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Executive Summary  
 
Introduction  
 
Millions of people in the world lack the means to satisfy their basic needs 
such as water, food, shelter etc. These people are in low-income 
communities, specifically in low-income countries where they live on less 
than $2 US per day. Designers are flocking to this design sector to solve 
issues by creating solutions for low-income communities. These designers 
are called social designers. Their goal is to Design for Social Impact as a 
way of offering products or services that can improve the standard living of 
the low-income communities.  
 
Social designers are professionals with the spirit and the motivation to help 
low income communities.  Their motivations are based on improving the 
way of living of those who have not met their basic survival needs.  
 
Product Service Systems “PSS” promote strategic actions that social 
designers can use to create social impact in order for low income 
communities to meet their needs such as food, clean water, sanitation, 
shelter, education, etc. The characteristics of a system perspective, 
collaboration and sharing, found in PSS concept are very valuable to 
Designing for Social Impact. PSS offers collaborative sharing that is a good 
medium to provide products and services while empowering low-income 
communities to meet their needs. 
 
PSS provides a sustainability advantage, which is beneficial to improving 
low-income communities while also improving the ecosystem around them.  
PSS benefits among others include collaborative sharing of products and 
services and it is as a model of sharing and giving value by shifting from 
individual ownership to collaborative sharing of products and services fit 
well into low income communities, since they are able to afford the products 
and services while getting value and improving their lives. 
 
Including PSS in designing for Social Impact for low income communities 
brings an opportunity to include systems perspective to collaborate with all 
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the key stakeholders involved in the community, thus, encouraging Social 
Designers to co-design with all the stakeholders resulting in positive long 
lasting solutions for low income communities.  
 
Sustainability needs to be considered by social designers while Designing 
for Social Impact. For this research, concepts such as the funnel paradigm to 
understand sustainability challenges, backcasting from success using the 
four sustainability principles, and the Framework for Strategic Sustainable 
Development are explored as approaches for social designers to take into 
consideration in order to understand the needs of low-income community 
projects.  
 
Product Service System can be planned from a sustainable perspective using 
backcasting in order to avoid negative environmental impacts. Backcasting 
allows the social designer to create future scenarios and plan using a long-
term perspective, giving sustainable solutions. 
   
2. Research Questions 
 
Main Research Question:  
How can Social Designers co-design to create solutions that improve the life 
quality of low-income communities located in rural areas of low-income 
countries?  
 
Research Hypothesis: 
By using Product Service System, Social Designers are encouraged to co-
design with stakeholders involved to improve the quality of life of low 
income communities located in rural areas of low income countries, while 
working in the complete design process directly in the community context. 
 
3. Methods 
 
A non-linear methodological approach was applied where different stages 
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took place; some of them simultaneously, and the possibility existed to go 
back and forward according to the findings, discussions and new results.  
A large literature review took place as a way to understand more about the 
state of Design for Social Impact, Social Designers and Sustainable Product 
Service System and how these variables relate to the low income issues 
where different approaches and solutions have been applied and can be 
developed. 
 
The data used was extracted from interviews with experts in the fields of: 
Social Innovation, Social PSS, and Social Entrepreneurs. Besides interviews 
with students of the program PSS Design in the Politecnico di Milano, there 
was also a survey that was conducted within the design field. The strategic 
actions extracted from the literature, interviews, survey were presented to 
experts and in workshops with a community of designers as well as with the 
case study: Bushman Living. The permaculture project in The Gambia by 
Bushman Living was used to test the expected results. 
 
4. Theory 
 
The theory of this research is based on Strategic Sustainable Development 
and Product Service System “PSS” which are both based on system thinking 
approach. These two theories promote sustainable society; thus they are 
beneficial to be applied in Design for Social Impact in low-income 
communities by social designers. Ezio Manzini, being a recognized 
promoter of PSS, design, systems, and sustainable thinking, comments 
“these types of projects developed through collaboration and co-design 
require a new set of skills for designers” (Manzini 2007). Strategic 
Sustainable development is based on backcasting, therefore applying 
backcasting is appropriate to use when dealing with complex systems (Ny et 
al. 2006) apparent in low income communities, thus social designers would 
need to apply backcasting when dealing with complex systems found in 
systems of low income communities. 
 
 
5. Results 
 
After a deep analysis of the data and information gathered from the 
interaction with the experts, the results indicated that PSS approach 
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encourages “co-design” processes that other design tools currently being 
used by social designers lack.  The researchers found out that in co-design, 
the role of the designer could change according to the context. Social 
designers could act as facilitator, activist or as a creator depending on the 
context. Therefore the role of a social designer would change, or adapt to the 
requirements of the community, their needs, resources etc. 

With that, some key findings were harvested with the intention of creating 
strategic actions to be utilized by social designers as key practices to apply 
when co-designing with all the stakeholders involved in low income 
communities to co-create solutions with positive long lasting social impact.  

These are as following:  

• Find the need:  focus on solving a need (Polak 2008)  
• Have a system perspective: determine impacts of the complete system 

(Manzini). 
• Involve key stakeholders: Active participation of key involved 

stakeholders.  
• Make it local: It is more sustainable to use local capital, reducing 

distribution, external energy sources, etc.  
• Be in the context: Direct contacts with communities understand culture, 

behaviour, language and traditions.  
• Keep it simple: find solutions that are simple. (Polak 2008). 
• Ensure a measurable impact: The impact is a count of how many 

communities are moving into better quality of life  (Mulago 2012) 
• Make impact last: it is important to create future scenarios that last. 

(Mulago, Polak) 
• Spread the impact: Sharing, transferable knowledge, good 

communication ways to spread the knowledge to improve their way of 
living. (Bushman Living, Mulago, AoH) 

• Be humble 
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6. Discussion 
 
When applying PSS, many methodologies can be used, but some solutions 
are not possible to apply in different locations or circumstances. It is 
important to consider that every solution works for a defined context. 
Therefore, it is essential to consider all the characteristics of the context and 
to include the involved stakeholders into the process, where  
co-design, collaboration and co-creation are the axis for these innovative 
solutions. 
 
By sharing and networking, it is possible to generate communication spaces 
that involve all the stakeholders and replicate the useful actions others have 
done, learning from their mistakes and giving feedback for improving the 
system. 
 
Social Designers have the opportunity to make changes in low-income 
communities but without the support of all the stakeholders involved, it is 
difficult to create solutions with positive long lasting social impacts. 
Therefore, social designers need to look at the complete system to find the 
gaps that hinder sustainable development and, at the same time to make 
products and services that are simple and local for communities so they are 
able to replicate them and easily make the adjustments by repairing, 
redesigning and performing maintenance.  
 
With the complexity that comes with Designing for Social Impact, designers 
no longer have the solutions to the problems, thus are not able to impose 
their design skills or experience into a context they are not familiar with. 
Therefore it is necessary that social designers work hand in hand with the 
users and other stakeholders involved in order to adjust their knowledge 
with the reality of these communities; as a result, social designers take on 
different roles depending on the context.  
 
7. Conclusion 
 
The co-designing approach that is triggered by using Product Service 
System approach appears to be a good strategy for social designers when 
designing in low-income communities. It can be a good strategy to involve 
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the users and other stakeholders in the process, making it possible through 
collaboration and co-creation. PSS encourages co-designing through the 
involvement of all involved stakeholders in all systems of the context as well 
as in the community. Thus, social designers need to include PSS to co-create 
solutions for low-income communities.   
 
Social designers are not able to work alone to Design for Social Impact. In 
order to create positive, long- lasting, efficient solutions, it is important to 
engage stakeholders and encourage them to tackle the root of the issues. 
Product service systems develop value by encouraging co-designing by 
solving, sharing and collaborating with low-income communities.  
 
This research presents many future opportunities to explore in Design for 
Social Impact in low income communities, thus a beginning of a new 
research area that has the capability to enhance the living conditions of 
people in low income communities while also leading to a sustainable 
society.  
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Glossary 

ABCD Strategic plan process: it is a four steps process designed to 
implement the Framework of Strategic Sustainable Development “FSSD” in 
organizations. The A step: Building a shared understanding and vision;  
B step: Assessing the current reality; C step: Brainstorming actions to close 
the gap; and D step: Prioritization.  

Base of the pyramid (BoP) also known as Bottom of the pyramid, is an 
economic model that is focused mainly on people that live under $2 USD a 
day. In the model, they see a big market opportunity since there are a high 
number of people living in poverty conditions.  
 
Close loop: it refers to the life cycle of the product and how it can be closed 
from the beginning to the end. 
 
Co-creation: is a creative communal activity where many different 
participants of different backgrounds and capabilities get together to create 
for a mutual goal. This movement encourages active participation of all the 
stakeholders in the creative process. 
  
Co-design: it includes the participation of different stakeholders in all the 
design process in order to solve specific issue or need. It is based on 
participation, collaboration and co-creation.  
  
Collaboration: is the process where two ore more people get together and 
cooperate to achieve a goal. 
 
Design: is a set of activities for problem-solving with a focus to user need 
finding where numerous important requirements are included such as   
environmental, social, and other requirements, to create real solutions for 
users to enhance their lives.   
 
Design for: it is a process of designing, where the designer is responsible for 
all the design process without including other stakeholders in the creative 
process. 
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Design for social impact: is the creation and development of long lasting 
solutions at a large scale that improve well-being of communities, 
reinforcing their social fabric without affecting their integrity, identity, 
organization, culture, environment, etc.  
 
Design thinking: it is a method of design that allows viewing of the 
multidimensional design and all the interactions in the design. It is based 
more in the solution than in the material/tangible result.  
 
Design with: It is collaboration - co-creation activity, where the designer 
and other stakeholder create together for a common purpose. In this activity 
all the participants have an active creative role.  

Frugal innovation: is an approach that attempt to develop goods or 
processes that are frugal on three ways: resources, environmental impact, 
and low cost. 

IDEO: Design Company recognized worldwide, that use the method of 
Human Centered Design, known as HCD: Hear, create deliver.  
 
Innovation:  is a combination for invention of goods or service that is new 
and its’ exploitation where it is introduced to the users. This product or 
service improves the quality of life of the user.  
 
Low-income communities: are those communities that live in low-income 
countries that have a minimum income or a low industrialized level, they are 
also called developed world. They live under US2$ per day. 
 
Life Cycle Assessment (LCA) it is a cradle to grave tool used to access the 
product’s environmental impacts from all industrial processes from raw 
material extraction, production process, use life, disposal or recycling used 
to create a particular product, this helps analyze the performance of a 
product and the most significant environmental impacts.  

Method for sustainable product development (MSPD): methodology that 
evaluates a product based on backcasting from sustainable principles. It is 
based on an ABCD process evaluating all the steps of product development.  
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Permaculture: agriculture method based on sustainability and efficiency. It 
articulates all the parts of the system to make a balance in the process using 
as a model the natural cycles.  
 
Product Life cycle: are all the stages of the product: extraction of raw 
materials, design, production, distribution, use and disposal or end of life. 
 
Product Service System (PSS): it is the combination between tangible 
goods products and intangible goods service into a system perspective.  
 
Social designer: is the designer who identifies opportunities helping other 
and participating in process for social impact.  
 
Systems thinking: is the process to understand the relationships inside and 
outside the system. It aids to comprehend how the parts are articulated and 
work into the system and how these relationships depend on others. It has 
been very useful to solve problems, having a big perspective of the impacts 
and interactions with the problem and the solution. 
 
Solidarity Economies: (“economias solidarias”) is an approach where the 
communities are not dependent on traditional capitalist models instead the 
value of the transactions stays locally with benefits inside the community 
and not with middlemen. The communities have a 100% benefit and a direct 
contact with the customers. 
 
Social Impact: is the effect of an activity on the social fabric of the 
community and well-being of the individuals and families. 

Templates for sustainable product development (TSPD): is a tool based 
on backcasting from sustainable principles that provides a quick overview of 
the sustainable challenges that a product faces during its complete life cycle.  
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1 Introduction 

Poverty is pronounced deprivation in well-being, and comprises many 
dimensions. It includes low incomes and the inability to acquire the basic 
goods and services necessary for survival with dignity.  
(World Bank 2012) 

Goods and services are products; product is defined as “anything that can 
be offered to a market for attention, acquisition, use, or consumption and 
that might satisfy a want or need - includes physical objects, services, 
events, persons, places, organizations, ideas, or some combination thereof” 
(ESP 2012). Low-income communities also described as underserved and 
disadvantaged communities (Brown 2008), live in extreme poverty. There 
is a high estimation of 1.4 billion people that are living under these 
conditions (World Bank 2008) and are unable to acquire goods and 
services for survival (UN 2008). In the next section the needs of low-
income communities will be further described.  

1.1 Needs in these communities 

To classify the needs of low income communities, the model of Max Neef 
is used for this research, the reason being that Manfred Max-Neef has 
extensive work focused on development issues of the third world 
economies (Elizalde and Hopenhayn 1991) which is unlike the approach of 
Maslow whose hierarchy of needs is based on the traditional western view 
(Maslow, 1962). Christiaans and Diehl argue that “the hierarchy proposed 
by Maslow does not exist apart from the basic need for subsistence or 
survival” therefore not applicable to low income communities (Christiaans 
and Diehl 2007). The model of Max-Neef classifies human fundamental 
needs into 9 categories: subsistence, affection, protection, leisure, freedom, 
identity, participation, understanding and creation (Max-Neef 1991).  

According to Max-Neef, poverty is the lack of satisfying all the 
fundamental needs (Max-Neef 1991). He claims that human needs have to 
be considered as a system (Max-Neef 1991). The approach of Max-Neef 
on human needs and Human-scale Development suggests that “needs are 
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constant through all human cultures and across historical time periods. 
What changes over time and between cultures is the way these needs are 
satisfied, it is important that human needs are understood as a system - i.e. 
they are interrelated and interactive” (Max-Neef 1991).  

Table 1 below by Max-Neef explains how human needs can be satisfied.  

Table 1. Taxonomy of human needs by Max-Neef 

Christiaans and Diehl explain that “the Max-Neef model provides a useful 
approach that meets the requirements of small group, community-based 
processes that have the effect of allowing deep reflection about one 
individual and community situation, leading to critical awareness and, 
possibly, action at the local economic level” (Christiaans and Diehl 2007). 
Consequently, in this research, the Max-Neef human needs model will be 
used with subsistence in focus and will consider the rest of the eight needs 
as described in order to create a system approach.  
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In the next section, design that focuses on low-income communities,  
well known as Design for Social Impact, will be examined.  

1.2 Design for Social Impact 

Design is a set of fields for problem-solving that uses user-centric 
approaches to understand user needs (as well as business, economic, 
environmental, social, and other requirements) to create successful 
solutions that solve real problems (Brycecorkins 2005). 

Approximately forty years ago, a well known Industrial Designer and 
author of “Design for the Real World”, Victor Papanek, criticised design 
by saying that “The design world, for all of its improvements, does 
continue to churn out useless junk and endless repetitions of bad ideas” 
(Papanek 1970)  

Even though the design world has brought many creative solutions to the 
global market, it is also blamed for many causes of unsustainable practices. 
One criticism in particular is described “The world's leading online 
Sustainable Product Design resource” ESPDesign organisation website is 
“solid waste” scrap material with no useful function caused by inefficient 
production processes and poor design for end of life treatment” (ESP 
2012). 

