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«We basically have three choices:
mitigation, adaptation, and suffering.
We are going to do some of each.
The question is what the mix is 
going to be.»

– John Holdren, 20071

Climate change and related emergencies are our 
key challenges. While design education has ad-
dressed sustainability through various lenses – 
material research, cradle-to-cradle design, circu-
lar economy, participatory design approaches to 
social innovation, and co-creation to prototyping 
regulations – much remains to be done. The choic-
es outlined in this statement by John Holdren, a 
former senior science advisor to the Obama ad-
ministration, frame potential directions to address 
the climate crisis in the design education curric-
ulum and to connect design education to the 
broader scientific discourse. We examine each of 
Holdren’s choices as action and opportunity areas 
for designers. We briefly contextualise the new 
Master in Eco-Social Design (ESD) programme at 
the Lucerne School of Design and Art, which ex-
plores the wicked problems of living within 
the planet’s ecological limits.

Mitigation approaches tackle the root 
causes of climate change, e.g., by reduc-
ing emissions and changes in behaviour-
al patterns and societal paradigms. The 
European Environmental Agency de-
scribes mitigation as preventing or reduc-
ing greenhouse gas emissions into the 
atmosphere and offers (predominantly 
technical) examples: «by reducing the sourc-
es of these gases – e.g., by increasing the share 
of renewable energies, or establishing a cleaner 
mobility system – or by enhancing the storage of 

these gases – e.g., by increasing the size of for-
ests.»2 Further examples include experimental 
geoengineering approaches to reduce solar radi-
ation or augment photosynthesis, negative emis-
sions technologies such as direct air carbon cap-
ture and sequestration, ocean fertilisation, or more 
conventional decarbonisation approaches such 
as renewable energies, biomass construction, re-
forestation and wetland reconstruction.

While the latter examples have a low likelihood of 
negative repercussions, the more experi-

mental approaches «carry a lot of un-
certainty and risk in terms of practical 
large-scale deployment,»3 according 
to Fawzy et al. The IPPC Sixth Assess-

ment Report on impacts, adaptation 
and vulnerability confidently states, 

«Solar radiation modification approach-
es, if they were to be implemented, intro-

duce a wider range of new risks to people and 
ecosystems, which are not well understood.»4

Challenging questions emerge 
for designers:
How might we contribute to a shift in societal par-
adigms, values and mindsets? How might we foster 
participatory decision-making methods to scale 
mitigation strategies? What can design bring to mit-
igation? Is our contribution profound or practical 
enough? Do we understand the science, complex 
stakeholder networks, systemic nature, and impli-
cations of our interventions? How do we address 
the social dimension in equitable and just ways? 
How might we inspire students to move from people 
to planet-centric design approaches?

Adaptation describes the preparation of our com-
munities and ourselves for current and future im-
pacts. Measures include large-scale infrastructure 
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changes, such as building defenses to protect 
against rising sea levels, flood barriers and storm 
drains, urban planning initiatives such as edible 
cities and 15 min neighbourhoods, energy-effi-
ciency improvements to the existing building 
stock, environmental land management schemes, 
nature-based solutions such as rewilding and 
ecosystem reconstruction, urban agriculture, 
vertical farming, and water management, 
as well behavioural shifts, such as individ-
uals reducing their food waste, changing 
their diet, mobility or consumption patterns 

… Adaptation can be understood as adjusting 
to climate change’s current and future effects.

The IPCC Sixth Assessment Report describes cli-
mate-sensitive health outcomes under three ad-
aptation scenarios – limited, incomplete or proac-
tive. How might we help policymakers, communities, 
and individuals to understand the result of their 
(non)-actions? How can we go beyond local-scale 
initiatives to address the socioeconomic costs of 
maintaining and reconstructing countries overpro-
portionally struck by climate disasters? How do we 
manage the uneven distribution of climate dangers?

Further questions arise: 

How might we map stakeholder inter-
actions, such as losses and opportu-
nities within our communities? How 
can we expedite our societies’ adap-
tation to climate crisis and biodiver-
sity loss? What actions can we mod-
el toward more sustainable, solidar-
ity, just, and resilient futures? What 
kind of stories help build momentum 
toward proactive adaptation? 

