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Design Principles and Practices Editorial: 
Introduction to the Special Issue 2022 

………………………………… 

Special Issue Editors 

Simone O’Callaghan, University of Newcastle, Australia 
Bernadette Drabsch, University of Newcastle, Australia 

Zi Siang See, University of Tasmania, Australia 
………………………………… 

Welcome to this Special Issue of Design Principles and Practices. The papers in this special 
issue were delivered at the 2022 Design Principles and Practices Conference that was held 
January 19 to 22, 2022, at the University of Newcastle, Australia. In a beachside location in 
New South Wales, during a gentle summer, after previous summers smoky with fierce 
bushfires, and COVID-19 lockdowns, the 2022 conference was an enlightening opportunity for 
people to come together online, and, as the theme of the conference suggested get Back to Life. 
The conference brought together a network of critically engaged designers to examine, through 
a design lens, some of the big questions that face society, such as climate change; design for 
neurodiversity and inclusivity; working with and listening to Indigenous voices; design for 
older people; and the designer’s role in activism and awareness raising for critical issues. These 
issues were explored through the six key themes: Design Education, Design in Society, 
Designed Objects, Visual Design, Design Management and Professional Practice, and 
Architectonic, Spatial and Environmental Design.  

With the special focus of the 2022 Conference being Back to Life: Seeking Vision and 
Purpose in Principles and Practice, there were many inspiring presentations; however, as the 
editorial team, we noticed a common theme emerging. This was that of Doing Good through 
design. Throughout this special issue we explore how researchers work with entities in various 
settings and contexts with different priorities; how we recognize expertise beyond institutional 
interests, beyond discipline; and explore what is possible through design and technologies for 
social good. When so much in our lives has been altered by COVID-19 and people are trying to 
get Back to Life, we thought what better way to get back to life than to share some of the most 
thought provoking, and sometimes unexpected, ways in which designers are questioning our ways 
of life, participating in socially engaged design, and seeking to benefit of broad audiences. In this 
way, we are recognizing the importance of inclusive design (Amin 2019) and how procedural 
knowledge is developed through practical problem-solving approaches (OECD 2018). 

Two of the conference’s plenary speakers, Professor Mario Minichiello and Professor Paul 
Egglestone, examined the benefits of designers working in transdisciplinary teams, in partnership 
with industry leaders and community members. At the conference and in this publication, they 
share examples of projects established through FASTlab, their research center, which follows a 
complexity theoretical model (Mitchell Waldrop 1992) to address a multitude of wicked problems. 
As they note, this model does not always fit well in the more traditional world of academia. 

Design is known as a practice where the discipline-specific norms are most often visual, so 
it is ironic that for design to be recognized as valid research practice in academe, for a research-
informed design project that answers design research questions to be “counted” as a research 
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outcome for many designers in academia, there is a requirement for them to become shape 
shifters, denying their primary form of communication though the visual, to conform to the 
more accepted academic primacy of words through the publication of academic papers. This is 
highlighted in Professor Ross Woodrow’s response to the comprehensive investigation done in 
Australia into the research outputs of art, design, craft, music, and drama that resulted in what 
has since became referred to as The Strand Report (Strand 1998):  

The battle to prove that works of art made up a determinate system of knowledge, 
containing new understandings and historical and contemporary insights was already 
won at the beginning of the last century when the study of art history was accepted into 
academe as a legitimate discipline. Therefore, it would seem a weird logic to claim that 
artists had no idea of the determinate content they had created which could only be 
revealed by others with discursive means. Yet this prejudicial privileging of the text 
over non-discursive forms of communication was sanctioned by the almost universal 
acceptance in Strand that, without written support, a work of art was unfathomable. 
(Woodrow 2018) 