Another design problem that Paul Polak emphasised is the fact that “90 
percent of the designers focus on solutions for the richest 10 percent of the 
customers of the world rather than the other 90 percent who need it most!” 
(Polak 2001).   

However, with the increase of global social networks, awareness of poor 
design and its effects, the clear need for design in certain areas, especially 
in low income communities, as well as the increasing awareness of global 
issues (such as population growth, hunger, resource over usage, diseases, 
poverty, global warming, etc.). All this has brought a new breed of 
designers who want to attack these issues using design and be part of the 
solutions instead of the problems as previously depicted.  
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Renowned social designer, Emily Pilotton, and author of the book “Design 
Revolution: 100 Products That Empower People” states that “these issues 
cannot be ignored especially with expanding global social networks, and 
this calls for action”. In her work and her book, she demonstrates that it is 
possible to use design to find solutions for global issues (Pilotton 2009).  

From the designs in Pilotton’s book, one of the successful examples that 
were co-created by her company Project H in collaboration with the first 
two creators South African Engineers Pettie Petzer and Johan Jonker, 
“Hippo Roller” is used to fetch water in low-income communities (Pilloton 
2009). With this product, these communities are able to access water in 
more efficient ways and effective manners decreasing the time they used to 
spend to fetch water prior the Hippo Roller. 

She believes that “products of design can improve life, empower 
communities, and transform public education...” (Pilotton 2009)  
She also notes that “... It is only through this local engagement and shared 
investment ... through this personal connection to place and people that the 
human qualities of design rise to the top of the priority list, through which 
our clients are no longer beneficiaries, but experts and co-designers right 
there with us...."(Fast Company, July 12, 2010)  

Among others, there are several design firms such as IDEO, Frog Design, 
Smart Design and so forth, whose mission are to Design for Social Impact 
(Brown 2008) and as such, are on the mission to create products and 
services needed by low-income communities.  

Tim Brown the CEO of IDEO states that “at IDEO, after many internal and 
external conversations, we have decided to focus efforts within social 
impact on projects with organizations that create transformational change 
in underserved and disadvantaged communities”  (Brown 2008).   

Additionally, Design for Social Impact has created innovative products. 
For example, Jeff Chapin, of the design firm IDEO, accepted the Annual 
International Design Excellence Award for his genius idea of a Low-cost 
Latrine Design for Cambodia (Co.Design 2010). He created  
a frugal innovative latrine that the communities can use within their 
context. There are numerous other examples of innovative ideas that have 
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arisen from Design for Social Impact. In the next section, innovation 
within Design for Social Impact will be further explored.  

1.2.1 Innovation for Social Impact  

Designing can be an act to provide solutions. Once the solutions are 
fulfilling the needs of the user in a novel way, the idea is called innovative. 
It goes without saying that to target design; innovation also has to be 
looked at. Definition of Innovation: the act of innovating; introduction of 
new things or methods (Davenport et al. 2005). 

This research explores how innovation plays a role in Design for Social 
Impact. Through current literature review and research, innovation that 
deals with socio-ecological issues brings about the concept of 
Sustainability-Driven Innovation.  

For example, in the report “Design for Sustainable Value: A Whole System 
Approach” the author describes that sustainability issues like energy 
security, air quality, climate change and poverty are present with greater 
levels of complexity which will result in Sustainability driven Innovative 
solutions within organisations. This growing business is described as “a 
business opportunity to do good by doing good” (Laszlo 2007).  

Therefore, global issues call for Sustainability Driven Innovation, 
according to Anthony Thompson in his paper Towards Sustainability 
Driven Innovation through Product-Service Systems where he defines this 
term as “…  a process that involves sustainability to solve socio-ecological 
issues” (Thompson 2010).  

According to Cynthia E. Smith, curator of the Museum of Designing, for 
the other 90%, this is just the beginning and markets will be moving 
towards the kinds of innovation that keep sustainability in mind, as well as 
tackle the social responsibility of the designers (E Smith 2010).  

She also adds that “Now, some could see a statistic of 1 billion-plus people 
as a problem, or see the potential to engage with those people and find  
1 billion solutions... attitude of the designers whose work is in this 
exhibition,” Cynthia E. Smith, Curator of the Cooper-Hewitt of Socially 
Responsible Design (Smartplanet 2012).  
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The other criteria of innovation created when Design for Social Impact is 
frugal innovation; which is defined as “innovation that strives to create 
products, services, processes, and business models that are frugal on three 
counts: frugal use of raw materials, frugal impact on the environment, and 
extremely low cost” (Gupta et al. 2009). In fact, frugal innovation is 
common in low-income communities and is being implemented by these 
communities in places like China and India. This approach of innovation is 
easily applied where there is subsistence need especially in solving global 
issues (Gupta et al. 2009). Some of the examples of innovative solutions 
for low income communities or emerging markets are referred to  
Appendix A.  

Frugal Innovation and Sustainability Driven Innovation are usually the 
result of creating solutions in low-income communities. Particularly 
designers interested in creating solutions for social change, they are called 
“Social Designers”. In the next section the social designers will be 
examined and analysed.   

1.2.2 Who are the Social Designers?  

Social design is design for everyone's sake (Design 21 2012)”. According 
to Robert Sommer “Social design is working with people rather than for 
them; involving people in the planning and management of the spaces 
around them,” (Sommer 1983), a social designer then is one who instead 
of imposing his or her ideas, she or he designs with the people in a 
collaborative and co-creative way.  
 
These are the main characteristics of social designers (Kraut et al. 2012): 
 
• Listen to the communities 
• Empower the stakeholders /stakeholders (users, investors, government, 

suppliers, NGOs, etc.) in the design process,  
• See solutions from a social perspective,  
• Care about the community and the impacts of the designs,  
• Allow the users to be part of the solutions, involving them as much as 

possible 
• Make sure to keep the culture 
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• Identity of a community (avoiding, destroying or replacing the local 
culture with foreign culture, behaviors, etc.)  

• Enforce and keep the social fabric of the communities involved,  
• Encourage the network / participation for feedback and mutual benefit 

and collaboration 
 
Most social designers come from industrialized countries and are eager to 
design for low-income communities and to make a difference (Nussbaum 
2007). Having all the above criteria of a social designer is important to 
Design for Social Impact, nonetheless there are numerous tools being used 
by social designers. These will be further described in the next section.  

1.2.3 Design Methods used by Social Designers  

There are different methods used by social designers to create products and 
services for low-income communities referred to Appendix B. 

With all the approaches, tools and guidelines used by Social Designers,  
it is overwhelming for Social Designers to know what tool and approach to 
use and why they need to use one tool over the other. Although all the tools 
and approaches described have advantages, they also have some gaps.  

With comments coming from well-respected practitioners of social impact 
projects in low income communities such as Paul Polak, with  
25 years plus experience in these areas, whose findings of project solutions 
focused on old familiar design approaches once used for the richest 10% 
population in the world being applied to the poorest 90% of the world 
(Polak 2008), or Jacqueline Novogratz of Acumen fund who concluded 
that some projects are unsuccessful due to the fact that they disregard the 
dignity of the users, making them depend on western solutions (Acumen 
fund 2012). Kevin Starr of Mulago Foundation who also argues that some 
designs created for low income countries “are out of context: a clear 
example is a computer for a child distributed to areas where they are not 
familiar with computers, with no education, without infrastructure (such as 
electricity, internet connection), teachers and lack food and water” 
(Mulago Foundation 2012). 

With all related literature reviews, comments from experts, there were 
some common gaps that were mentioned. These gaps were gathered and 
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used to create a table as a way to showcase where the gaps lies in some 
tools used for Design for Social Impact from social perspective.  

The list of gaps  

Limitation of creativity: It can be challenging to get creative solutions 
when there are too many limits, it will be ideal to have a balance between 
chaos and control, within chaos this is where innovation occur, and with 
control it is possible to focus this innovation for an specific purpose.  
Require vast Infrastructure or knowledge: In some determined cases; it 
is important to have laboratories or complicated infrastructure  
Focused on single product development instead of the solution: 
Innovations are more focused in replacing material, in finding effective 
ways of use energy instead of finding the solutions in intangible goods 
No system picture – limited to design thinking perspective 
Lack of participation – collaboration, there is a lack of close interaction 
with the stakeholders and community involved. 
Time perspective – lasting: These tools can have an evaluation of closing 
the loop of the life cycle of the product or/and service, but do not have a 
clear responsibility to last and offer a continue solution for the users – 
community e.g. Cradle to cradle  
Engage in single use of the products – use of individual ownership: 
These tools are framed into the economic model of individual-consumption 
and tactics like recyclable or dematerialization to change their image of 
being more sustainable so the users continue using these goods 
individually in order to satisfy his individual desires.  
The social value is not a priority: These tools are more focus on being 
used in business models that bring profit to an organization 
New approaches with no practical examples– lack of knowledge  
No enrolment with the context: there is not direct contact with people 
involved, lack of culture or context awareness not considered 
Root of the problem: No focus on the main root of the problem, instead 
give solution to minor problems that keep on re-occurring.  
Profit oriented / Green washing: Choice of the best solutions with profit 
in mind as way to improve image of corporations 
Any kind of interpretation: not very well defined, it is so flexible that can 
be easily adapted but it does not give strong structure to guide the process 
and many constraints can be found in the way.  
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Require a lot of data. It is very useful for current products but for those 
new innovations it can be challenging for not having any recorded data. 
Below is the table showing the gaps of design tools. 

 

Table 2. Gaps in different Sustainable Design Tools 

With the gaps of tools being used by Social designers mentioned above 
(Table 2), there are debates about Design for Social Impact overall of what 
it lacks. In the next section this will be further explained.  

Gaps 
Ecodesign 
 

Biomimicry 
 

Cradle to 
Cradle 

TSPD 
 

MEP
SS 
 

Living 
Principles 
 

IDEO 
HCD 

Limitation of 
creativity 

X  X  X   
Require vast 
Infrastructure or 
knowledge; 

 X   X   

Is focused mainly 
on tangible 
solutions 

X  X    X 

Not a system picture  X  X     
Lack of 
participation – 
collaboration 

X X X X X   

Time perspective – a 
solution that last 

X ? X     

Engage individual 
use/over-
consumption  

X  X    ? 

Social value is not a 
priority 

X  X X X   

Not very used in the 
design field / not 
very popular 

    X ?  

No enrollment with 
the context 

X  X     

Not focused on the 
Root of the problem 

X ? X   ? ? 
Profit oriented / 
Green washing: 

X  X     
Any kind of 
interpretation 

     X  

Not mainly focused 
on communities X ? X X X ? ? 
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1.2.4 Overall Debate: Designing for Social Impact  

 
Figure 1. Life Straw in use (description Appendix A) 

With genius ideas, tools and innovative solutions come numerous debates, 
and it is in no different to the Design for Social Impact movement. Kevin 
Starr, CEO of the Mulango Foundation, has firmly criticised some of the 
products and services that are being created by some social designers for 
low-income communities (Mulango Foundation 2003).  The goal of 
Mulango Foundation is to “work to drive sustained impact that can grow to 
benefit people on a big scale” (Mulango Foundation 2003).  

One product in particular that Kevin Starr has criticized is the “life straw”, 
one of the most acclaimed innovative products. He describes that the life 
straw, shown in figure 1, a water filter designed to be used by people 
generally in low income communities to filter water as a way to deal with 
water issues so that they may safely drink it” (Frandsen 2008). “.... It is too 
expensive and too slow...only cleans 100cc of liquid a minute” Kevin Starr 
comments, his message based on “The Mulango Foundation” is to create 
products and services that have “Lasting change that goes to Scale” 
(Goldstein 2011).  

Furthermore, a debate created by Bruce Nussbaum, “Humanitarian Design 
vs. Design Imperialism”. He provoked a discussion about Design for 
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Social Impact in low-income communities, in which the responses came 
from people of different walks of design experiences (Nussbaum 2007). 
One in particular is Avinash Rajagopal, a well-known Design Critic who 
states that “.... Design for social change is a pudding that takes a long, 
long, long time to bake. Inexperienced Western bakers trying to cook their 
first pudding in an Indian or African oven are unlikely to be successful, 
and will probably leave a bitter aftertaste. But there are those who are 
tenacious and sincere, who spend years learning how to do it right...." 
(Rajagopal 2010) 

Rajagopal states that one person that was admired and talked about for his 
amazing work was none other than Paul Polak who has every quality that 
Avinash discussed. He is tenacious, sincere and has spent 25 plus years 
designing with the other 90% (Rajagopal 2010).   

As such, Paul Polak has concluded that the design and technology of a 
product for low-income countries is just 10% of the solution. The other 
90% of the solution is about distribution, training, maintenance, service 
arrangements, partnership, business and all in all these solutions have to 
come from a co-design approach (Polak 2008). This is where system 
thinking comes in hand and needs to be looked at by social designers.    

Another debate that has been raised in Designing for Social Impact is the 
sustainability consideration, what happens to unsuccessful products like 
the Life Straw (Mulango Foundation 2003) and how do they impact the 
socio-ecological system of the world. In the next section Sustainability will 
be explored.  

1.3 Sustainability Overview 

With many growing global issues, scientists of various fields have 
concluded that “society is currently on unsustainable course one that 
cannot be continued indefinitely” (Robèrt et al. 2010). Designers like other 
professionals from many sectors have called for a new goal “socially and 
ecologically sustainable society”, where humanity progress, does not 
destroy fundamental life supporting system (Robèrt et al. 2010). There are 
numerous design tools and approaches that have been created in response 
to this goal, e.g. eco-design, cradle to cradle, biomimicry, etc.  
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In Design sector, sustainability and unsustainability is becoming more and 
more important to be overviewed in order to create products and services 
that are good for the socio-ecological environment; and it is more apparent 
in Design for Social Impact sectors. Therefore, social designers need to 
consider the sustainability factor when designing for low-income 
communities. However, with overwhelming approaches and tools which 
claim to consider sustainability factor as has been mentioned before in 
section 1.2.4 and it is complicated for social designers to know how to 
include sustainability.  
 
There are many sustainability definitions; one that is widely accepted 
definition of sustainability is by the Brundtland Commission that states that 
“sustainable development as meeting the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” 
(World Commission on Environment and Development 1987, 24). Paul 
Polak states that, the majority of designers are designing for the richest 
10% of the global population (Polak 2008), on top of that, the natural 
resources are depleting; which means there are less resources to be shared 
among the whole world in order for every person to meet their needs. 
Moreover, global issues such as poverty threaten to weaken the social 
system at a global scale (Robèrt et al. 2010). According to UNEP recent 
studies indicate that a sustainable society in the future should use only 
about 10 percent of the resources that industrialised societies are using 
today per capita (UNEP 2002), in the next section funnel paradigm will be 
used to further understand the sustainability challenge.   

