
Transition Design: Everyday Life, Cosmopolitan Localism and Systems Level Change

There are four educational components to this course:

Daily Reading: is comprised of 2-3 short papers or articles designed to 
introduce you to the concepts that will be covered in the day’s lecture. 
We ask that you spend about 45 minutes each morning prior to the lecture, 
familiarizing yourself with the concepts.

Lectures: are 1 hour an a half and build upon the concepts introduced in 
the assigned readings. The lectures related to the four areas of the Transi-
tion Design framework and prepare you for aspects of the week-long group 
project.

Discussions/Exercises: are also 1 hour an a half and provide you with an 
opportunity to discuss and familiarize yourself with the ideas and concepts 
covered in the readings and lectures. In some cases, exercises are
directly related to the afternoon project work.

Group Project: the group project introduces you to the emerging Transi-
tion Design process for framing complex, wicked problems, understanding 
their dynamics (stakeholder re lations), developing future visions that 
can inform projects in the present (that serve as steps along a transition 
pathway) and connecting projects for greater leverage.

For the project, we will be asking you to form groups that will work together 
for the duration of the week. We will ask you to try and form the most 
diverse group possible. If there are folks who live on the island of Major-
ca we will ask you to split up and ideally, there would be one local person 
in each group. For the week long project each group will look at a different 
complex problem related to the island, applying a different aspect of the 
Transition Design process each day. Please bring your laptops, as it will be 
helpful to conduct anecdotal, online research to better understand your 
group’s problem. The problem areas are: 1. Transport; 2. Tourism;
3. Unemployment; 4. Affordable Housing/Second Home Ownership, 
5. Food; 6. Education; 7. Pollution.
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1.  Introduction to Transition Design 1.  Worldview 1.  Visions of Place-Based Lifestyles 1.  What are Theories of Change? 1.  Design’s Evolution

2.  Systems and Wicked Problems

2.  Mindsets & Stakeholder Relations 2.  Cosmopolitan Localism 2.  Working with Socio-Technical Systems
2.  What’s Next?

3.  Mapping a Wicked Problem

3.  Mapping Stakeholder Relations 3.  Snapshots from 2050 3.  Projects Informed by Future Visions
3.  Connecting & Amplifying Projects

Daily Course Schedule

  8:00       8:45 Breakfast
  8:45        9:30 Daily Reading: Assigned papers
 9:30  11:00 Session 1: Lectures
1 1:00   1 1:30 Break
11:30 13:00 Session 2: Discussion/Exercises
13:00      15:00 Lunch
15:00   17:30 Session 3: Group Project Work
19:30     21:00 Dinner
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This lecture will address “Why Transition Design” and intro-
duce participants to the Transition Design Framework. 

This lecture will contrast the dominant, mechanistic world-
view with an ecological/holistic worldview, the concept of the 
McDonaldization of society and place-based, temporal think-
ing and the relevance to design for systems-level change.

This lecture will introduce the concepts of ‘future visioning’ 
and backcasting to create ‘transition pathways’ toward a 
desired future. It will also discuss everyday life and lifestyles
as the proper context for Transition Design solutions.

This lecture will explain what a Theory of Change is and intro-
duce three theories that are central to Transition Design: 
Max-Neef’s Needs, Social Practice Theory and the Multi-Level 
Perspective tool (MLP).

This lecture will discuss design’s evolution from indigenous 
design through to Transition Design and other new ways of 
designing.

This lecture will introduce 3 kinds of systems: living systems, 
mechanical systems and socio-technical systems. It will 
discuss the anatomy and dynamics of complex, wicked prob-
lems and their connection to these systems.

This discussion will focus on stakeholder relations within a 
complex, wicked problem as the ‘systems dynamics’ that are 
often barriers to solutions, but which (if properly understood) 
can also serve as leverage points for systems-level change.

The discussion will focus on Cosmopolitan Localism as the 
context within which innovative solutions can be developed.
Place-based communities that are cosmopolitan in their global 
awareness and exchange of information and technology.

This discussion and exercise will enable groups to use the MLP 
as a tool for developing ‘interventions’ (projects) that have 
the potential to nudge the system/wicked problem into a tran-
sition toward the desired future.

In this final session, the group will discuss the week, where 
Transition Design is/should head, what new tools are nec-
essary and how the growing network of Transition Designers 
can connect with each other.

In this session, participants will break into diverse groups
and select a wicked problem on which to focus for the week. 
They will then begin to map the problem in the following 
categories: Social Issues; Infrastructural Issues; Environmental 
Issues; Political Issues; Economic Issues. In a second step 
they will map all of the stakeholder groups associated with 
the wicked problem.

In this session, group participants will assume the persona of
the different stakeholder groups and attempt to identify fears/
concerns and hopes/desires. They will also undertake an exer-
cise to identify the dominant beliefs and assumptions (world-
view/paradigm) out of which the problem arose. 