This, of course, is relevant to all visual disciplines, not just art as Woodrow discusses, and 
in this Special Issue, we have tried to redress that imbalance with the inclusion of visual 
essays—those which prioritize the visual first. While remaining research-informed and 
underpinned by academic rigor, the visual essay is an important and academically valid 
dissemination tool for designers and those working in visual practice fields to have their 
research recognized in a form that plays to the inherent strengths of visuality. This thinking is 
also gaining traction in other academic areas as well, such as Archaeology, where there is often 
a reliance in research on visual material such as illustration and photography (Pétursdóttir, 
2020). The value and importance of visual essays means that more academic publishers are 
supporting this format, with key players like Sage Publications, Routledge, and Taylor and 
Francis leading the way. Now, in this Special Issue, Common Ground Research Networks is 
also joining the canon in celebrating knowledge generated and communicated via a visually 
prioritized format.  

This Special Issue examines three main areas that have been key this year in contributing to 
understanding big issues that affect society:  

1. Design as mediator between landscapes and nature, industrialised and urban
environments, and human experience.

2. Different types of knowledge generation and systems that Design can facilitate, such as
the inclusion of Indigenous and First Nations ways of knowing and concepts of relative
authenticity in visualization.

3. Socially engaged design that provides advocacy for those who can be marginalised by
more typical design processes.

The relationships between land, ecology, and nature and design interventions are explored 
through the research of Paans, Park, and Marin-Vanegas. Each of these papers share with the 
reader a heightened sense of life within the landscape, the need to get back to life through 
examining humanity’s relationship with nature, the damage caused through industrialization, 
and the different roles designers can play, either on a personal or larger social scale in 
counteracting negative effects. 

Paans, a landscape designer, advocates for the landscape and considers the damage done to 
it through extensive drainage, intensive agriculture, and coal mining. Using the Dutch landscape 
near Limburg as a case study, Paans focuses outwardly on what we, as designers, can learn from 
the landscape when it is treated as a “dynamic, integral life support system.”  
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Park’s visual essay also examines how the designer is shaped by their practices and seeks 
to find ways back to nature through design processes. Challenging notions of Human-Centered 
Design, Park offers an alternative view, where humans are part of the design eco-system rather 
than at the center, arguing that when we design only from a human-centered design point of 
view, this can be to the detriment of other factors, such as the environment. This echoes the 
sentiments of Paans, who speaks for a silent landscape that has no voice, but still needs to be 
heard, putting the landscape at the center of the design process, rather than people.  

Drawing from different knowledge systems is a common theme that the designers in this 
Special Issue explore, with Marin-Vanegas examining a range of areas to integrate perspectives 
on habitat. Like Park and Paans, this is also framed within the notion of seeking to address 
issues that have arisen due to industrialization. Marin-Vanegas shows us a novel 
multidisciplinary approach to designing for sustainability.  

In her work, looking at design from a relational point of view, Park also shows how 
investigating Indigenous knowledge was a turning point on her process, enabling her to learn 
from wider-scope knowledges, which then inform her creative practice; while Manning, in his 
visual (and aural) essay, speaks from an Australian Indigenous point of view.  

Using QR codes, Manning’s research comes alive with audio he created as a First Nations 
percussionist, recording rhythm and culture as an alternative Acknowledgment to Country, 
which occurs in Australia at the beginning of a gathering as a sign of respect to the Indigenous 
Custodians of the land and their knowledge. Manning’s unique sound sensor experience is an 
installation at Lake Macquarie Multi Arts Pavilion in Australia and creates a juxtaposition 
between the built environment of the gallery space, the sounds of nature, and the proximity of 
the landscape in which it sits. Featuring his work in this Special Issue, providing opportunities 
for readers to hear his creative practice as they read the visual essay, opens new opportunities 
for audiences to appreciate non-traditional research outputs in ways that transcend academe, and 
connect to knowledge systems that pre-date it. In this way, Manning’s work uses contemporary 
digital practices to convey avant garde approaches to the ancient practice of Acknowledgement 
to Country.  

