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Transition design: Elements of practice

Michelle A. Miller 

Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO), Canberra, Australia

ABSTRACT
Transition Design (TD), a discipline framed by Irwin, Kossoff, 
and Tonkinwise in 2015, integrates design-informed 
approaches with systems change, transitions research, and 
grassroots action to address societal challenges. Ten years 
post-inception, this study examines TD in practice through 
35 empirical cases. Although working from common ele-
ments of practice, the cases often depart from the TD 
Framework method demonstrated in the flagship Ojai case. 
Reasons are varied, with practitioners looking outside design 
as well as drawing from creative and material practices 
within design. Modifications were needed, for instance, to 
engage with non-Western cultures, incorporate Indigenous 
worldviews and other forms of knowledge, and facilitate 
‘ontological openness’. Tensions emerge as practitioners 
leverage the opportunities available to them, discrete pieces 
of work, and short-term funding toward long-term systems 
transformation. It is clear, however, that TD has opened 
space for a growing range of practices that put design in 
service of progressing transitions.

Introduction: A design practice for transitions

Transition Design (TD), introduced as a Provocation in 2015 by Irwin, Kossoff, 
and Tonkinwise (2015), is a discipline that integrates design approaches with 
systems change, transitions research, and grassroots action to address socie-
tal challenges. Kossoff and Irwin (2022, 22) describe TD as a ‘transdisciplinary 
field aimed at addressing complex (wicked) problems that manifest in culture 
and place-specific ways’ through ‘systems level change—change that is coor-
dinated across multiple societal sectors at multiple levels of scale over long 
arcs of time’. TD offers a co-creative lens to the transition tasks of under-
standing dynamics, identifying ‘leverage for guiding societal transitions’, and 
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developing ‘agency’ in driving processes of systems change (Hebinck et  al. 
2022, 1009). By integrating ‘design’s core competencies (visualization, proto-
typing and form-giving) with user-centred, social and generative research 
methods’ (Irwin, Tonkinwise, and Kossoff 2020, 33), TD supports leverage and 
agency through propositional, materialising approaches for making sense of 
and ‘changing reality’ (Swann 2002)—together.

Ten years post-inception, this study analyses 35 empirical TD cases. Among 
the cases, several follow the emerging Transition Design approach (Irwin 2018, 
2019), demonstrated by the flagship Ojai case (Irwin and Kossoff 2017a, 2017b). 
Several cases either modify or take a different approach, opening questions 
about TD scope. The analysis highlights rich, diverse areas of practice (like 
futuring), practice dynamics, and opportunities for further development of TD.

The transition design approach

Over the past decade, the TD body of knowledge has been steadily develop-
ing among the TD framers and a growing cohort of researchers and practi-
tioners. The TD approach (Irwin 2018), consisting of the TD Framework and TD 
Phases (Figure 1), sets out a conceptual model for TD. The TD Framework 
(Irwin, Kossoff, and Tonkinwise 2015) specifies four areas of knowledge, 
action, and self-reflection: visions, theories of change, posture and mindset, 
and new ways of designing (2015, 7). Providing a vital foundation for the 
emerging discipline, the TD Framework named a gap in design, established 
TD amongst other disciplines, and carved out space to explore via practice.

The three TD Phases (Irwin 2018, 971–984) specify distinct practice stages 
e.g. reframing present and future, designing interventions, and waiting and 
observing. In describing the TD phases, Irwin articulated an activity sequence 
that provides detail for how the TD approach can work in practice. That activ-
ity sequence is referred to here as the Framework method (Figure 1), as 
termed by Cowart and Maione (2022, 38) and as first demonstrated in the 
Ojai case (Irwin and Kossoff 2017a, 2017b).

Anticipating growth and evolution over time, TD framers emphasized that 
methodology was not fixed and stated intent ‘to develop this area with the 
help of other educators, practitioners, and researchers’ (Irwin, Kossoff, and 
Tonkinwise 2015, 4).

