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“The greatest threat in times of turbulence is not the turbulence; it 

is to act with yesterday’s logic.” Peter F. Drucker4   

 

What is designCAPITALIA? 

designCAPITALIA is ‘a framework for individually and/or collectively making informed 

decisions about how to change our present, and so co-future by considering which 

’capitals’ we wish to grow, nourish, protect, conserve or use less. A ’capital’ is a ’stock’ of 

something. Like all stocks it can increase or decrease, in which case it is subject to an 

inward or outward ’flow’, or it can remain stable with no net inward or outward flow.’ 

 

PART 1 The background to the designCAPITALIA framework 

The Enlightenment, the spark of capitalism 

The roots of today’s notions of ‘capitalism’ originate in the 18th century cultural phenomenon 

called the Enlightenment, a movement which embraced reason as a means to restructure 

society and supplant the dominant modes of thought espoused by tradition and religion. The 

socio-cultural, political and philosophical effects of the Enlightenment paved the way for 

agricultural reforms and the Industrial Revolution. In 1776 Adam Smith, a social philosopher 

and leading figure of the Enlightenment in Scotland, wrote his famous treatise An Inquiry into 

the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations5, advocating unrestricted trade, accrual of 

financial and man-made capital, and betterment of the self by hard work. He argued that 

individual self-achievement, and accrual of wealth, betters everyone in society and in doing so 

he birthed the foundations of modern economic theory. He is often seen as a ‘pre’capitalist, 
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and might be a little shocked to see the shape of capitalism in the early 21st century.  Smith’s 

seminal work arrived into a world inhabited with an estimated 0.8 to 1.0billion people with a 

relatively small per capita annual material footprint. Nature looked fecund and abundant. 

Today’s global population is nearly at 6.9billion and material consumption per capita has risen 

tenfold or more, especially in the nations of the West/North. As a consequence of this material 

consumption, driven by the mantra of economic growth, our planet is showing severe stress 

symptoms in its ecosystems, across its diverse societies and, more recently, throughout the 

global(ised) economy6. For example, in the Iberian peninsula in Europe unemployment levels 

currently exceed 20-25% of the population in many regions of Portugal and Spain7, with 

substantial pockets where 50% of young people are without jobs, or the prospect of a job. 

Globally the picture is tragic with major ecosystem breakdown a real threat, global warming is 

creating significant new risks, endemic poverty remains ubiquitous across the emerging 

economies and is growing once again in the old industrial nations. Two hundred and fifty years 

of capitalism – the systematic exploitation of natural resources, human labour and economic 

power – is delivering a very uncertain present and even more unpredictable future.  

Can we change this situation into a better one? Yes, by thinking through the repercussions and 

potential consequences of our work, how we live and play, and by altering the way we design 

before we blindly commit to yet more economic growth, resource exploitation, inter-national 

competition and the continuing demands of the global markets. We can do this by carefully 

considering what type of ‘capitals’ we might affect and by extending and diversifying the range 

of capitals we bring into our contextual frame. This helps raise our awareness as to the 

potential impact of our decisions, challenges us to ask what are the relationships between 

these capitals and how do we balance them now and in the future. 

What do we mean by a ‘capital’?  

Capital is, potentially, any resource that we can deploy or use to achieve a specific purpose. 

When used as a noun its contemporary meanings embrace ideas of wealth, resources, stock, 

assets or an advantage8: 

a. Wealth in the form of money or property, used or accumulated in a business by a person, 
partnership, or corporation. 
b. Material wealth used or available for use in the production of more wealth. 
c. Human resources considered in terms of their contributions to an economy 
d. Capital stock 
e. An asset or advantage 
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The authors see the term ‘capital’ to transmit multiple meanings, including: 

 Socio-cultural symbolism (Negative) – Marginalisation, Unequal 

 Socio-cultural symbolism (Positive, Neutral, Negative) – Capitalism, Politics, Power, Value, 

Worth 

 Mechanistic financial or exchange systems  - Accrual, Distribution, Exchange, Information, 

Material, Measure, Money, Ownership, Resource, Revenue, Value 

 Systemic/system dynamics – Accrual, Diversity, Energy, Flow, Force, Hub, Information, 

Material, Node, Resource 

 Axiological (value based) – Centre-heart , Heart, Value, Worth 

However, ‘capital’ has been embraced and defined by diverse disciplines by placing an 

adjective in front of the noun. So we have ‘social capital’, ‘human capital’, ‘natural capital’, 

‘political capital’ and so on. The implication, whatever the adjective, is that there is an 

accumulation or stock of something, either tangible (for example, a natural deposit of iron ore 

rock can be measured for its potential smelted iron) or, sometimes, intangible (for example, 

‘spiritual’ capital of an individual human9). 

