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Waves of design

The RSA’s 270 years 

of eliciting ‘designs 

for the public good’

The home of creativity for the good of all



Design as 

form

Design as 

strategy

Design as 

process

Design as 

system

RSA designs spanned

the design maturity ladder

long before it was invented



Planting 60 million trees

1758

1858

1958



The Scandiscope

1702

1802

1902



The Original

1702

1802

1902



Royal Designers for Industry

1916

1926

1936



OCR

1888

1998

2008



Jony Ive SDA Winner

1978/79

1988/89

1998/99



BBC The Fix

1997

2007

2017



The RSA’s styles of action

1. Governing differently

2. Exhibiting and demonstrating inventions

3. Incentivising innovation with prizes

4. Shaping government policy approaches

5. Influencing through campaigns

6. Endorsing and setting standards

7. Founding new organisations





Waves of design

25 years 

of designing 

for good

What I care about

[social good]

What I am good at

[design]



Waves of design

3rd wave: 2020s

Life-centric design

2nd wave: 2010s

Human-centric design

1st wave: 2000s

Design activism
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Design activism
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Design activism



1st wave: 2000s

Design activism

Design for social cohesion 

amongst young people in 

post-conflict Lebanon



1st wave: 2000s

Design activism

A country the size of 

Yorkshire, where 

citizens belong to 18 

different religious sects 

and where most people 

spend their entire life in 

one place and with the 

same social group



1st wave: 2000s

Design activism

1) Explorations Toolkit

2) Expressions Corner

3) Imagination Studio

4) Imagination Market



1st wave: 2000s

Design activism

1) Language+prejudice

2) Media+influence

3) Regions+mobility

4) Politics+friendship

5) Sect+marriage



1st wave: 2000s

Design activism

A fortune-telling service tackling fear-

mongering and educating young people 

on their rights when it comes to different 

mixed marriage scenarios – legal 

process, conversion, divorce, custody 

and inheritance.



1st wave: 2000s

Design activism

Imagination Market:

Prototyping impact



2nd wave: 2010s

Human-centric design

> Industrial/product design

> New labour and public participation

> Social value act

> GDS + Policy Lab



2nd wave: 2010s

Human-centric design

Uscreates > FutureGov > TPX Impact



2nd wave: 2010s

Human-centric design

Redesigning digital urgent 

and emergency care in 

England



2nd wave: 2010s

Human-centric design

Urgent and emergency care 

involves a complex and 

expensive system of 

commissioners and service 

providers with huge impact on 

human life



2nd wave: 2010s

Human-centric design

Combining big and deep 

research to understand the 

current state and to co-design 

the future state



2nd wave: 2010s

Human-centric design

A single north star for the 

UEC target experience 

regardless of location, 

entry point or pathway



3rd wave: 2020s

Life-centric design

We are nature.

We are nothing without.

Planet

Places

People



3rd wave: 2020s

Life-centric design
Paradigm Impact
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Extracting Do more harm

Sustaining Do less harm

Restoring Undo harm

Regenerating Do more good

Agricultural metaphor

Fertilising

Tilling

Mulching

Diversifying plants

This framework builds 
on the work of Bill Reed, 
Carol Sanford, Pamela 
Mang, Ben Haggard, 
Daniel Christian Wahl 
and CLEAR.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ztmPxtcRK7o&t=1s


3rd wave: 2020s

Life-centric design

Nature play crisis Evidence

Biodiversity loss Britain is one of the world’s most nature-depleted nations

Nature disconnection Britain is one of the least nature-connected nations in the world

Children’s disconnection 1 in 4 children [2.5M] say they feel low connection to nature

Urban children 1 in 3 urban children do not visit green spaces weekly

Children’s play 1 in 3 children don't play in nature most days

Minoritised children Access to nature play is lowest for poorer minoritised children in cities



3rd wave: 2020s

Life-centric design

Nature play benefits Evidence

For wellbeing Healthier minds and bodies

For learning Creativity, curiosity and critical 

thinking

For communities Social cohesion and pride in 

place

For nature Environmental stewardship and 

nature-positive action

For nature

For communities

For 
children’s 
wellbeing 

and learning



3rd wave: 2020s

Life-centric design

A movement of nature-play 

stewards across The RSA 

fellowship and beyond

Belfast

Liverpool

Cardiff

Birmingham

HullBlackburn
Bradford

Dundee
Glasgow

Newport
London



3rd wave: 2020s

Life-centric design

What if nature play was a right not a privilege 
for the UK’s 10M children?

For every child.
For free.
Every day.
Near home.

How might we make this real?



3rd wave: 2020s

Life-centric design

A handy RSA framework when 
designing anything that’s good 
for people and nature:

> Policy
> Organisations
> Services
> Product
> Campaigns

Finances



RSA Fellowship nomination

• RSA House - your London home

• RSA Journal - Britain’s longest running conversation

• Circle - connect to Fellows in over 100 countries 

• World-leading events that cut through the noise

• Use the code DESIGN26 to waive the registration fee

Accept our nomination to 

become an RSA Fellow
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