
We designers frequently descr ibe ourselves as "problem-solvers." We apply our creative talents
to f inding new and innovat ive solut ions to common quest ions. These quest ions may inc lude
how to best ar t icu late a corporate brand, how to connect with a par t icu lar aud ience or how to
communicate across cu l tura l boundar ies . Or the quest ion may just be about how to sel l the
most widgets. Each of these is a worthy pursui t and each involves a certain kind of problem-solv-
ing—what Char les Eames descr ibed as "design address ing itself to the need."

But there are problems that are larger than brands, consumers and widgets. There are needs
as fundamental as clean water, free education, peace, equality, justice and hope. These are the
needs design must address . These are the problems we should be solv ing. These are the issues
that requ i re good design.

Good design is design that does good. It helps. It i n s p i r e s . It moves. Good design addresses
itself to the real needs of society and cul ture. It breaks through. It sus ta ins and it is sustainable.
We often think of th is kind of work as pro-bo no, but it may also be compensated. Chances are,
you've already worked on these kinds of projects—they may even represent some of your most
forward- looking and creat ive work. They almost certa in ly represent your most satisfying efforts.
After al l , the urge to do good work that also does good seems embedded in the ethos of our
profession. (See "Three Good Ideas" on page 82 for easy ways to give back.)

The current state of our government, our environment and our wor ld might suggest that
these needs are more urgent than ever, wh i l e the current state of our economy might seem to
make g iv ing a l i t t le more diff icult. But problems don't need to be huge to warrant solving, nor
must they be distant to be worthy.

Often you don't have to look further than your own neighborhood or network to find some-
one in need or to find a l l i es to help you. Just l ike problems, so lu t ions ex is t at al l scales. You may
be surpr ised at how the largest problems sometimes requi re the s implest solut ions. It 's just a
matter of f inding both.
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TURNING TRAgEDY INTO OPPORTUNITY
One way to find something is to let it find you. In 2004
when designer Michael Osborne's son Joey passed
away, he knew he wanted to convert his grief into
something lasting and productive. At the time, Osborne
was back in school earning his master's degree; one of
his instructors asked him what he would do with his
life if there were no obstacles. Osborne said he'd
devote himself to doing pro-bono work. Like many
studios, San Francisco-based Michael Osborne Design
had been doing pro-bono design work for years to give
back to the community and support the organizations
it cared about. These organizations generally had no
money for creative services and had never experienced
the benefit of having their great efforts expressed
through great design.

Osborne fit his pro-bono jobs between paying cli-
ents, but he always wondered if there was a way to do
more. "I had this thought in the back of my head that it
would be great if there was a little design firm that did
nothing but give back," he says. Osborne's instructor
challenged him to pursue that dream and gave him a
simple assignment: Find a nonprofit overseas, identify
a graphic design need and address the need. It wasn't a
hypothetical assignment. He had to actually do it.

Osborne approached the Global AIDS Interfaith
Alliance (GAIA) and worked with them on an incen-
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live program for outreach they were doing in an AIDS-
ravaged Malawian village. He designed simple iconic-
T-shirts expressing GAIA's message of abstinence and
HIV-status awareness. The shirts were a runaway suc-
cess—they allowed the villagers to demonstrate their
completion of the program and at the same time
promoted GAIA's message in a more effective grass-
roots way than had been realized previously. "A T-shirt
may seem really simple to a designer," Osborne says,
"but for many of these organizations it's the first t ime
they've ever been able to experience how good design
can make a difference."

That experience was enough to convince Osborne
that his idea for a studio dedicated to pro-bono work
might actually work. He created a simple business
plan and applied for 501(c)(3) nonprofit status, nam-
ing the organization Joey's Corner (www.joeyscorner.
org) in memory of his late son. "Everything we do is in
his name," he says, his voice catching. "It's right there
on the business card. When people call, that's who
they're calling." To get the organization off the ground,
Osborne asked his community of creative friends to
donate their artwork, then hosted a benefit auction
at his studio. The event raised $32,000, and Joey's
Corner was born.