Capital can also be considered as finite (of a limited and pre-determined stock or resource) or 

infinite (as an unlimited stock or resource) – although time is critical element in considering the 

latter. For example, sunlight is an abiotic, non-living natural capital which appears infinite, at 

least from the timeframe of humankind’s history. 

Capital may be renewable (the stock can be renewed or regrown or reproduced in some way) 

or replenishable (consider water aquifers that are filled by rainwater permeating the rocks) or 

non-renewable (the stock once depleted cannot be renewed again). 

For the designCAPITALIA framework it is possible to consider ‘capital’ as a stock of something; 

a stock that might be tangible or intangible; a stock that can accumulate and grow or reduce 

and diminish; a stock that can disappear and re-appear; a stock that can be converted from 

one form of capital into another;  a stock that can flow from one capital to another;  a stock 

that can respond to feedback mechanisms (positive or negative)….and there are other ways 

capital can be considered. 

 

Why the [Design] reference in the Capitalia framework? 

Victor Papanek said to design is to be human10, Herbert Simon noted that we design to move 

from existing situations to preferred situations11; in short we are all designers whether 

professional, amateur or citizen. Moreover, when we design we deploy and utilise diverse 

capitals to achieve our desired result. In a finite planet, where there are limits to growth12, it is 
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essential that we explore how we currently use and could use these diverse capitals. The 

designCAPITALIA framework is therefore a means of assessing what is the wisest way to 

consider our existing capitals, how new capitals can be created, how we protect our 

diminishing capitals, and how we nourish or grow those capitals that are insufficient or already 

diminished. The framework provides us with a means to speculate what affects our (design) 

actions can have on individual capitals, the relations between capitals and the overall balance 

of all our capitals. In short, the framework provides a means to question what we are 

designing, why we are designing, what the consequences of our designing might be, and how 

we could design better for the present and for the future. It provides a fundamental 

framework for asking ‘What do we value and why?’, ‘Which capitals do we wish to grow, 

nourish, protect or diminish?’ It helps us re-evaluate and give ‘worth’ to the capitals we 

cherish today and in the future. It provides a way of establishing better relationships between 

the capitals. It is a framework for discussing how to balance and what sort of ‘trade-offs’ might 

be involved. It is a means for (co-) futuring13 and for preventing de-futuring14. It enables us to 

frame what sort of economic growth we want and for what type of economy15 (green, bio-, 

ecotech, digital, service, social, and so on). It provides a means to consider ‘co-governance’ of 

the identified capitals and a way of negotiating shifts in capital. It also enables us to identify or 

ask who benefits from growth, conservation or diminishing of capitals. 

 

A brief history of ‘capitals’ and the evolution of the designCAPITALIA framework 

Debate and concern about environmental degradation coupled to economic growth and 

consumerism in the mid 1960s to early 1970s resulted in the first global environmental 

movement. Meadows et al’s report Limits to Growth16 suggested we needed to rethink how 

we conceived and deployed capital, especially natural capital, in order to ensure future survival 

of humankind. While some of their predictions proved incorrect, others were remarkably 

accurate, such as the estimate that world population would be 6.0billion by the year 200017. By 

1987 the UN’s World Commission on the Environment and Development published their 

report Our Common Future, which included a definition of ‘sustainable development’.18This 

caused businesses and governments to examine how they could interpret ‘sustainability’, a 

debate which continues apace. By the early 2000s the design community was also showing 

how its notion of ‘sustainable design’ was evolving (see for example, Sustainable Solutions19). 

Peter James looked at how design might help a ‘sustainable business’ to create a new value 
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chain20. He asked how design might help business deal with human, social, natural and 

financial capital. By 2005 Jonathon Porriitt had created a cogent way of looking at capitals for 

sustainable business development in his book, Capitalism As If The World Matters21. He 

created the Five Capitals Framework with the UK’s Forum for the Future and named his five 

capitals as natural, human, social, manufactured and financial capital. Fuad-Luke expanded this 

five capitals framework to ten capitals, by including terms emanating from the world of design, 

adding cultural, symbolic, institutional, physical goods and physical infrastructure capitals22. He 

subsequently modified and expanded his framework to six key capitals and 29 sub-capitals, 

and demonstrated how it was possible to quantify and qualify the impact of design capital, 

demonstrating this with reference to social capital)23. The current designCAPITALIA framework 

is the result of four iterative workshops, held between December 2011 and May 2012, 

facilitated by Fuad-Luke with the doctoral students at Aalto ARTS, Aalto University, Finland.  