Method

This study proceeded in three steps: 1) finding empirical cases, 2) coding and 
tabulating practices, and 3) theming. Inclusive of the Ojai case, 35 cases were 
identified. The first step, finding cases, was not straightforward. The search 
term ‘transition design’ procured millions of results that resisted filtering to a 
manageable scope. Furthermore, as observed by Van Selm and Mulder (2019, 
331), ‘projects are not always carried out under the flag of transition design’.
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After some experimentation, I found that reverse searching two TD publi-
cations mentioning practices produced results. I used both Web of Science 
and Google Scholar, with Google Scholar providing better results. The search 
(Table 1) was repeated in January 2025 to include 2024 publications. Prior to 
this study, a colleague shared the Ojai case and I found the Future of Fish 
case (Dahle 2019) in a general TD literature scan. Two cases came from my 
research cluster (Crofts 2025; Kashyap, Svejkar, and Tonkinwise 2024).

Search results were filtered for three requirements: 1) empirical cases 2) 
defined as TD, TD plus other approaches (like participatory design), or related 

Figure 1.  The Transition Design Approach, adapted from Irwin, Kossoff, and Tonkinwise 
(2015) and Irwin (2018), and the Framework Method (Irwin 2018, 971–984).

Table 1. L iterature search.
Reference cited Web of science Google scholar

Irwin, T. (2015). Transition Design: A Proposal for a New Area of Design 
Practice, Study, and Research. Design and Culture, 7(2), 229–246. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/17547075.2015.1051829

130 (2024)
29 (2025)

620 (2024)
120 (2025)

Irwin, T. (2018). The emerging Transition Design approach. Design 
Research Society 2018: Catalyst. University of Limerick 25th – 28th 
June 2018. doi: 10.21606/dma.2017.210.

N/A 152 (2024)
75 (2025)

The Irwin 2018 search also returned papers citing:
Irwin, T. (2019). The Emerging Transition Design Approach. Cuadernos del 

Centro de Estudios de Diseño y Comunicación (73). https://doi.
org/10.18682/cdc.vi73.1043

Total papers scanned 1126

https://doi.org/10.1080/17547075.2015.1051829
https://doi.org/10.21606/dma.2017.210
https://doi.org/10.18682/cdc.vi73.1043
https://doi.org/10.18682/cdc.vi73.1043


4 M. A. MILLER

(like design for transitions), and 3) named practices. Papers referencing the 
same case were counted as one, with non-duplicate practices tabulated (for 
instance Hyysalo, Lukkarinen, et  al. (2019) and Hyysalo, Marttila, et  al. (2019)). 
Because TD builds toward ‘ecologies of interventions’, cases sometimes 
included multiple projects, as in Wallace (2019), Samuels-Ballantyne (2020), 
Juri et  al. (2021) and Miller (2024).

The cases identified represent a broad sampling but cannot claim to be 
comprehensive. For instance, the search covers academic but not grey lit-
erature, potentially leaving some aspects overemphasized or unaddressed 
(like professional practice). Cases were excluded, for instance, where pdfs 
could not be retrieved (7) or for languages I cannot read, like Spanish—
although four cases originate from Spanish-speaking countries. No cases 
emerged for Central, Southern, or Southeast Asia, the Arabian Peninsula, or 
Africa. The reasons for such limitations are unclear and could be a product 
the search method, TD not being adopted (yet), or other factors. Future 
studies should aim for an even broader distribution to better understand 
diverse cultural dimensions of practice. Despite these limitations, the study 
covers cases in 17 countries (and 1 global case), which is sufficient for 
highlighting major trends in TD practice and areas for future research and 
practice.

The second step, coding and tabulating practices, drew upon a review 
of 17 process frameworks which named 15 activities relevant to TD (Miller 
2024, 125–160). With these activities serving as initial codes i.e. following 
thematic analysis methods (Bryman 2015; Lester, Cho, and Lochmiller 
2020), different practices could be tabulated. Because practices are myriad, 
unclear terms were tabulated out of caution. For similar reasons, practices 
may have been missed. Codes were iterated based on case usage, result-
ing in an updated set of 12 practice types (Table 2, Table 3). Formats and 
methodological origins were also tabulated. Methods were identified 
inductively.

Overview of the cases

TD examples have been steadily accumulating over the past 10 years (Figure 2), 
with a dip in 2021 potentially attributable to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Cases originate from around the world. Some cases feature more than one 
location or take a global view (Figure 3).

Case topics range from water to agrifood, energy, mobility, policy, product 
systems, and more (Figure 4).

