Smarter ‘All’:
Design and Design Research

at the People Centric Era
for China
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ABSTRACT

The world is undergoing unprecedented changes which have been stimulated
by three notable forces today — The foreseeable needs of the 5.5 billion
up-rising consumers within the emerging economies in Asia, Southeast
Asia, Latin America, etc.; the dragging economy after the outbreak of the
2008 economic crisis, and the hyper connected world (nearly one-third of
the group population are connected). The intertwinement of these three
forces has aspired probable economic opportunity worldwide, yet implies
also enormous load on environmental resources, economic uncertainty and
unrestrained flow of human capital (e.g. Internet has intensified the practice
of manpower/ service outsourcing from China, India and Eastern Europe
among the developed West.).

As a result, the world is confronting mounting anxiety of resource scarcity
(e.g. oil, water, food, etc.), creeping trade-protectionism and socio-economic
instability (e.g. job security and social inequity). These challenges have given
rise to an alternative concept of development - the ‘social economy’ — an
urge for fairer share of resources and creative use of social capitals in Europe
and the States, where by the once prevailing CONSUMER- driven, mere ‘for-
profit’ practice of business is now shifting towards a more ‘for-benefit’” and
PEOPLE-centric model of entrepreneurship.

While people centric thinking is taking hold in the developed West,
coincidentally, ‘people empowerment’ and ‘social harmony’ have become
two key signposts of the next phase of China’s development (stated in its
12th Five Year Plan [2010-2015]). Since the developing China has reached
the ‘bottle neck’ of its material-intensive economy, it has to climb up the
economic ladder, whilst anticipating its social and ecological dilemma that
the decades of unflagging growth had created.

Found on the contexts above, this paper will first delineate how the emerging
people centric thinking is going to shape the industries and hence design
practices in general with some supportive examples. Then, the argument of
why an embracive but specific People understanding of the rapid developing
China should be acquired, hence related design research approach should
be developed. Lastly, supportive design or design research cases will be
presented to elaborate further the relevance of such design and research
practices for a ‘smarter’ transformation of China, and perhaps other Asian
economies alike.
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1. Forces of Change and Consequences
The world is undergoing unprecedented changes which have been stimulated mainly
by three notable forces today (refer to fig 1).

Predictive Depletion (the Unfolding Force)

With the projective growth of the world population to over 9 billion by 2050, and the
rapid growth taking place in the developing world1, the foreseeable needs of the up-
rising 5.5 billion consumers (about 2.3 billion in Asia) within these countries will
be humongous. For instance, annual spending of the middle-income consumers of
these countries is 6.9 trillion (USD) and will grow to 20 trillion by 2020 (Court and
Narasimhan, 2010).

The predictable growth has exposed a very real problem of resource scarcity. The
rapid rise of global food prices is a clear sign of rising demand (e.g. wheat price rose
58% and corn gained 87% in early 2011)2. Anxieties of growing demand of resources
have triggered confrontations among nations over boundaries on land and at sea for
rights to exploit natural resources today. For instance, the disputes among the US,
Canada, Russia and Norway over the Beaufort Sea, and sovereignty claims among
China, Vietnam, the Philippines, etc. over the cross-stitched South China Sea (Voigt &
Robehmed, 2011).

Dragging Economy (the Catalyst Force)

The world is still suffering from the after-effects of the economic crisis in 2008.
Particularly the developed Europe and the USA, where slumping markets and debt
crisis seems creeping (Elliot, 2011).

The economic struggle has given rise to trade pro-tectionism. According to the Global

Trade Alert, not only trade-discriminatory measures has outnumber trade-liberalising

Fig 1.
The three notable
changing forces
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1 Key countries within the
developing world include
Argentina, Brazil, Chile, China,
Colombia, Egypt, India,
Indonesia, Iran, Malaysia,
Mexico, Nigeria, Pakistan,
Peru, the Philippines, Poland,
Romania, Russia, South Africa,
Thailand, Turkey, Ukraine,
Venezuela, Vietnam. (Court &
Narasimhan, 2010)