The next iteration is by ‘the people’ as the framework is now available as Open Source under a 

Creative Commons licence.  
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PART 2 How to use the designCAPITALIA framework 

designCAPITALIA is a card-based ‘game’ to enable the construction of a relational model of 

‘capitals’ for a chosen context, project, community or place. It involves negotiation about ideas 

of balance, relationships, interaction, movement, driving forces, tensions, perspective changes 

or shifts, potential capacity and the relative worth or value of each capital. It raises awareness 

about our present conditions and how our decisions and actions can impact on the near- and 

far-futures. Most importantly designCAPITALIA provides a tool to orientate our purpose, 

actions and effectiveness. 

There are six KEY CAPITALS in two DOMAINS. The first domain is NATURAL capital, expressed in 

our natural ecology, and split into two key capitals: 

 Natural Biotic or Living capital 

 Natural Abiotic or Non-living capital 

The second domain is ANTHROPOCENTRIC capitals, expressed in our human ecology, and split 

into four key capitals: 

 Human capital 

 Social capital 

 Public capital 

 Commercial capital 

 

Figure 1. The two domains and six key capitals of the designCAPITALIA framework 



The two domains merge into an integrated Natural Human Ecology connecting all forms of key 

capitals into an inter-dependent framework. 

Defining the Key Capitals 

These definitions should be seen as a guide, rather than ‘definitive’. Everyone should feel 

comfortable adjusting or modifying these definitions, indicating why and how they have been 

amended. 

Here’s how we currently understand the Key Capitals: 

Key capital Definition Source(s) & Notes 

Natural Biotic or 
Living 

‘Any living plant, animal or other 
life-form which contributes to the 
world’s ecosystems which provide 
resources and ecosystem services 
such as recycling waste or 
regulating climate’ 
 

Alastair Fuad-Luke (AFL) 
This corresponds with Simon 
Dresner’s ‘eco-spheric natural 
capital’24 

Natural Abiotic or 
Non-living 

‘Any non-living component which 
contributes to the world’s 
ecosystems and provides 
ecosystem services. Abiotic capital 
includes geological, hydrological, 
atmospheric and solar resources’ 
 

AFL - this corresponds with 
Simon Dresner’s ‘non-
ecospheric natural capital’ 
although he tends to only 
include mineral reserves25 

Anthropocentric -
Human 

Human capital….‘any one 
individual’s physical, intellectual, 
emotional and spiritual capacities’ 
and can include ‘cultural capital’  
 

JonathOn Porritt’s original 
definition with ‘cultural capital 
added by AFL26 

Anthropocentric -
Social 

‘Social capital …concerns 
connections between and within 
social networks that encourage 
civic engagement, engender trust, 
create mutual support, establish 
norms, contribute to communal 
health, cement shared interests, 
facilitate individual or collective 
action, and generate reciprocity 
between individuals and between 
individuals and a community.’ 
 

AFL27 – this is a ‘catch all’ 
definition. There are 
substantive texts written 
about diverse forms of social 
capital, for example, by Pierre 
Bourdieu, Robert Puttnam, 
John Field, and more. 

Anthropocentric -
Public 

‘Any capital owned or managed or 
governed by the state, on behalf of 
the people,  at national, regional 

AFL 
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and local levels. This includes 
buildings, infrastructure, 
intellectual property, financial 
assets and others. ‘ 
 

Anthropocentric -
Commercial 

‘Any capital owned or managed by 
private individuals in corporations, 
companies and enterprises. This 
includes buildings, infrastructure, 
intellectual property, financial 
assets, man-made goods, and/or 
manufacturing facilities and 
others.’  
 

AFL 

 

Introducing the Sub Capitals 

Each Key Capital can be further sub-divided into Sub Capitals. Some of the Sub Capitals are common 

to more than one Key Capital. 

Here is the current list we have complied: 

Key capital Sub capital Definition Source(s) & Notes 

Natural Biotic or 
Living 

Terrestrial 
biodiversity 

The degree of variation of life 
forms within a given species, 
ecosystem, biome, or an 
terrestrial area, or an entire 
planet. Biodiversity is a 
measure of the health of 
ecosystems.’ 

