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Design Research Module

3 Learning Units:

● Introduction Systems Thinking Module
● Research Methods Module
● Design Theories Module



Plan of the talk:

● Situating Systemic Approaches for (Sustainability) Transitions
● Zooming on Systemic (design) practices in the T&F sector
● Discussing the Transitions project's systemic approach



Recommended (Research) Resources

Entanglement of
Systemic Design and
Sustainability
Transitions
PhD candidate: Svein
Gunnar Kjøde

Systemic
Design Association
Resources:

https://systemic-design.org/

Systemic Design for
circular and local
textiles: designing a
hemp ecosystem
PhD candidate: Eliana
Ferruli



Situating Systemic Approaches
for (Sustainability) Transitions





Wicked problems

Jones (2014)
A wicked problem is “a persistent, interconnected and generally worsening
challenge that cannot be solved rather understood in their ecology of relationships.”

Wicked problems are “systems problems” that exist within large, socio-
technical systems, and therefore require new problem-
solving approaches with a system level perspective (Irwin, 2019).
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Socio-technical systems

A socio-technical system can be defined as a complex network of
forms, infrastructures and facilities that are dynamically intertwined with
human interactions and activities, in a process of mutual adaptations
and feedbacks between technologies and people (Geels, 2004)
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Design for Sustainability
The DfS evolutionary
framework (based on
Ceschin & Gaziulusoy, 2016)
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Systems thinking as a need to foster sustainable transitions

The characteristics of contemporary societal issues suggest that sustainability is a 
systemic endeavour and must be addressed as such.

The complexity that arises from the interconnected, multi-level, multi-stakeholder
contexts call for perspectives that can engage with macro, meso and micro 
perspectives as a dynamic whole.



Historical insights

What is a system?
Von Bertalaffy stating that a 
system is
“a complex of interacting

elements.”
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Systems Thinking and its Waves of Evolution

Historical insights



References on systems thinking and theory

Systems thinking
Cybernetics (Wiener, 1948)
General Systems Theory (Von Bertanlaffy, 1950, 
1968)
Systems Thinking (Capra, 1995)
Biomimicry (Benyus, 1997)
Cradle-to-cradle (McDonough and Braungart, 
2002),
Industrial Ecology (Preston, 2012)

Systems theory

● General systems theory and systems dynamics (Forrester, 
1994; Von Bertalanffy, 1972)
● Systems Thinking, soft and hard systems, (Ackoff, 1994; 
Checkland, 1999; Meadows, 2008)
● Socio-Technical systems, Multi-level Perspective (Geels, 2002; 
Trist, 1981)
● Regime change and Transition pathways (Berkhout et al., 
2004; Kemp, 1994)
● Transition management and niche management (Loorbach, 

2007; Rotmans et al., 2001; Smith et al., 2005)
● Sustainability Transitions (Elzen et al., 2004; Köhler et al., 2019; 
Markard et al., 2020)
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System thinking

Look at a situation holistically, understanding a system and its part-whole relationships
Understand the role of people within the system, their beliefs and worldviews, 
whether they are consumers, clients, or other stakeholders. Forlizzi, J., 2013

Systems Thinking in practice encourages:
● exploration of interrelationships
(i.e. context and connections)
● exploration of boundaries
(i.e. scope, scale)
● engagement with new perspectives,
including that of actors and stakeholders
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SYSTEMS
as (shared) mental constructions



Changing design practices...from

● Problem solving to problem seeking
● Sketching to modeling and abstracting relationships,
● Prototyping solutions to understanding how potential solutions will perturb the

system.