2 Other causes of rising food
price are slower crop-yield and
the effect of climate change
between early 2010 to mid
2011. The global food prices will
probably remain its rising track
in the 1st half of this century
as predicted by the Australian
government’s climate-change
adviser Mr. Ross Garnaut.
(Ruitenberg, 2011)
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3 Alan Greenspan (former
Federal Reserve’s Chairman
of the USA) has advocated the
reduction of manufacturing in
the US and outsourcing to India
and China, and leading to the
increase of conceptualization
of economic output in early
2004 (a boost of development
of knowledge economy) of the
States. (Bis Review, 2004)

4 ‘Limit to Growth’ here refer
to a book published in 1972
which once predicted that

the unchecked consumption,
production and pollution, in
addition to the predictable
growth of global population
versus finite resources of the
Earth, would result in possible
economic and societal collapse
in our time. (Meadow et al,
1972)

5 Social economy refers to

a third sector in economies
between the private sector
and business or, the public
sector and government. It
includes organizations such
as cooperatives, NGOs and
charities. (Wikipedia, 2011)

Design for Social Innovation

For Benefit Design
Public Design
Essential Design
Adaptive Design
Design for Mobile Life
Design for Micro-Trade

measures (six to one from 2008 to 2009), protectionism
is also trending upwards. The G20 accounts for over
60% of these measures, while China is the biggest target
of antidumping duties followed by the EU and the US
(Erixon & Sally, 2010).

Hyper Connectivity (the Propelling Force)
One-third of the world population are digitally
connected (44% are Asian) via the Internet today
(IWS, 2011). Value production once owned merely by
resource-rich companies are now openly constructed
and shared among billion of ‘netizen. (Brand & Rocchi,
2011). The hyper-connected world provides us immense
opportunities, yet cause realistic threats to socio-
economic stability. For instance, accelerated by the
recession and driven by the trend of service automation
and economy restructuring3, business services in most
multinationals have gone offshore to India, China and
Asia because of the convenience offered by the Web.
While off-shoring options prevailed, 2.8 million (46%
of the total) business-support jobs has been lost in
North America and Europe from 2000 to 2010 alone,
and another 1.0 million is expected to vanish by 2014
(Janssen, Padrén & Dorr, 2010).

When the world is seemingly hitting the wall of ‘limit
to growth’# and struggling for economic recovery,
an alternative concept of development - the ‘social
economy’S - has been emerged.

‘Social’ economy advocates bettering social living
and healthier economic development via creative
reintegration of existing social capitals and resources. At
the time of rapid deterioration of governments’ finances,
this promising idea has been much welcomed like
Obama’s ‘Social Innovation Fund’ program in the States,
and the “Big Society” initiative of Cameron in the UK.
(The Economist, 2010)

2. Impacts on Design ‘Ecology’

Because of consequential changes and needs above,
design as a creative discipline has evolved. Newer forms
of design practice have been emerged (Pls. refer to the
sample cases enlisted in fig. 2).

« design for SOCIAL INNOVATION: Design as an

enabling process to foster co-creative innovation,
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Fig 2.
Evolution of design ‘ecology’
by 3 changing forces
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6 Pressing issues of cost saving
and needs of resource flexibility
in a highly connected, globalized
world have promoted a business
practice of remote hiring
(employing non-office based
staff). Remote workers or mobile
professionals are on the rise
evidentially in the States and the
UK. (Wash, 2011; HRM, 2011)

reintegrate social resources and enhance social initiatives’ growth for preferred
social changes.

(keywords: ‘FOLKS’ — social equity, bottom-up, inclusiveness, Gandhian)

FOR BENEFIT design: Design as strategic skill to assist the transformation of
business from the for profit’ norm of practice to a ‘for benefit’ pursuit in order to
meet the rising expectation of public towards ‘corporate social responsibility’.
(keywords: ‘DOING-GOOD’ - citizenship, responsibility, shared values,
sustainability)

PUBLIC design: Design which emphasis on product and human engineering
to ensure durability and inclusiveness of design for ‘share-consumption’, since
mounting population and rapid urbanization will engender needs of intensive
sharing of public facilities and social resources.

(keywords: ‘COMMUNAL — common goods, public-private, co-ownership, sharing)
ESSENTIAL design: Design as tacit capacity to develop quality daily ‘essentials’ for
both the bottom and middle strata of societies, as slumping economy worldwide
has deepened the needs of economic products and goods.

(keywords: ‘ESSENTIALITY’ — basic, quality, economic, less yet more, pragmatic)
ADAPTIVE design: Design as a mediate tool to realize emotionally and physically
adaptable designs for a new ‘social’ lifestyle which involves much co-owning and
sharing of spaces, products/services and facilities.

