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Dr.ir. Jotte de Koning
Work
• 2018 - now: Assistant Professor Design for 

Sustainability Transitions

• 2016 - 2018: Postdoc at DRIFT, Dutch Research 
Institute for Transitions

• 2012 - 2016: PhD at TUDelft/Bach Khoa 
Vietnam: Sustainable Food by Design

• 2009 - 2012: MSc in Strategic Product Design
• 2005 - 2009: BSc in Industrial Design 

Engineering

Life

• Bike enthusaist

• Passionate home cook

• Mother of 4 kids (including twins)

• My mother tongue is Dutch

• I like to learn other languages: I speak English, 

Italian, basic German, some Spanish and French, 

and I have tried to learn Vietnamese but failed
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Part 1 

Introduction: Co-creating 
sustainable cities
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More people live in cities, every year

Hanoi, Vietnam (image by Jotte de Koning, 2012)



Cities get bigger, more dense, every year

Barcelona, Spain (image by Jotte de Koning, 2010)



Cities are different all over the world

Wolsfburg, Germany (image by Jotte de Koning, 2011)
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What is a sustainable city?

• A city where people are 
healthy, with no poverty, CO2 
emissions are low, availability of 
green spaces (for health, heat 
and pleasure), with comfortable 
housing, happy citizens, high 
levels of wellbeing, food 
security, etc.



Persistent problems

“Persistent problems are related to the system 
failures that crept into our societal systems 
and that contrary to market failures, cannot be 
corrected by the market or current policies. 
System failures are locked-in flaws in our societal 
structures, such as technological bias, weak or 
dominant networks, institutional barriers, and 
path dependencies.” 
(Rotmans and Loorbach, 2010)



Persistent problems are:

Complex because they are deeply embedded in our societal structures; 
Uncertain due to the hardly reducible structural uncertainty they include; 
Difficult to manage, with a variety of actors with diverse interests 
involved; 
Hard to grasp in the sense that they are difficult to interpret and ill 
structured 

(Dirven et al. 2002). 



Cities are made by people 
Urban planners, architects, policy makers, citizens, builders, gardeners, 

garbage collectors, doctors, etc

Milan, Italy (image by Jotte de Koning, 2008)



We need to work together, 
create together
TO MAKE MORE SUSTAINABLE CITIES
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Co-creation 
= intentional creation together



Co-creation / Co-design = my area of expertise
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Sustainability Transitions
• 20-50 years
• Long term visions
• Short term interventions
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The field of 
design is moving 
from product to 
systems focused
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Complex societal challenges

I T  I S  N O T S Y S T E M S  D E S I G N

systems
thinking

designsystemic
design

System(s) 
design?



From systems design to systemic design

Complex societal challenges emerge from systems 
that:
• show complex behaviour
• are ”soft”: there is not one objective system
• have limits to what is ‘designable’



Systemic design

c o m p l e x  s o c i e t a l  c h a l l e n g e s

systems
thinking

designsystemic
design



Part 3

Systemic Design: 4 types of design 
activities & some example projects



4 TYPES OF 
DESIGN 
ACTIVITIES
Systemic Design Lab Delft



1. Co-designing
prospects
• Engage different people and their perspectives.
• Facilitate and show do not dominate.
• Be vocal about your inclusion strategy.
• Facilitate a system change, because you cannot change 

the system alone.



Participatory City Making
https://participatorycitymaking.nl

Jan RotmansDerk Loorbach

Postdoc

TUDelft & DRIFT

(Dutch Research 
Institute for Transitions)





Our particular urban context
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Collecting data in the niche context
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The template for the ‘initiative data’
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1. The community building
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2. The community garden
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5. The Network Maker
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The 10 types of emerging city makers
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But why make a categorization?
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Tool example 1 for Participatory City Making

"How can we make all benefits clear of  
a project, how do we  ‘apply or lobby’ 
for money then?”

“When there are benefits from one 
project in cluster A that also benefits 
problems in cluster B, how do you show 
that you did that for cluster B?”
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Tool example 2 for Participatory City Making

"People know people that know us and 
I am a nice guy, they trust us [laughs]. It 
is not very organized, it is a very flexible 
and fluid network because people start 
doing other things, leave the 
environment, or get new jobs" (a civil 
servant).
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Co-creation
Intentional creation together



2. Framing complexity
• Frame & Reframe the problem
• Show empathy with the system
• Do not deal with complexity but embrace it
• Focus on finding patterns
• Emphasise the relationships, not the entities



Bad choices in a 
obvious system?

Image from Shutterstock



Obvious choices in a 
bad system?

Image from Shutterstock



Method: Synthesis mapping / giga mapping



Synthesis 
maps

1. … integrate knowledge from research 
cycles and iterative sensemaking to define 
a coherent visual design narrative.

2. … articulate the processes and 
relationships that are vital to stakeholders 
of the system. 

3. … use visual narrative to reach broader 
audiences than analytical models. 