In this session, groups will develop a new set of beliefs and 
assumptions about the problem itself. Then they will develop a 
‘snapshot’ from 2050 in which the problem has been resolved. 
These are lifestyle and place-based narratives that highlight 
new types of solutions, everyday practices and cultural norms.

In this session, groups will develop three present-day projects 
that can act as first steps in a transition toward the future rep-
resented in the 2050 snapshot. Groups will be challenged to 
envision how their projects can be connected to amplify each 
other for greater leverage. Groups will plot their projects on
the problem map.

In the final project session, the groups will look for synergis-
tic connections between their projects as a strategic leverage 
point. In a final step, groups will map connections on the 
problem map and speculate on how the implementation of 
these projects might shift the system/problem into a sustain-
able transition. Final wrap up.
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A wicked problem ‘systems map’ 
can keep track of existing projects 
and aid in planning new ones

Stakeholder Relations

A wicked problem is essentially a system. Understanding the dynamics 
of the system can reveal ‘leverage points for intervention’ (Meadows) 
that have the potential to create exponential change within it. It can also 
aid in strategically linking existing projects for greater leverage.

One of the most common barriers in solving for a wicked 
problem is conflict and dissention among stakeholders. 
However, these social dynamics can also serve as leverage 
points for change if properly understood. 

Stakeholders include social groups of various kinds as well 
as the ecosystem itself. Individuals may be members of several 
stakeholder groups: for instance an individual might be 
part of a neighborhood group, work in a local industry but 
might also be a representative of city government. It is 
important to understand where synergies exist and where 
opposition and conflict are likely.

Stakeholder relations are complex, but an essential part of 
solving for wicked problems involves creating opportunities 
for each group to express concerns, hopes, fears and 
desires. These also serve to guide the development of a long-
term vision for the community.

Developing a stakeholder relations map can surface the social dynamics that permeate the wicked problem. These 
dynamics are often considered an intractable problem instead of leverage points for change School of Design, Carnegie Mellon University, 2016 (Irwin/Kossoff)
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Visions for transitions to sustainable societies are 
needed, based upon the reconception of entire 
life-styles that are human scale, place-based, but 
globally connected in their exchange of technology, 
information and culture. These visions are based 
upon communities that are in symbiotic relationships 
to the ecosystems within which they are embedded.

Transition visions must be informed by new 
knowledge about natural, social, and built
/designed systems. This new knowledge will, 
in turn, evolve the vision.

New theories of change will reshape designers’ 
temperaments, mindsets and postures. 
And, these ‘new ways of being’ in the world 
will motivate the search for new, more relevant 
knowldege.

New ways of designing will help realize the 
vision but will also change/evolve it. 

As the vision evolves, new ways of designing 
will continue to be developed.

Changes in mindset, posture and tempera-
ment will give rise to new ways of designing. 
As new design approaches evolve, designers’ 
temperaments and postures will continue to 

evolve and change. Living in & thru transitional times requires a mind-
set and posture of openess, mindfulness, 
self-reflection, a willingness to collaborate, and 
‘optimistic grumpiness’

The transition to a sustain-
able society will require new 
ways of designing that are 

characterized by:

Design for ‘initial conditions’, • Placed-based, 

context-based design, • Design for next level 

up or down in the system, • Network & alliance 

building  • Transdisciplinary and co-design 

processes, • Design that amplifies grassroots 

efforts, • Beta, error-friendly approach to 

designing   

Living Systems theory, • Max-Neef’s theory 

of needs,  • Sociotechnical regime theory,

• Post normal science,  • Critiques of everyday 

life  • Alternative economics, • Social Practice 

theory  • Social pyschology research

Theories from many varied 
fields and disciplines inform 
a deep understanding of the 
dynamics of change within 
the natural & social worlds.

Shifting values: cooperation over competition, self-sufficiency, deep respect 

and advocacy for ‘other’ (cultures, species etc.)   • Indigenous, place-based 

knowledge,  • Goethean Science/ Phenomenology,  • Understanding/embrac-

ing transdisciplinarity, • Ability to design within uncertainty, ambiguity, chaos 

and contradiction, • A committed sense of urgency (grumpiness) along with 

optimisim in the ability to change

Visions  for
Transition

Theories
of Change

New Ways
of Designing

Posture 
& Mindset

Transition Design Framework:Irwin/Kossoff/Tonkinwise

Transition Design Tools: Irwin & Kossoff, Carnegie Mellon Univeristy 2017

SNAPSHOT PROFILE

At what level of scale is your snapshot situated? 
(The household, neighborhood, city or region)

GROUP NAME

Snapshots 
of Lifestyles
in 2050

What fears/concerns/hopes/aspirations does it address?

What basic  needs (according to Max-Neef)  are met by 

this snapshot from the future?

What aspect of the problem does your snapshot
address?  print headline below

Describe the ways in which societal and cultural, assumptions, beliefs and norms have changed in 2050. 
How are they different from the beliefs and assumptions that underpin the problem now?

Examples show above and at left/right are from other projects that looked at crime and water security.
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