(keywords: ‘MORPH’ —personalize, real-time adaptation, context-reactive,
experience-led)

design for MOBILE LIFE: Design as an orientation tool to envision sensible
scenarios of social interaction and appropriate use of social media. Anticipating
growing needs of ‘netizen” and ‘digital-nomads’ driven by the evolving trend of
digital lifestyle and remote hiring (employment of non-office based staff)é.
(keywords: ‘FLOW’ —neo-nomad, hyper connectivity, accessibility, anywhere-
anytime)

design for MICRO-TRADE: Design as a business strategy to stimulate micro
entrepreneurships for meeting the challenge of rising unemployment and offshore
competition. Design entrepreneurships should be seen as an alternative for the
growing numbers of educated but unemployed youngsters.

(keywords: ‘P2P’ — you & me, small & local, open source, entrepreneurship)

All these emerging forms of design practices have asked for change of design ‘subject’

that designer used to serve. Therefore, the mostly emphasized ‘consumer’ and ‘user’

(which focus on market and use contexts) have shifted towards the discussion of

‘PEOPLE’ with a greater concern of social context.

We believe, the ‘People-Centric’ era has arrived. Design will have a key role to play.

Design-as-usual practices should be revised with the emphasis of People-Centric

thinking accordingly.
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Fig 3.

Different emphasis
of conceptions of m

‘PEOPLE’.
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3. People Centric Thinking in Design?

A Brief Review

Is people centric thinking a novel idea?

In fact, the discussion of ‘people’ in design has been with us for long. Henry Drefuss
advocated “liberating” PEOPLE from limitations via sound ergonomic design in
1950s (Drefuss, 2003). Victor Papanek promoted responsible design for the real
needs of PEOPLE in 1970s (Papanek, 1984). Liz Sanders coined PEOPLE-centered,
participatory co-design (Sander, 1999), while Philips Design has emphasized share
value for PEOPLE via 'High Design’ approach in 1990s. And TU Delft has put forward
PEOPLE studies for nurturing cultural-based innovations to anticipate globalization
in the 2000s. (Eijk, 2007)

People-Centric Thinking for Design

Though the word ‘PEOPLE’ has been stated by these design pioneers repeatedly, there
are differences in emphasis and has been visualized as below (fig. 3).

And to summarize, PEOPLE-centric’ as an alternative design thinking could be
interpreted as follows:

« The subject of “They or He/ She’ (CONSUMER or USER) that designer used to

20

design for’ will be substituted by the more embracive ALL (PEOPLE) that a design
with’ approach is required.

« An empathic attitude towards the matters and subjects of design.

o A responsible attitude in design for ‘REAL problem.

o A respect towards cultural diversity and shared values in design.

« An emphasis on the understanding contexts of living and consumption.

4. People-Centric thinking for China
While People-centric thinking emerged in the West, the ‘PEOPLE’ centric ideal has

long been known in Asia, particularly in China.

Specific Meaning of ‘PEOPLE’ in China

Historically, not only livelihood of ‘PEOPLE’ was always the concern of ancient
Chinese rulers (Zhang, 1996), China was also a country of ‘people ruling’ before 1900
A.D. For example, in 1800s A.D., national and social order were mainly maintained by
kinship-based communities formed by rural families (with 0.4 billion people in total)
while only remotely administrated by 40 thousands officials under the ruler (Lau &
Yang, 1998).

On the other hand, Confucius teachings also promote kinship-based social dyads (e.g.
father and son, husband and wife, etc.) where one could make sense of one’s life (Liang,
1987) and realize one’s purpose through a suggested actualization process (see fig. 4).
Therefore, the Chinese conception of life is not only about the tollective whole’ but also
a Subjective self’, because the ‘collective whole’ can only be realized through a ‘subjective
self’, and vice-versa(Qian, 1999). That’s also how specific concept of empathy or
affection among Chinese people has been developed.

Return of ‘People-Centric’ Ideal in China

After decades of unflagging growth, China has reached the ‘bottle neck’ of its

development, and has to confront several up-coming social challenges.