Following on from Manning’s, Marin-Vangas’, and Paan’s diverse responses to urbanized 
environments and their relationship with nature, Gottwald examines user experience in a Disney 
theme park, where he suggests that “well before the game engine, virtual reality, or now the 
metaverse, Walt Disney was the first to conceive of the built environment as a kind of 
software.” His discussion of Walt Disney’s prototype in his backyard is both engaging and 
refreshing, showing Disney’s considerate approaches to those who may be impacted by his 
park. This paper, however, examines a wide range of concepts that expand from the urban 
environment, examining notions of architecture as experience, and the environment as software 
through which there is an interface. Gottwald highlights Walt Disney’s role in the development 
of user experience design long before the coin was termed. 

The visual essay presented by Hight et al. also examines designing for user experiences, 
seeking to address ways in which negative uses of urban spaces can be redirected into positive 
experiences for those who traverse them. Designing for play, this visual essay examines a smart 
city design intervention that addresses community concerns around personal safety, risk, and 
danger associated with certain Newcastle city locations at night. Hight et al. propose that the 
creation of sensor based “henges” that people can interact with using their mobile phones can 
increase foot traffic, diversify audiences, and facilitate greater use for all people of such spaces, 
which then has the knock-on potential of reducing incidences of crime. 

This socially engaged design approach is echoed in Wellham et al.’s multidisciplinary 
approach to menstrual taboo, through setting up the REDD Centre. Wellham et al. advocate for 
raising awareness of menstrual taboos and associated social issues, such as period poverty, 
missed days in education for girls, and stigma associated with what is a normal bodily function. 
As a collaboration between design, medicine, and health, the REDD Centre’s approach is one of 
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design activism to change the lives of those who menstruate for the better. However, the 
impacts are further reaching than those on people, examining ways in which design can be used 
to create better ways of tending to menstruation that are also more sustainable and 
environmentally friendly.  

In reducing the effects of stigma and marginalization, Arnold and Chand’s visual essay also 
illustrates how design has a key role to play for social good. Focusing on design for dyslexia, 
Arnold and Chand unpack Arnold’s design practice on how she has approached developing a 
children’s book that is accessible and inclusive for those with dyslexia. In this way she seeks to 
empower those who might feel disengaged and resistant to learning to read. Through the use of 
additional paper-based interactivity and clever book design practices, Arnold’s work seeks to 
break down barriers for those who struggle in a neurotypical world.  

Similarly, Mortati examines how design can help those with neurodiversity, considering 
how to best design for those living with dementia. Like Arnold and Chand, she shows how 
multisensory approaches can provide enriching experiences that are empowering. Examining 
the problem space from a human-centered design approach, Mortati takes the reader on a 
journey that follows the iterative creation of the Experience Design Project that helps aged care 
residents engage in a wide range of therapeutic activities to enhance quality of life.  

Building on this, Nae and Smith’s paper looks to the future, and how we are preparing and 
shaping the designers and creators of tomorrow. They share their practices at Rochester Institute 
of Technology, highlighting the need for designers to be interdisciplinary collaborators. Using 
design industry experience to inform the teaching, Nae and Smith work with industry partners 
to provide diverse learning experiences, empowering students with confidence born out of the 
familiarity of the studio environment. 

Similarly, Drabsch, Howells, and O’Donnell share the benefits of working in a 
transdisciplinary and cross-institutional team while developing a sensitive and transparent 
method of digital artifact visualization. This work reflects on current practices and the 
innovative use of emerging technologies from a digital heritage perspective. 

All contributors to this Special Issue, in addition to the editors, share the belief that design 
has massive potential for positive social impact, whether it be through co-designing better 
future relationships with our landscapes or employing universal design practices to allow all 
members of our communities to have more positive interactions with products and services. We 
strive to use our skills, creativity, and passion to make our world a better place for all. 
Undoubtedly, we will have more “wicked problems” to face as we hurtle toward an uncertain 
future; however, we have toolkits that include new and innovative design methods to address 
these together. We will do so in partnership with academics from other “disciplines”; with 
industry partners and community members; and, as Paans has argued so eloquently, with the 
landscape itself. 
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