Taking design’s impact for a walk
A roving panel in the Roterwald
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1 INTRODUCTION

Facing the complexity of conditions and relations where design performs, it has be-
come increasingly challenging to measure and assess its desired impact. Termed a middle
culture (van Winkel, 2009) between production and consumption, understandings of design
often range between a heuristic drive to contribute to positive change in the world and a
profile neurosis worried about finding a place in a world that may not recognise the profes-
sion’s relevance for maintaining existential infrastructures. A profession that — despite its high
hopes for making the world a better place — is often being blamed for its complicity with
economic-political systems that exploit resources and cause environmental damage. While
an awareness of the wickedness of such problems has certainly been raised, alternatives to the
impact paradigm are rarely explored. What effects does design aim for? Which assessment
criteria and alternative evaluation methods could open alternative perspectives to notorious
dichotomies of failure vs success, impact vs side-effect, optimisation vs obsolescence?

Following Annemarie and Lucius Buckhardt’s strollology method (Burckhardt, 2015),
the authors took these questions from their research backgrounds to a discursive walk with
participants in the neighbouring Roterwald. Questioning the impact paradigm and meas-
urement methods connected to it involved following the intertwined paths between more-
than-human protagonists and getting a more complex understanding of what «impact»
might mean in this context. Principles of interconnectedness and distributed agency were
acknowledged not just by talking about them, but actually in the course of walking with and
through them. Walking through and talking about design’s impact collectively and on the
move involved multi-directional and multi-temporal «uses of use» (Ahmed, 2019) — within
an constantly re-designed environment. In place of the impact paradigm mentioned above,
temporary insights pointed at an understanding of design as a transition (Willis, 2015) — as
a method to develop contingent scenarios of coexistence in more than human entanglements.

2 THE FOREST AS A SPECULATIVE DEVICE
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Figure 1: The Roterwald seen from the HSLU
DFK Campus in Emmenbricke.

TAKING DESIGN'S IMPACT FOR A WALK



GASPAR MALLOL, MELTZER

A roving panel meant «no chairs» (furniture) and «no chair» (in the sense that there
were no papers to moderate). The Roterwald forest (Fig.1), a natural and human-built envi-
ronment, was declared a speculative device. The authors prepared a route (Fig.2) and iden-
tified some spots that could trigger interesting conversations about ideas of impact within
design practices. Everyone was invited to talk about their academic/professional habits, their
understanding of risk, success, and failure when it comes to evaluating their work, and which
instruments for measuring impact come at hand.

The following questions were shared at the beginning of the walk:

*  How to evaluate responses to «wicked problems»? How do we understand the premi-
ses of effectiveness and impact in a more-than-human environment? Measurements
always need a consensual calibration by communities. Who and what is part of such
a community?

*  How to think of terms like «effectiveness» and «impact» in alternative ways? What
if we speak of a multi-directional transformation and agency instead of rather linear
understandings of effectiveness and impact?

With these questions in mind, we started walking. Could we find some clues in the

forest to reimagine a space to share paths with others? How sure-footed or shaky did we move
on certain grounds? The following sections share a selection of stopovers.
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Figure 2: Working map used for the preparation of the roving panel.
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2.1 YOU AT RISK: MEASURING THE MEASUREMENT

In winter, an elderly lady wearing a neon-red vest went down the steep stairs to reach
the bank of the Kleine Emme river. It had rained a lot, the floor was icy, and the river was
packed and loud. Her courage was impressive, putting her body at risk. Whatever she had to
do down there was connected with the hydrometric station (Fig. 3). Speaking with the head
of hydrological data collection at the Swiss Federal Department for the Environment clarified
her mission: it was about the calibration process. For 150 years, this has not been done by any
device, but by locals from the area who check a probe in the water and the numbers painted
on the wall of the river bank with nothing but their bare eyes. This practice fine-tunes the
digital measurements from the station. According to the head of the station, the assessment
of the human eye is unbeatable. How much risk does it take to prove design’s impact?