Findings: Elements of TD practice

The cases could have been analysed several ways, for instance by context, 
stakeholders, participation, or capabilities. This study focused on tabulating 



The Design Journal 5

practices to establish how TD is being applied. The resulting catalogue is 
organised here by practices, formats, methods, and methodological origins—
key elements of practice.

Practices

Thirteen different practice types (Table 2), each encompassing diverse practices, 
reveal TD’s designerly tilt in catalysing systems change for transitions.

Table 2.  Tabulated practices.
Practice type Description Frequently mentioned practices

Data collection 
(Discovery)

Orienting to context, gathering 
data

(33) Design research, desktop research, semi-structured 
interviews, expert consultation

Facilitation methods Designing and managing group 
processes for dialogue, 
collaboration, and co-creation

(33) Workshops, focus groups, panels, facilitated dialogue. 
Researchers supporting facilitators (2)

Embodied, relational, 
and grounding 
activities

Forming connections, 
relationships. Physically 
connecting, grounding. 
Accessing wisdom in the 
body, place, and 
community.

(14) total:
•	 Meals, icebreakers, impromptu networking; slower pace, 

unstructured dialogue, conviviality (14)
•	 Embodied practices (8) like breathing exercises, 

bodystorming, role playing, live prototyping, using objects 
to understand systems

•	 Connecting to place, caring for country (2)
Stakeholder and 

network mapping
Establishing who/what may be 

involved and impacted, their 
connections

(14) Including mapping stakeholders (6), their concerns (6), 
relations (5), cooperation and conflict (1)

Sensemaking 
(general)

Methods for analysing and 
synthesizing data

(25) practices mentioned, including user personas or 
typologies (10), identifying challenges and root causes 
(7), thematic analysis (5)

Systems 
sensemaking and 
mapping

Developing understanding of a 
system. Often aided by 
visualisation

(22) including frameworks like Multi-Level Perspective (10), 
STEEP analysis framework (8), Meadows’ Leverage Points 
(6). Problem or system mapping (17), causal loop 
diagrams (2)

Futuring and 
visioning

Stimulating imagination for 
alternative futures

(29) Including narratives, storytelling (21), backcasting (8), 
scenario methods (7)

Framing opportunity 
and pathways

Identifying promising pathways 
and areas to intervene

(23) including:
•	 Framing, reframing (7)
•	 Pathways (7)
•	 Theory of Change (5)
•	 Ecologies of intervention or similar (6)

Generative ideation Creating ideas, concepts for 
re-solving challenges

(18) including:
•	 Card sets (8)
•	 Idea generation (5)
•	 Generative tools, canvases (5)

Materialising, 
testing, and 
iterating

Developing experimental and 
real interventions to 
influence change, observe 
what works

(30) including
•	 Prototype testing (14)
•	 Undertaking interventions (11)
•	 Enabling others to intervene (11)
•	 Experimenting (9)

Participatory 
decision-making

Navigating choices together (6) including prioritisation (3), voting (2)

Reflection, learning, 
and evaluation

Intentional learning processes (15) including:
•	 Individual (self ) reflection (10)
•	 Group-based (7)
•	 Data-based (7)

Multimedia 
communications 
and outputs

Creative media supporting 
communication, transparency, 
participation, documentation, 
dissemination

(27) including:
•	 Pre-reading, presentation materials (6)
•	 Collaboration tools/materials (16), like Miro (8)
•	 Engagement channels (5) like Zoom/Teams (3)
•	 Outputs (19) – Videos (5), reports (4), templates (4)
•	 Dissemination channels (11) like online tools, websites (6)
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Figure 2. E mpirical cases by year. NOTE: 2024 scan included one case published in 2025.

Figure 3.  Map of cases (World map graphic by Freepik).

Figure 4.  Cases by topic.

Formats

Analysis highlighted seven formats e.g. unit of work or mechanism through 
which TD is enacted. Some cases used multiple formats. Critically, a format is 
often the ‘thing’ that gets funded. Formats included:
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Table 3. S ummary of methods.