1.3.1 Funnel Paradigm  

In this research the funnel paradigm, a metaphor created by The Natural 
Step used to understand sustainability. It is “defined as a worldview that 
recognize that current unsustainability problems are due to systemic errors 
in society design connected to each other in complex ways, and are 
systematically weakening both the social and ecological fabric on which 
civilization depends on (The Natural Step 2012). The weakening of social 
and ecological fabric is dramatically increasing some of the concerns 
(Robèrt et al. 2010) blaming the design sector as one of the cause of 
unsustainability (ESP 2012) and only designing for the 10% of the world 
population who over consume (Polak 2008), creating products that lead to 
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overuse and misuse of resources, scrap material with no useful function 
caused by inefficient production processes and poor design  (ESP 2012) 
that pollutes and poison soils, air, water sources which later enters the food 
chains, etc (Robèrt et al. 2010). Therefore social designers need to consider 
the metaphor of the funnel paradigm when they are suggesting solutions in 
low-income communities. 

 

 
Figure 2. Funnel Paradigm 

With the unsustainability state of the global society, there needs to be a 
strategic mission to eliminate unsustainable systematic errors of the society 
to create a sustainable society, there by stabilizing the resource available to 
support civilization (Robèrt et al. 2010). 

Design for Social Impact is the response to strengthen the social fabric of 
the global society especially in low income communities where people do 
not meet their needs as Tim Brown the CEO of IDEO states that “to 
designers, Design for Social Impact is about the broader impact of the 
design work they undertake, by balancing the needs of individuals with the 
needs of the overall community, by means of the approach of a triple 
bottom line with social, environmental, and economic impacts” (Brown 
2008). Therefore, it is important to avoid hitting the walls suddenly and in 
ways that is difficult to foresee.  
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Hitting of the walls for the design sector might mean loss of reputation, 
loss of market share among Design firms of those who develop cutting 
edge sustainable solutions (Willard 2005), also destroying the existing 
strong fabric in low-income communities (Acumen Fund 2012). As already 
suggested by Acumen founder Jacquelin Novartz (Acumen Fund 2012) the 
need to consider the integrity of people is important, therefore Social 
designers need to consider both the social and ecological fabric in the 
context of low income communities.  

In additional, social designers need to consider a way products can create 
better value by combining them with services within the  
socio-ecological system. When products and services are combined 
together to bring value to low-income communities in the  
socio-ecological system, this is called Product Service System “PSS”. In 
fact the article Designing Sustainable Product Service Systems by Nicola 
Morelli, (Morelli 2006) states that perhaps as Paul Polak suggested that the 
approaches have to be combined with different services to create a system 
that works within the environment. The environmental considerations are 
important as they create an ecosystem that is sustainable for low-income 
communities (Manzini 2007). 

In the next section, Product Service System (PSS) will be defined and 
analyzed as a way to show how it could contribute to Design for Social 
Impact. 

1.4 PSS in low-income countries 

According to Ezio Manzini, a Product Service System also known as PSS 
can be defined as a “business innovation strategy offering a marketable 
mix of products and services jointly capable of fulfilling needs and/or 
wants of the users - with higher added value and a smaller environmental 
impact as compared to an existing system or product” (Manzini et al 2001).  

As such, PSS allows users to utilize products through services where they 
do not have to own a product. There are classic PSS examples that have 
been successful. One great example of PSS is the library, where the user 
does not have to own all the books in the library. Instead, he uses the books 
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needed in a system that allows other users to use the books when they are 
available.    

Roy Robin the author of Sustainable Product Service System adds that 
“Sustainable product-service systems attempt to create designs that are 
sustainable in terms of environmental burden and resource use, whilst 
developing product concepts as parts of sustainable whole systems, that 
provide a service or function to meet essential needs” (Roy 2000). 

One good example that reduces the environmental burden and resource use 
are laundry facilities in apartment complexes, in which, washing machines 
and dryers are efficient and last more than 5 years. This kind of PSS 
reduces the resource usage for manufacturing individual consumption of 
laundry machines.  

In the guide book Product Service System and Sustainability for UNEP 
there is an emphasis on the advantages of creating Product Service System 
for low income communities, it is noted that in low income 
communities/countries there are “PSS that already exist as a consequence 
of economic and cultural conditions, such as scarcity of access to products 
and resources, large labour forces and locally focused on culture and 
traditions” (Manzini, Vezzoli 2001). There is also a forecast about other 
benefits that might occur if PSS is applied to low income communities 
/countries (Manzini, Vezzoli 2001) as listed below: 

• To avoid the development stage characterised by individual ownership 
of products which usually result in over-use of natural resources  

• To create a platform that creates access to scarce or formerly 
unavailable goods.  

• To assist entrepreneurs or professionals to make business based on 
Product Service System  

• To surpass the process of economic growth to reach a similar standard 
of living that have caused limited resources caused by over 
consumption in individual ownership part of the World 

• To avoid an increase in natural resources demand caused by individual 
ownership  

• To harmonize political and economic involvement and act as an 
opportunity to assist the process of long-lasting development 



16 

 

• To attain and offer a widespread higher level of well-being at lower 
cost due to higher system effectiveness 

• To create assuring environmentally friendly path for economic 
development 

• To initiate economic opportunities for business market growth  
• With PSS being generally more labour intensive, it may put low 

income countries at an advantage 
• To encourage greater participation and ownership of local economies 

by local rather than global stakeholders 
• To create strong strategic partnerships between global and local 

stakeholders to profit all. 
• A hopeful path to contribute to global development 
• To leapfrog some of the negative sustainable impacts due to 

overconsumption in some parts of the World.   

According to Tukker, PSS can be classified in eight types, matching the 
needs of the user, the conditions of the market, the context where it should 
be developed, etc. He evaluated the environmental performance and 
advantages and disadvantages of each type of PSS (Tukker 2004); his 
research focused on the European context, in which most PSS examples 
have been successful.  Knowing that the context of low-income 
communities is different from the European context, it is difficult to 
suggest what type of PSS would work best. Nevertheless, there is clear 
advantage to apply PSS in low-income communities.  

Moreover, in the literature review there was no practical application of PSS 
that has been used in low-income countries. However PSS has shown the 
crucial advantage applying to move to a sustainable society and to 
encourage co-designing that experts like Paul Polak, Emily Pilloton, and 
Kevin Starr oversaw as an important element for projects in low-income 
communities to succeed.  

The value of a PSS can be measured from different perspectives: social, 
sustainable and economic. Other exchange models can be applied where 
the value can be measured as well being: knowledge, happiness, 
reputation, etc. There are also win-win considerations that come from 
applying a PSS approach and this could benefit the low-income 
communities (Manzini and Vezzoli 2001), as noted below: 



17 

 

1.4.1 PSS Win-Win solutions  

(a)The products are used for long term to meet needs/demands of users, 
which means less products needed and less natural materials used. 
(b)Result in lower cost of the service as the product is being used to its 
potential. (c) Extends both the life of the product and the resources used 
during manufacturing. (d) The shared or collective use of the products 
leads to create eco-efficient products that benefit all the users (e) With 
PSS, the user has a higher level of service since it is based on 
specialisations that could result in eco-efficiencies. 

One critical issue to keep in mind when developing PSS for low-income 
countries, as Ezio Manzini suggests, is “examining ways of improving the 
range and environmental quality of existing systems, or, in other words, 
ways of improving the social and environmental quality of PSS business” 
(Manzini and Vezzoli 2001). 

In order for the low-income communities to achieve the benefits of PSS, it 
is crucial to “gain access to information and knowledge from the best and 
most advanced technologies, which have the potential to make these 
businesses really economically and socially appealing” (Manzini and 
Vezzoli 2001).  

PSS has shown the crucial advantage applying to more sustainable society. 
In the next section the Sustainability advantage will be further explained.  

1.4.2 Sustainability and PSS  

With PSS, it is possible to use fewer resources than industrialized models 
based on individual consumption. In fact, Ezio Manzini together with 
UNEP, have promoted PSS as they recognise PSS as a “new concept for 
business, countries alike to improve their sustainability performance” 
(UNEP 2002) towards a more sustainable society. 

Therefore, PSS brings a sustainable advantage of consuming less so that 
the needs of the present as well as the future are met. This is a challenge 
that PSS meets well as it focuses on the utility or function of the use versus 
over-use of materials due to individual consumption.  Ezio Manzini adds 
that the “Product-Service System concept is a possible and promising 
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business strategy potentially capable of helping achieve the leap which is 
needed to move to a more sustainable society”(Manzini et Al 2001). 
Furthermore, PSS relates well to Strategic Sustainable Development 
(SSD), a “strategic planning approach which is based on scientific 
principles and a holistic understanding of sustainability, designed to 
support decision making towards a sustainable society” (Balaskas, Lima, 
and Seed 2009) as it can be used as another key element to provide goods 
and services to low income communities towards a sustainable society. 
Strategic Sustainable Development well known for a focus and strategic 
shift towards a sustainable future deals well with the complexity that 
comes with interrelated systems and the sustainability challenges 
(Balaskas, Lima, and Seed 2009). Therefore PSS is a driver of 
Sustainability. 

Ezio Manzini being a promoter of sustainability notes that Sustainability of 
socio-ecological systems as well as the environment systems must be 
included together for a sustainable society (Manzini 2001). Co-designing is 
one of the elements that were emphasized by experts like Paul Polak and 
Emily Pilloton, who have had successful projects in design for social 
impact, an approach that is also seen in PSS that allows collaborating with 
users, stakeholders in the systems by including them as  
co-designers. In the next section, co-designing will be explained and how it 
is being promoted by applying PSS. 

1.4.3 PSS and Co-design 

"It is now becoming apparent that the user-centered design approach 
cannot address the scale or the complexity of the challenges we face today. 
We are no longer simply designing products for users. We are designing 
for the future experiences of people, communities and cultures who now 
are connected and informed in ways that were unimaginable even 10 years 
ago (Sanders et al. 2008) ". 
 
"... Co-design refers, for some people, to the collective creativity of 
collaborating designers. We use co-design in a broader sense to refer to 
the creativity of designers and people not trained in design working 
together in the design development process (Sanders et al. 2008) ". 
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According to Bradwell and Marr, co-design is a mixture of 
multidimensional skills seeking for a mutual solution, “Co-design broadly 
refers to the effort to combine the views, input, and skills of people with 
many different perspectives to address a specific problem" (Bradwell 
2008)  
 
Co-design is a way of varying the roles to empower and involve the 
stakeholders into complex systems: "Co-design involves real shifts of 
power towards the user, and a more equal balance of rights between 
provider and user. One would expect, therefore, that with all other 
stakeholders being equal, the more collaborative projects would allow 
users to propose service design changes at all scales, including those that 
would be considered large and systemic" (Bradwell 2008). 
 
The characteristics of co-design according with Sanders and Stappers 
(Sanders et al. 2008):  
 
• It requires that the people involved are creative. All the people are 

creative in a different way  
• To shift the behavior of its use will take a time for development, 

implementation and use 
• From a consumer perspective, it is necessary to do a balance of what is 

required and what can be done. 
• Shifting from design focusing on aesthetic to creating experience  
• Involve the stakeholders in the complete process  
 
Thus PSS and Co-design are completely integrated and complement each 
other because: 
• Participation is an axis to enroll the stakeholders in all the process  
• Feedback, dynamic listening, and shared language are the key for a 

good communication and the development of reciprocal solutions  
• Engaging participation through idea ownership (the good feeling to 

know I am part of the creation of my own solution) 
• Sharing as a value  
• Impact as a result  
 
Ingrid Mulder adds “it is crucial to involve the users from the beginning of 
the design process ensuring that the design will fit into the user 
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requirements and its context. For that reason it is important to understand 
the context of the need that will be solved and determine: who, where, 
what, when, how, why (Mulder 2009). "  
 
Co-design involves the creativity of the users as a key factor in the 
development of new ideas, according to Mulder: it is called "community-
driven open innovation approach” (Mulder 2009). Relating PSS and co-
design need a sketch for a mutual collaboration, where users and other 
stakeholders of the system have a clear role of participation and benefits. 
The designer or PSS innovator can develop future scenarios or other tools 
in order to structure these relationships, as Morelli mentioned in the paper 
about the methodologies for PSS:   
 
• “Work on the identification of the stakeholders in the network, on the 

basis of defined analytical frameworks.  
 
• Work on possible PSS scenarios, verifying use cases, sequences of 

actions and roles of the stakeholders; defining the requirements for a 
PSS and the logical and organizational structure of PSS.  

 
• Work on possible representation and management tools to represent a 

PSS in all its components, i.e. physical elements, logical links, and 
temporal sequences” (Morelli 2006). 
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2 Research Question 

2.1 Research Context 

With Design for Social Impact attracting more and more social designers 
inspired by and passionate about designing for low income communities, it 
is now more important than ever to provide these designers with proper 
actions for creating lasting, positive impacts for low income communities. 
This is due to the fact that designing for these communities presents 
opportunities to create a high impact on global issues with the potential to 
create frugal, community-driven participation and sustainability driven 
innovations.   

Social designers want to be part of the solutions by using their skills, as 
Emily Pilotton discussed. The interest is due to the global social 
connection that is currently happening.  However, it was discovered that 
their skills are not particularly applicable to low income communities 
settings.  The education of most Social Designers does not necessarily 
focus on the needs of low income communities. 

There are numerous tools that have been used by social designers to solve 
issues for the low-income communities. Unfortunately, some of these tools 
have gaps that do not lead to long lasting impacts or are not applicable 
within the context of low-income communities.  

All in all, social designers are mostly experienced in design thinking:  
a good tool to have in order to create tangible objects. However, designing 
for low-income communities brings unfamiliar, complex systems that call 
for alternative thinking and collaboration with key stakeholders involved at 
all levels. With systematic thinking and collaboration, it is possible to have 
positive long lasting solutions, as Kevin Starr encourages.  

With the above points, this research proposes the use of PSS in Design for 
Social Impact by social designers due to the fact that it has potential to 
encourage system thinking, collaboration with key involved stakeholders 
and allows co-designing with low income communities, thereby, providing 
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solutions that are applicable within the context and that could add value to 
improve the life quality of people in low income communities.  

2.2 Aim of the study  

With the above foreseen benefits of how PSS can encourage  
co-designing in Design for Social Impact, a Permaculture project case 
study located in The Gambia by Bushman Living, created by Danish Social 
Entrepreneur; Jacob Vahr Svenningse as way to scope our research.  

2.3 Main Research Question  

How can Social Designers co-design to create solutions that improve the 
life quality of low-income communities located in rural areas of low-
income countries? 

2.4 Hypothesis 

By using Product Service System “PSS”, Social Designers are encouraged 
to co-design with stakeholders involved to improve the quality of life of 
low income communities located in rural areas of low income countries, 
while working in the complete design process directly in the community 
context. 

2.5 Scope and Limitations  

With all the exploration concerning the issue of the unmet needs for low 
income communities, the focus will be put toward how social designers 
can Product Service System “PSS” to co-design solutions with impact; as a 
way to introduce Product Service System when designing for social 
impact.  

Target audience:  

• Case Study: BushMan Founder 
• Designers: Social Designers from Industrialized Countries.  
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Limitation 
This project does not create any PSS and does not have a direct application 
with low-income communities. It is only a reference based on the findings 
on data analysis (literature review, interviews, etc.) and posterior validity 
with cases studies in a hypothetical way.  
 
