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reddot design award

Red Dot Awards: highlight a design
expert’s commitment to making
people’s lives better.
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Michael Siu is no ordinary designer. A professor with two PhDs, one in Design and
the other in Design Education, his horizons move beyond how people interact with
products individually to cover how groups, or the public as a whole, interact with
their environments. When asked to describe the designer’s central role, he replied
that each designer should always be asking “how to make people’s lives better”.

Quality of life, argued Prof. Siu, is related to broad considerations such as
“culture, physical environment, social matters and ideological thinking”. The
designer’s main task should be making those conditions better in ways that can
appear less than obvious at first.

This sort of thinking was certainly at work in the two projects Prof. Siu led that
attracted attention at the Red Dot Design Awards 2011. The prestigious German
awards are amongst the design profession’s most coveted. Receiving the top
product design award in the sports and games category, Chess.*, created by
the School of Design’s Public Design Lab under Prof. Siu’s leadership, allows
visually impaired people to play Chinese chess with others who have full vision.
The design has been adopted as the national standard in chess competitions for
the blind. At one level the new set of tactile dots and forms of the chess pieces are
simple aids that help less sighted people play a game. Yet at a broader level, this
innovation is designed to promote an inclusive society by encouraging interaction
and eliminating discrimination, and to assist the visually impaired people to be
more independent.

Receiving an honourable mention in the life science and medicine category at the
awards was another Public Design Lab innovation, Filtainer. A container for the
treatment of drinking water, the device had its genesis in a World Bank project
Prof. Siu undertook using an MIT science invention to provide potable water to
extremely poor Nepalese households. Recalling how his team re-designed the
original container so that it could be produced simply and at a lower production
costs, Prof. Siu described the project as “very meaningful”.
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Chess.*— Chinese chess set designed
for the visually impaired people
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Although the device was originally
meant for domestic water filtration,
the final design catered to both
private and public use. In Nepal, Prof.
Siu was deeply touched by the poverty
he saw around him and the people’s
thirst for clean drinking water. He then
set out to understand the villagers,
“their behaviour, their beliefs and
also their values”. The result was a
device modelled specifically to “fit the
people’s needs”.

In all of his design thinking, Prof.
Siu takes an inclusive approach,
recognizing that given circumstances
and other variables, “people have
different kinds of capabilities and
preferences and have to face various
difficulties”. He tries, in short, to “bring
the biggest benefit to the largest
population of people and provide
design service for those easily being
ignored”. An original inclination to look
for alternative solutions has evolved
over an outstanding career into the
challenge of offering choice to people
who otherwise have none.

In Prof. Siu’s field of pubic design,
choice is often very limited at present.
He explained that the people living in
any city have few options in relation to
the public environments and facilities
they need to use. If they do not like
the facilities provided, the only real
choice is to move elsewhere, which

is rarely practical. Designers, he
observed, need to pay more attention
to how people interact with the
living environment and facilities. For
instance, a public bench designed for
sitting might have people lying on it.
“It's a different interpretation” of the
design and the result of interaction,
he said, but many designers do

not realize, respect and care for
the needs of certain people. Yet,
designers should trust in the public’s
wisdom to use designs in the way that
make sense to them but might not fit
organizational or societal norms.

Prof. Siu’s efforts with the Public
Design Lab at the School of Design

are certainly helping in that regard,
but he observed that most people in
his profession still work on personal
products. Part of the problem, he
suggested, is a lack of importance
given to public design locally. If Hong
Kong is to truly reach the status of a
design hub, it will need to invest more
resources in the design of the public
environment. He offered the example
of Seoul in South Korea, which focused
on enhancing public design when it was
designated a ‘design capital’. Other
world cities such as London “realize
this need”, he said.

In his teaching Prof. Siu encourages
that sort of foresight on a personal
level. When giving instructions to
students on problem solving, he
emphasizes on leading them toward
problem identification. Offering a
familiar instance in product design,
he noted that nobody went to Apple
Computer asking for a multi-touch
phone interface — the design team had
to identify the problem and the need
before it released the iPhone and iPad.
Designers need to develop a talent for
foresight, which is intimately related to
caring about how different people could
improve their lives.

“Through design | want to convince
people that they need to consider other
people’s needs and preferences”, Prof.
Siu reflected.
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Filtainer— a container for the
treatment of dr/nk/ng water
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