•	 Workshops (20)—Sometimes as a series
•	 Projects and programs (11)—Targeting a deliverable or outcome
•	 Platform (2)—A ‘bounded space’ for broad engagement (Virtual/physical, 

temporary/long-term)
•	 Lab (2)—An ‘open space’ for longitudinal innovation and experimenta-

tion (Virtual/physical)
•	 Catalyst model (2)—Systems change incubation. Investing in, amplify-

ing the work of changemakers
•	 Personal practice/life projects (2)—An individual’s design practice or 

life as the locus of experimentation and transformation, extending into 
professional/social projects

•	 Studio (8)—Design education format with unique limits and freedoms

Methods

To identify methods, or recurring configurations of practices and formats, 
cases were clustered by similar approaches. This resulted in three clusters, 
comprised of 10 sub-clusters (Table 3). Two clusters diverged from the TD 
Framework method.
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Cluster 1) TD Framework method
The Framework method, as described previously, provided early guidance for 
practice. Some cases followed the Framework method closely whilst others 
adapted it. For instance, one case combined the Framework method with 
frame innovation (Kashyap, Svejkar, and Tonkinwise 2024). Whereas most 
Framework method cases were workshop-based, the SARAS Cycle (Juri et  al. 
2022) used a platform format to cultivate ‘ecologies of interventions’ through 
workshops and sub-projects.

The extent to which cases adapted the Framework method determined two 
sub-clusters:

•	 TD Framework method (7) – Cases following the emerging TD approach, 
including the Ojai case (Chen 2023; Chen, Kočí, and Tian 2024; Iwabuchi 
2020; Jarrell et  al. 2024; Juri et  al. 2021; Onafuwa and Patel 2022).

•	 Adapted TD Framework method (4) – Cases combining the Framework 
method with other approaches to suit context and culture, like working 
with Indigenous peoples and worldviews (Juri et  al. 2022; Kashyap, 
Svejkar, and Tonkinwise 2024; Kong, Teng, and Liu 2024; McKendry 2024).

Cluster 2) method specific to a phase or intervention
Rather than rejecting cases that did not follow the Framework method, this 
analysis asks how are these TD examples—as their authors describe? The 
cases in this cluster focus on a phase or intervention:

•	 Design of process (1)—This case sets principles and guidance for 
‘self-design’ as a precursor to further work (Ekmekçioğlu and Özkaraman 
Şen 2018)

•	 Framing (2)—Also as a preliminary step, these cases use participatory 
processes to frame challenges (Clausen and Gunn 2020; McCrory et  al. 
2021)

•	 Futures (7)—Futuring, a discipline itself, is frequently funded stand-
alone. Diverse practices are represented: experiential futures, design 
fictions (Cowart and Maione 2022); glimpses of the future (Gaziulusoy 
and Ryan 2017); stories of everyday life, foresight analysis, scenarios, 
gamification (von Flittner et  al. 2022); narratives, visual collage (Gianelli 
et  al. 2024); a storybook and letters from future citizens (Lee et  al. 
2024); a visioning board including short, mid, and long-term goals (Lin 
et  al. 2024); and speculative scenarios (Spurr and Carrasco 2024).

•	 Developing transition interventions (9)—Cases focusing on interven-
tions, like policy and governance (Culén 2023; Hyysalo, Marttila, et  al. 
2019; Hyysalo, Perikangas, et  al. 2019; Lähteenoja et  al. 2023) or 
product-service systems (Culén et  al. 2023; Karahasanovic et  al. 2020; 
Mok and Gaziulusoy 2018; Süngü 2019).
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Cluster 3) methods for building agency and transition capacity
These cases combined multiple formats and interventions to build collective 
or individual agency for transitions. Sub-clusters include:

•	 Amplifying change-making (3)—These cases support positive devi-
ance and link change-making activities for greater impact. Like a 
systems-change incubator, the Future of Fish case amplified the work 
of changemakers to address global overfishing (Dahle 2019). Using a 
symposium as crucible, another case convened local changemakers, 
introduced TD, and activated a network (Costa Gomez 2019). A third 
case sought to amplify the work of changemakers to increase transi-
tion to regenerative agriculture (Miller 2024).

•	 Design activism (1)—This case (Crofts 2025) facilitated community 
participation in energy transition dialogues.

