking the 

wrong questions about ethics in design. They found out that ethics are not something one person 

decides and imposes on the whole community, it is more about work groups building the types of 
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ethics they need specifically for the situation they are working on. “The question for the second 

stage was how could we create a tool that teams could use to define the ethical guidelines of their 

collaboration?” (Taylor and Dempsey, 2017).  

 

For this new approach they wanted to spark a conversation among the community instead of 

providing tools for the designers to individually develop their own code of ethics. The 

conversations were focused on how the team would work together and how the responsibilities 

were to be assigned based on who they designed for. The conversation started by taking a look at 

the Hippocratic Oath previously created. Through the conversations and multiple questions, the 

community crafted an oath that was team specific for the project and client they were working 

with. The oath was meant to heavily influence the design process, guide the ethical practices of 

the team and the interactions with the client. The main finding during this stage was “ethics are not 

something that you decide on once and never revisit. We realized how important it is to continue to talk 

about ethics throughout a project, not just at the beginning” (Taylor and Dempsey, 2017). 

 

At the end of this stage an orientation kit was created for community leaders to better coordinate 

their efforts. The prototypes were adopted and continued by the Graduate School of Design at 

the Illinois Institute of Technology. (See Appendix C).  

 

Stage three: Breaking down barriers through conversation 

From the findings of the second stage, Taylor and Dempsey started to look into game design as a 

way to spark a more spontaneous conversation. In the second stage they identified that 

conversations about ethics were awkward, especially because designers feel judged when stating 

their ethical position. Through role play on various ethical situations included in the game it was 

possible to build empathy and remove ‘self’ from ethical conversations that were difficult. The 
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designers who played were provided with backstory, skills, and experience to get into character 

and be able to play their role in the team properly.  

 

The biggest finding in this stage was that conversations between team members was the most 

powerful tool for changing the way people think about ethics. Framing ethical conversations 

within a safe space also allowed the conversations to be more honest and fluid. “These realizations 

helped us shift our focus from creating tools that document ethical guideline to focusing on the 

importance of ethical conversations” (Taylor and Dempsey, 2017). (See Appendix C). 

 

At the end of the year of explorations, Taylor and Dempsey realized that their original hypotheses 

were incorrect and established their new findings to replace them: 

1. General ethics for design cannot be created by a single entity 

2. Ethics are dynamic, a living breathing thing, unique to each team 

3. Ethics require care and attention from every member of a team to stay alive and 

relevant 

 

“Ethics are alive and must be iterative as our knowledge and position about a project grows and 

changes. This evolution in our understanding of ethics changed how we understood our role as 

designers. We shifted from seeing ourselves as creators of static ethical documentation to be the 

facilitators of conversation that would change the practice of design ethics” (Taylor and Dempsey, 

2017). 

 

Historically the need for ethics in design has been documented and discussed. The main issue lies 

in the fact that those discussions are not taking place in the right environments. Young designers 

are not being involved and invited to take a more active role in the practice they are starting their 
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formation in. Taylor and Dempsey’s approach focuses on developing ethical guidelines for design 

teams and clients in a more industry-like scenario, but we need to approach ethical conversations 

before the moment young designers jump into the industry. By that time designers have a pre-

conceived idea of what ethics are, shifting that position in the right direction becomes much 

harder to change.  

 

IV. Ethical Design Education 

 

“Design has become the most powerful tool with which man shapes his tools and environments 

(and, by extension, society and himself). This demands high social and moral responsibility from the 

designer. It also demands greater understanding of the people by those who practice design.” 

(Papanek, Preface, 1985).  

 

As previously mentioned, Kurt Lewin’s Field Theory states that the development of an individual is 

the product of the interaction between inborn predispositions —defined as nature— and life 

experiences, defined as nurture. Lewin believed that human beings develop in relation to the 

circumstances that surround them which reinforces the importance of the context we are exposed 

to, especially during the earliest stages of our life. Religion is one of those life experiences, and 

context circumstances, that shape our understanding on ethics. Our education, family and the 

culture we are exposed to, play a crucial role in shaping ethical principles. There is a lack of 

exposure to ethics in most design schools that has not allowed the design practice to more clearly 

define ways in which the discipline should be approached by its professionals.  

 

In 2009 novelist and writer Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie presented her TED talk entitled “The 

Danger of a Single Story”. She explained that as a young child she was mostly exposed to American 
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and British stories which lead her to believe that those stories represented her culture. The 

exposure to these stories created a single truth for Adichie where everyone was Caucasian, 

drinking tea, and enjoying the snow during winter. These were all scenarios she could not relate 

to, but found fascinating. Through anecdotes and personal stories, Adichie is able to demonstrate 

how underrepresentation of cultural differences could be dangerous as it narrows our possibilities 

to truly understand people. Adichie advocates for a greater and broader understanding of stories, 

as people are complex, and a single story can lead to misinterpretation and assumptions.  

 

Recent examples of how ethics are being introduced into academic institutions include curriculum 

redevelopment like Harvard University implemented into their engineering program. This decision 

was made after taking a closer look at the way engineers were being educated. The lack of an 

approach to ethical standards in the practice made the university decide to transform their 

curriculum into one that involves, not only ethic classes, but also ethics as the core of the program 

development. This was not the first university or program that has been modified in order to 

include ethical standards. Other universities such as Yale and Stanford, have also started to 

restructure their engineering degrees to include a more ethical approach.       