To guide the design team in problem seeking — creating judgments about improving the state of the world, 
in abstracting relationships — looking at the system at macro and 
micro levels to understand it holistically and analytically, and in perturbing the system —
creating prototypes which will suggest an optimal systems redesign while understanding the implications of the syste
m put forward.
Forlizzi, J., 2013
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From Systemic Thinking to Systemic Design

Systemic Design emerged from the integration of Systems Thinking
theories and the design discipline, and focuses on a holistic approach
applied to products, services, and systems while supporting an active 
collaboration among different stakeholders .
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Ceschin & Gaziulusoy (2019),
six systemic design disciplines share 
common methodological frameworks
based on :

1) establishing learning processes,
2) building multi-stakeholder networks,
3) sharing foresight visions,
4) enhancing green niche innovations
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The Systemic Design Framework (Design Council)
The Systemic Design Framework (SDF) was launched by the British Design
Council1 in April 2021, developed to help designers working on major complex
challenges across different disciplines and sectors. Rooted in Human-Centred
Design, “It places our people and our planet at the heart of design.”
It is considered an evolution of the Double Diamond framework, one of the most

universally adopted design approaches to date. Key elements of the Systemic
Design Framework include:
• Six systemic design principles to help people develop or adapt new design
methods and tools from their practice:
people and planet centred, zooming in and out, testing and growing ideas,
inclusive and welcoming difference, collaborating and connecting, circular
and regenerative.
• Four key roles for designers to play when tackling systemic issues: system

thinker, leader and storyteller, designer and maker, connector and convenor.
• Types of design activities: exploring, reframing, creating and catalysing.
• Enabling activity surrounding the design process: orientation and vision setting,
connections and relationships, leadership and storytelling, continuing the
journey.
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Systemic design Methodology (Polito approach)



The Systemic Design Toolkit (SDA)
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The Transition Design Framework and Transition Design Phases (Irwin 2015)
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The grand challenges of our time, 
such as Sustainability Transitions 
(ST) are non-linear, 
interdisciplinary and 
systemic. In such complex 
contexts, prescriptive or 
reductionist approaches are not 
sufficient in addressing the 
interconnected and emergent 
nature of societal transitions.

Entanglement of Systemic Design and 
Sustainability Transitions
Kjøde, Svein Gunnar
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Systemic Design Association 
website and conference

A worldwide community of 
systemic design scholars 
and practitioners engaged 
in complex organisational
and systems change 
initiatives.
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Zooming on Systemic (design) practices 
in the Textile & Fashion sector



Systemic Design Association website and conference

Mistra Future Fashion 2011-2019
A pionnering collaborative research program
The program held a unique system perspective operating 
crossdisciplinary in a consortium with over 60 partners

Examples in T&F

Recommended Resource



https://rsdsymposium.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/Synthesis-map_Fibreshed.png

INFOGRAPHIC SKILLS AND SYSTEM THINKING



Systemic Design for circular 
and local textiles: designing 
a hemp ecosystem 
(upcoming)

PhD Candidate:
Eliana Ferrulli, SysLab Torino

Examples in T&F Recommended Resource

GOOD PRACTICE OF SYSTEMIC DESIGN FOR 
TEXTILE VALUE-CHAINS



REAL, 2018

Examples in T&F

Systemic Design
Research applied to local 
textile ecosystems

https://ualresearchonline.arts.ac.uk/id/eprint/13859/1/Practices_Places_Projects_Enrolling_Stak.pdf



Hall, C. (2021). Design for Recycling Knitwear: 
a framework for sorting, blending and 
cascading in the mechanical textile 
recycling industry (Doctoral dissertation, 
University of the Arts London).

EMERGING (SYSTEMIC) DESIGN 
PRACTICES FOR TEXTILE 
RECYCLING



Discussing the Transitions project's
systemic approach



• Transitions project aim to foster multi-stakeholder collaborations to
be aware of and rethink the T&F towards digitalisation and 
sustainability

• The Loophole toolkit is based on a process that support system's 
perspective from system exploration to gap & opportunity analysis

• Transitions Labs act as playground to foster cooperation and 
learning, raise awareness, design interventions and generate 
reflections with current and future practitioners

• The Transitions project is using the Systemic Design Framework
based on the Double Diamond process as project methodology to 
guide partners in developing their activities

TRUE OR FALSE ?
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