•	 Redesign of everyday life through personal practice (2)—In these 
cases, the starting point for transformation was personal life and 
everyday behaviours. These cases incorporated other methodological 
influences, including redirective practice (Wallace 2019), conviviality, 
and ontological design (Samuels-Ballantyne 2020).

Methodological origins

TD was influenced by multiple sources, like Socio-Technical Regime Theory, 
Post-Normal Science, Social Practice Theory, Human Scale Development, 
Social Ecology, Social Psychology, Critique of Everyday Life, and Living 
Systems/Complexity theory (Irwin, Kossoff, and Tonkinwise 2015, 9). Cases 
also drew upon other methodological origins (Table 4).

Some methodological origins here may seem interchangeable. However, 
each has distinct historical, philosophical, theoretical and/or disciplinary ori-
gins, with implications for practice. Consider, for instance, multidisciplinary 
versus co-design approaches. In a multidisciplinary approach, disciplines work 
separately e.g. on their part of a solution (Schmalz, Janke, and Payne 2019). 
In co-design, people work together to co-create interventions, but—depend-
ing on the interpretation—the approach may not be multidisciplinary, trans-
disciplinary, or involve people with lived experience. These disciplines also 
contain live debates, like those among scholars of transformations, transi-
tions, adaptation and resilience about what matters in navigating sys-
tems change.

Discussion

Looking across 10 years of empirical application provides insight into five 
dynamics of TD practice.



10 M. A. MILLER

Transformations and transitions

Although the term transition is in the TD name, the visions that TD calls for 
align with the concept of transformation as described by the transformation 
community—highlighting a practice dynamic in the cases. Hölscher, Wittmayer, 
and Loorbach (2018, 2) explain that transformation encompasses ‘large-scale 
changes in whole societies’ with attention to power dynamics, justice, chang-
ing how humans relate to and impact nature, emerging risks and distur-
bances, and ‘avoid[ing] undesirable transformations’ (1–2). Meanwhile, 
transition ‘denote[s] fundamental social, technological, institutional and 

Table 4.  Methodological origins.
Category Description Methodological origins named

Participation Who is involved, how and why Participatory
Multidisciplinary
Transdisciplinary
Co-design
Co-creation
Knowledge co-production
Action research
Convergence research

Transitions Knowledge and practice domains seeking 
to understand, influence, manage, or 
adapt to change in complex systems

Transitions
Transformations
Adaptation and resilience
Systems Thinking
Social impact
Community development
Organisational development
Living Systems/Complexity Theory

Futuring Methodologies for engaging with the 
future

Foresight
Futures
Forecasting
Backcasting
Critical design
Speculative futures
Design fiction
Experiential futures
Causal layered analysis
Art-Science

Design innovation Co- approaches for designing innovation 
and change

Strategic design innovation
Human-centered design
User-centred design
Service design
Social innovation
Frame creation
Gameful thinking

Ontological 
openness

Supporting the capacity of oneself and 
others to recognise and respect 
realities and worlds, forms of 
knowledge, and ways of being beyond 
one’s own, from Emmanouil (2017)

Holistic approaches
Post-human positionality
Biopsychosocial, integrative frameworks
Feminism
Activism
Ontological design
Redirective practice
Pluriversal design
Reflective practice
Nomadic practices
Decolonising design
Indigenous worldviews and ways of being
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economic change from one societal regime or dynamic equilibrium to 
another’ and ‘has been mainly employed to analyse changes in societal sub-
systems (e.g. energy, mobility, cities) (1–2). With its emphasis on the redesign 
of everyday life and ‘human scale, place-based, but globally connected’ 
visions in which ‘communities…are in symbiotic relationships to the ecosys-
tems within which they are embedded’ (Irwin, Kossoff, and Tonkinwise 2015, 
7), TD proffers transformational concepts of the future. The cases that focus 
on the Redesign of Everyday Life (Samuels-Ballantyne 2020; Wallace 2019) and 
some of the cases using Futures methods, like experiential futures (Cowart 
and Maione 2022), speculative or critical design (Culén 2023; Culén et  al. 
2023; Spurr and Carrasco 2024), and design fiction (Iwabuchi 2020), exemplify 
this orientation to transformation.