 

Design educator, and program director of the Graphic Communication Design at London’s Central 

Saint Martins, Rebecca Wright, was interviewed by the AIGA in 2018 regarding the need for 

radical schools and how she envisions the future of design. Wright addressed the importance of 

not only having transparent educators but also universities and students that inform their 

approach. Informing your approach means taking a stand by stating clearly what you are interested 

in and what you support. Most of us do this every day with the actions we take, but these actions 

acquire a higher importance when they affect others. 
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Design education is being addressed as a static shape that is applied evenly to all young designers 

without taking into account their background, where they come from, the environments they were 

exposed to, and the gaps they possess in multiple area —especially in ethics. Wright sparks a 

much-needed conversation around how education, and academia itself, is meant to shape 

students, but this task entails an ethical commitment that is not being fulfilled properly. “Students 

who come to us aren’t blank slated when they walk in; they’ve already lived lives and are part of 

social structures with ingrained prejudices. We need to be more radical in how we respond to 

that.” (qtd. In Muraben, 2018). This idea relates to what was discussed in the previous chapter 

about defining ethics. As human beings we are the result of the conjunction of events and 

experiences that shaped who we are. This is something we cannot escape nor deny, but that we 

might acknowledge in order to approach it conscientiously.  

 

Academia has failed to identify the specific shapes of students and how each of them needs a 

different approach to help build their personal, ethical, story. Currently, design education (in most 

cases) does not offer opportunities, possibilities, and different points of view, but rather, focuses 

on the idea of helping young designers build a portfolio that ensures them of getting a job. More 

than getting a job, young designers need to understand their practice, acknowledge the power 

handed to them within what they do, and establish a strong code of ethics that guarantees a 

thoughtful practice once they join the industry. “You start higher education with a shape around 

you—some of which is certain, some of which is predetermined, and then a great education 

changes your shape. It might just knock a corner off, but it helps you work out who you are, who 

you’d work for, and who you wouldn’t. It’s therefore important for us to offer a range of 

opportunities to our students. There has to be a plurality of opportunities for them to work out 

their “shape.” (2018).  
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Just like Harvard, Stanford, and Yale, design schools should think about curriculum redevelopment 

to establish a program that includes ethics as a core element. This decision should not be taken 

lightly. The process behind crafting a new design curriculum must involve multiple actors that are 

not limited to Deans, Chairs, and Professors from multiple disciplines. It must also include 

designers from all disciplines, as they are the ones making decisions and generating a tangible 

impact on culture, and even from other disciplines that are now collaborating with designers. This 

new curriculum must be consistent but fluid enough to adapt to the myriad of disciplines and 

activities that take place within Design. Ethics are a breathing thing; they are alive and require 

practitioners to constantly adapt and refine them just like the design discipline itself. Design 

education should not focus on offering a class about ethics, instead, it should offer a design 

curriculum that weaves ethics into the foundation of every class. Designers must learn 

typography, color theory, grid systems, branding, and all the design basics through the lens of 

ethics.  

 

V. Sustainability: Environmental and Societal issues  

 

Kate Raworth is an economist who developed the Doughnut Economics model. This model has 

been used as a way to measure the performance of an economy by the extent to which the needs 

of people are met without depleting the Eath’s resources. In October of 2008, Yuan Yang arrived 

at Oxford University to study economics. Yang got frustrated when she discovered that the theory 

she was eager to learn was absurdly narrow in its assumptions. Yang was able to notice the 

existing disconnect between the mainstream economic theory and the growing real-world crises 

such as global inequality and climate change. (Raworth, 1). 
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Yang identified the need for a new way of teaching economics, a way that was founded in real-

world needs and the importance of professionals taking action. “The teaching of economics is in 

crisis too. What is taught shapes the minds of the next generation of policymakers, and therefore 

shapes the societies we live in…” (qtd. In Raworth, 2). Yang started questioning the education she 

was being provided and this questioning resonated with thousands of students. Later, Raworth 

adopted the movement that Yang had started and created the model as a way to visualize where 

the needs were and how the education was biased.  

 

The model, as the name indicates, is based on the shape of a doughnut. The center hole sets the 

essential baseline of what everyone should have access to (healthcare, education, food, and 

gender equality, among others) and from there, multiple goals branch out. The model depicts the 

balance necessary between the way the resources are used and how an economy is considered 

prosperous when all twelve foundations are accomplished. (Figure 4).  

 

This model should inspire not only a transformation in Economics but also in a myriad of 

disciplines, including design. Repurposing curriculums and the way students are being taught to 

practice their profession is the first step to push for a more conscious and ethical practice. Aligned 

to the Doughnut model are the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDG). These 

goals were set by the UN in 2015 and seek to set the baseline which must be accomplished in 

order to ensure prosperity for people and the planet (Sustainable Development, 2015). The SDGs 

are a call to action to all countries as a global partnership to work towards a better future. 

 

Both models seek to visualize the need for a shift in our behavior while pushing for a more self-

reflective practice. The need to engage with more sustainable practices is imminent and reflects 

the lack of attention that these subjects have had for a long time. The problem is not that there 
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are not movements or intentions to change, the problem is that there is not enough information 

available for the user to truly understand the impact of their actions.  