Figure 3: Hydrometric Station N245 at the Kleine Emme river, separating
the HSLU DFK Campus from the Roterwald forest.
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2.2 OTHER PATHS

To enter the forest, we walked the main path that had been planned and maintained
for its use (Fig.4). Inspired by the book «What’s the Use?» by Sara Ahmed, we also paid
attention to alternative small footpaths and shortcuts — which may just exist because some
people started to use them as ways that seem more effective or compelling than others. And
then there were many other routes in this environment, made by other-than-human beings,
moving from one place to another most efficiently: think of animal trails or smell routes
traced by ants. If paths can be interpreted as traces of (design) processes, how to make them
accountable, even when they are hardly noticeable? Which paths count?

Figure 4: The path to enter the Roterwald: planned and maintained.

2.3 DESIGN'S AFTERLIFE

A discarded potted plant was spotted near the path, its roots square-shaped, due to its
confinement in its former container (Fig.5). Freed from it, the plant was starting to mingle
with the ground below and according to the soil’s good smell, showing biological activity
again. Were we meeting something designed that had been overused and reached its limits?
Someone judged this potted plant as obsolete — and yet, could it still be used at this place?
What about unforeseen impact?
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Figure 5: A discarded potted plant.

2.4. GOING ASTRAY

We went off-track before reaching the pond, following a trail that seemed to get lost
somewhere between lower grass and some fallen tree trunks. Which paths might be in use at
this moment, have been used at some point, or could be used alternatively? Everyone moved
freely in different directions, looking for the most subtle hints of pathways (Fig.6). Opinions
differed on what should be declared as a trail, and slowly, our footprints began to blur and
redraw new trajectories on the grass. The coexistence of different and differing path-making
practices suggested the fertile possibilities of «going astray» when starting inter- and transdis-
ciplinary collaborations.

Figure 6: Participants examining varying patterns on the grass, trampled,
flattened, designed?
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2.5 MEASURING IMPACT WITH BLURRED GLASSES

Figure 7: Back to the main path

We reversed our steps back to the main road (Fig.7) and reached the official pond’s
viewpoint, situated on a slightly elevated plateau (Fig.8). The journey lines on the grass that
minutes before were discovered, discussed, blurred and rewalked turned invisible from the
new location! We knew they were there, which raised a discussion on the imperatives of
transparency when reporting on research processes. Does transparency paradoxically blur
or hide results? Could grass and muddy waters teach us something about how to deal with
uncertainty? Measurement is about making visible, and total exposure of facts is considered
a positive thing in academic research. Yet, Edouard Glissant elaborated an aesthetic the-
ory around the «right to opacity» (Glissant, 1997) that could pose a challenge for design.
The Martiniquan poet and cultural theorist argued for opacity as a way to protect diversity,
counter the imperatives of Western thought, and invite us to also accept what we cannot
understand.
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Figure 8: Viewpoint facing the pond.

2.6. CRITICAL JUNCTIONS AND SHORTCUTS

The envisaged route through the forest proved far too long to complete, given the
scheduled amount of time. How to effectively move forward? On the one hand, a junction
at the end of the path (Fig.9), and on the other, a shortcut through the trees. To decide, to
split, to overcome: all these meanings are contained in the etymology of the word «crisis».
Worried about the time, the group walked faster. Discussions turned around what might be
a «critical junction» in design research practices and what the chances (and pitfalls) of taking
shortcuts in a world in crisis are.

Figure 9: Critical junction.
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2.7 WHAT GOES AROUND COMES AROUND

We were back on the campus just on time and gathered at the top of the remaining
construction of a former sewage basin, which is the park’s landmark in front of the university
(Fig.10). «What goes around comes around», seemed to whisper the stone wall bent in circu-
lar shape, or in German, «Wie man in den Wald hineinruft, so schallt es zuriick.»

Figure 10: Roving panel participants.
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