«  Overly speedy development: By 2025 China’s proportion of urban population will
rise to 59%

(“Guangdong Leap”, 2010; People Daily, 2010). Rapid urbanization engendered
massive floating population (around 210 million) and migration which is stressing
the social fabric, welfare and ecological systems of China (Hu & Yan, 2010).

« Environmental degradation: China is the biggest Co2 polluter of the world today
(Hu & yan, 2010). 70% of China’s rivers and lakes are polluted, 40% of its land
are affected by soil erosion and acid rain. About 40 million people were forced to
migrate because of degradation of local ecology. Environmental problem has led to
thousands of incidents of social unrest (Economy & Lieberthal, 2007).

« Widening social disparity: Social disparity is growing in China too. The income
difference of the highest and lowest 10% household is now 65 times in 2010, while
it was only 26 times in 2008. It has caused extra load on the weakening social fabric
at the moment. (China Reform, 2010)

o The Suffering MoP: The MoP7 or middle-class people in China are confronting

21
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Fig 4.

Five-stage process of

self actualization.

Fig 5.
Five specific

approaches of People-

centric design or
design research.
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7 The term ‘MoP’ has derived from
the ‘Bottom of the Pyramid’ (BoP)
once advocated by C.K. Prahalad.
With per capita income between
$10 and $65 per day, MoP has
represented the Middle-income
people of a society. The term of
‘MoP’ is more appropriate to be
used within emerging contexts

to reflect its developmental

reality; where by economic and
materialistic attainments are still
the major concerns among most
of the MoP communities there.
(Leong, 2010)

8 ‘People Empowerment’ refer to
the three principles of the outlining
the 12th Five Years Plan. They

are [i] the protection of civic right
of people; [ii] the basic and long
term benefit of people; and [iii]
consolidating the core idea of
people-centered development.
(Hu & Yan, 2010, p.181)

9 For instance, respecting and
providing for the elderly — a
traditional virtue of Chinese cultural
practice could be encouraged and
combined with modern pension
system to support China’s aging
population (proposed by experts
from the Chinese Academy of
Sciences). (“Report: China’s
Aging”, 2002)

10 LSDER-China (Lifestyle Design
Research Network of China) is a
design research network initiated
by the Asian Lifestyle Design
Research Lab, and co-founded by
a group of design schools in China
for the promotion of lifestyle design
research and the development of
related methodology. At present
design schools in 14 cities

(Hong Kong, Beijing, Shanghai,
Guangzhou, Hunan, Guilin,
Shenyang, Tianjin, Nanjing, Ningbo,
Wuhan, Chengdu and Zheng
Zhou.) have joined the network.
Two collaborative projects have
been launches via the network so
far. The “Lifestyle China” in 2009
and the “China Flow” research
project in 2011, over 14 cities have
been researched respectively via
these cooperative initiatives.

great anxiety today. Real estate price keeps mounting while income hardly
increases. On top of the high income tax (35%) and value added tax of business
(50%), the soaring cost of health-care, education and pension are haunting them
for the hope of life improvement (Lim, Porter, Romer & Spence, 2011; Ge, 2010).
Since the MoP is considered as the social ‘stabilizer’, ideological exemplars and
major source of aspiration for the BoP stratum in China (Pang, 2010), a ‘fall’ of this
stratum will hinder substantially the socio-economic development of China.

« Aging population: 31% of China’s population will be over 60 year old by 2050. It
will burden China’s welfare system and drag its overall development inevitability.

Because of these enlisted problems, ‘PEOPLE-centric’ ideal has made its return in

China just recently.

At the latest 12th Five years plan (2010-2015), ‘PEOPLE empowerment’® and ‘Social

development’ have been put forward as two of the key signposts for the next phase of

China’s development.

As people-centric thinking has officially been embraced by central regime, the idea

will surely be spread and rooted swiftly in China.

5. Possible Influence on Design Research for China

Based on the aforementioned backgrounds, ‘People’ as a subject has been reinterpreted

into five indigenous design research approaches for China (see fig. 5) by the

Asian Lifestyle Design Research Lab (ALDL) at the School of Design, Hong Kong

Polytechnic University.

e Local
‘Local’ here refers to intimate environments and socio-cultural based issues. Local
also refers to a native strategy in design and design research of ALDL. It entails
two emphases.
1) Local-for-local: For research, deal with local-based inquiry with indigenous
resources.
2) Local-first: For design, resolving first the local problem as a way to leverage
others in the region. (e.g. solving problem of pollution in China is going to
contribute greatly to the long term sustainability of the rest of the world.)