 

Sustainability, as mentioned by Professor Scott Boylston, has become a buzz word that in most 

cases is used in the wrong context or without enough information for it to be understood. 

Designers have the responsibility to question their practice like Yuan Yang did with hers, they 

must push for a better practice. In order to be able to push for a better practice, the current one 

must be questioned and modified in order to fit and respond the current world needs as described 

by the SDGs and the Doughnut model. 

 

 
VI. Primary Research 

 

In order to support the idea of building a curriculum which features ethics as its core principle, it 

was first necessary to define what that curriculum would include. As it was established in Sarah 

Taylor and Samantha Dempsey’s case study, ethics can not be defined by a single entity, it must 

be a collective force which defines a strong baseline that then allows for it to adapt, depending on 

the lens used to look at it.  

 

An online survey was created and shared with 33 designers from all disciplines on the 

undergraduate and graduate level. The survey included questions such as, what is your major or 

professional area of design and age?; How do you define or understand ethics in design and being 

an ethical designer?; How do you apply being an ethical designer to your everyday practice?; And 

featured case scenarios as a way to open discussions around ethics. Storytelling and role playing 

started to play a primary role in the process as it allowed interviewees to imagine different 
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situations that could possibly affect their current ethical position. The 33 responses collected were 

the starting point to understand how ethics could be defined in design and which elements started 

to be prioritized by designers when they were forced to make decisions, or take a stand. (See 

Appendix D).  

 

Eileen MacAvery Kane is a SCAD Alumni of the Graphic Design MFA program who graduated in 

2010. Her thesis exploration is a call to arms for an undergraduate course in Ethics for Design. 

After graduating, she decided to publish the Ethical Guideline booklet that she created as visual 

outcome for her thesis. That, combined with a blog named “Ethics in Graphic Design”, has been 

her way of pushing for a more ethical practice. Aside from the booklet and blog, Eileen is an 

educator in Graphic Design teaching in a two-year institution. This experience has allowed her to 

test the conclusions made 9 years ago when she finished her thesis. During a phone interview 

made to MacAvery she acknowledged the need to revisit and upgrade the guideline but, more 

importantly, she shared how her view about having an undergraduate course in Ethics has 

changed. After her experience as a professor, she recognized the impossibility of dedicating 3-

hour credit to an ethics course due to the amount of information and teaching that must be 

provided to students in other prioritized areas.  

 

a. An ethical design curriculum 

 

Inspired by the Bauhaus’ original curriculum structure and the Doughnut Economic model, a new 

structure for a design curriculum is being proposed by this author. This new model places ethics at 

the core of the program by setting it as the baseline for every course that is taught throughout the 

program. (See Figure 8). When the idea of this new model was discussed with MacAvery, she 

agreed with it and shared some of the ways in which she has started to apply something similar to 
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her class syllabus, “since I realized that the course was not possible due to work load and hour 

credit, I started to change my practice. Ethics are not black and white, and you need to be placed 

in someone else’s shoes. In order to help my students understand some situations, I place them in 

different case scenarios”. This was one of the biggest insights gathered through the survey: how 

each specific case scenario required a specific set of ethics and might shift a solid ethical stand 

depending on the conditions described. It is not that we are unethical, it is that there are a lot of 

things we do not think about in our everyday ethical existence.   

 

This model features ethics at its core and from there branches out to the specific areas that must 

be covered throughout design education. The model must be adapted to the needs of each 

curriculum and crafted uniquely for each class, but it sets a starting point, a baseline to start 

teaching ethics to undergraduate students within their foundation classes. The model shared is a 

prototype of what the future design curriculum can be, and the classes included are inspired by 

the author’s undergraduate education in Design.  

 

Once the model was sketched out and designed, the next question that had to be approached was 

who is to define what this baseline includes?; what is included under the label of ethics?; and more 

importantly, how is it going to be defined? It could not be defined by a single person but by a 

collection of designers and professionals that take a vote and together articulate what being 

ethical means. This baseline is meant to establish a starting point that allows all designers to start 

at the same level, from an ethical standpoint, and from there build their own ethical code 

depending on their personal and professional needs.  
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b. Defining an ethical baseline for design 

 

The main goal for the ethical baseline was to define what ethics stand for in Design. It was 

important to define it as a community and including multiple disciplines as that is how designers 

are collaborating today. In order to define what the baseline should include, a workshop was 

designed. The workshop consisted of gathering design students and professionals to create their 

own ethical bracelet. Each participant was required to pick a minimum of 5 ethical stands that they 

felt represented their everyday ethical practices. For each statement selected they were required 

to create a charm that identifies it (Appendix E, Img 1).  

 

The starting point to define the list of ethical statements was the responses collected through the 

survey (Appendix D). All 33 responses to the question “How do you define or understand ethics in 

design and being an ethical designer?” were affinitized. Based on the responses, 30 statements 

were established as the list of statements for the participants to pick.  

 

For the first prototype a group of six designers and one engineer were invited to design their 

ethical bracelet (See Appendix E). The instructions and materials for the participants to build the 

charms were provided and once the bracelet was completed, participants were invited to share, in 

a video, their experience and explain what each of the charms represented and why.  