Osborne also applied for, and received, a $50,000
Ideas That Matter grant from Sappi Fine Paper. That
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WORKING TOGETHER
in addition to creating the identity and various print
and promotional collateral for San Mateo's Family
Service Agency, Joey's Corner designed a mural for their
previously drab visitation center. The designers first
plotted and penciled in the outlines, then program vol-
unteers worked together to add color and new life to the
centers entrance.

grant carried them through another year. Now Joey's
Corner sustains itself, and it's not uncommon for
board members of the organizations they design for to
pitch in their own cash to help see projects through.
"The people who sit on the boards of these organiza-
tions are really smart, accomplished people, Osborne
explains. ''Many of them are successful businesspeople
who understand that nonprofits need good design as
much as IBM docs—probably more. I'm just happy
that we can give it to them."

Any nonprofit that focuses on health care, children's
or social well-being issues can complete an application
explaining the services they need from Joey's Corner.
Past clients include the Alzheimer's Association, the
Juvenile Diabetes Research Foundation and the Save
the Children Foundation.

Thankfully, it doesnt always take personal tragedy
to realize an epiphany, nor does having an epiphany
require a commitment on the scale of Joey's Corner. If
you look closely at your life and community, you may
find opportunities to make a difference directly within
your grasp. In fact, you may already be making a differ-
ence without even realizing it.

For as long as they can remember, Josh Kamler
and Axel Albin, the partners behind the San Fran-
cisco communications firm Language in Common,



have observed people engaging in a gentle tradition
of giving. If you live in any urban area you're probably
familiar with the scenario: You're on your way back
from a nice dinner out and, conscious of not wasting
food (and possibly your waistline), you're toting some
leftovers home in a doggie bag. You pass a homeless
person and they ask (or maybe it occurs to you spon-
taneously) to share your leftovers. In San Francisco,
where city garbage cans have flat covered tops and
a separate section for recycling, people had taken to
leaving their well-wrapped leftovers for the homeless,
many of whom otherwise sift through trash bins in
search of food. Kamler and Albin saw this habit as a
kind of spontaneous activism and decided to give it an
encouraging nudge. All they did was give that action a
name: Replate.

'Replate means to place unwanted leftovers on
top of the nearest trash can so they don't go to waste,"
Albin explains. "We didn't invent the idea of shar-
ing your leftovers. We just came up with a word to
describe it." The two also created a Replate logo and
website (www.replate.org) and did a little bit of e-
mail promotion to help get the conversation started.
Within days the project began popping up on blogs
like Core77 and UnBeige, on Freegan sites and sites
devoted to homeless and hunger issues. GOOD Maga-
zine covered it, as did CHOW. It made the Daily
Candy. It made the Washington Post. NBC called.
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ABC called. Then the health department called. "That
made us really nervous," Albin says, "but it turns out
they just wanted some stickers."

Of course, not all reactions have been positive, but
that doesn't bother Albin or Kamler. "Maybe it's a great
idea and maybe it sucks," they say. "We're not going to
decide that. The important thing is that we did it. Now
people arc talking about it and we're getting all kinds
of better ideas from people all over the country."

Indeed, permission is the enemy of progress; wait-
ing for it is one of the surest ways to ensure nothing
gets done. Albin and Kamler saw both a problem and
its solution right in front of them, and recognized an
opportunity to make a small contribution of talent that
could yield profound results. "The trick is not to focus
on how gigantic the problem is," Kamler says, "but to
focus on the tinyness of the solution."

These two examples represent opposite extremes of
designers applying their talents to a greater good, but
they share two significant impulses: one, to do some-
thing freely for the benefit of others, and two, to take
personal responsibility for acting on that impulse. Too
often, we're held back by fear or uncertainty. Most of
us who work on pro-bono projects wait f o r a client to
come to us asking for help. But what if, like Albin and
Kamler, we went looking for problems instead of wait-
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1. Treat good works like regular work.
Designing for the greater good doesn't mean you have to
pay for it out of your own pocket. About half of my San
Francisco-based firm MINE'S client roster is made up of
nonprofits, and nearly all of them pay for our services
(though often at reduced rates). Regardless of whether
you're working pro-bono or for a reduced fee, always
structure the project as you would for any other client.

Define the scope and value of your work so your clients
know exactly what they'll be getting and what it's worth.
Once they understand the value of your services, they
may be more encouraged to find a way to contribute to
your budget. If neither of you can afford to underwrite
the project, there are other alternatives out there: Sappi
Fine Paper's Ideas That Matter (www.sappi.com) is a
grant program specifically designed to support print
campaigns for worthy issues and causes. Similarly, the
Case Foundation (www.casefoundation.org) offers grants
for innovative ideas that address social causes.