« Cultural
‘Cultural’ approach refers mainly to the diachronic perspective of culture. The five
thousand years of accumulative cultural heritage and wisdom in China® could be
seen as valuable resources to be studied and redeployed via design. For that, on
top of field studies, literature review and desk research are conducted to enable a
deeper understanding on cultural phenomena. It's an important aspect of study for
attaining cultural empathy for China in ALDL.

.« ‘Us’
‘Us’” here refers to the synchronic perspective of culture. With 31 provinces
habituating 56 ethnic groups, there are various indigenous cultures to be explored
and learned in China. In order to supplement the limit of the ‘local’ approach,
a design research network, named the LSDER-Chinal0 has been established to
initiate collaborative researches for deeper understanding of people’s lifestyles in
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different cites via comparative research.

» Immersive
‘Immersive’ here refers to the specific conception of interconnection of ‘subjectivity’
and ‘collectivity’ It promotes an integration of subjective interpretation and
objective analysis in research and design. For instance, researcher conducted
ongoing observation and inquiry over a particular consumption activity of a
selective group of people, then archive findings digitally (see fig. 6). The visual
enriched information will be accumulated and be retrieved and shared within
design ideation workshop to allow ease of immersion of target group for issues
identification and concepts generation.
ALDL has been focusing mainly on the studies of China’s urban MoP to enable a
deeper understanding of them.

+ Contextual
‘Contextual’ study has been emphasis greatly in the lifestyle design research of the
ALDL.
As China has been developing rapidly and mainly driven by top-down policies,
consumption practices of people in China are largely shaped by ever changing
contextual factors. Therefore, revealing contextual constrains has become very
important for design research in China. Other than Context Mapping'1, the lab

also emphases on tracking and reviewing (Context Scanning) of social ph

via desk research. It not only provides useful information for the exploration
of research topic, but also assists in the verification of quantitative data and
interpretation of research findings. Together with mapping and empathizing of
contexts, a more holistic understanding of targeted phenomenon could be attained
(see fig. 7), and eventually enhance the formation of relevant design strategy.

6. Focus on CONTEXTS?

To elaborate further the importance of contexts for ‘people-centric’ design and design
research, three selective cases will be reviewed below to substantiate the argument.
CASE 1— Physical Context vs Survey

QUERY:

Out of a rapid questionnaire survey (about CMF preference of scooter conducted in
China), one of the most preferred choices of target consumers was a set of grayish
metallic colors (fig. 8) — a ‘surprising’ preference by a group of comparatively young
consumers (bachelors and couples).

FINDINGS:

The project team set off for field studies as an attempt to resolve this puzzle, and came
back with two seemingly obvious, but important observations:

[a] Dusty environment of the hasty-constructed roads within the county-level cities
might likely caused the CMF preference (follow-up survey had confirmed this
assumption).

[b] The under illuminated roads and streets in these cities due to the insufficient power
supply in China (see fig. 9).

24

11 ‘Context Mapping’ here
refers to a process which aims
to understand the environment
and the use contexts in which
the consumption behavior
under investigation takes
place. Such investigation
could be conducted indirectly
via carefully designed self-
reporting tools (e.g. physical
diagram, media diary, lifecycle
table, etc.). ALDL has been
focusing on developing these
tools specifically for more
‘reserved’ cultures in China
and Asia. This shouldn’t be
mixed with the generative,
face-to-face contextual
research technique (also
named Context Mapping)
which has been developed by
TUDelft.

Fig 6.
Archiving the water
consumption
preference of the urban
MOP.

Fig7.
Three levels of
contextual studies of
the ALDL

RESULT:
Based on the above findings, new set of neutral colors with reflective coating (for safety
driving at night) were proposed for test, and the feedbacks were positive.

CASE 2— Social Context vs Observation

QUERY:

From a pilot home visits of Hong Kong and mainland households conducted (funded
by an electronic company) in late 2009, research team had found ‘self-sufficient’
bed rooms (well equipped with personal ITC / AV systems) (pls. see fig.10) within
two ‘empty-nest” households. With further inquiries, the team were unexpected be

Conmampmnrrrsimied wmess
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Fig 8.
Most preferred CMF
choice of target
consumers

Fig9.
The dusty and under-
illuminated road of the
county-level cities.