 

One of the hypotheses for this workshop was that designers from the same major were going to 

align in at least half of the statements selected. The group was not big enough to have conclusive 

evidence but from the overlapping majors, the maximum number of similarly chosen statements 

was two. This outcome allowed the author to understand that stances and preferences are far 

more personal and unique than it was originally anticipated. The main intention behind inviting 
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engineers as the group outliers was to test how different their choices were going to be in 

comparison to the designers in the group. One of the outliers was Andy Cao who has an 

undergraduate in Engineering and is currently pursuing an MFA in Industrial Design, while the 

second one, Fernando Rabell, has a background as an Engineer. Both engineers, without 

intentionally seeking it, turned into the leaders of the workshop with their structured process. It 

took the following form: write a statement on a piece of paper, sketch the charm for it, collect the 

materials needed, and start crafting. This process was replicated by most of the participants (See 

figure 5 and 6). The findings and insights obtained from these two participants lead to the decision 

of involving more disciplines in future workshops. 

 

Each bracelet was an extension of the participant. It showcased what was important to each of 

them through materials, shapes, colors, and the statements. These are some of the bracelets from 

workshop 1 (See Appendix E).  

 

The ethical statements were modified after the participants from workshop 1 provided feedback. 

Most of them stated that some of the statements felt repetitive or could be grouped to have a 

stronger and broader position. From 30 ethical statements available, the second workshop 

featured 16 that were more concise. During the second workshop it was harder to organize a 

group of designers that could meet to work on the bracelet together. This difficulty lead to a 

booklet that allowed the participant to take the workshop home and made it easier for them to 

take part in the activity (See Appendix F). The improvements made to the second prototype 

allowed a third workshop to be conducted in Bogotá, Colombia with a group of people between 

the 50 and 80 years old. The group included professionals from disciplines such as Graphic 

Design, Business Administration, Fine Arts, Economics, and Architecture.  
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Overall, it was possible to collect a total number of 33 bracelets that featured participants from 21 

to 75 years old in more than 15 disciplines and 9 different countries. In order to start processing 

the data collected, multiple graphs and data visualization tools were studied (See Appendix G). 

From all possibilities, the options were reduced until the final graph used was a Chord Diagram. 

(See figure 7). The amount of data collected and mapped does not allow for it to be just printed as 

it would cause a big dark shape that does not reflect the data collected. The data had to be 

presented in layers in order for it to be properly appreciated. A prototype of the installation was 

designed in order to explore how the data would look and what additional elements were 

necessary. (See Appendix H). 

 

The final visual outcome consisted of an installation made of 33 transparent sheets that featured 

each of the participant’s shapes. The shapes were hung from the ceiling in order to allow the 

viewer to walk around them. The installation was complemented with additional graphs that 

showed the possibilities behind the data by dividing it into categories: gender, ages, and deeper 

levels of the ethical statements. One of the most popular statements was “Designing for good” 

and in order to map out what this meant to the participants, an additional visualization was 

designed. (See Appendix I).   

 

The exhibition of the visual component took place on May 25, 2019 at Welmont Venues in 

Savannah, Georgia. The visitors were attracted by the hanging pieces at first and then transitioned 

into the wall posters. Some of the feedback that the author received that day included comments 

on how to grow the project and expand it in such a way that it turns into a digital database for 

Ethics in Design. Having the bracelets exhibited allowed the viewers to connect and understand 

the process that made the installation possible and understand the story behind each of the 

unique shapes.   
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VII. Conclusion 

 

The purpose of this thesis was to explore ways in which the Design discipline could be redeemed 

by pushing for a more ethical practice. The data collected through the process is an opportunity to 

keep growing the discipline’s understanding of what ethics are and how they can be weaved into 

the core of design curriculums. This thesis is the first prototype for a new movement of designers, 

designers that believe in the impact of their work as a much more powerful force for good, rather 

than just the creation of beauty. 

 

Understanding that ethics are a breathing and living subject allows for us to grow and adapt them 

depending of the environmental situations we are exposed to. The author’s intention is to 

continue pursuing the development of an understanding of what ethics in design are through the 

creation of a website that collects and stores the ethical stands of multiple professionals from all 

around the world. The website will seek to be a tool that allows the visualization of patterns while 

transforming the way we design and collaborate with other disciplines.  
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Figure 5. Workshop 1: Andy Cao, Mechatronics Engineer and Industrial Designer.  
Methodology to build the bracelet. 

 

 
 

Figure 6. Workshop 1: Fernando Rabell, Civil Engineer.  
Methodology to explain the bracelet. 
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Figure 7. Chord Diagram visualization of the data collected through the 33 bracelets 
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Figure 8. Proposed model for Ethics at the core of the Design curriculum 
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Appendix A:  
 
A Designer’s Code of Ethics 
By Mike Monteiro 
Posted by Design Mule Studio on July 10, 2017. 
 
 
A designer is first and foremost a human being. 
Before you are a designer, you are a human being. Like every other human being on the planet, 
you are part of the social contract. We share a planet. By choosing to be a designer you are 
choosing to impact the people who come in contact with your work, you can either help or hurt 
them with your actions. The effect of what you put into the fabric of society should always be a 
key consideration in your work. Every human being on this planet is obligated to do our best to 
leave this planet in better shape than we found it. Designers don’t get to opt out. 
 