For more ideas on how to structure and support the
financial implications of pro-bono projects, see David
C. Baker's "Rethinking Pro Bono" in HOW's December
2007 issue (HOWdesign.com/article/rethinkingprobono),
or Shel Perkins' book "Talent Is Not Enough."

2. ]oin a community (or start your own).
There's no shortage of organizations and networks that
share your desire to work toward a greater good. Your
local AlGA chapter is a good place to start. If your chap-
ter doesn't have a committee dedicated to sustainability
and social causes, offer to start one. You can get help
from AIQA's Center for Sustainable Design or from other
chapters that already have a group in place.

You can also join virtual communities like the rapidly
growing Designers Accord (www.designersaccord.org), a
knowledge-sharing network for social and environmental
change. Organizations like Design Can Change (www.
designcanchange.org) or Design21 (www.design2isdn.
com) offer virtual communities where like-minded
designers can share resources, ideas and case studies.

There are also many non-design related organizations
such as Taproot Foundation (www.taprootfoundation.
org) or Volunteer Match (www.volunteermatch.org),
which help connect nonprofits with the resources they
need to succeed. By joining and becoming active in one
or more of these communities (and there are hundreds
more), you demonstrate your support and interest in
helping others. Some require very little effort, while
others require significant commitment—just be sure
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you're able to follow through on the promises or pledges
you make.

3. Plan for random acts of kindness.
Here's a really simple idea that takes very little effort
and costs you nothing but an hour of your time. This is
how it works:

Often we find that we have some leftover space on a
press sheet. Rather than let that paper go to waste, we
place an ad on Craigslist offering 1,000 free postcards (or
whatever the quantity may be). The rules are simple: If
you're a nonprofit with a cause to promote, give us your
content by 5 p.m. and tell us who your audience is and
what you hope to accomplish. We'll design a postcard for
you and in two weeks a box of them will show up at your
door. We offer it on a first come, first served basis, and
the "client" has no say in the design. We just promise to
do a good job. Try it.

Michael Osborne suggests this one: Find the ugliest thing
you can—maybe a newspaper ad or a poster for an AIDS
benefit or a website for a local charity. Make sure it's for
a cause or organization you truly care about. Call them.
Tell them you're a designer and you'd like to offer them
your services. It's that easy.

ing for people to come to us for solutions? This is the
premise behind John Bielenberg's Project M, where
eight students and a handful of advisors actively seek
ways to make a difference.

Their efforts last year in Hale County, AL, (www.
buyameter.org) raised close to $40,000—enough to
bring clean water to nearly 100 of the families who
previously went without. No one asked Bielenberg's
team to go to Hale County, and when they arrived
there, no one told them to find a way to help people
get hooked up to the municipal water system. They
had to go looking. Brian Collins, an M advisor and
former creative director of Ogilvy's Brand Innovation
Group, describes this approach as "problem-seeking."

The notion of designers as problem-seekers rather
than solvers is consistent with the evolution of our
profession. As design has moved away from being con-
cerned principally with form-making toward a greater
involvement wi th the "big idea," the tenets of design
practice have shifted, as well. It's no longer enough
to be concerned simply with our ability; the fact that
we're able requires us to be responsible. That is,
because it's within our grasp to solve complex prob-
lems, it becomes necessary that we apply ourselves
toward solving them.

There is a vast and growing community of prob-
lem-seekers whose ranks you can join and whose
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efforts you can support: Publ ic Architecture's The
1% (www.theonepercent.org) is helping to promote a
culture of giving within the architecture community.
World Changing (www.worldchanging.com) is unit-
ing disparate resources by creating cross-disciplin-
ary communities of innovators. There's a guy known
as "some random dude" (www.somerandomdude.net)
who donates 50 cents to charity every time someone
posts on his blog. Two friends, Mike Fretto and Chris
Lewis, started a T-shirt company called Rosa Loves
(www.rosaloves.com) that raises money not for causes,
but for specific individuals.

Whether it's about world change or pocket change,
concrete or cotton, there are thousands of solutions
waiting to be created for thousands of problems. And
there are thousands of us to do it.
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