Suffering, the last choice offered by John Holdren, 
describes the direct or mediated experience of 
the rapidly growing number of individuals and 
communities negatively (or even severely) impact-
ed by climate emergencies. In 2022, Italy experi-
enced five heatwaves of 35+ degrees Celsius, 
southern Switzerland a persistent drought, and 
Pakistan suffered the worst floods in its history, 
while nearly 80,000 fires raged in the Amazon. 
Without forward-thinking mitigation and ad-
aptation approaches, the third ‹choice› 
may take over as the prevalent modus 
operandi for responding to the climate 
crisis.

Some questions for designers include:

How might we address the suffering we inflict upon 
our world due to the predominant orientation to-
wards growth and consumption? How can we move 

from temporary problem-solving approaches to re-
silient communities of care? How do we overcome 
the value-action gap in our individual behaviours? 
Opportunity areas might include humanitarian as-
sistance, disaster relief, food security, population 
displacement and people/planet-centric service 
design for regional and global institutions.

Designers are starting to address adaptation and 
suffering, but are we equipped to contribute to 
mitigation? How do we want to live together? And 
how do we get there? How will we design/work a 
generation from now? What new competencies do 
we need to develop as designers? What new pro-
fessional roles will evolve? Which ‹game changers› 
will shape our expectations for the future?

So far the 21st century has been marked by a mul-
titude of systemic, interconnected crises, which 
challenge designers to reimagine long-held beliefs, 
dependencies, and established ways of doing 
things and act out of a sound understanding of 
sociotechnical and natural systems. To this end, 
ESD applies a systemic perspective on human and 
non-human stakeholders and their interrelation-
ships within the planet’s ecological limits. This 
transdisciplinary design approach seeks to ex-
pand not only the roles, capacities and alliances 
in which designers collaborate but also the scope 
of what is understood as designable.

Design can contribute directly to various fields of 
knowledge for sustainability transitions, as many 
aspects are an inherent part of the design practice:

Future Literacy: The ability to imagine a de-
sirable future and translate visions into 

pathways of action. The ability to think 
about values and to create (normative) 
frameworks, goals and targets.

System Literacy: The ability to analyse 
complex problems in a current state 
and in its history.

Transformative Literacy: The ability to 
foster and host collaborative processes and 

innovation, to bridge the gaps between differ-
ent mindsets and approaches.

With the new Master in Eco-Social Design pro-
gramme at HSLU, we provide a platform for de-

signers to hone these abilities and to explore 
new roles for designers to apply collaborative 
and practice-oriented design approaches to 
address social, environmental, economic and 

cultural issues. The self, the commons and the 
planet are at the centre of our design interventions 
to cope with today’s systemic challenges. The pro-
gramme is concerned with the well-being of pres-
ent and future societies and explores established 
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and emerging roles for designers to contribute to 
the eco-social transformation. 

To this end, we consider and further develop the 
following design strategies:

Post-solutionism: Instead of proclaiming the ‹one 
way› of doing things right, the MA in Eco-So-
cial Design programme is structured as a plat-
form for collective and open exploration and 
experimentation.

Optimistic attitude: The focus lies on the for-
ward-looking development of new strategies 
and roles for designers to contribute to more 
sustainable, resilient and just futures.

The confluence of different worlds: The programme 
cultivates inter- and transdisciplinarity and 
functions as a space for both intellectual and 
design-practical experimentation.

Positioning diversity of methods and subjects
(through project and focus modules) as a 
strength: Developing and sharpening one’s 
interpretation and practice as an eco-social 
designer.

Utopia and professionalisation: Wanting to change 
existing conditions, but at the same time be-
ing able to act within them. Graduate studies 
as a place for utopias that inspire concrete 
solutions.

Students of ESD become agents of change who 
navigate complex systems, collaborate with hu-
man and non-human actors and design interven-
tions at various scales – from policymaking to pro-
totyping regulations, community activism and in-
dividual actions. The programme and its network 
of partners from academia, culture, NGOs and 
industry provide students with the infrastructure 
to explore and develop such stances in discourse 
and practice.

«When we quit thinking primarily about ourselves 
and our own self-preservation, we undergo a truly 
heroic transformation of consciousness.»

– Joseph Campbell5
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