When you do work that depends on a need for income disparity or class distinctions to succeed 
you are failing your job as a citizen, and therefore as a designer. 
 
 
A designer is responsible for the work they put into the world. 
Design is a discipline of action. You are responsible for what you put into the world. It has your 
name on it. And while it is certainly impossible to predict how any of your work may be used, it 
shouldn’t be a surprise when work that is meant to hurt someone fulfills its mission. We cannot be 
surprised when a gun we designed kills someone. We cannot be surprised when a database we 
designed to catalog immigrants gets those immigrants deported. When we knowingly produce 
work that is intended to harm, we are abdicating our responsibility. When we ignorantly produce 
work that harms others because we didn’t consider the full ramifications of that work, we are 
doubly guilty. 
 
The work you bring into the world is your legacy. It will outlive you. And it will speak for you. 
 
 
A designer values impact over form. 
We need to fear the consequences of our work more than we love the cleverness of our ideas. 
 
Design does not exist in a vacuum. Society is the biggest system we can impact and everything 
you do is a part of that system, good and bad. Ultimately, we must judge the value of our work 
based on that impact, rather than any aesthetic considerations. An object that is designed to harm 
people cannot be said to be well-designed, no matter how aesthetically pleasing it might be, 
because to design it well is to design it to harm others. Nothing a totalitarian regime designs is 
well-designed because it has been designed by a totalitarian regime. 
 
A broken gun is better designed than a working gun. 
 
 
A designer owes the people who hire them not just their labor, but their counsel. 
When you are hired to design something, you are hired for your expertise. Your job is not just to 
produce that work but to evaluate the impact of that work. Your job is to relay the impact of that 
work to your client or employer. And should that impact be negative, it is your job to relay that to 
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your client along with a way, if possible, to eliminate the negative impact of the work. If it’s 
impossible to eliminate the negative impact of the work, it’s your job to stop it from seeing the 
light of day. In other words, you’re not hired to just dig a ditch, but to evaluate the economic, 
sociological, and ecological impact of that ditch. If the ditch fails those tests, it’s your job to 
destroy the shovels. 
 
A designer uses their expertise in the service of others without being a servant. Saying no is a 
design skill. Asking why is a design skill. Rolling your eyes is not. Asking ourselves why we are 
making something is an infinitely better question than asking ourselves whether we can make it. 
 
 
A designer welcomes criticism. 
No code of ethics should protect your work from criticism, be it from clients, the public, or other 
designers. Instead, you should encourage criticism in order to create better work in the future. If 
your work is so fragile that it can’t withstand criticism it shouldn’t exist. The time to kick the tires 
on your work comes before those tires hit the road. And be open to that criticism coming from 
anywhere. 
 
The role of criticism, when given appropriately, is to evaluate and improve work. Criticism is a gift. 
It makes good work better. It keeps bad work from seeing the light of day. 
 
Criticism should be asked for and welcomed at every step of the design process. You can’t fix a 
cake once it’s been baked. But you can increase the chances your project is successful by getting 
feedback early and often. It’s your responsibility to ask for criticism. 
 
 
A designer strives to know their audience. 
Design is the intentional solution to a problem within a set of constraints. To know whether you 
are properly solving those problems you need to meet the people who are having them. And if 
you are part of a team, your team should strive to reflect those people. The more a team can 
reflect the audience it is solving for, the more thoroughly it can solve those problems. That team 
can come at a problem from different points-of-view, from different backgrounds, from different 
sets of needs and experiences. A team with a single point of view will never understand the 
constraints they need to design for as well as a team with multiple points of view. 
 
What about empathy? Empathy is a pretty word for exclusion. If you want to know how women 
would use something you’re designing get a woman on the team that’s designing it. 
 
 
A designer does not believe in edge cases. 
When you decide who you’re designing for, you’re making an implicit statement about who you’re 
not designing for. For years we referred to people who weren’t crucial to our products’ success as 
“edge cases”. We were marginalizing people. And we were making a decision that there were 
people in the world whose problems weren’t worth solving. 
 
Facebook now claims to have two billion users. 1% of two billion people, which most products 
would consider an edge case, is twenty million people. Those are the people at the margins. 
 
“When you call something an edge case, you’re really just defining the limits of what you care about.”  
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— Eric Meyer 
 
These are the trans people who get caught on the edges of “real names” projects.  
These are the single moms who get caught on the edges of “both parents must sign” permission 
slips. These are the elderly immigrants who show up to vote and can’t get ballots in their native 
tongues. 
 
They are not edge cases. They are human beings, and we owe them our best work. 
 
 
A designer is part of a professional community. 
You are part of a professional community and the way you do your job and handle yourself 
professionally affects everyone in that community. Just as a rising tide affects all boats, taking a 
shit in the pool affects all swimmers. If you are dishonest with a client or employer, the designer 
behind you will pay the price. If you work for free, the designer behind you will be expected to do 
the same. If you do not hold your ground on doing bad work, the designer behind you will have to 
work twice as hard to make up for it. 
 