• Limited access to experts  
• Limited time to explore the topic 
• PSS is a new term: it needs to be introduced  
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3 Method 

Methodology is ‘generally a guideline system for solving a problem, with 
specific components such as phases, tasks, methods, techniques and tools 
(Irny et. al. 2005).  Since this research deals with Design for Social Impact 
with social designers as its audience, a ‘Design Research’ method 
approach will be applied. The Design Research method was developed to 
establish design as a coherent discipline of study on its own rights, as a 
way to expand the scientific knowledge within the design sector (Bayazit 
2004). Design research is based on processes of design, developing from 
work in design methods that includes the context of designing and 
research-based design practice (Jones 1992). Donald Schön, a design 
researcher established ‘an epistemology of practice implicit in the artistic, 
intuitive processes which ‘design and other’ practitioners bring to 
situations of uncertainty, instability, uniqueness and value conflict (Schön 
1983).  

Historically, Design Research methodology was conducted in a linear 
process, in the following way: (1) Problem Definition (2) Planning (3) 
Data Collection (4) Analysis and (5) Reporting, where every step of the 
method had to be finalized prior starting a new step of the research. This 
was due to limited information, slow communication, and other factors.  
In addition, once one step was done, it was finalized and researchers were 
unable to review the process because they needed to move to the next step. 
Due to this, by the time the researches were publishing their results, there 
were some likelihood that their research results might be out of context or 
not applicable (Mays and Kossayan 2011). 

However with easier access to information in the 21st century, the research 
method has been improved to easy and fast access to Design Research in 
Non-linear.  “Design Research in a Non-Linear World” was created by two 
Designers Researchers, Mariel Mays and Cynthia Kossayan, from a well-
known Design Firm called Stuart Karten Design (Mays and Kossayan 
2011) and it is important to examine as it allows researchers to update 
information so the results of the findings are current, and it is non-linear as 
shown in figure 3 which results in better current findings.  
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Figure 3. Non-Linear Design Research Method Approach 

This type of research was chosen because it allows a holistic approach to 
design research where access to information is fast and large. It allows the 
convergence of both analog and digital worlds by examining how they 
both relate to each other. Since, in our days, information exchange is 
“dynamic, ever-changing, agile and never finished” (Mays, Kossayan 
2011), this kind of methodology approach is appropriate for this research 
as it is a new area of research and always changing. This type of research is 
still based on (1) Problem Solving, (2) Planning, (3) Data Collection, (4) 
Analysis and (5) Reporting as shown in Figure 4. This methodology 
considers ubiquitous data, tools and social behaviours, which renders it  
non-linear and makes the results of the research more current and updated.  

3.1 Problem Definition  

In order to create the research, the focus of interest was identified. First, 
the area of focus was defined which is Design for Social Impact with 
Product Service System. Then, looking at the broad view, we discovered 
the areas to figure out where the gaps are.  
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3.1.1 Case Study: Bush Man Living 

A meeting with the targeted Case Study of Permaculture by Bushman 
Living organisation was created, the goal of the meeting was to define the 
current challenges that are being faced by the organisation and how this 
can relate to the research question.   

For this research, the main contact in the organization is Jacob Vahr 
Svenningsen. He has entrepreneurial skills and recognizes permaculture as 
a good strategy for the community to grow crops in a sustainable way thus 
improving the quality of their lives. In the organization want to provide 
enough information to communities that live in rural areas in Sub-Saharan 
Africa, in order for them to be self-sufficient and get out of famine and 
poverty. The information can be provided through an online platform 
called the Bushman Web. It is an infrastructure based on connecting the 
villages with a wireless signal that will be provided by a local internet 
provider. Small antennas will be part of the system and they can be made 
with the scraps of products around (for example tomato cans). Providing 
new and useful information will allow the communities to use it on the 
ground, learn by doing and replicate and spread knowledge to other people 
in the community (Vahr Svenningsen 2012). Being informed, they are able 
to be self-sufficient and independent, increasing the numbers of benefited 
communities and improving the provided information (refer to      
Appendix C). 

3.2 Data Collection   

3.2.1 Literature Review  

In order to conduct a relevant literature review, academic databases, books, 
journals, research thesis and so on, were reviewed in order to understand 
Design for Social Impact, Product Service System, and Innovation and also 
to analyze other case studies that have been conducted in low income 
countries.  

Interestingly enough, the area of  PSS is new; therefore the literature 
review about PSS was limited. However Base of Pyramid/ Bottom of 
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Pyramid literature reviews were included as a way to understand what is 
being done already in low-income communities.  

A PSS design literature review from thesis and research material from the 
Politecnico di Milano was performed, in order to understand the approach 
of the researchers focusing on PSS design and to have extra information to 
structure this study.  

3.2.2 Expert Interviews 

In order to understand the current Design for Social Impact in low-income 
countries, it was critical to conduct as many interviews as we could with 
practitioners in the field. As a result, many practitioners have contributed 
to the knowledge surrounding Design for Social Impact, Sustainability, 
PSS and low-income communities. Even though some of the resources are 
from academic papers, interestingly enough, there are also articles created 
on blog posts, and online articles. Hence, it was important to include all 
relevant resources regardless of the media. However, it was important to 
make sure that the body of knowledge collected was current and had 
credibility within the context.  

3.2.3 Interview: PSS Design students  

In order to understand the state of the art of PSS design, some students of 
the program of Politecnico di Milano of the Master in PSS design (PSSD) 
were interviewed; the main goal was to get their own opinions about the 
methodology used, concepts, approaches, and the benefits and limitations 
of using PSS for solving needs in low-income communities.  

3.2.4 Survey: Targeted to Designers  

A survey was created that targeted Social Designers, in order to get 
feedback from their perspective, what Product Service System could add to 
design for social impact. It was also used as a way to engage them, to have 
an open discussion of what is working and what is not working and as way 
to find out how to engage designers to apply Product Service System so 
they can start utilizing the PSS approach. Refer to Appendix F. 
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The goal of the survey was to have at least 30 participants; and 29 
participants answered the survey. The survey remained anonymous in 
order for the participants to feel more comfortable answering it. The 
questions were of multiple selections, of only one choice or several 
choices, many of the questions include the other option in order for the 
participants to feel free to other facts that was not contemplated in the 
choices. The main goal was to get direct data and feedback from designers 
that are in the field of social impact. Some of the main topics on the survey 
were: to determine some gaps in the design process, identify the used 
methodology, analyze the application of sustainability, and understand how 
social impact is involved with design and others facts that make it very 
useful for the data to structure this research.   

3.2.5 Presentation to Design Professionals  

A presentation used as a way to engage designers about PSS. Design Meets 
was created and coordinated by a Design Company called Pivot in 
Toronto, Canada (Design Meets 2011) where they invite design 
professionals around 75-100 local designers from various fields (graphic, 
industrial, user experience, interior design, architecture and landscape 
architecture) from all disciplines and walks of life. Then local designers 
can meet and socialize at local events where 3-5 speakers give talks with a 
common trendy design theme from a wide range of design disciplines, this 
way the audience is varied and can benefit from hearing varying 
perspectives to spark some collaboration among designers who might not 
normally meet. The format of the talks is generally very casual 5-ideas and 
5-images in approximately 5-minutes.  

On Wednesday, March 21st 2012, Design meet took place in Ottawa, 
Canada. The theme titled “Decades of Design, taking risks, making 
change, and building future” which fit well with the goal of the research of 
engaging designers to Product Service System since it fit well in the 21st 
Century design approach. The researcher was then invited to participate in 
the Design Meet as a Speaker to engage designers about Product Service 
System and to get feedback from designers how Product Service system 
can be integrated.    

The question of the event was: What design objects have shaped how we 
view the world today? Does modern-day design improve our daily lives or 
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hinder it? How concerned should we be about sustainability? And how will 
social media and digital technology affect the next decade? 

3.2.6 Workshop: Students in OCAD 

With the information that was gathered, two workshops were created to 
engage 30 bachelor student designers at OCAD University Workshop in 
their 4th year, taking an Architecture course with Martin Liefhebber of 
Breathe Architects Company. In their course, Advanced Studio: Urban 
Ecology (Advanced Studio 2012) they learn about systems and 
sustainability in settings of communities (Breathe Architects 2012). 

Therefore, this came as an opportunity to create an open discussion about 
designing for sustainability in complex systems and also to find out if they 
were aware of PSS. The workshop served as an observation on how to 
approach solving solutions especially if the design is within different 
contexts and systems. The context that was chosen is to design for different 
countries and how the countries can relate to each other. The goal of the 
authors was to get feedback from the participants as a way to gather 
information and to re-analyze the question of the research.  

The task that was given to students was to choose a country of interest with 
one strength and weakness, and then all of them needed to co-design by 
collaborating to find solutions for their countries.   

3.2.7 Workshop at AOH  

A workshop used as a way to engage sustainability practitioners about PSS 
and low-income communities. AoH: Art of Hosting was an event held at 
BTH in March 2012, where 130 people participated from many different 
countries, disciplines, ages and backgrounds. AoH is an interactive space 
where leaders, practitioners, entrepreneurs, and students meet in order to 
get and improve their skills of hosting activities to engage participation, 
empowerment, collaboration, etc. Some specific tools were applied, such 
as Open space. It was a good platform to discuss and get feedback from 
participants with a common goal, encouraging participation, and co-
creation. Being an open process, it allows for having diverse people 
moving around so it was possible to get valuable feedback in a short period 
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of time (Art of Hosting 2012); the open space in this group was 8 people 
who contributed with valuable ideas.  

 

3.3 Analysis  

3.3.1 Expert Review  

The authors contacted experts that have experience and are well known 
within the sector of Design for Social Impact, for example Paul Polak 
founder of Design with the 90%, Noel Wilson Catalupt Lead designer, 
Elisabeth Sanders Co-Design Expert, Javier Ricardo Mejia Base of 
Pyramid and Strategic Design Expert were contacted to validate the 
findings.  

3.3.2 Workshop: Bushman Living: Permaculture  

To further, validate what has been found in this research, a workshop was 
held with the Bushman Living organization with the main goal of co-
designing PSS. The members of the organization were involved in all the 
process of designing for low-income communities.  

Interactive activities were used in order to encourage the participants  
to co-create in the process. In order to apply the concepts used in the 
research, co-design will be applied as a main axis, where the designer will 
be the facilitator, the activator or the creator (his role will change according 
with the context) and he will co-create with the community and the 
stakeholders involved (refer to the Appendix C).  

Steps of the workshop:  

1) Clarification of the purpose of the workshop where it is important to 
have a very open mind, continue with the flow and be involved in the 
activity.  

2)  To understand the context, and encourage the participant to discover 
for his own means, a fruit was given as the main example.  

3) Immerse the fruit in a different context. The participant has to 
determine by himself, what is the best way to involve it in a different 
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context. The facilitator will try to encourage the participant to think 
about the positive and negative impacts of the decisions of the 
participant. 

4) Role of the stakeholders: a role-playing game was developed in order 
for the participant to be able to understand the importance of good 
communication, interaction with the different stakeholders in the 
system. Participation, co-creation and empowerment were the clue to 
develop effective, lasting and sustainable solutions for low-income 
communities. The facilitators took the role of different stakeholders (as 
the government, suppliers, media, community leaders, farmers, NGOs, 
etc.), using their own language. In the case of the farmers from 
Colombia and Rwanda they spoke in Spanish and Kinyarwanda 
respectively, bringing to the table real issues, encouraging the 
organization to face them with the active participation of the 
community and the stakeholders. The researchers tried to create the 
roles in order that the participants recognize that active participation of 
the stakeholders and understanding of their context is the way to have 
long lasting solutions that made the communities self sufficient.  

5) Main findings of the research and how to apply them in the future. 
6) Questions, discussion and feedback. The flow and the goals of the 

workshop were discussed and the participant gave his comments about 
the effectiveness and the weak points of the workshop. This step is 
very important for both sides, one reason is to improve the workshop 
so that it may be used for other organizations and secondary, it will be 
an inspiration for the case study to apply co-design in all the stages of 
the process and how it will be replicated directly with the community. 

7) Close session. Wrap up and conclusions made for the participants and 
for the researchers.	  	  	  

3.3.3 Expected results  

Initially, the ultimate expectation was to understand if PSS can help social 
designers as way to encourage them to co-design, co-create and collaborate 
with low-income communities as way to create long lasting solutions with 
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positive impact at every system levels within the context of those 
communities. By using a case study Permaculture project in The Gambia 
by Bushman Living, the expected results were to implement the results as 
way to validate the findings of how to use PSS when design for low 
income communities.  

3.4 Reporting 

To report what was being obtained in the research, a website and a blog 
were created to start an open discussion; as well Google documents were 
exchanged between the authors. Meanwhile, daily meetings were 
performed which tracked the performance and smoothed the discussion to 
make sure the researchers were on the same page. The advisors were also 
contacted for biweekly revision and feedback.  
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4 Theory  

4.1 Strategic Sustainable 
Development  

4.1.1 Backcasting from Sustainability  

Although, scientists and researchers recommend backcasting (Ny et al. 
2006), forecasting is perhaps a common approach used during the design 
process, since it is an approach that predicts the likely future with the 
current trends, on how it looks visually. It has a great strength for the 
design process as the desired scenarios and product ideas can be visualized, 
modeled,  and ready to be manufactured and to be used (Holmberg and 
Robèrt 2000). Relying heavily on forecasting runs the risk of continuing 
the current unsustainable trends and the degradation of the socio-ecological 
system.  This is due to the fact that when using forecasting, there is no 
holistic view, clear picture or system thinking used to consider the 
constraints and negative impacts that might occur at the socio-ecological 
level.  

Applying backcasting is appropriate when dealing with complex systems 
(Ny et al. 2006) apparent in low-income communities. Thus, social 
designers would need to apply backcasting when dealing with complexity 
in low-income systems. Therefore it is important to aim “not for the likely 
future of socio-ecological unsustainability but the desirable future of a 
sustainable global society (Robèrt et al. 2002)”. This is what backcasting 
does.  

With backcasting, social designers are able to build a vision of success in 
the future. Backcasting allows social designers to take into account what is 
realistic without basing it on the current design trends. Here are some 
challenges that reinforce why social designers need to apply backcasting 
(Broman et al. 2000):   

• Lack of a shared language: communication within the existing 
context to a foreign context, language and culture difference could be 
a barrier to designers  
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• Uncoordinated responses: dealing with other problems, social 
designers might have ideas on how to develop solutions for low 
income communities to solve water, issue later they might find that 
there is also lack of other needs which interconnects with the water 
issue.  

• Dead end investment: This occurs when products are created for low-
income communities, and end being unsuccessful. One example here 
is the life straw, which turned out to be unsuccessful, and there was a 
loss of investment and misuse of resources.  

Although it is suggested to have a shared planning process with low-
income communities themselves and associated stakeholders, there could 
seem to be problems to communicate the vision easily.  