Adapted from 
‘biodiversity’, 
Wikipedia28 

Terrestrial 
carrying 
capacity 

‘The ability of an area of land 
to support all life forms and 
their populations, including 
humankind, by persistently 
supporting the load or 
demand on that land without 
decreasing its capacity to 
support in the future’ 

AFL – a composite 
definition referring 
to literature on 
‘carrying capacity’. 
When specifically 
referring to humans 
the term ‘ecological 
footprinting’ is 
applied, but even the 
best methodologies 
only allow small 
fractions of 
ecologically 
productive land for 
non-human species. 

Aquatic or 
marine 
biodiversity 

The degree of variation of life 
forms within a given species, 
ecosystem, biome, or an 
acquatic or marine area, or an 

Adapted from 
‘biodiversity’, 
Wikipedia 
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entire planet. Biodiversity is a 
measure of the health of 
ecosystems.’ 

Aquatic or 
marine 
carrying 
capacity 

‘The ability of an area of water 
to support all life forms and 
their populations, including 
humankind, by persistently 
supporting the load or 
demand on that water  
without decreasing its 
capacity to support in the 
future’ 

AFL, see above. 

Natural Abiotic 
or Non-Living 

Geological – 
energy 
minerals 

‘Includes all the ‘fossil’ fuels 
such as oil, coal, natural gas, 
tarsands, uranium or other ore 
deposits for nuclear fuels’ 

AFL 

Geological – 
non-energy 
minerals 

‘Includes all geological strata 
that are not used for the 
purposes of generating 
energy’ 

AFL 

Geological – 
precious or 
rare minerals 

‘Includes precious metals such 
as gold, silver, platinum and 
titanium, but also lesser 
known minerals such as 
beryllium, lithium, rare earths, 
and others used in electronic 
and electrical equipment’ 

AFL 

Hydrological ‘Includes all forms of potable 
and non-potable water, in 
fresh-water, brackish or salt-
water environments, plus all 
atmospheric water and water 
bound in geological strata.’ 

AFL 

Atmospheric ‘Includes all forms of 
atmospheric gases and 
particles. Of special 
importance are oxygen, 
carbon dioxide, nitrogen-
based gases, ozone and 
methane.’ 

AFL 

Solar ‘Includes all incoming solar 
radiation, in particular from 
the sun, and across the 
spectral range.’ 

AFL 

Anthropocentric 
- Human 

Mental/ 
psychological 
or intellectual 

“...the mode of being of the 
new intellectual can no longer 
consist in eloquence…but in 
active participation in practical 
life, as a constructor, 
organizer, 'permanent 
persuader' and not just a 

Antonio Gramsci – all 
people are ‘organic 
intellectuals’. 



simple oratore…” 

Physical/ 
physiological 

‘The sum of our physiognomy 
and our abilities to perform 
physical tasks’ 

AFL 

Emotional ‘Emotional capital as the set of 
emotional competencies 
which constitute a resource 
inherent to the person, useful 
for the personal, professional 
and organizational 
development and takes part in 
social cohesion, to personal, 
social and economic success’ 

Bénédicte Gendron, 
200429 

Spiritual ‘Spiritual capital adds to the 
dimension of our shared 
meanings and values and 
ultimate purposes. It 
addresses those concerns we 
have abot what it means to be 
humand and the ultimate 
meaning and purpose of 
human life’ 

Danah Zohar30 

Symbolic ‘Resources available to an 
individual on the basis of 
honour, prestige or 
recognition’ 

Pierre Bourdieu31 

Cultural Forms of knowledge, skills, 

education, and advantages that 

a person has, which give them 

a higher status in society. 

Pierre Bourdieu32 

Anthropocentric 
- Social 

Symbolic ‘In the same way that an 
individual can accrue symbolic 
capital, so can a social group 
or organisation have resources 
available on the basis of 
honour, prestige and 
recognition’ 

AFL , see Human 
capital – symbolic 
above. 

Cultural ‘Forms of knowledge, skills, 
education, and advantages 
that a social group or 
organisation has, which give 
them a higher status in 
society’. 

AFL Extending the 
notion of cultural 
capital from just 
applying to 
individuals, as 
defined by  Bourdieu 
1986 The Forms of 
Capital33 and 
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suggesting that the 
same can apply to 
social groups or 
organisations. 