While a designer has an ethical obligation to earn a living to the best of their abilities and 
opportunities, doing it at the expense of others who share the craft is a disservice to us all. Never 
throw another designer under the bus to advance your own agenda. This includes public redesigns 
of someone else’s work, spec work, unsolicited work, and plagiarism. 
 
A designer seeks to build the community, not divide it. 
 
 
A designer welcomes a diverse and competitive field. 
Throughout their entire career, a designer seeks to learn. That means confronting what they do 
not know. That means listening to other people’s experiences. That means welcoming and 
encouraging people who come from diverse backgrounds, diverse cultures. That means making 
space at the table for people who society has historically kept down. We must make space for 
traditionally marginalized voices to be heard in the profession. Diversity leads to better outcomes 
and solutions. Diversity leads to better design. 
 
“You’ll never go wrong when you work with someone smarter than you.”  
— Tibor Kalman 
 
A designer keeps their ego in check, knows when to shut up and listen, is aware of their own 
biases and welcomes having them checked, and fights to make room for those who have been 
silenced. 
 
 
A designer takes time for self-reflection. 
No one wakes up one day designing to throw their ethics out the window. It happens slowly, one 
slippery slope at a time. It’s a series of small decisions that might even seem fine at the time, and 
before you know it you’re designing filtering UI for the Walmart online gun shop. 
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Take the time for self-reflection every few months. Evaluate the decisions you’ve made recently. 
Are you staying true to who you are? Or are you slowly moving your ethical goal posts a few yards 
at a time with each raise or stock option award? 
 
Have you veered off course? Correct it. Is your workplace an unethical hellmouth?  
Get another one. 
 
Your job is a choice. Please do it right. 
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Appendix B:  
Case Study: Saber del Monte  
By ProjectResound, Universidad de los Andes and Patrimonio Natural Colombia 
Colombia. July, 2018 
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Img 2. Peter sharing how to fly a drone with the farmer’s community 
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Img 3. Juanita learning how to harvest 
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Img 4. Learning how to construct the tool used by Montes de Maria’s farmers to  

organize their crops 
 

 
Img 5. Javier, Francisco, and Francisco Montes de Maria farmers  
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Img 6. Team ideation session 

 

 
Img 7. Presentation of mind maps and initial ideas between teams 
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Img 8. Brochure designed to present the project to farmers and restaurant owners 

 

 
Img 9. Brochure spread 
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Img 10. Calendar piece designed to explain harvest season for each product 

 

 
Img 11. Binder for the farmers to store recipes and class notes  
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Img 12. The team  
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Appendix C:  
 
Case Study · Designing Ethics: Shifting ethical understanding in design 
By Sarah Taylor and Samantha Dempsey 
Posted by Smashing Magazine on November 28, 2017. 
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Img 3. Role playing game “Ethics quest”       57 
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Img 3. Role playing game “Ethics quest” 

 

 
Img 4. Role playing game “Ethics quest” 
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Appendix D: 
 
Design & Ethics survey 
By Juanita Londono 
Published on October 2018.  
First 20 responses collected. 
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Img 1. Responses to questions 1, 2, and 3 of the online survey.  
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Img 2. Responses to questions 4 and 5 of the online survey.  
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Img 3. Responses to questions 6, 7, and 8 of the online survey.  
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Img 4. Responses to question 9 of the online survey.  
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Appendix E: 
 
Workshop one: Build your own ethical bracelet 
Savannah, Georgia.  
April 10, 2019.  
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Img 1. Workshop 1: Instructions and ethical statements. 

 

 
Img 2. Workshop 1: Set up of materials, instructions and ethical statements. 
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Img 3. Workshop 1: Participants evaluating the ethical statements 

 

 
Img 4. Workshop 1: Sheet with statements picked before designing the charms 
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Img 5. Workshop 1: The process of designing the bracelet and charms
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Img 6. Workshop 1: The process of designing the bracelet and charms  

 

 
Img 7. Workshop 1: The process of designing the bracelet and charms   
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Img 8. Workshop 1: Ethical bracelet by participant Juanita Pastrana. Advertising and Branding student 

 

 
Img 9. Workshop 1: Ethical bracelet by participant Maria Ines Zelaya. Visual communication designer  

and M.A. Design Management student 
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Img 10. Workshop 1: Ethical bracelet by participant Andy Cao. Mechatronics Engineer and M.F.A. Industrial 

Design student 
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Img 11. Workshop 1: Ethical bracelet by participant Fernando Rabell. Civil Engineer 
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Img 12. Workshop 1: Ethical bracelet by participant María Adelaida Márquez. Graphic Designer  

and M.A. Motion Media student 
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Appendix F: 
 
Workshop two: booklet to take the workshop home 
Places where the booklet was sent: Savannah, Georgia // Milano, Italy // Bogotá, Colombia // Cali, 
Colombia // Tampa, Florida  
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Img 6. Bracelet by Lindsey Peterson. Graphic Designer & Photographer currently   77 

getting an MFA In Graphic Design and Visual Experience. 
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Img 2. English version of the booklet - Statements 
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Img 3. Spanish version of the booklet - Instructions 
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Img 4. Spanish version of the booklet – Statements 
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Img 5. Bracelet by Juliana Gómez. Designer with emphasis on communication currently  

studying Design Management at Milano, Italy. 
 