There are two types of backcasting: backcasting from scenarios and 
backcasting from principles (Ny et al. 2006)   

Backcasting from scenarios is backcasting from a vision of success is 
defined using scenarios, simplified images of the future that are created 
(often with the aid of the designers, storytellers or computer modeler), and 
using them to guide planning efforts (Holmberg and Robèrt 2006). From 
this definition it is apparent that designers deal with this kind of 
backcasting where they can visually show what the future vision could 
look like.  

Even though this could fit well with social designers as they are able to 
create future scenarios using different medias to visually or to modelling of 
prototypes etc., there are some considerations to take into account as this 
approach is difficult for large groups to agree, therefore communication 
problems are a barrier which is already one of the issues being dealt with 
by social designers in low income communities.  

Even though, there are numerous technological innovations in the design 
sector, using these innovations in the context for low-income communities 
might not be applicable. For example suggesting using web-based 
education to learn how to cultivate might be tricky if within that context 
there are no infrastructures that enable internet connections.  
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That is why for this research, backcasting from principles is  
a sustainability theory recommended as it uses basic principles to define 
success, making it easier to reach consensus in order to deal with 
uncertainty in the future. In addition, principle based on backcasting is 
freer, which could allow social designers to be creative. Senge adds, 
“understanding your constraints frees to create” (Senge 2001).  

This is where the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development is 
established as a way to keep the success levels and principles consistent. 
Therefore social designers need to backcast from the sustainability success 
level. The success level suggested for this research is one that takes in 
account of sustainable principles created by Dr. Henrik Robèrt (Robèrt 
2000).  

Strategic Sustainable Development is well known for bringing about a 
strategic shift towards a sustainable future and deals well with the 
complexity that comes with interrelated systems and the sustainability 
challenge in low-income communities (Balaskas et al. 2009). 

SSD is based on four basic Sustainability Principles (SPs) proposed by 
Robèrt et al, where it states that: (Broman, Holmberg and Robèrt 2000; 
Holmberg and Robèrt 2000; Ny et al. 2006). 

In a sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically increasing…  

1. …concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth’s 
crust; (SP1) 
2. …concentrations of substances produced by society; (SP2) 
3. …degradation by physical means; (SP3) 
and, in that society…  
4. …people are not subject to conditions that systematically 
undermine their capacity to meet their needs. (SP4)  

 
These principles have been tested and confirmed by scientists (Natural 
Step 2012) to determine if solutions are abiding by these principles 
towards a sustainable society. From the previous section, it was obvious 
that social designers have different tools to use; however there seems to be 
a lack of common sustainability principles to guide all the social designers 
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to create solutions in low-income communities. For this research, the 4 
Sustainable Principles are recommended.  

4.1.2 Framework for Strategic Sustainable 
Development (FSSD) 

Framework for strategic sustainable development “FSSD” is defined as an 
application for five level framework for planning complex system to a 
planning endeavor with sustainability as the desired outcome” (Robèrt et 
al. 2002).  

As such, social designers are dealing with complex systems; this theory of 
a framework that could be applied to create solutions for low-income 
communities. As shown on Appendix G, there are five levels, it shows that 
the goal for Design for Social Impact is to provide solutions for people 
living under 2$ in low income communities.  

Using FSSD helps to structure information by planning complex system 
(Robèrt 2000; Broman, Holmberg and Robèrt 2000). All levels are 
connected and work simultaneously, which could facilitate clear analysis 
for social designers. All this provides foundation for identifying 
appropriate actions and tools in a sustainable way (Robèrt et al. 2002). It is 
important to avoid hitting the walls as described in the funnel paradigm 
suddenly and in ways that is difficult to foresee. The advantages of FSSD 
is that it has common success principles of what sustainability is, thus for 
social designers it is important to evaluate the products to make sure they 
comply with the four sustainability principles.  

Part of the sustainability approach of the FSSD focus on Social 
Sustainability which plays a very important role in this study, it has been 
mentioned that the well-being of the communities should be a priority in 
the time of designing, and how co-design encourages the participation of 
all the stakeholders involved on the complete design process, for that 
reason co-design and social sustainability are completely connected; both 
are structured on the concept of trust and a goal to solve human needs 
without creating negative impacts to the community or the environment. 
Simultaneously, co-design applies the main characteristics of social 
sustainability: cooperation, involvement, inclusiveness, openness and 
transparency (Missimer et. al 2010). 
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4.2 Theory about PSS  

Ezio Manzini Professor of Industrial Design at Politecnico di Milano, a 
globally recognized promoter of design, systems, and sustainable thinking 
states “these types of projects developed through collaboration and co-
design require a new set of skills for designers” (Manzini 2007). He 
defines these kinds of designers dealing with complex global issues as 
“solutions providers” and suggests they need to know how to involve all 
the important systems, stakeholders and community members and with 
PSS that is based on that, Design for Social Impact could benefit from. 

4.2.1 Strategic tools for Sustainable product 
development 

For the evaluation and the optimization of the sustainable performance of 
PSS solutions some tools can be used to improve the process, avoiding 
negative sustainable impacts. Social designers that develop PSS can use 
these tools to obtain an overview of crucial sustainability facts of the entire 
PSS life cycle. The traditional life-cycle assessment (LCA) that is focused 
mainly on the life cycle steps of a product is useful to determine those 
impacts related to the process but this tool is missing the sustainable 
principles 3 and 4 (Ny et al. 2006), for that reason it can be complemented 
or replaced (according the context and the available resources) by other 
Strategic tools for Sustainable product development SPD based on 
backasting from basic sustainability principles described in section 4.1.1. 

With Strategic Sustainable Development, there are other tools that are 
recommended such as Method for sustainable product development 
“MSPD” and Templates for sustainable product development “TSPD”, 
Method for sustainable product development “MSPD” is also a theory 
recommended for this research that is based on an ABCD process   used to 
evaluate all the steps to develop a PSS (Byggeth et al. 2007). It is guide 
that takes every step of the ABCD process to test the performance of the 
product step by step. Templates for sustainable product development 
“TSPD” complement the MSPD and provide a quick overview of the 
sustainable challenges that a PSS solution faces during its complete life 
cycle (Ny et al. 2008), those templates are applied according to the time 
and knowledge required for their used. 
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These tools can be used for the designers in an effective way, although it is 
necessary that social designers include and evaluate the social facts that are 
not contemplated in these tools. 
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5 Results  

In this section the results will be shown. Note that most of the information 
was through theoretical research and the results were not applied to low-
income countries. This study encourages future work where social 
designers use these findings, test them and improve them within the 
context.  

5.1 Problem Definition results  

The problem that was found during this research was the fact that most 
Social Designers did not know about Product Service System. On top of 
that, there are many terms about design for social impact such as design for 
or with the other 90%, Base of Pyramid, which meant the languages had to 
be defined, and all these approaches targeted low income communities 
which was rather confusing. The area of PSS combined with Design for 
Social Impact is new: therefore, there were less references or practical 
projects that have been done under these two sectors. Social designers had 
no particular methodology that they were using, so it was a sea of methods 
and tools which social designers found confusing (Experts and Student 
Experts). Therefore having no particular approaches, the social designers 
take on low-income communities projects as trial and error. Design for 
Social Impact can be a sensitive and complex issue when projects are not 
successful. It affects low income communities that need those products and 
services to meet their needs, which in the end; the impact is likely to be 
negative (Mulago Foundation 2012). 

5.1.1 Case Study: Bush Man Living Organization 

Some of the main concerns of Bushman living were the financial 
acquisition and the method to contact all stakeholders involved in the 
system. The focus was mainly on a product not necessary on the system 
existing in Njau, The Gambia. Communication between the founder and 
locals was intricate and complex. The project focused on implementing 
technologies such as computers and internet connections for it to work 
efficiently, which means implementing other infrastructure etc.  It was also 
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important for the founder to establish trust with the locals: otherwise, the 
project was not going to be implemented.  

5.2 Data Collection   

5.2.1 Literature Review  

Novel Area Study: During the research, Product Service System and 
Design for Social Impact have no practical examples that can be used as 
examples. The areas are new and have few references to back up what has 
worked and what has not worked.   

Responsibility of the designers: Victor Papanek questioned the role of 
designers and the responsibility they have for designing and the impacts 
that they generate in the world 

Listen to the community: Paul Polak in one of the 12 steps to move 
communities out of poverty. He mentioned that it is important to go where 
the action is, and talk the same language of the community (Polak 2008). 
At the same time, in the methodology HCD toolkit for social innovation 
created and used by IDEO, in the Heard stage: listening to the community. 
It is very important to be involved with the user, observing and knowing 
what he or she really wants or needs using interviews, observation, 
between among other tools (HCD 2010).  

Controversy towards Design for Social Impact: Some literature that was 
found criticized Design for Social Impact as  
a new way of imperialism. In fact, one social designer from Colombia, 
Carolina Vallejo, created a website to mock Design for Social Impact 
where she called her project “Design for the 1st World” which challenged 
the Social Designers in low income countries to come up with problems for 
the 1st World issues (Design for the first world 2010). 
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5.3 Interviews 

5.3.1 Expert Interviews 

During the Expert Interviews, it was found that even though there were 
already common questions set up for the experts, the interviews ended up 
being free flow organic conversations. Therefore, the results that were 
expected cannot be compared as every expert had different views and 
different expertise about Design for Social Impact, and Product Service 
System. Thus, the combined notes focused on what was unique, relevant to 
the research questions and the focus on our expected results. For more 
information on the Expert interviews refer to Appendix D. Note that this 
Expert Interviews enabled us to create a survey to send to Social 
Designers.  

Here are related points notes from all the experts that were interviewed.  

Role of social designers  
• We cannot impose anything as designers (Schneider 2012) 
• A dilemma of how Industrial Designers can have a role in low-income 

economies that are not industrialized. (Gomes 2012) 
• Connecting designers to build together a common knowledge as a way 

to be aware of the reality of low income communities is important 
(Hewens 2012) 

• Many methodologies that can be used…there is not only one way to 
solve design in low-income communities. It is important to have 
designers more involved and engaged with intended community 
(Dewolf 2012) 

• It is important for social designer to find ways for low-income 
communities to co-create with them during the design process. (Nyoni 
2012) 

• Social designers can implement the approach of the architect Juli 
Capella of creating non-material solutions since it is a good way to 
solve needs without using materials. Everybody is a designer and that 
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organizations are not very familiar with the field of low income 
communities (Garcia 2012) 

• The solutions should be multidisciplinary, and multipurpose to meet 
different needs (Villamil 2012) 

 
Design for Social Impact 
 
• “Build with people”. In Africa they are doing great things from their 

perspective and being innovative (Schneider 2012) 
• Local solutions to keep the identity of the community to sustain the 

existing system. (Gomes 2012) 
• Involving the community in the design process. (Hewens 2012) 
• Encourage and involve all stakeholders (Dewolf 2012) 
• Include all “the 9 human needs by Max-Neef Model” to create 

solutions to meet several human needs as a way to make people 
participate which is an inherit need (Nyoni 2011) 

• Solutions that are good for the community and environment without 
being slaves to industrialized companies (Willard 2012) 

• Treat low-income communities as producers by engaging them in the 
design process and distribution process. (Jagtap 2012) 

• Empower people to deliver their own solutions (Larsson 2012) 
• Low income communities have already solved their problems with 

creative solutions using infrastructure and resources available thus 
creating “Frugal innovations” (Larsson 2012) 

• Some projects created for low-income communities are low scale with 
no lasting impact. The needs of low-income communities are solved in 
a short period of time without planning for future scenarios. The 
power in low income communities lies in organization to common 
benefit (Villamil 2012) 

Thoughts about PSS  
 

• PSS is as another way of thinking that is a contemporary approach 
with a holistic view (Gomes 2012) 

• “PSS work and BoP was a novel research area” (Jagtap 2012) 
• “PSS has sustainability in it” (Larsson 2012) 
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5.3.2 Interview: PSS Design students  

Gap - The Role of the designer 

Some of the students of the PSSD agree that designers have a social 
responsibility, but at the same time they are not able to have all the power 
to do things. According to them, there are some limits of design, but PSS is 
so broad that it is easy to miss the boundaries of the field, making the 
designers of PSS responsible for things that should be the role of other 
stakeholders involved.  

Advantages of PSS for low-income communities 

The coordinator of the PSSD Carolina Cruz program said that: PSSD is 
based on multicultural and multidisciplinary teams, because they can 
enrich their work working with different cultures and design approaches. 
Mostly the students are in the field of Arts, design or architecture.  
 
All the students interviewed of the PSSD agreed on: that Applying PSS for 
low-income countries can have a big positive impact for communities, and 
they see a big opportunity involving designers into this process.	  	  
	  
In the interview with the students, they see that PSS focuses in the system 
perspective. In order to work in low-income countries, it is necessary to 
have an active interaction with the government, institutions, NGOs, 
community organizations, because it is not possible to generate a social 
impact without the interaction of these stakeholders. At the same time PSS 
is focused on the solution instead of the material shape of the design. 
System thinking is a key to develop PSS in terms of avoiding constraints 
within the system and make it very resilient.	  

Gaps of PSS  

Some of the students of PSSD have mentioned having difficulties with 
some organizations because they do not know the concept and how it 
works. At the same time with some of the experts that were interviewed, 
we had to explain to them the concept of PSS. Some of the students said 
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that the PSS concept is in process and it is too young, for that reason not 
many people know or use it.  

Carolina Cruz mentioned that some of the alumni have had problems 
finding specifics jobs in the field of PSS and they have not had many 
opportunities to apply their knowledge of PSS (Cruz 2012). 

Some of the students in PSSD mentioned: “In our countries we already 
have developed PSS or service design. The fact of sharing clothes is 
something that has been used forever in my country, between cousins, 
family, and friends. It is a very informal way of business where the most 
important thing is to exchange something and get something that is 
needed”. And at the same time, some argue that the concept is already 
applied but it does not apply for different context, “something a PSS that 
works in Colombia maybe does not work in other country because the 
context is different”.  

Some of the students mentioned that there is a high focus on how PSS 
products and services should look aesthetically, that sometimes the 
solution is not well developed because they focus more in the appearance 
than solving the need.   

5.3.3 Survey on Design for Social Impact and PSS 

Twenty-nine people participated in the survey (refer to  
Appendix F). The profile of the audience is social designers/innovators 
involved with the design process of social impact, or social innovation, or 
sustainable design or social or PSS design. The survey has an anonymous 
form and it was launched in HCD connect (a social impact website) and 
LinkedIn website to specific people of social design/innovation 
background. 

Design for Social Impact  

For most of the participants designing for Social Impact is necessary, 
complex, ethical or it is part of humanity to be responsible for solving this 
kind of issues, by offering sustainable solutions, product services system, 
and empowering people. Few of the participants consider that giving 
financial aid or providing affordable products would make a high impact. 
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Others consider social impact as a good opportunity but at the same time 
difficult to get revenue from it. 

Most of the participants agree that the main needs for communities are: 
food, clean water, shelter, education, sanitation followed by technology 
then industrialized products; lastly charity was not seen as a way to move 
communities out of poverty. 

Most of the participants answered yes if they had the opportunity to design 
for poor communities, they will take that opportunity even when there is 
no profit involved. Others consider that they can create an impact if 
designing for social impact is replicable and involve stakeholders.  