At least 17 cases, however, work to change the status quo from within a 
societal sub-system whilst cultivating visions of vastly changed futures—bridg-
ing concepts of transitions and transformations. This dynamic in TD practice 
perhaps illustrates why Hölscher, Wittmayer, and Loorbach (2018, 2) character-
ise transitions and transformations not as ‘dualism’ but as a ‘duality’ within 
which ‘respective approaches and perspectives can enrich each other’. For 
instance, one case that delivers a national sustainable development strategy 
(Lähteenoja et  al. 2023) and two cases focused on transition pathways and 
conditions for energy transitions (Hyysalo, Marttila, et  al. 2019; Hyysalo, 
Perikangas, et  al. 2019) gently nudge how power is held through co-design 
and use governance for transformational purposes. Two of the cases that 
amplify changemaking (Dahle 2019; Miller 2024) both hold an overarching 
vision of a transformed relationship between humans and nature (respectively, 
sustainable fishing and regenerative agriculture) whilst supporting positive 
deviance at key opportunity areas (leverage points) to influence systems 
change. Reflecting on the question as to how these cases are all examples of 
TD, perhaps the distinction is not between transformation versus transition, but 
rather how transformation is sought in a case, including through transitions.

Influencing scale—from wherever you are

Another dynamic confronting practice is that transformative systems change 
goes beyond any one person, group, project/initiative, sector, or even societal 
sub-system. Through the lens of scale dynamics, we see that people tended 
to start where they were, use what they had, and influence what they could, 
to re-phrase a Permaculture principle. In terms of scale, cases focused on 
place and everyday life (cross-industry/sector) or place and specific indus-
tries/sectors, but not all three at once. Among the cases, 11 centred on 
place-based industry transitions, 6 focused on specific industries across scales, 
15 undertook place-based or context-based challenges, and 3 explored every-
day life (multi-sector/industry).
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This dynamic of scale applies beyond TD cases. Increasingly, ‘multi-scalar’ 
(Halonen, Kuhmonen, and Albrecht 2025), multi-actor, multi-dimensional (Köhler 
et  al. 2019), integrated pathways (Moallemi et  al. 2024), and nexus approaches 
(Liu et  al. 2018)—which produce ecologies of interventions (Irwin 2019, 172)—
are examined in transitions research. However, it remains difficult to 1) develop 
visions that work across multiple levels of scale and 2) change multiple scales 
simultaneously. To address this dynamic, some scholars argue for bottom-up 
and top-down approaches with a variety of hybrid, complementary, and collab-
orative interactions amongst different types of actors (Conti et  al. 2025, 11–12). 
This suggests that transitions are characterised by efforts to influence systems 
change from diverse points of practice across scales but does not eliminate the 
challenge of linking ‘ecologies of interventions’.

Short-term formats vs long horizons of time

Short-term formats like workshops (20 mentions) and projects (11 mentions) 
feature heavily in the cases, but they have limits. For instance, challenges 
with accessible, flexible, broad, and inclusive engagement (Davis et  al. 2021; 
2022), a sometimes-tenuous link to action, and—critically—inherent difficul-
ties impacting long-term, systems change. The use of other formats, like lab 
catalyst models and life projects, help address short-term limitations and 
present an avenue for further innovation to achieve long-term change. 
Formats, in turn, are shaped by funding models, political cycles, and the 
dominant economic paradigm (Drew, Robinson, and Winhall 2021)—which 
also call for transformation efforts.

Postures and mindsets for working with self…and others

Discussing postures and mindsets, TD literature emphasises self. Practice also 
involves working with others on postures and mindsets. Cases engaged 
groups in posture and mindset work through reflective and reflexive prac-
tices as well as embodied, relational, and grounding activities, like the use of 
physical senses and capabilities (particularly in ‘sensing’ and ‘making’ activi-
ties), to breathe, be present, connect, and be in relation with one another 
and with place.

Many cases adapting the Framework method did so to better work with 
other cultures and worldviews. Practitioners supplemented the TD approach 
to help themselves and participants see more holistically and respect other 
ways of being i.e. facilitating ontological openness (Emmanouil 2017). For 
instance, concepts of time, use of frameworks, the normative direction of sus-
tainability transitions, and futures approaches can be problematic for inclu-
sion, plurality, and immediate stakeholder needs. This led practitioners to 
modify and diversify approaches for their audiences, including engaging 
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multiple ways of knowing and forms of knowledge, to cultivate respect for 
each other and work toward common ground.