4. … engage stakeholder groups. 
5. … represent perspectives and enable 

stakeholders to understand systemic 
problems. 

6. … define salient problems and design 
options of interest, helping observers to 
develop sophisticated mental models.

Jones, P., & Bowes, J. (2017). Rendering 
Systems Visible for Design: Synthesis 
Maps as Constructivist Design Narratives. 
She Ji, 3(3), 229–248. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sheji.2017.12.0
01
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HOW ARE THEY 
MADE?

1. Synthesis maps are developed during a (studio or 
professional) project, with stakeholders, it is a 
constructivist inquiry. (Typically in 6-16 weeks)

2. Designers continually interrogate the meaning of 
relationships in a system as they externalize and 
represent them. 

3. The act of framing defines the boundaries of a system.
4. Evidence is selected from various sources - the 

rationale for the knowledge is acquired through 
conversations about the social systems found in the 
world (conversational inquiry).

5. Actors construct the shared social meaning that 
synthesis maps represent. The maps are products of 
socialized synthesis.



Mushroom 
grow-kit on 
coffee grind



Future Vision



Focus on relations



Design 
for 
relations



3. DESIGN 
FOR 
RELATIONS
An example from Mieke 
van der Bijl-Brouwer



Anette
Jakob

MindLab,
Copenhagen,
2016

Mieke van der 
Bijl-Brouwer



Photo by NeONBRAND on Unsplash

http://www.nesta.org.uk/blog/creating-solutions-danish-
teachers-time-and-quality-dilemma-0

MindLab:
A time – quality 
dilemma for 
teachers

https://unsplash.com/@neonbrand?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/teacher-classroom?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText


lesson boxes

http://www.nesta.org.uk/blog/creating-solutions-danish-teachers-time-and-quality-dilemma-0



speed sharing

http://www.nesta.org.uk/blog/creating-solutions-danish-teachers-time-and-quality-dilemma-0



a systemic view on the MindLab case

In complexity theory: self-organisation & 
emergence

van der Bijl - Brouwer, Mieke, and Bridget Malcolm. "Systemic Design Principles in Social Innovation - a Study of Expert Practices and Design Rationales." 
She ji - The Journal of Design, Economics and Innovation 6, no. 3 (2020): 386-407.

LESSON BOX

TEACHING & 
LEARNING

Teachers

Students

SPEED SHARING

TEACHING & 
LEARNING

Teachers

Students

creates ‘knowledge 
flows’, teachers learn 
from each other.

novelty and 
creativity 
emerge



Systemic Design Principles
Mieke van der Bijl-Brouwer & Bridget Malcolm

• Take a systemic perspective
• Empathy with the system
• Designing for human relationships
• designing for mental models
• Take an evolutionary design approach

Van der Bijl - Brouwer, M., & Malcolm, B. (2020). Systemic Design 
Principles in Social Innovation - a Study of Expert Practices and Design 
Rationales. She ji - The Journal of Design, Economics and Innovation, 6(3), 
386-407.



3. Meaningful formgiving
• You do not need to design new systems, but 

interventions that can lead to change. 
• Dream big, start small. 
• Probe, prototype.
• Design for constant change, focus on dynamic designs, 

permanent-beta state.
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Happy Streets
A project from DRIFT

2018

















4. Valueing change
• Keep on monitoring what happens
• Keep talking to each other
• Keep working together
• Keep reflecting on the goal



Role of Design for 
System Sustainability

1. Enriched methods of retrieving knowledge of 
current objects and current systems, connecting 
everyday life to high system goals; 

2. Prototyping activities to leave traces of transition 
activities in everyday life, not only envision use-
before-use but also design-after design; remain 
open-ended and speculative. 

3. Actively envisioning the effect of design things 
during and beyond their lifetime; 

4. Facilitating and providing boundary objects in 
multidisciplinary settings beyond language 
games; 

5. Focus on building interactions through a broad 
range of co-creation activities. 

6. Establish a real effective connection between 
social and environmental sustainability

Design as the link between high level system 
thinking and on the ground everyday life 
things. 



Final remarks
And a call to action



Use Design & Systems Thinking yourself

• Ask stupid questions. Growth is fueled by desire and 
innocence. 

• Allow events to change you. Postpone judgement
• Organization = Liberty. Real innovation in design, or any 

other field, happens in context. That context is usually some 
form of cooperatively managed enterprise. 

• Collaborate. The space between people working together is 
filled with conflict, friction, strife, exhilaration, delight, and 
vast creative potential.

• Keep moving. The market and its operations have a tendency 
to reinforce success. Resist it. Allow failure and migration to 
be part of your practice.

• Slow down. Desynchronize from standard time frames and 
surprising opportunities may present themselves.

• Don’t be cool. Cool is conservative fear dressed in black.

Alex Ryan (2013). A Theory of Systemic 
Design. Relating Systems Thinking and 
Design 2013. www.systemic-design.net

- Based on Bruce Mau (1998)