Role of the Designer  

Participants mentioned that they use different methodologies, or where 
they do not necessary follow only one, they sometimes use more than one, 
or combine them. 

Constraints of the role of the social designer:  

• Academic projects are out of the reality, the real context face more 
challenges that are not contemplated in the academy 

• Dealing with different contexts, different opinions of clients, team 
members, or poor access to the user.  

• Funding and support from NGOs 
• Some requirements do not consider sustainability or usability 
• Zoning, or policies that do not allow to do projects 
• Limitation of good ideas due to restrictions in the organization 

PSS  

Six out twenty-nine participants do not know the meaning of Product 
Service System, and some consider that “PSS solutions are not always 
sustainable”. Some have the perspective that PSS should include 
sustainability in its essence.   
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Others have positive opinions linking PSS and innovation and some 
potential benefits.  

Unexpected comments were how to link low income communities sharing 
using PSS approach “Co-design can be B2C and B2B, but it can also be 
C2C (in large open e.g. online communities)”.  

Co-design  

Only two participants do not know the meaning of co-design. The rest have 
defined it as: an approach to integrate/involve the user to create or/and test 
all the design stages; others have opened it and referred it as a 
collaborative activity between multiple stakeholders.   

A large number of participants consider that design with (participate with 
users to get solutions) is important and few of them consider that design 
for (give the complete solutions to the users) is the solution for designing 
for social impact.  

Sustainability  

Twenty-three people answered that Sustainability in Design for Social 
Impact makes sense; half of the participants apply sustainability in their 
designs, although they have very different approaches. The rest are not 
completely clear if they are applying it or consider that it is difficult to 
implement in their field. At the same time “sustainability” can be 
interpreted in many different ways.  

Most of the participants consider that sustainability does not hinder 
innovation, considering sustainability as an inspiring reason to developed 
innovative ideas or as “driver of innovation”. 

5.4 Engaging Designers  

5.4.1 Presentation about PSS at Design Meets  

With the Design Meets opportunity, the local designers were engaged and 
saw the opportunity of working with Product Service System. Even though 
the goal was to spark the holistic view of Product Service System, the 
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interesting conversation that related to the research was one with a Social 
Designer, also a speaker of the event, who is researching on Design for 
low-income communities. With his conversation, he commented on how 
social designers being in the context was very crucial for positive impact 
and “ the need for do-gooders and well-meaning designers to truly 
embrace local collaboration and to immerse themselves in local culture to 
find effective solutions that will have lasting impact (Design Meets 2012). 

5.4.2 Workshop OCAD Design Students: Co-design 

All in all students gathered together to collaborate and co-design solutions 
for chosen countries. Particularly a student whose chosen 
community/country was Native Canadian Community whose story stirred 
the rest of the students to gather around him with suggestions on how to 
tackle the weakness of low quality living found in his community. 

Thus, Co-design was practiced as way to find solutions for specific issues.  

5.4.3 Workshop at AoH- Open Space 

In the workshop Open Space at AoH the main topic was: “Co-design: 
listening and involving others from a practitioner view”, this topic was 
discussed by participants with different backgrounds and experience in 
collaboration and co-creation. As a result, it was possible to harvest 
valuable feedback. The main ideas were:  
 
• Sometimes the user does not know what they need/want 
• In co-design the designer is a facilitator 
• The designer has to be completely involved in the process and be 

aware of the characteristics of the user.  
• Let it sink. It is important to leave a time to reflect about the results, 

and act next. 
• Involve the user to be part of the design process 

Designer as facilitator 

In the workshop where Co-design was the main concern, the participants 
proposed that the designer should be a “facilitator”: that he should be the 
person with the knowledge to focus on creativity and the needs of the low-
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income community. As a result the role of the designer is to guide the co-
creation, encouraging the participation and empowering the community to 
face their problems with their own solutions.   

5.5 Analysis  

5.5.1 Expert Interview Review  

To investigate and validate the accumulated findings from the results, the 
research question and the hypothesis were analyzed by expert reviewers 
who have worked on successful practical projects in low-income 
communities.  

The Expert Interview Review was based on how Product Service System 
can be used by Social Designers.  

Collaboration, co-designing, and co-creation: the design and technology 
of a product for low-income countries is just 10% of the solution. The other 
90% of the solution is about distribution, training, maintenance, service 
arrangements, partnership, business and all in all these solutions have to 
come from a co-design approach (Polak 2012).  
 
Context: every context is different (Polak 2012). 

An Approach that is free from assumption and unique to every context 
“As designers it is very rare that we are designing for the specific 
community we are from and that every community deserves a design 
approach that is free from assumptions anyway” (Wilson 2012) 

Integration with the context: Learning the language and understanding 
the culture to be able to communicate with the locals. (Wilson 2012) 

Include local people in the design team: it is beneficial to have members 
within low-income communities as a way to communicate with the 
community where they can help with collaboration and understand the 
needs and requirements. (Mejia 2012). 
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Low-income communities projects are trial and error: Ricardo states 
that “people in low income communities are seen as “guinea pigs”, this 
makes the projects unsuccessful. (Mejia 2012). 

Design Egocentrism: some social designers that come from the 
industrialized world have a perception that they have solutions for the low-
income communities (Mejia 2012). 

Different context, different approaches: There are risks to approach low-
income communities issues using same design tools or approaches from 
other projects (Mejia 2012). 

Design for Social Impact is becoming hype: nowadays designers from 
industrialized context are interested to design for low-income communities 
because it is seen to be cool (Mejia 2012). 

Boundaries to the design approach: since it focuses on scoping to a 
singular product solution (Mejia 2012). 

Role of the designer in co-design: according to the context the designer 
can be a facilitator, an activist or a designer (Sanders 2012). 

Co-design in the complete process: it is necessary to have a dynamic 
interaction and participation in all the phases of the design, from the 
beginning to the end (Sanders 2012). 

Barriers to apply co-design: Not all stakeholders involved are willing to 
participate in co-design (Sanders 2012).  

5.6 Workshop: Bushman Living 
Permaculture 

In order to validate the main findings of this research, a workshop was held 
with the case study: Bushman Living Organization with the main purpose 
to apply PSS as a way to encourage co-design. The workshop took place 
on Tuesday the 24th April 2012 in Copenhagen. Jacob Vahr Svenningsen 
of BushMan living was involved in the interactive workshop with activities 
that encourage participation and co-design: a discovery activity, a role 
game (interacting with the stakeholders involved) and a reflection time 
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were held providing useful strategic actions. Therefore, he was able to 
have a holistic view of the system, understanding the importance to interact 
with the stakeholders, applying co-designing for the development of PSS 
solutions for low-income communities (Refer to the Appendix C). 

This study will not develop a PSS solution for the case study, given the 
time and geography location constraints.  Instead, some strategies will be 
provided in order to continue the process and the evaluation of the 
solution. These are some of the conclusions after the workshop with the 
organization that can be implemented in the future co-designing with the 
communities:  

• Interaction with Stakeholders: creating and engaging collaboration for 
a common benefit, making a strong network. Involve and interact with 
stakeholders in all the design process.	  

• System perspective: it is necessary to evaluate and face possible 
constraints, making it resilient (the system is capable of recovering 
after a collision). Find the root and the main constraints of the 
problem.	  

• Model to be replicable in other contexts, and open for constant 
feedback, get and spread experiences that work in the field.  	  

• Social Value: it is possible to empower communities, encourage 
collaboration, sharing and co-design, so they can be self-sufficient and 
develop a strong social fabric.	  

• Being local and co-designing with the community is a good way to 
keep the identity, and the culture of these communities. 	  

• Sustainable Value: Use of local material, resources and knowledge, 
Do more with less, Change of behavior where all the stakeholders 
involved have a sustainable responsibility and closed loop systems (as 
is done in natural cycles). Sustainability as an innovation driver.	  

• Do not think you have all the answers; you will build the solutions 
with the community.	  

• Some solutions work in industrialized environments, so, it is better 
going to the root of the issue instead of pushing something that may 
not work. 	  
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• Backcasting: solutions that can be planned in future scenarios. 
	  

5.7 Strategic actions  

According to the results, there are interactions between the theories 
mentioned, and Figure 4 shows the dynamic interactions present in this 
study. Co-Design for Social Impact implies collaboration with the key 
stakeholders in a holistic perspective, which is one of the pillars that PSS is 
based on (Manzini 2007). In order to have very effective PSS solutions for 
these communities, it is necessary to encourage participation and 
creativity, where frugal innovation and co-design based on social 
sustainability come as result, avoiding negative social, economic and 
environmental impacts thus moving towards a sustainable society. 

 Figure 4. Dynamic interactions to Co-design PSS for social impact. 

Since Product Service System is new to Social designers, there was a need 
to introduce it first, before suggesting it to Social Designers. After the 
introduction of Product Service System, there was a realisation that social 
designers have had experience with PSS however in informal way just as a 
way to find solutions that can be shared among low-income communities.  
 
Co-design became one of the important strategic actions that social 
designers have always needed to consider and Product Service System was 
seen as a way to encourage social designers to create long lasting solutions. 
Without the context of low income communities, the research still has gaps 
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to fill, however, PSS was seen by social designers, experts interviewed, 
designers practitioners as a novel way of tackling issues in complex 
systems found in low income communities. Jacob Vahr Svenningsen, the 
Founder of Permaculture Project in The Gambia saw Product Service 
System as a way to deal with complex systems that he had already 
mentioned and that co-design and collaboration could be helpful for his 
project. Then, ten actions for social design to co-design PSS solutions in 
low-income communities were harvested as following (Appendix H): 
 
• Find the need:  focus on solving a need instead of creating material 

stuff (Polak 2008)  
• Have a system perspective: determine impacts of the complete 

system of how it affects the whole system (Manzini). 
• Involve key stakeholders: Active participation of all the involved 

stakeholders. Focus on the idea “create with” the users and the other 
stakeholders play a very important role in the design process. 
(Manzini).   

• Make it local: It is more sustainable to use local capital, reducing 
distribution, external energy sources, etc.  

• Be in with the context: Direct contacts with communities understand 
culture, behaviour, language and traditions.  

• Keep it simple: find solutions that are simple. For example solutions 
that easily repaired and maintained (Polak 2008). 

• Measurable impact: The impact is a count of how many communities 
are moving into better quality of life  (Mulago 2012) 

• Make impact last: it is important to create future scenarios that last. 
(Mulago, Polak) 

• Spread the impact: Sharing, transferable knowledge, good 
communication ways to spread the knowledge to improve their way of 
living. (Bushman Living, Mulago, AoH) 

• Be humble 

Social Designers are encouraged to use these actions combined with the 
methodologies that they already use to complement and reinforce the 
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success of these results. One of these approaches can be FSSD for Design 
for Social Impact in low-income communities (Refer to Appendix G). 
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6 Discussion    

6.1 Key findings 

Some of the main key findings of this research are as following: 
 
The concept of applying PSS to low income communities by social 
designer in Design for Social Impact is novel. UNEP promotes PSS for 
low-income countries towards a sustainable society because it can have 
positive impacts. Due to the fact that Design for social Impact with PSS 
triggers co-design, co-creation and sustainability can lead to frugal and 
sustainability driven innovation. 
 
Design for Social Impact is a result of social sustainability and it is also a 
key element in PSS. Social designers are practicing social sustainability 
and by utilizing PSS, they are able to co-design with low-income 
communities towards a sustainable society. 
 
Thus with co-design, the designer ends up being a facilitator, an activist or 
a creator depending on the context.  Therefore, it is imperative for social 
designers to implement the same skills from different projects in low-
income communities. Consequently, they need to immerse themselves in 
the local culture to find appropriate, effective solutions that will have a 
positive lasting impact.  
 
It is important to involve all stakeholders as a way to create active 
interaction with the government, institutions, NGOs and community 
organizations since it is not possible to generate social impact without the 
interaction of these stakeholders. 
 
Furthermore, to find solutions within the context of low-income 
communities, it is important and critical to empower communities. 
Therefore, collaboration with locals needs to be included in the process in 
order to obtain solutions that satisfy all 9 Max Neef needs.  
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6.2 Reflection on the research 

Having many design firms and social designers alike interested in finding 
solutions for low income communities was a common interest and is a 
growing design sector. From the beginning, expectations of the researchers 
were to create guidelines or tools to help social designers to create positive 
solutions using PSS for low-income communities. With the progress of the 
research, there was a need to design with low-income communities, so the 
plan shifted from design for to design with. However with the data and 
findings of the research PSS was seen as an approach that can encourage 
co-designing.  
 
Co-design was thus a variable that was common and critical to use when 
creating solutions for low-income communities.  This was not our 
expectation; however the deeper we got in the research the more we found 
that PSS triggers co-designing. What was surprising was the fact that social 
designers were not aware of PSS. Positive solutions for low-income 
communities also shifted to promoting positive long lasting solutions to 
empower low-income communities. Therefore, we needed to change our 
focus by first introducing the meaning of “PSS” to social designers.  

For a PSS solution it is crucial to link the problems of low-income 
communities with the social, political and economical situations of the 
communities so that problems are not isolated it is needed to focus on the 
root of the problems. For example, some interactions are made with 
stakeholders like non-profit organizations or NGOs whose social interest is 
to be involved in projects for low income communities. However, in some 
cases, there are other interests such as economic interests to work for low-
income communities (Solo 2004).  In the end, this kind of support calling 
for charity or support from many stakeholders turns the solidarity system 
that exists in low income communities into profitable market, being known 
as “charity business”, where benefactor and beneficiary are in a position of 
inequity (Picas 2003). 

There are some unexpected economies that were found that innovate new 
ways of value and economic system like the implementation of solidarity 
economies, it is an approach where the communities are not dependent on 
traditional capitalist models instead the value of the transactions stay 
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locally with benefits inside the community and with not middlemen. The 
communities have a 100% benefit and a direct contact with the consumers 
(Miller 2006). 

The term low-income communities has been used in this study to refer to 
communities that have limited economic resources, mostly in low 
industrialized economy.   Although this term might be offending and 
perhaps discriminating to communities with low income, the authors were 
in search for a term that gives more dignity to the communities. These 
communities: a tight social fabric where they have learnt to help each 
other, they live frugally where they use few resources and have a sense 
appreciation and happiness for life. During the research, the authors found 
many terms describing communities living in low income countries, some 
of the terms such as Base of Pyramid or Bottom of Pyramid, developing 
communities, 3rd world, poor communities, the south, the majority etc… 
promoted discriminating classification, therefore the authors decided to 
use the term low income communities as it was less discriminating and 
was based on a large amount of literature which had information that 
could support the research.  

Max-Neef mentioned that richness should not be measured in economic 
terms and that the conception of poverty is a demeaning term developed 
for the rich/industrialized countries, and people should not be categorized 
by their possessions or income (Max-Neef 1982). He stated that economy 
should be in service to the people and not in the opposite way, he believed 
that in our modern economy models, people are in service to the economy, 
when this should be the opposite. One clear example of denigration of the 
economy is Base of the Pyramid or BoP, which is a term that has been 
used to refer these communities from a market opportunity perspective, 
which looks at poor people as a market success target, because there is a 
high number of population that are considered to be poor, so they can 
consume cheap products in high amounts, bringing high profits for 
corporations.  