TD practitioners also enter a world of escalating socio-political tensions, 
including conflict, contestation, and polarisation. Mindsets, postures, and 
practices for navigating contested spaces are increasingly vital for TD and 
transitions more broadly. However, just two cases mapped conflict relations. 
A handful of cases described deeply divided and conflicting perspectives 
(Crofts 2025; Juri et  al. 2021; Kashyap, Svejkar, and Tonkinwise 2024; Miller 
2024; Onafuwa and Patel 2022). One starting place for deepening practice in 
this area is to draw from related readings provided by TD framers, for instance 
on the original TD seminar website (https://transitiondesignseminarcmu.net/).

Leveraging creative and material practices

The unique value proposition that design brings to transitions is evidenced 
in the cases through creative and material practices. Some of the more read-
ily understood applications of design for transitions are co- processes, sys-
tems mapping, and generating visions. Yet, design-based practices can 
enhance every aspect of transition efforts. For instance, creative practices for 
synthesising information and communicating outputs (27 mentions) proved 
vital in helping to facilitate engagement, build shared understanding, increase 
awareness, and promote dissemination, as described by Gaziulusoy and Ryan 
(2017). Materialising or ‘making’ practices like prototyping (13 mentions), 
architectural schematics (Spurr and Carrasco 2024), zine making and even 
sewing (McKendry 2024) helped render complex problems and interventions 
more accessible and discussable for case participants.

While TD has been maturing over the past 10 years, transitions research 
has changed as well. As transitions research turns more to facilitating and 
accelerating transitions (Köhler et  al. 2019, 9), there is increasing opportu-
nity for TD and design more generally to support imaging and experiment-
ing with futures, pathways, interventions, and governance together with 
other disciplines like modelling, spatial mapping, and economic analysis, 
etc. Transition Management (Loorbach 2007) and the ongoing work of 
DRIFT (https://drift.eur.nl/en/) provide a prominent example not featured in 
these cases of a group integrating design with transitions research and 
governance.

Conclusion

By cataloguing and naming elements of practice in TD cases, this study 
aims to further the intentional application, development, and impact of TD. 
This first decade of practice is perhaps just a beginning. If TD is to 

https://transitiondesignseminarcmu.net/
https://drift.eur.nl/en/
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continue maturing, the aperture circumscribing TD practice and research 
must be as wide as the scope of our dramatically changing global socio-
political dynamics. First, as discussed in the Method section, the encoun-
ters of TD practice in diverse countries and cultures should be further 
researched, together with practitioners in their own contexts, to under-
stand the reach, limits, and translations of TD. Second, whereas this study 
focused solely on TD, there is need for research into how TD practice inter-
sects with other domains, including but not limited to transitions research, 
social innovation, collective action, and development approaches. How 
might TD approaches to sensemaking, materialising, and developing prop-
ositions for redesigning everyday life and catalysing systems change pro-
vide value to, integrate with, and learn from other domains? Third, there is 
need to enable people to imagine, grapple with, and design for pluriversal 
futures—in practice, in deeply contested spaces. There is urgent need to 
draw from and contribute to the global knowledge base regarding power, 
contestation, and conflict so that TD practitioners can locate their own lim-
its, methods for care (of self and others), and approaches for easing ten-
sions to support people to negotiate creative, workable options for shared 
futures.

This paper traces the growing and evolving discipline of Transition 
Design through empirical cases—that is, through practice. By cataloguing 
and comparing 35 cases from around the world, we see dynamics in TD 
practice and areas for further research. The cases reflect ways in which TD 
practitioners are using the opportunities available to them to work toward 
transformation and systems-scale change over longer horizons of time, 
even with discrete pieces of work and short-term funding. We see attempts 
at ambitious change in small ways. The cases show practitioners reaching 
outside of design to support others to develop the postures and mindsets 
for change whilst drawing deeply from within design to leverage creative 
and material practices to influence transitions. Looking across the 35 cases 
we observe that, rather than crystallizing into a single method or set of 
practices, TD has opened space for common elements of practice to be 
configured into a growing range of methods for engaging design in service 
of transitions.
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