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What is Design? 

 Our course is entitled “Computer-aided Publishing,” and though it is not immediately 

obvious, it deals with the design of documents of all kinds. As writers, professional or otherwise, 

our primary goal is always to successfully communicate some idea or concept to our intended 

audience. Along with the transmitted idea the message includes a compulsion to act, whether that 

be to purchase a product, adopt a viewpoint, or wave the banners of some cause with gusto. The 

call to action can be subtle or demonstrative, but the compulsion comes from the received 

message. If designed well, the content of a document could gain quick consensus or agreement. 

If designed poorly, the message of the same content would become lost to its audience. 

 The term “design” gets thrown around a lot and gets identified with different fields of 

industry or culture. Some confuse the idea of design with the field of art. It’s an easy mistake to 

make, for much of what will be discussed here has mostly to do with visual communication and 

examples of design that we can see. Design is not decoration, like some embellishment that is 

applied as an after-thought. Some confuse it with the way something is built or constructed. 

While that is not an invalid definition, it is by no means a complete one. Design, as a concept, 

goes much deeper and well beyond those ideas. In his book, Design: A Very Short Introduction, 

John Heskett makes a bold and successful attempt to define it by stating “...design, stripped to its 

essence, can be defined as the human capacity to shape and make our environment in ways 

without precedent in nature, to serve our needs and give meaning to our lives.” (p. 5)  
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 The concepts of good design and bad design are defined by the beholder. Good design 

must serve two functions: it must function, that is it must serve the utility for which it was 

constructed, and it must do so well, in such a way that the aesthetics improves its function or 

makes the experience enjoyable and memorable. Let’s take a look at something ubiquitous, such 

as a chair. We can all understand what function a chair must serve—it should support a human 

while sitting and offer comfort to some degree. In the first example pictured below (Example A), 

we have a chair that is artistic in its design, maybe even a bit novel. Yet in terms of use by a 

human, it doesn’t function well as a chair. Since it is constructed entirely of metal sheets, it 

would likely be cold to the touch and have no “give” when a person would sit upon it, thus 

offering little to no comfort. It would not enhance the experience of using a chair but may in fact 

detract from it.  I also suspect it would be difficult to move it around, potentially scraping or 

marring any flooring material and requiring more than one person to move it around without 

damaging a floor. 

 A better example of a well-designed chair can be seen in Example B. Though it is made 

of wood, it offers more comfort to the person using it. It allows the person to recline and relax, 

and it has the added benefit of charging mobile devices and doing it in an eco-friendly way (solar 

powered). It even lights up at night! Use of this chair adds to the experience of using a chair, 

which is the result of good design. 

Example A  
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Example B (Anda, 2011) 

   

 The “good” design of Example B goes beyond its visual appearance. There is an aesthetic 

quality to the performance of the chair that enhances the experience of sitting in a chair. The 

thought behind this design goes beyond the usefulness of a chair; it incorporates an entire human 

experience or interface with the chair. The comparison is not entirely “apples to oranges,” but it 

does illustrate how a well-designed chair can be more than a chair without losing the function of 

a chair, and how a poorly-designed chair has lost its function due to overuse of “artfulness.” 

 It had been long understood that design was a product of form following function. 

Architect Louis Sullivan expressed in an 1896 essay, “The Tall Office Building Artistically 

Considered”: “It is the pervading law of all things organic and inorganic, of all things physical 

and metaphysical, of all things human and all things superhuman, of all true manifestations of 

the head, of the heart, of the soul, that the life is recognizable in its expression, that form ever 

follows function. This is the law.” However that definition is too static for something that is ever 

evolving, for design is a process and a product of humans interacting with their environment, 

with concepts, with other forms of life, and with other humans. For instance, there is more than 

one way to design a computer. What once was a large, angular box of metal and plastic sitting on 
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a desk is now a thin but large display. In some cases, a computer now fits in one hand 

(smartphone) or even on a wrist (smartwatch). The definition of design is evolving, as is the 

nature of design. Paola Antonelli, senior curator of Architecture and Design at the Museum of 

Modern Art in New York sums it up well: “The idea that form must follow function, that’s out 

the window; it’s a tired cliché. A good object, a well-designed object, is encompassing. It is 

unified, the material embodiment of a strong idea.” (Martin, 2014) 

 Ultimately design is about connecting with a user, an audience, a reader, essentially 

another human being. Design requires thought, intention, accommodation, understanding, and 

empathy. We see the products of design in almost every human endeavor: architecture, 

landscaping, urban planning, the arts, culinary arts, and even in traffic signs, sidewalk 

construction, and product packaging. Done well, it enhances our experiences. Done poorly, it 

insults us. 
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