From a positive perspective they could be called: the communities that use 
less or frugal communities, but in terms of research this terminology has 
been poorly used or has been used from other perspectives that are not 
related to this research.  
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Even low-income communities should not be the term to be used to 
describe these communities, but this term was used in order for other 
researchers to search for this study and understand which approach was 
used. The authors hope that in the future, the negative terms about 
communities with low income can be replaced with positive terms that 
reinforce the value of the communities with the integrity they deserve. 

6.3 The Highlights of the research 

The highlight of our findings lies in the fact that Product Service System is 
important to include in Design for Social Impact since it allows the social 
designer to co-design with all key stakeholders while looking at the holistic 
view and the necessity of including all stakeholders involved in finding 
positive long lasting solutions.  

PSS is a very recent concept but it has a lot of possibilities especially in the 
design for low-income countries. The following are some highlights to 
note: 

• Whole perspective of the system. At the same time there is a 
responsibility in the complete life cycle.  

• Clear and dynamic interactions of the stakeholders. 
• Not all the contexts are the same. For that reason, the solutions are not 

able to be applied in the same context;  
• Solutions and problems are connected in the systems, it is not possible 

to solve one problem and leave the other linked problems without a 
solution. Those solutions should be contemplated in an integrated way 
(example: bad food quality due to lack of clean water). 

• Other important finding is the role of the social designer for co-design 
for low income communities, according with the context, and the 
requirements of the solution where the designer can taken on different 
roles: (1) facilitator, who empower the community and open the space 
for dynamic participation and collaboration, (2) activist, who activities 
the community to co-create already created by the community, or (3) 
creator creates innovative effective solutions.	   



58 

 

7   Conclusion  

This thesis investigates how PSS can be used by social designers in the 
Design for Social Impact sector.  

With this study, it was determined that successful projects in the Design 
for Social Impact sector for low income communities have been based on 
co-designing.  

Although there are numerous design tools and approaches, they do not 
seem to focus on co-designing, unlike Product Service System “PSS” 
which is based on a holistic view of the context and involves all 
stakeholders, giving a platform where social designers from industrialized 
countries can co-design and co-create with low income communities.  

Therefore by applying PSS, social designers are able to co-design to 
improve the life quality of low-income communities located in rural areas 
of low-income countries. In addition, these solutions have a potential to 
provoke frugal innovation or sustainability driven innovation.  

It is also important that ssocial designers approach issues by using 
backcasting from the four Sustainability Principles so they can apply social 
sustainability to co-designing solutions for low-income communities that 
do not generate negative social and environmental impacts for society and 
the biosphere.  

We believe that with the key findings of the research, PSS will encourage 
social designers to co-design with communities to develop positive long 
lasting solutions that improve the quality of life of the communities 
without risking the socio-ecological system.  

The findings of this research were validated with the case study: Bushman 
Living organization through a workshop, where positive results were 
obtained; thus we expect that it can be applied in Njau, The Gambia as the 
first step to determine if and how PSS can be applied in low income 
communities.  
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Due to limitations of time, the authors of this research were not able to 
evaluate the impact of PSS for the Permaculture case study by Bushman 
Living Organization with the low-income communities. Therefore in the 
future, they expect that the organization will be able to do the evaluation 
and the adjustment of the proposed actions.  

Future work 

We encourage the academic community and organizations to research on 
this novel area that can improve the life quality of low-income 
communities working directly with them in their context to ensure that the 
solutions are long lasting, appropriate to the context and contribute to 
move towards a sustainable society.  

There is future work that needs to examine within Design for Social Impact 
and PSS, as most of the results are based on literature reviews, interviews 
and different projects. Thus, the results that have been applied to low-
income communities are out of context. A new approach of collecting data 
from participants should be considered so as to get valid information and to 
avoid getting insincere responses.  

Since Product Service System is still a new approach, there are still 
considerations that need to be regarded for Design for Social impact 
projects. These are as follows: 

• Not all the PSS solutions involve sustainability.  PSS can cause a rebound 
effect when the users can over use a product because it is already 
sustainable which leads to overconsumption.  

• Design for Social Impact motives can be questionable, social designers 
saw the use as a marketing strategy. 

Design for Social impact, Social Sustainability and PSS networks will be a 
good starting point for feedback, support and active collaboration, it will 
connect social designers, PSS experts, low income communities, and all 
other involved stakeholders to co-design solutions towards a sustainable 
society.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Innovations for Social Impact 

Here there is a list some of the solutions created for designing for the social 
impact for low income communities: 

Name Description  

Life straw 
It is a device that has a very effective filter allowing the user to have clean 
drinkable water (99.9% effective). It has helped many communities avoid  
getting sick from drinking contaminated water (or without treatment), used 
in poor areas where the scarcity of water has been one of the main causes 
of increasing mortality from infectious diseases (Vestergaard 2012). 

PermaNet 
It is a net that contains insecticide, avoiding malaria infections, an illness 
that is transmitted by a mosquito. With this product many communities 
have benefited, especially in countries with a high rate of mortality for this 
kind of disease (Vestergaard 2012). 

Carepack 
(Health 
package) 

It provides products and services in order to avoid diseases, it contains: life 
straw, PermaNet, pedagogical material, and other products. It includes 
educational tools with the goal to instruct people how to prevent diseases 
and what to do in case of having sick members in the family (Vestergaard 
2012). 

Tradle Pump. 
It is a water bumping system that allows people to pump water to irrigate 
their crops, especially in dry seasons. This device has empowered 
communities and has moved many families out of poverty to being self-
sufficient and independent (Polak 2012). 

JaipurKnee 
A high-performance knee joint for developing world amputees, it is an 
artefact created to allow people with limited mobility to improve their 
quality of life and go back to walk and have normal activities (D Rev 
2012).   

Living Goods 
Taking Health Door to Door. It is a teaching program where people 
receive useful instruction about health, empowering the user to have the 
necessary tools for improving his quality of life (Mulago foundation 2012). 

Embrace 
New technologies that save lives. It is a system that provides health for 
those that need it most, in an affordable, effective and lasting way (Mulago 
foundation 2012). 

One Acre 
Fund 

Planting Prosperity. Training system that provides tools to the farmers, so 
they can be self efficient, providing enough food for their families and 
getting extra income to solve other needs (Mulago foundation 2012). 
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Appendix B: Design Approaches and Tools 

Designing with the other 90%  

Created by Paul Polak in his quest to find the “Solution to Extreme 
Poverty”, he has developed 12 steps to change poverty into ways that 
communities become independent and get revenue to improve their life 
quality. He based them on business models and his experience working in 
low income communities. The solutions for their needs are stable, effective 
and focused on the long term. “The 12 steps to solve extreme poverty are 
(Polak 2002): (1) Go where the action is (2) Talk with people with the 
problem (3) Learn everything you can about the problem in the specific 
context (4) Think big and act big (5) Think like a child( 6) See and do the 
obvious (7) If it is invented you don’t have to do it again (8) Positive 
measurable impacts – big scale – reach at least one million people (9) 
Design to specific cost and price targets (10) Follow a practical 3 year plan 
(11) Continue learning from your customers (12) Stay positive; don’t be 
distracted by other people’s thoughts. 

IDEO – Human Centered Design  

Human Centered Design is a method based on design thinking strategy and 
was created by IDEO Design. The idea is to develop effective products that 
are based on the function of the product, by focusing mainly on solving the 
need / function instead of the end result (IDEO 2012). One of the examples 
is the Ripple Effect: Access to safe drinking water for Acumen fund and 
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. This project is focused on joint efforts 
of different stakeholders in order to provide clean water to poor and 
undeserved communities. The first pilot projects of the process have been 
run in India and Kenya. It has been structured using design thinking with a 
direct approach to the context, collaboration and the interaction between 
stakeholders (Ripple Effect 2012).   

IDEO created a HCD Tool kit, which is divided into three phases: Hear, 
Create, Deliver. In the Hear step, is recommending to approach the 
stakeholders involved, mainly the user, and to analyze him/her through an 
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ethnography approach, using observation or communicating directly with 
the user. It also provides some useful techniques to talk with the 
community, get their stories and how to register those observations; it is 
mainly a field research (HCD Connect 2012). Create is the step that 
stimulates creativity and generates opportunities or solutions that fit into 
the needs of the community, it means to work together. The Deliver stage 
is where those new ideas are ranked and put into action. It is possible to 
test them according to the requirements of the user; to launch an idea, it is 
necessary to evaluate its performance, revenue/value, the why of how it 
can be planned (HCD Connect 2012). 

Project H: Emily Pilotton 

Project H was founded by Emily Pilotton. H stands for Humanity, Habitats, 
Health, Happiness, Heart and Hands, which are the core values of Project 
H (Pilotton, 2008). The concept of Project H lies in using design and 
hands-on projects to build and empower communities using education. The 
team at Project H is diverse; it consists of designers, builders, and teachers 
engaging in their own environment to better the quality of life for all. The 
design process is based on the following points:  (1) Design through action, 
(2) Design with not for (3) Design system, not stuff (4) Document, share 
and measure (5) Start locally and scale globally (6) Build.  

The base of pyramid /Bottom of the pyramid - The BoP Protocol  

The Base of the Pyramid (BoP) Protocol was created by Stuart L. Hart and 
his colleagues in 2000 after a learning laboratory that brought together 
corporate executives, NGOs etc.  Among the corporate executives was 
Daniel Vermeer from Coca Cola who expressed the benefits of supplying 
products for low income countries/communities; however, without insights 
of their needs it was difficult, so BoP Protocol was created (BoP Protocol 
2000). Prahalad, a member of BoP wrote a book called The Fortune at the 
Bottom of the Pyramid: Eradicating Poverty through Profits. In his book he 
describes design principles as noted below (Prahalad 2004):  (1) Don’t just 
focus on lowering price (2) Look for hybrid solutions (3) Plan for cross-
cultural portability (4) Reduce, reuse, and recycle (5) Deskilling work is 
critical (6) Develop new approaches to customer education (7) Products 
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must work in hostile environments (8) Don’t assume technological literacy 
(9) Rethink distribution (10) Expect technology leapfrogging. 

List of Sustainable Design Tools  

Ecodesign  
It is a design approach used to analyze the lifecycle of the product, from 
the conceptual idea stage, through design and until the disposal. Design is a 
way to influence society with a purpose; it is powerful in influencing 
others. As a result, it is important to take the responsibility of the decision 
made for the product development (Luttropp 2006). It considers that a 
product should be designed for: Dematerialization, Durability, Longevity, 
Recyclability, Multi-functionality and Disassembly. 

Biomimicry 
It is an approach that uses nature as inspiration (Biomimicry Institute 
2012), studying nature to solve human needs in the way that nature will do. 
Janine Benyus said: “see nature as a teacher”, “many smart sustainable 
answers can be provided by nature (Benyus 1997).  

Cradle to Cradle  
It is a way to design products thinking about the entire life cycle of the 
product. It shows that sustainable products can have an economic revenue 
at the same time are planned to be environmental acceptable (Braungart 
2002). It shows how to produce products so they can have a complete cycle 
in the environment.  

TSPD – Template for Sustainable Product Development 
It is based on the Natural Step (TNS) approach with the idea of 
backcasting, which is a way to solve sustainability challenges based on a 
desired future that has been structured looking at the actions in the past and 
the present. It is mainly focused on the interactions with stakeholders, the 
life-cycle of the product and the relation with the 4 Sustainable Principles 
(Ny et al. 2008). At the same time the TSPD applies the Framework for 
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Strategic Sustainable Development (Robert et al. 2002), this is a 
framework structured with five main levels:  
(1) System: big perspective of the complete system  
(2) Success: it is focused on the 4 sustainable principles (SPs)  
(3) Strategic Guidelines : based on backcasting and three main questions 

(The Natural Step 2012): 
a. Is this action moving you toward or away from sustainability vision? 
b. Is this action a flexible platform toward your sustainability vision? 
c. Will this action offer an adequate return on investment? 
(4) Actions: are the activities that can be done and follow the strategic 

guidelines  
(5) Tools: they assist the process.  

MEPSS Methodology for Product Service System 
It is a framework used to follow up all the process to develop PSS. Explain 
step by step the best way to develop PSS in a very structured way (MePSS 
Webtool 2012).  

Living Principles for Design framework  
Focus in four areas: environment, people, economic and culture. It frames 
a way of thinking trying to see all the aspects that are of concern to them 
(Living Principles 2012). 
From the environmental perspective: (1) Encourage (2) The change of 
behaviour to reduce environmental impacts, (3) The new ways to get 
energy and resources, (4) Durability of the products, (5) Disassembly, and 
(6) Management of waste.  
From the People perspective: is based on the needs, social interaction, etc 
taking in account: (1) The impacts: as individuals, communities, quality of 
life (2) Needs / use: what are the user’s needs?  Desires – from the 
stakeholders view Long view: long term vision? 
From the economic perspective: create value into a sustainable thinking, 
considering: (1) Economic value in terms of profit and result (2) 
Measurement of the value (3) Benefits in short-long terms  (4) Trust - 



77 

 

transparency in the process (5) Waste in terms of loss (6 ) Include services 
into goods - from product to service 
From the Culture perspective - shared language, respect for others, 
consider a real life style from another view/definition of prosperity: (1) 
Quality of life – Vision (2) Responses/result - how to communicate - 
stakeholders’ interaction (3) System - identity, values, etc (4) Protect 
diversity and the richness of your culture. 
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Appendix C: Case Study - Bush Man Living  

Bushman Living: is an organization located in Copenhagen, Denmark 
with Pilot Projects of permeculture in the The Gambia, in the village of 
Njau in the District of Upper Soloum the Central River Division of the The 
Gambia.  
 

 

Permaculture in practice in The Gambia: 

Permaculture is an agriculture method based on sustainable actions that 
maintain a balance in the soil, the crops, levels of biodiversity and the 
other parts of the system. This method looks for a balance between what is 
provided and what is needed, it looks into nature’s way of working and 
tries to replicate its philosophies and actions by avoiding erosion and 
making the soil very efficient and ready to host different species that can 
live together in harmony and provide mutual benefits (Whitefield 2004). It 
is very different to monoculture models, which are based only in one kind 
of crop. Besides replicating natural ecosystems, Permaculture is structured 
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basically in diversity, being one of the strategies of success (Whitefield 
2004).  

In the specific case of designing for low income communities in rural 
areas, Permaculture has been used as a very effective model in some pilot 
cases with these goals: retain the nutrients of the soil, diversity of crops 
making them more resistant and resilient, keep a natural ecosystem 
according to the biodiversity and characteristics of the context (use of 
native species), Farmers can be self-sufficient and regenerate soils that 
have a high lack of productivity.  

Already the organization has some connections with universities, 
organitations and some investors; Bushman Living Organization has been 
using Permaculture in some specific zones in The Gambia with some pilot 
cases where they directly approach the farmers, knowing their needs, 
resources, etc. They are already applying permaculture, but the idea is to 
develop all of the system that is involved and discover how this knowledge 
can be shared and improved with other communities.  

