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The father of modern economic science & theory 

Source: Adam Smith, Wikipedia, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adam_Smith accessed 18.09.2012 

Adam Smith, 1723-1790 

Econmic 
Wealth –  
CAPITAL 

Human 
Endeavour - 

CAPITAL 

Economic growth –  
The Wealth of Nations, 1776 



Source: James, Peter (2001) Towards sustainable business?, pp78-97 in Charter & Tischner (eds)  Sustainable Solutions, 
Greenleaf Publishing, UK; adapted from Porter 1985, p37. 

design 
transforms 
capital: 

•Social 

•Financial 

•Natural 

•Human 

The sustainability octagon – naming four capitals 



 design to regenerate diverse capitals 

Source: 
http://www.cru.uea.ac.uk/tiempo/newswatch/graphics/f040927f1.jpg 

natural 

human social 

financial manufactured 

Porritt, J. (2007) Capitalism as if the World Matters, revised paperback 
edition, Earthscan, London. 



 The Five Capitals Model –what do we want to grow? 

Natural – regenerate the (local or 
distant) environment by growing 
food, forests, conserving nature 

Human – YOUR and others’ 
personal skills and abilities 

Social – (local or distant) 
community cohesion and 

resilience 

Financial – cash, assets for 
people living in (local or 

distant) community, country 

Manufactured – new capacity to 
make products or deliver 

services 

Inspired by Porritt, J. (2007) Capitalism as if the World Matters, revised paperback edition, Earthscan, London. 



Design activism as counter-narrative, counter-dialogue… 

A preliminary definition of design activism 
is ‘design thinking, imagination and practice 
applied knowingly or unknowingly to create 
a counter-narrative aimed at generating 
and balancing positive social, institutional, 
environmental and economic change’. 

Fuad-Luke, A. (2009) Design Activism: Beautiful Strangeness for A Sustainable 
World, London: Earthscan, p27. 



Holistic systems thinking: Capitals we need to nourish 

Fuad-Luke, A. (2009) Design Activism, Earthscan, London, p9. 



10 key capitals 

Fuad-Luke, A. (2009) Design Activism, Earthscan, London, p9. 



‘design capitalia’ – 5 key capitals, 29 sub-capitals 

NATURAL 
CAPITAL 

ANTHROPOCENTRIC 
CAPITAL 

Which ‘capitals’ do you 
wish to conserve, 

re-generate &/or grow? 

Biotic - Living 

Abiotic – Non-living 

Geological 
•Energy minerals 

•Non-energy minerals 
•Precious/rare minerals 

Hydrological 
Atmospheric 

Aquatic/marine 
Terrestrial 

Carrying capacity 
Ecosystem services 

Biodiversity 

Human (individual) 

Social 

Business 

Physical/physiological 
Emotional 

Mental/psychological 
Spiritual 
Symbolic 
Cultural 

Economic Symbolic 
Cultural 

Economic 
Political 

Infrastructure 
Intellectual – the Commons 

Man-made goods 
Manufactured/constructed 

Intellectual Property 
Economic assets 

Political 
Infrastructure 

Copyright Alastair Fuad-Luke, July 2011 



NATURAL 

Biotic/living 

Abiotic/non-living 

Natural ecology 

’Capitalia’ – key capitals to consider when we design 

Any living plant, animal or other life-form which 
contributes to the world’s ecosystems 

Any non-living component which contributes to the 
world’s ecosystems, including geological, 
hydrological, atmospheric and solar resources. 
 



ANTHROPOCENTRIC 
Human 

Social 

Public 

Commercial 

Human ecology 

’Capitalia’ – key capitals to consider when we design 

Human capital….‘any one 
individual’s physical, 
intellectual, emotional 
and spiritual capacities’ 
and can include ‘cultural 
capital’  
 
 (Porritt, J. 2007 
Capitalism as if the World 
Matters: 163) and (Fuad-
Luke 2009:, Design 
Activism: Beautiful 
strangeness for a 
sustainable world, 8)  
 
 



ANTHROPOCENTRIC 

Human 

Social 

Public 

Commercial 

Human ecology 

’Capitalia’ – key capitals to consider when we design 

‘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.’ 
 
(Fuad-Luke 2009:, Design 
Activism: Beautiful 
strangeness for a 
sustainable world, 7)  
 



ANTHROPOCENTRIC 

Human 

Social 

Public 

Commercial 

Human ecology 

’Capitalia’ – key capitals to consider when we design 

Any capital owned or 
managed by the state at 
national, regional and 
local levels. This 
includes buildings, 
infrastructure, 
intellectual property, 
financial assets and 
others. 
 



ANTHROPOCENTRIC 

Human 

Social 

Public 

Commercial 

Human ecology 

’Capitalia’ – key capitals to consider when we design 

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. 
 



ANTHROPOCENTRIC NATURAL 

Biotic/living 

Abiotic/non-living 

Natural ecology 

Human 

Social 

Public 

Commercial 

Natural & 
Human 
Ecology 

Human ecology 

’Capitalia’ – key capitals to consider when we design 

What are we growing, nourishing, protecting and/or diminishing? 



’Capitalia’ are relational, pull one and the others change 



’Capitalia’ are relational, grow one and the others change 



’Capitalia’ are relational, grow one and the balance changes 



3 capitals 
3 relationships 

4 capitals 
6 relationships 

6 capitals 
 15 relationships 

More capitals generates more relationships & complexity 



Playing and modelling with designCAPITALIA 

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. 
 



Defining ’capital’ 

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.’ 



Defining ’capital’ 

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.’ 
 
Capital can be: 
 
• Tangible or intangible 
• Finite or infinite 
• Renewable, replenishable or non-renewable 



designCAPITALIA – Two domains, six key capitals 

Alpha version, launched at the Open Knowledge 
Festival, Helsinki, 19.09.2012 



The capital ’cards’ 

Six KEY capitals 32 SUB capitals 



The Sub-capital ’cards’ 

SUB capital definitions Blank SUB capital cards for 
YOUR OWN definitions 



Phase I - 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). 
 



Demonstration case study - FabLabs 

• Developed by Massachusetts 
Insittute of Technology in 2000 
 
• FabLab – digital fabrication labs – 
aimed at DIYers, designers, 
engineers, electronics engineers and 
amateur robotics people 
 
• FabLabs offer rapid prototyping, 
laser cutting and other technologies 
to develop  prototypes + CADCAM 
software 
 
• Industry-grade technical equipment 
for 2D and 3D parts 
 
• Today there are many international 
Fab Labs around the globe, see 
http://fab.cba.mit.edu/about/labs/ 



What ’issues’ are being addressed by FabLabs? 

Fab Lab community, Waag society, the Netherlands 

Fab Lab equipment  



Phase I - Descriptive 

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?) 
 
What are the issues raised by FabLabs? 
Who is involved? 
What sort of resources and materials do FabLabs use? 
…and so on. 
 



Phase II - 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. 
 



Phase II - Interpretive 

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? 
 



Phase II - Interpretive 

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? 
 



Phase III - Synthesis 

Step 6. 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. 
 
….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… 
 



Thank you! 
 
Alastair Fuad-Luke 
Professor Emerging Design Practices 
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alastair.fuad-luke@aalto.fi 
Blog: http://window874.com 
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