Economic ‘Any financial or other asset 
with financial value that 
belongs to a social group or 
organisation’ 

AFL 

Political ‘The ability and capacity of a 
social group or organisation to 
effect change in civic society’ 

AFL 

Infrastructure ‘The social networks, 
structures and assets that 
enable social communication 
and cohesion’ 

AFL 

Intellectual – 
Property 

‘IP that is commonly owned by 
a social group or organisation 
or by an entire society or 
shared amongst societies  (the 
Intellectual Commons) 

AFL 

Anthropocentric 
- Public 

Economic ‘Includes financial, operational 
or working, circulating, 
venture capitals and any 
financial asset’ 

AFL 

Political ‘The ability and capacity of 
public governance structures 
and organisations to effect 
change in political and civic 
society’ 

AFL 

Infrastructure ‘Any resource that contributes 
but is not consumed in the 
process of delivering services 
or goods to the public and is 
owned by the public’ 

AFL 

Intellectual – 
Property and 
Data 

‘IP and data that is commonly 
owned but managed or 
governed by public groups or 
organisations on behalf of the 
public’ 

AFL 

Anthopocentric 
- Commercial 

Man-made 
goods 

‘Goods made by hand or 
machine for a private 
commercial enterprise’ 

AFL 

Manufactured ‘Tools, machines, buildings…’ Forum for the 
Future34 
…as viewed in 
processes of 
production 

Infrastructure ‘Any resource that contributes Adapted from Forum 
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but is not consumed in the 
production process’ 

for the Future35 
It could include 
networks of 
hardware/software, 
processes, networks 

Economic ‘Includes financial, operational 
or working, circulating, 
venture capitals and any 
financial asset’ 

AFL 

Intellectual ‘Includes patents, trademarks, 
registered designs, copyrights, 
or other legally protectable 
form of Intellectual Property 
including brand value’ 

AFL 

Political ‘The ability and capacity of 
private commercial structures 
and organisations to effect 
change in political and civic 
society’ 

AFL 

 

The authors recognise that the reader might have other interpretations and definitions for 

existing Key Capitals and Sub Capitals, or indeed can think of capitals which we have not yet 

identified and ‘named’. To encourage additional capitals to be added to the framework we 

supply ‘blank’ cards for the ‘game’ to which the reader can add their own ‘capitals’. 

 

Playing and modelling with designCAPITALIA 

There are three phases to playing and modelling with the designCAPITALIA: 

Descriptive 

Step1. Select a context – for example a case study or project, a community (of practice, of 

interest, of place…), a place (or location/locale). 

Step 2. Create a mind map or context map, and indicate the boundaries to your context (where 

does the context stop and start, or where do you see the boundaries of the system(s) relevant 

to the context?) 

Interpretive 

Step 3. Select the Key capitals and Sub capitals that you think are relevant to your chosen 

context. Lay the cards out on a large sheet of paper. 

Step 4. Arrange the capitals in relationships which are meaningful to you. How are they 

related? How are they orientated to each other? Are some more important that others? 
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Step 5. Build a model of the capitals for your context. It can be a physical 3D model or you can 

arrange the cards in a particular way. What do you notice about the relationships between 

your capitals? 

Synthesis 

Step 5. Now ask yourself ‘Which capitals do I want to grow, to nourish, to protect or conserve 

and which capitals do I wish to diminish or reduce?’ If you grow one capital, what effect might 

it have on the other capitals in your model. 

Of course the next step is to apply the framework to your own project whether it is in the 

conceptual or planning stage or is an existing, real life, project… 

 

Applying designCAPITALIA in practice 

designCAPITALIA provides a framework to explore the capitals present in any specified context. 

It allows reflection on our present conditions. It can also be applied to look at our past 

conditions and to think about our future conditions. Most importantly it asks us to be aware of 

our potential impact on diverse capitals when we consider changing the conditions from the 

present state to a new state.  

designCAPITALIA can be used to identify existing capitals. Aspirations can be set for a project in 

terms of growing, nourishing, protecting or conserving and diminishing or reducing capitals. 

Once identified, we can quantitatively and/or qualitiatively measure the existing capitals. We 

can then re-measure any changes to these capitals after our (design) interventions or projects 

have been implemented. Did we get the desired new balance of capitals or not? If not, why 

not? 

designCAPITALIA 

ENJOY using designCAPITALIA which is an Open Source, Creative Commons framework! 

 

Endnotes 

We welcome feedback, comments, reflections and, of course, case studies or projects where 

designCAPITALIA was applied. Please email alastair.fuad-luke@aalto.fi. Thanks. 
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