Low income communities: Focus on need of Food  

According to the United Nations Food and Agricultural Organization in 
2010, approximately 925 million people suffer from hunger; "In 2008, 
nearly 9 million children died before they reached their fifth birthday. One 
third of these deaths are due directly or indirectly to hunger and 
malnutrition" (Bread of the world 2011). This research is mainly focused 
on the Food issues in rural areas, according to Paul Polak "Most of the 800 
million or so hungry people in the world today live in poor rural areas in 
developing countries and earn their living from one-acre farms" (Polak 
2008). In rural areas every place has different issues according with their 
social, environmental and economic conditions, these are some of the 
issues surrounding food that they have in common: 

• Lack of infrastructure: no water supply. 
• Extreme dry season and lack of a water harvesting system for crop 

irrigation. 
• Soil exhaustion, traditional models of agriculture has damaged and 

decreased the quality and productivity of the soil. 
• No access to supplies. 
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• Lack of knowledge in other models of agriculture (organic agriculture, 
permaculture, etc). 

• They cannot afford the cost of the labor (seeds, fertilizers, distribution, 
etc). 

• They are not preparing for plagues, climate change, water scarcity or 
other conditions that can damage the crops. 

The lack of knowledge is one of the principal contributors to unsuccessful 
agriculture and negative sustainable impacts, as the organization Komasa 
has said: "Millions of Africans are stuck on semi-arid land that has little 
potential to earn them a decent livelihood, while the unmet demand for 
wood products is destroying existing patches of intact forest" (Mulago 
2012). They have identified this problem as to why they are working with 
farmers to bring back sustainable activities that provide them income and 
keep the ecosystems alive and preserve the biodiversity of these areas. This 
is the main concern for the case study, Bushman Living Organization. 

Product Service System, Collaboration and Permaculture 
opportunities   
 
In order to define a co-design Sustainable PSS for the specific case of 
Bushman living it is useful to see some approaches related to the 
community participation and their way of solving the food issues.  
 
According to Altieri, part of the food crisis is the traditional industrialized 
monoculture models, where there is not any care put into the quality of the 
soil nor the ecosystem regeneration between other factors that block the 
resilience of the system, as he has mentioned: “threat of food insecurity is 
the direct result of the industrial model of agriculture characterized by 
large-scale monocultures of transgenic crops” (Altieri 2011). Alteri claims 
that the active participation of the farmers as key to moving into a 
sustainable activity and at the same time, being adaptable to the context 
where they are immersed, as he has said: “Agroecological innovations are 
born in situ with the participation of farmers in a horizontal (not vertical) 
manner and technologies are not standardized but rather flexible and 
respond and adapt to each particular situation” (Altieri 2011). 
 



81 

 

Holt-Gimenez had worked with farmers in Mexico with no very successful 
results but after a communal exchange of knowledge with some farmers 
from Guatemala, the Mexican farmers were able to learn sustainable 
agriculture trough the power of word, and using their same way of 
communication. This model is known as "campesino a campesino" or 
farmer to farmer (Holt-Gimenez 2006). There are some successful 
examples in Mexico, Guatemala, Nicaragua, Brazil, Cuba, etc (Altieri 
2011). In the specific case of Cuba, they had a difficult food crisis after the 
dissolution of the Soviet Union, so they had to put their hands into 
sustainable agriculture actions, one of them where the “campesino a 
campesino” movement that helped farmers to learn from others and at the 
same time spread their knowledge to move into sustainable agriculture 
(Altieri 2011). 

Promoting soil biodiversity is making the crops more resilient and resistant 
to diverse factors that can treat the stability of the quality of the soil.  In a 
sustainable agriculture situation, biodiversity is the best way to control 
pests and manage the productivity of the crops (Altieri 1999). 
Sustainability and resilience are two factors that have to be contemplated 
together, any kind of innovation  has to be related to both and they are 
determined with diversity, as Alteri  has mentioned “Sustainability and 
resilience are achieved by enhancing diversity and complexity of farming 
systems via polycultures, rotations, agro forestry, use of native seeds and 
local breeds of livestock, encouraging natural enemies of pests, and using 
composts and green manure to enhance soil organic matter thus improving 
soil biological activity and water retention capacity” (Altieri 2011). The 
idea of supporting the local way of supplying food supports the 
development of the region and promotes the organization inside the 
community, as it has been stated by Altieri: “food sovereignty focuses on 
local autonomy, local markets, local production-consumption cycles, and 
farmer-to-farmer networks that promote agro ecological innovations and 
ideas. Agro ecology provides the principles for rural communities to reach 
food sovereignty but also energy and technological sovereignty within a 
context of resiliency” (Altieri 2011). 
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Appendix D: Data collection - Interview 
  

Expert Interview Questions –January- April 2012 

Please tell us about your design profession/experience?  
What do you know about Design for Social Impact 
Have you used HCD or any other design method approach? what have you learnt from either 
design method approach? 
Designing for the low income communities, what do you think of this subject and what has 
design done to approach this? 
What methodology will you use to design solutions for them? 
What is the example of a good product or service that has been created for low income 
communities that you can share with us? 
What are the responsibility of the 21st Century Industrial Designer  
Have you ever been involved with social design? What do you think lacks or works? 
Do you know PSS?  
Do you know anything about Co-Design? 
What about Bottom of Pyramid?  What do you think of this subject and design? 
With increasing global issues what is design’s role in this problems?  
Sustainability is now included in Design, what is your take on that? Is it a process that has to 
be included? 
Is there any comment or adviser that you can give to Social Designers, or Social 
entrepreneurs? 
Any other comment?  
 

Interview Questions – Politecnico di Milano – March 7th to 14th 2012 

Do you consider that PSS is so new so it is not very well recognized for organizations? 
What are the disadvantages of using PSS 
Is PSS a good strategy for low income countries? 
What do you thing can be very useful for designing for low income communities 
What methodology will you use to design solutions for them? 
There is any strategy that you have learn in  PSS design that is very useful for collaboration 
engagement 
Is the context a very important variable to take care about before to design?  
Have you ever being involved with social design in the projects developed in PSS design? 
Is it challenging the concept PSS is not widely recognized in organizations? 
Is trust an issue for collaboration in low income countries  
Do you thing that the PSS models that have been developed in the European context can be 
adapted in the low income communities? 
Do you consider that the concept PSS is not completely solid yet, it means that continue 
adapting with the time. 
PSS can have a multidimensional and multidisciplinary approach, do you think it can be 
useful? And how it affects the designs? 
Are tendencies and aesthetics very important issues at the moment to design? Is the most 
important focus thought in the Politenico?  
We are in times that require actions to be front poverty, sustainability challenges, improvement 
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of quality of life etc, What is the responsibility of designers? Who should be involved? 

List of Students PSSD Politecnico di Milano 

Student Names  Profession - Master Nationality  
1. Salome Santamaria 
2. Giselle 
3. Andrés del Rio 
4. Carlos Sarmiento  
5. Julian Delgado  
6. Valentina 
7. Carolina Cruz 
(coordinator) 

Industrial designer - PSSD 
Industrial designer- PSSD 
Industrial designer- PSSD 
Industrial designer- PSSD 
Industrial designer- M. 
Transportation 
Graphic designer - PSSD 
Architect  

Colombian 
Colombian 
Colombian 
Colombian 
Colombian 
Argentinan 
Colombian 
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Experts List  

Expert Names Profession Organization 
1. Ricardo Gomes 

 
Design & Department Chair San Francisco 

State University 
2. Sean Hewens  Knowledge Manager & 

Champions In-House 
IDEO.org 

3. Stanley Nyoni  Senior Sustainability Advisor 
Associate 

The Natural Step  

4. Christian 
Schneider  

Professor New School NY 

5. Bob Willard  Counsel, Speaker and Author   
6. Dr. Santosh Jagtap  Professor Lund University  
7. Paul Polak  Founder  IDE, D REV 
8. Noel Wilson  Lead designer Catalupt 
9. Raul Garcia Designer – Ecodesign  INÈDIT 

Innovation for 
Sustainability 

10. Tobias Larsson Program Director  MSPI at BTH 
11. Javier Villamil  Geographer - PhD in Social 

Studies  
Universidad de la 
Plata, Argentina 

12. Oliver DeWolf Research & Services Howest Industrial 
Design Center, 
Belgium. 

13. Elizabeth Sanders  Professor and Consultant  Ohio State 
University and 
MakeTools  

14. Javier	  Ricardo	  
Mejia	  

Designer, Consultant and 
Professor 

Universidad del 
los Andes, 
Colombia 
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Appendix E: Workshop at OCAD,Canada 

Workshop Title: Co Designing in our Global Village  
Date : 13/March/2012 and 15/March/2012 
Total Time: 30min 

   
 

 
 
OCAD: 14 Bachelor Students in 4th year studying Breathing Architects 
course with Martin Liefhebber: Sustainability, systems to build houses etc. 
(Breathe Architects 2011) 2nd Workshop: 16 Bachelor Students  

In Japan.... 
infrastructure   Native 

people 
.... 
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Appendix F: Survey 

The goal of this survey is to explore how social designers can address 
Design for Social Impact for low income communities by using Product 
Service System "PSS”. The target audience of this survey is social 
designers. Twenty nine people participated in the surveys, who have been 
involved with the design process of social impact, or social innovation, or 
sustainable design, or social or sustainable PSS design. The next table 
shows the results:  

Have you used Human Centered Design Approach to design?   
 
 
 
 
 
 
Do you know what Product Service System is?   
 
 
 
 
 
 
IF you know about Product Service System, what does it mean for you? 
“An approach to designing products and services which aims to reduce the environmental impact of 
products through dematerializing them; turning them into services”. (Participant of the survey). 

Do you know what CO-Designing is?   
 
 
 
 
 
 
What does Co-design mean to you? 
“An approach to conducting design activity which offers multiple stakeholders (including the 
general public, designers, users, donors) greater participation in the design process through 
various means...”(Participant of the survey). 

84% 
 
16%  

84% 
 
16%  

76% 
 
24%  
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Using" ......." provides solution with high impact 
 
 
 Other: ________________ 

 
Designing for Social Impact is ..... 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Who is responsible to move communities out of poverty? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Necessary 
 

Only for experienced designers 
 

Only for local designers 
 

Complex 
 

Makes me feel good 
 

Not for me 
 

Other 

People may select more than 
one checkbox, so percentages 
may add up to more than 100% 

Sustainable Products 
 

Affordable Products 
 

Products and services 
 

Sustainable Product and Services 
 

A system that compromises  
Product and Services 

 
Empowering people 

 
Giving financial aid  

 
Other 

22% 
 
15% 
 
26% 
 
48% 
 
30% 
 
41% 
 
11% 
 
22% 

People may select more than 
one checkbox, so percentages 
may add up to more than 100% 

81% 
 
4% 
 
0% 
 
11% 
 
7% 
 
0% 
 
100% 

67% 
 
33% 
 
71% 
 
33% 
 
25% 
 
38% 
 
4% 
 
63% 

People may select more than 
one checkbox, so percentages 
may add up to more than 100% 
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As a designer my responsibility is to create....  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
When I am designing, I design 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Do you follow any methodology for design? which one? why? 
Depends on the solution. I don't follow any methodology. In my design, I try to come up with a 
unique methodology that fills the criteria of that problem”(Participant of the survey). 
 
What inspires you to keep on Designing for Social Impact ?  
The impact that it makes is important and the people that got it feel the benefit, at the same time 
they feel good doing it, they care about the people, help people to move out of poverty, it is ethical, 
beside other reasons. 
 
Sustainability in Design for Social Impact 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 

Do you apply sustainability in your designs? How?  

People may select more 
than one checkbox, so 
percentages may add up 
to more than 100% 

Makes sense 
 

Difficult: how can you make an 
afford products with quality material 

 
Brings frugal innovation 

 
For those who have background in 

sustainability 
 

Other 

82% 
 
11% 
 
4% 
 
4% 
 
64% 
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“Sure, it has always been there. Always considering impact on nature, people etc. I do this by at 
design decisions estimating better or worse scenarios regarding sustainability”, I do this by taking 
a life cycle approach for designing the "system" and the connected services and products”. 
 
Do you know something about designing for base of the Pyramid "BoP"? what is your 
opinion about it?  
“I have never directly worked with it, but I think this approach is opening op many new 
opportunities for great SOCIAL impact on a large scale. Targeting the 90% instead of the 10%”. 
“It is an inadequate and possible harmful approach to capitalist development... Designers need to 
critically examine the discipline of development economics before implementing BoP principles” 
(Participant of the survey). 
Is sustainability a limit for innovation?  
“It can however work as a restriction, but like all other restrictions ... pushing us to think and work 
harder and come up with new - innovative solutions” (Participant of the survey). 
Have you had any constrains in your role as designer? which one? (refer to the results pag 
XX) 
What are the needs for poor communities? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
If you had the opportunity to design for poor communities, would you do it, knowing that 
maybe as a return you will only receive the feeling of doing something right for changing 
the quality of life of needed communities? why?  
“I would do it, because I will benefit from the knowledge that "as a return" I will have enhanced 
people's fundamental capabilities, rather than only received good feelings”. "I think a bigger 
difference can be made when bigger players (companies, brands) join powers with the creative 
forces of the design industry" (Participant of the survey). 
 
If you were not a designer you would be....  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Other comments? 
Some of them show an interest in the topic and they will like to know more about the results of the 
research. 

Food, Clean water, Shelter, 
Education, Sanitation 

 
Technology 

 
Industrialized products 

 
Other People may select more 

than one checkbox, so 
percentages may add up 
to more than 100% 

79% 
 
38% 
 
17% 
 
25% 
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Appendix G: FSSD for Design for Social 
Impact in low income communities. 

1. System Level: where it is necessary to 
have an overview of the sustainability 
challenge (such as lack of basic needs and 
services for low income communities) within 
the global socio-ecological system. 

 For social designers to have the 
system overview of the challenges in 
low income communities.  
 

2. Success level which deals with the goal for 
Design for Social Impact and the four 
sustainability principles as already described, 
therefore they need to be considered.   
 

To achieve positive long lasting 
solutions for low income 
communities. 
Using the four sustainability 
principles. Backcasting from them.  
 

3. Strategic level deals with strategic 
guidelines that are used to choose concrete 
actions as part of an overall strategic plan to 
accomplish the goal. 

In this level, this is where social 
designers could apply backcasting and 
prioritize the actions and include the 
three prioritization questions: right 
direction, flexible platform and return 
of investment. 

4. Actions level which deals with applying 
concrete actions that social designers would 
need to make in order to move towards 
success (which deals with the four 
sustainability principles). 

This is the stage where social 
designers can implement solutions to 
improve the life of low income 
communities. From the literature 
review, it is apparent that designers 
have done many actions to create 
solutions; however there are still gaps 
to identifying which ones work best.  
 

5. Tools level, which represents the tools that 
are used to support planning and 
implementation of the overall goal. 

This area is saturated by numerous 
approaches and tools that social 
designers can use to create product 
/services for low income 
communities. Tools such as HCD, 
bio-mimicry, eco-design, Cradle to 
Cradle etc... 
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Appendix H: 10 Actions for a Successful 
Social Designer to co-design PSS solutions in 
communities.  
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