Fig 10.
Two self-sufficient bed
rooms of unmarried
women

Fig 11.
China’s smallest
apartment in Xian
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informed that these rooms belong to household’s 2 unmarried daughters (one over 40

and another over 30 year old) who still lived with their aging parents.

FINDINGS:

A few related socio-economic factors had been identified later via desktop

investigations for findings verification and interpretation.

« Both in Hong Kong and mainland China, the number of unmarried and ‘choose-
to-be-single’ women has grown substantially (58% in Hong Kong [2009], 60% in
Beijing [2005]).

« Increase in female education and employment in both HK and mainland China
has offered much socio-economic autonomy to women, which also implies fewer
potential partners.

« Single child policy in China and lower birth rate in HK engendered a whole
generation of ‘over-cared’ youngster, who become much parental reliance.
(“China’s Singles”, 2007; CWRN, 2010; “Single Women”, 2007)

Because of rising unemployed and housing price in China, younger generations will

rely more on their parents, and such home-in-home’ phenomena is foreseeable to

grow.

RESULT:

Based this initial findings, a further design study focus on integrated AV systems has
been proposed to the company, where identification of relevant needs and problems of
singles and single women in selective markets were specified.

CASE 3— Holistic Contexts vs Phenomenon

PHENOMENON:

“13 m2 ! the smallest apartment in China being on sale in Xian.” A news headline had
astonished our researcher during a regular online search of social happenings about
China (see fig.11). Given that Xi'an has similar population as Hong Kong (around 7
million) and 8 times larger, but never has developer developed such “snail dwelling” (4
J&) in Hong Kong. (“Be a House Slave”, 2009; “13 sqm”, 2009)

FINDINGS:
At a glance, such phenomenon was triggered by enforced low interest rate for
economic stimulation after the economic crisis in 2008. Yet, with further study and
analysis, a more holistic picture of causes has been mapped (see fig.12) and revealed:
o Economic
1997-2011— HOUSE, CAR and TRAVEL have become the latest ‘Big Three'(=k
{4) pursuit as symbols of wealth among urban Chinese.
2008—Over RMB 20,000 bn of private saving flow into the real estate market (an
intent to fight against inflation).
(Han, 2008; Lu, 2010)
+ Social
1980s-2000s— Massive young migrants started settling in the cities and newer

27

Benny Ding LEONG / Brian Yu Hin LEE

Smarter ‘All": Design and Design Research at the People Centric Era for China

Invited Articles



households such as the ‘split nuclear’, ‘cohabitants, ‘DINK;, and ‘singles’ increased
sharply.
1979— ‘one child policy’ launched and given birth a generation of the most cared
and loved ‘post 80’ (people who born in the 1980s)
2000s— The Rise of ‘single activist’ (around 115 million) who choose ‘single’ as a
lifestyle.
Mid 2000s— the ‘post 80’ (around 208 million) have reach age of marriage.
2040s— around 28% of people in China will be over 60 yr old12.
(“Expert’s View, 2007; “Singles Dotrine”, 2006; “China’s Post 80s”,2009)
« Political
1998— welfare housing scheme officially ended.
2006— government proposed to defend the minimum amount (1.8 bn acres) of
arable land.
2000s— government discouraged private investment on state-owned industries
via macro-economic control. Private money flew towards stock and real estate
markets.
2006-07— ‘Housing endowment’ schemes have been launched in Shanghai and
Beijing.
(Han, 2008; “Policy Intent”, 2007)
o Cultural
PAST— Confucianism promotes a pragmatic world view (e.g. secular living rather
than religious dependency), and later being distorted as prevailing ‘materialism’
among general folks of China.
PRESENT— driven by the traditional belief, Chinese mostly prefer house owning
to renting (house-ownership rate in China is about 90% versus 60-70% in the
west).
FUTURE—house-ownership will be more as a pension investment.
(Lu, 2010; Lu, 2010b; Woo, 1995)
Since the price of mini apartments are comparatively attractive (around RMB 100,000
to 200,000 for 15-20 sqm.), most parents are funding their kids to acquire. The trend of

“snail dwelling” will likely to prevail for a while in China.