 
Img 6. Bracelet by Lindsey Peterson. Graphic Designer & Photographer currently getting an MFA 

In Graphic Design and Visual Experience.  
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Appendix H: 
 
Data visualization opportunities studied 
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Img 5. Data visualization exploration – Bar chart 

 

 
Img 6. Data visualization exploration – Dot Matrix chart 
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Img 7. Data visualization exploration – Non Ribbon Chord diagram 
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Img 9. Data visualization exploration – Dot Matrix chart 
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Img 10. Data visualization exploration - Non Ribbon Chord diagram 
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Img 12. Data visualization exploration – Radial Bar chart 
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Img 13. Letter size prototype with transparent sheets 

 
 

 
Img 14. Letter size prototype with transparent sheets 
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Img 15. Letter size prototype with transparent sheets 
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Img 16. Letter size prototype with transparent sheets 
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Img 17. Letter size prototype with transparent sheets 
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Img 18. Moving from prototype to screenprinting 

 
 

 
Img 19. Screenprinting process 
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Img 20. Registration process 
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Img 21. Overlapping in the new material 25x35 
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Appendix I:  
 
Final exhibition   
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Img 1. Final exhibition set up 
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Img 3. Exhibition, back to front 

 
 

 
Img 4. Wall posters: abstract, bracelets, participants, and data visualization 
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Img 5. Detail hanging pieces screenprinted in PETG sheets 

 

 
Img 6. Detail hanging pieces screenprinted in PETG sheets 
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Img 7. Visitors of the exhibition  



Londoño       
 

 

98 
 
 

 
Cited Works 
 

Bisanz, Peter. How to make capitalism more ethical. World Economic Forum. 24 Nov. 2014,  

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2014/11/how-to-make-capitalism-more-ethical/  

Boylston, Scott. Action Research & Richard Winter class Presentation. Savannah College of Art and 

Design. 2019 

Ferrance, Eileen. Action Research. Providence, Brown University. 2000.  

Society of Graphic Designers of Canada. GDC Certification.  https://gdc.design/certification 

Heller, Steve. The Education of a Graphic Designer. New York, Allworth Press, 2005. 

History.com Editors. Industrial Revolution. History.com. A&E Television Networks. 29 Oct. 2009, 

 https://www.history.com/topics/industrial-revolution/industrial-revolution 

Interaction Design Foundation. What is Design Thinking? Interaction Design Foundation, 

 https://www.interaction-design.org/literature/topics/design-thinking 

Jahan, Sarwat, and Mahmud Ahmed Saber. What is Capitalism? International Monetary Fund.  

Finance & Development. June 2015. Vol. 52, No. 2, 

https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/fandd/2015/06/basics.htm 

MacAvery, Eileen. Ethics in Graphic Design: A call to Arms for an Undergraduate Course. Savannah 

College of Art and Design graduate thesis. August 2010. 

Muraben, Billie. Graduating in Vulnerable Times Calls for Radical Schools—and Students. Interview 

with Rebecca Wright, 8 Oct. 2018, https://eyeondesign.aiga.org/on-graduating-in-these- 

vulnerable-times-finding-your-sense-of-self-design-educator-rebecca-wright-answers-all-

your-difficult-questions/  

Monteiro. Mike. A Designer’s Code of Ethics. Mule Design Blog. 10 July. 2010, 

https://muledesign.com/2017/07/a-designers-code-of-ethics 

Papanek, Victor. Design for the Real World. Thames & H. 1985. 

Raworth, Kate. Doughnut Economics. Vermont, Chelsea Green Publishing. 2017. 

Rigsby Hull. The Architecture Lobby. Rigsby Hull Ephemera. 10 Mar, 2017,  

http://www.rigsbyhull.com/ephemera#/architecture-lobby/  

Sgarro, Victoria. What are “Ethics in Design”? 13 Aug. 2018, 

https://slate.com/technology/2018/08/ethics-in-design-what-exactly-does-that- 

mean.html 

Sohail, Maheen. The State of Ethics in Design. 13 April. 2017, https://medium.muz.li/the-state-of- 



Londoño       
 

 

99 
 
 

ethics-in-design-60a1088f8358 

Taylor, Sarah, and Dempsey Samantha. Designing Ethics: Shifting ethical understanding in design. 

Smashing Magazine, 28 Nov. 2017, 

https://www.smashingmagazine.com/2017/11/designing-ethics/ 

Todoca, Ramona. “The Future is Fluent: If a design career is like traveling, how prepared are you for the 

trip”. Savannah College of Art and Design. Savannah Campus, 2018.   

 

  



Londoño       
 

 

100 
 
 

Bibliography 

Books 
 

Brown, Tim. Change by Design. New York, HarperCollins. 2009. 

Ferrance, Eileen. Action Research. Providence, Brown University. 2000.  

Frascara, Jorge. Diseño Gráfico para la Gente. Buenos Aires, Argentina, Ediciones Infinito, 1997. 

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

Heller, Steve. The Education of a Graphic Designer. New York, Allworth Press, 2005. 

Kolko, Jon. Exposing the magic of design. Oxford University Press, 2015. 

