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Designing for Vulnerability:
Interpersonal Relations and Design

Abstract Vulnerability is the feeling of being exposed and unable to with-
stand the effects of a hostile environment —something we typically wish
to avoid. This study aims to develop and propose vulnerability as an asset
when designing for interpersonal interactions. Initiatives investigating how
design can foster social resilience, developed for the Central Saint Martins,
University of the Arts London Cultures of Resilience project, serve a refer-
ence to analyze how designers can address interpersonal vulnerability in
design practices. I identify various enablers of vulnerability for each initia-
tive and analyze them in relation to the theoretical framework I propose.
The main benefit of designing for vulnerability that it enables the possible
emergence of I-You relations between participants. The I-You relations are
considered one of a human being’s most distinctive features.
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| Editorial note: while the body
text conforms to U.S. English,
all project titles and institution
names adopt British English
where appropriate.
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Introduction

This study is part of an effort to understand how design can contribute to social re-
silience and community building.' It relates results from the Cultures of Resilience
(CoR) program: a set of design and research activities carried out at the University
of the Arts London (UAL) from January 2014 to July 2016. The goal of the project was
to “build a ‘multiple vision’ on the cultural side of resilience by putting together a
set of narratives, values, ideas, and projects that — directly or indirectly — collabo-
rate in improving the resilience of the sociotechnical systems which they refer to.”?

One of the main aims of this program was to explore the social aspects of
resilience and how to foster communities-in-place. “Social resilience requires the
existence of communities-in-place: groups of people who interact and collaborate
in a physical context. Proximity and relationships with a place are what enable a
community-in-place to self-organize and solve problems in a crisis.”>

The program considered the definition of community-in-place embedded
in the broader concept of social resilience. The concept of community-in-place
“encompasses both a physical/built environment at the neighborhood scale and
the subjective feelings its inhabitants harbor towards each other as an emplaced
community.”* Social resilience is defined as “the capacity to foster, engage in, and
sustain positive relationships.... [It is] the transformation of adversity into personal,
relational, and collective growth through strengthening existing social engage-
ments and developing new relationships with creative collective actions.” Its posi-
tive effects obtain through “meaning-making, social engagement, and coordinated
social responses to challenging situations.”®

The CoR program recognized the role of creativity and meaning-making in
social resilience and placed its focus on exploring art and design in that context. Be-
cause social engagements and relationships are core aspects that contribute to in-
creasing social resilience in a specific place, the projects comprised a set of artistic
interventions and design solutions and processes that gathered people, groups, and
communities, usually in a specific local context. The projects took place on a neigh-
borhood scale, and sometimes focused on a specific community institution.

This article draws from previous studies related to interpersonal relations and
design theory and practices based on the philosophical framework of Martin Buber.
The concept of vulnerability has been described elsewhere as an essential element
to be designed to nurture and favor interpersonal relations.® Based on this theoret-
ical framework, I analyze the CoR projects to identify the principles adopted and
explore how interpersonal vulnerability was designed in each one.

The original contribution of this study is to take a step further in under-
standing how designers can deal with interpersonal relations in their practices by
considering Martin Buber’s theoretical framework. Based on this framework and
successive interpretations suggesting that interpersonal relations cannot be directly
designed, I frame design for vulnerability in terms of enablers that favor the emer-
gence of vulnerable interpersonal relations.

This article expressly places its focus on the design field and does not extend
its analysis to the field of art. However, it does benefit from the participation of
artists in the CoR program, which may support further analysis by specialists in art.

A statement given by the coordinator of the CoR program supports the
present study, confirming that interpersonal encounters that took place during
CoR project research “happen out of the involved actors’ comfort zones. In fact,
an encounter with someone who appears to be very diverse requires taking a risk:
the risk of opening yourself to an unknown person and, doing so, becoming more
vulnerable.”’
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