RESULT:

The understandings obtained from these studies were not utilized immediately, but
later the year, the lab was invited by a ITC company in China to lead their design team
to explore a line of ICT system products for consumers in Shenzhen (SZ), Guangzhou
(GZ) and Shanghai (SH). The amassed contextual understandings about the ‘snail
dwelling’ were proven to be extremely useful. It had been unitized within design
workshops for the identifications of target users (e.g. urban migrants in SZ, GZ and
SH.), design themes (e.g. life-stage transition) and design direction (e.g. evolutionary
ICT system) as a whole.

7. Conclusion
The aforementioned cases and ideas presented in this paper may provoke some queries
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12 Aging population in China
will drive the rise of housing
price, because the traditional
practice of family support is
fading (Banister, Bloom &
Rosenberg, 2011), people are
turning to ‘housing endowment’
as an alternative as pension
investment.

Fig 12.

A visual mapping of the

contextual influences

of the “Snail Dwelling”

phenomenon.
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about the significance of ‘people centric’ thinking for
design today. But as ‘social economy’” emerged in the
west and now in Asia (the world’s most populated,
rapidly urbanized and web-connected continents), Asia
will soon undergo similar transformations towards open
sourcing, remote working, nomadic living, for-benefit’
seeking and micro trading. Together with the drive of
growing scarcity of resources, weakening economy and
keener competition worldwide, the conceptualization
stage in developing competitive product and service
within design innovation process in Asia will become
much critical and essential. And all that would require
rethinking design, and especially design research
practice with alternative mindset as follows:

« Revealing perception (desirability) and forms of
interaction (usability) of products and services via
consumer research and user research will need
to be substantiated by more holistic studies of
conceptions (relevance) of values and constrains of
people (table 1).

Table 1. Different attributes of consumer, user and ‘people’ research.

Together with

the drive of
growing scarcity
of resources,
weakening
economy

and keener
competition
worldwide, the
conceptualization
stage in
developing
competitive
product and
service within
design innovation
process in Asia
will become
much critical and
essential.

consumer user people (generic) people (China)

SUBJECT They He/She All Us
MIND SET perception interaction conception conceptions
RELATED CONTEXT market use social cultural
PERSPECTIVE global situational ‘glocal’ local
EMPHASIS desirability usability significance relevance
APPROACH analytical empirical empathic immersive
APPLIED KNOWLEDGE Statistics Anthropology Sociology Humanity
«  Sociology and humanity would be the next disciplines

to be explored for design research, in addition to

applied anthropology and statistics.
« For conceptual creation or innovation, empathic

interpretation of findings of what people are conformed

to act and think would be as important as objective

analysis of what consumer directly express.
« Digitally enhanced desk research (a comparatively

economic mean of study) should be systematically
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13 The legendary Steve Job is
perhaps the best example of
creating innovative products via
the amassment of understanding
of people’s needs and wants
with ‘ongoing’ observations

and researches. He once said
“There’s a certain amount of
homework involved, true, but
mostly it's just picking up on
things you can see on the
periphery....| subscribe to a half-
dozen Internet news, and | get
about 300 email a day....hawking
crazy ideas. And I've always paid
close attention to the whispers
around me.” (Koehn, 2009, p.84)

Chinese people
must act smarter
for the preferred
socio-economic
transformation

— the mere
pursuit of ‘well-
having’ to the full
embrace of ‘well-
being’. This
should be the
ultimate goal for
‘Us’, but also for
‘ALL’.

explored for qualitative and quantitative design studies.

Research should less be treated as one-off assignment /activity, but as ongoing
undertakings13 for the nourishment of holistic conceptions of native culture
for design practitioners and researchers. Role of design academia will become
important in strategized, longitudinal studies of contexts, and as a nurturing cradle
for such practice.

Research and analytical tools for intelligent tracking and managing of data from
desk research should be developed to leverage creativity of resource-scarce macro-

businesses, social enterprises and entrepreneurs.

To conclude, China is one of the most influential developing countries within Asia. For

all the opportunities and challenges lie ahead, Chinese people must act smarter for the

preferred socio-economic transformation — the mere pursuit of ‘well-having’ to the
full embrace of ‘well-being’ This should be the ultimate goal for ‘Us’, but also for ALL’.
For this particular reason, the promotion of ‘people-centric design’ ethos in China

would be important to facilitate a more ‘responsible’ transformation of this country,
hence benefit to the rest of Asia. [&]
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