Margolin, Victor. The Politics of the Artificial. Chicago, The University of Chicago Press, 2002. 

Meadows, Donella. Thinking in Systems. United States of America, Chelsea Green Publishing, 2008. 

Papanek, Victor. Design for the Real World. Thames & H. 1985. 

Raworth, Kate. Doughnut Economics. United States of America, Chelsea Green Publishing, 1996. 

Shaughnessy, Adrian. How to be a Graphic Designer Without Losing your Soul. London, Laurence King, 

2005. 

Shedroff, Nathan. Design is the Problem. New York, Rosenfeld, 2009. 

Simon, Herbert A. The Sciences of the Artificial. London, England, MIT Press, 1996. 

Smith, Rachel Charlotte, et al. Design Anthropological Futures. New York, Bloomsbury, 2016 

 

Case Studies 
 
Taylor, Sarah, and Dempsey Samantha. Designing Ethics: Shifting ethical understanding in design. 

Smashing Magazine, 28 Nov. 2017, 

https://www.smashingmagazine.com/2017/11/designing-ethics/ 

 

Conferences and talks 
 
Adichie, Chimamanda. “The Danger of a Single Story”. TED Global Conference 2009, July 2009, 

Oxford, England.  

Brown, Tim. Designers - Think big! TED Global Conference 2009, July 2009, Oxford, England.  

Mau, Bruce. “Massive Change”. 24th Anniversary Chicago Humanities Festival, November 9, 2014, 

Chicago, IL.  

Monteiro, Mike. “How Designers Destroyed the World”. Webstock’13. Wellington Town Hall, 2013. 

Todoca, Ramona. “The Future is Fluent: If a design career is like traveling, how prepared are you for the 



Londoño       
 

 

101 
 
 

trip”. Savannah College of Art and Design. Savannah Campus, 2018.   

 

Design Manifestos 
 
Borteh, Larissa. “Movements, Styles, and Tendencies: Bauhaus”. The Art Story: Modern Art Insight, 

https://www.theartstory.org/movement-bauhaus.htm  

Garland, Ken et all. “First Things First Manifesto”. Design is History, 

http://www.designishistory.com/1960/first-things-first/ 

Gropius, Walter. Bauhaus Manifesto. http://bauhausmanifesto.com/ 

Monteiro. Mike. “A Designer’s Code of Ethics”. Mule Design Blog. 10 July, 2010, 

https://muledesign.com/2017/07/a-designers-code-of-ethics 

Wilshere, Andrew. “Learning in the Bauhaus School: five lessons for today’s designers (and five 

ways the web still is Bauhaus). DesignLab, https://trydesignlab.com/blog/bauhaus-school-

five-lessons-for-todays-designers/ 

 
Periodicals 
 
Søndergaard, Marie Louise Juul. Designing with bias and privilege? Aarhus University, Department of 

Digital Design and Information Studies, Aarhus, 2017. 

Bisanz, Peter. How to make capitalism more ethical. World Economic Forum. 24 Nov. 2014,  

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2014/11/how-to-make-capitalism-more-ethical/  

Buchanan, Richard. “Wicked Problems in Design Thinking”. The MIT Press, vol. 8, no. 2, 1992,  

pp. 5 – 21.  

Harland, Robert George. The Dimensions of Graphic Design and Its Spheres of Influence. The MIT 

Press, vol. 27, no. 1, 2011, pp. 21-34. 

Rigsby Hull. The Architecture Lobby. Rigsby Hull Ephemera. 10 Mar, 2017,  

http://www.rigsbyhull.com/ephemera#/architecture-lobby/  

Keshavarz, Mahmoud and Maze, Ramia. Design and Dissensus: Framing and Staging Participation in 

Design Research. Design Philosophy Papers, vol. 11, no. 1, 2005, pp. 7-30. 

Muraben, Billie. Graduating in Vulnerable Times Calls for Radical Schools—and Students. Interview 

with Rebecca Wright, 8 Oct. 2018, https://eyeondesign.aiga.org/on-graduating-in-these- 

vulnerable-times-finding-your-sense-of-self-design-educator-rebecca-wright-answers-all-

your-difficult-questions/  

Scout Books. Why Design Ethics Matter with Mike Monteiro. Case Study. No date, 



Londoño       
 

 

102 
 
 

https://scoutbooks.com/design-ethics-mike-monteiro/ 

Sgarro, Victoria. What are “Ethics in Design”? 13 Aug. 2018, 

https://slate.com/technology/2018/08/ethics-in-design-what-exactly-does-that- 

mean.html 

Sohail, Maheen. The State of Ethics in Design. 13 April. 2017, https://medium.muz.li/the-state-of- 

ethics-in-design-60a1088f8358 

Stairs, David. Altruism as Design Methodology. The MIT Press, vol. 21, no. 2, 2005, pp. 3-12. 

 
 
Philosophy and psychology doctrines 
 
Lewin, Kurt. Field Theory. 
 
Ausubel, David. Meaningful Learning. 
 
Piaget, Jean and Vygotsky, Lev. Cognitive Development. 
 
Perls, Fritz. Gestalt Model. 
 
 
Sustainability models 
 
Naess, Arne. Deep Ecology. 
 
 
 
 


	Thesis FORMAT - Title
	Final Draft VII

