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“..it is all towards one goal”



“..it is an icy 
slippery slope”



“..it is a statue of 
seduction”





Making Metaphors Matter 
within SOD 

Palak Dudani 
Independent Designer - Researcher 
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Soft systems approach 
“..indeterminate, uncertain and 
constantly in-!ux.” 

Complex Systems
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Decoloniality and pluriversality 
(Escobar, 2018)  

Design as care  
(Vaughan, 2018) 

Anticipatory Design 
(Poli, 2013; Celi & Morrison, 2018) 

My position: 
Complex Systems
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My position: 
Complex Systems

One system:  
Structuralist and Universalist 
(perspectives and worldviews)

As many ‘systems’ as viewers: 
Multiplicity and Plurality  
(experiences and world-truths)
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My position: 
Complex Systems

As many ‘systems’ as viewers: 
Multiplicity and Plurality  
(experiences and world-truths)
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If we approach systems as a thing 
that can be mapped, as something 
part of a bigger whole - in that 
sense systems don’t exist.  

“We don’t see the world as it is. We 
see it as we are.” 

Anaïs Nin 
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Gigamapping is identi"ed as an 
extension of the Soft System 
Methodology (Sevaldson, 2011).  

However, it’s approach suggests 
that systems can be rationally 
analysed and explicitly mapped, 
which suggests the methods to be 
structuralist. 

Complex Systems and 
limitations of Design tools

Nold, C. (2021).‘Towards a Socio-material Framework 
for Systems in Design’. UAL Social Design Institute 
working paper no.2, March 2021 
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Metaphor is a conceptual tool for 
structuring, restructuring and even 
creating reality. 

Complex Systems and 
Metaphors

Lako#, G., Johnson, M. (1980). Metaphors we Live by. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press. ISBN: 
978-0-226- 46800-6 
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Complex Systems,  
Metaphors and Design

Metaphors as negotiative and 
communicative devices that allow 
designers to engage with the fuzzy, 
indeterminate, relational, poetic, 
and emergent qualities of complex 
systems 
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Systemic design actions 

Analysing 

Locating 

Network Finding 

Mapping 

Suggesting 

Metaphor thematics 

Associating 

Embodying 

Diversifying 

Materialising 

Probing 

My paper: 
!e "ve metaphor thematics
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Master !esis:  
Case study

Norwegian housing system 
11+ diverse stakeholder groups 
SOD tools and methods 
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#1  

Analysing /  
Associating
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#1 Associating
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#1 Associating

Brings forth socially and culturally 
rooted mental models of sense 
making, o#ering a richer 
understanding of complex systems. 
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#2  

Locating /  
Embodying
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#2 Embodying
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#2 Embodying
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#2 Embodying

Metaphors are able to grasp lived 
experiences, elevating the 
embodied and uniquely place-
based understanding of complex 
systems 
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#3  

Network-"nding/  
Diversifying

A B
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#3  

Network-"nding/  
Diversifying

A B
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#3  

Network-"nding/  
Diversifying

A B
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#3 Diversifying

A B
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? ?

?

??
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#3 Diversifying
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? ?

?

??a2 b2
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? ?

?

??a2 b2

a3 b3
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Metaphors for building awareness 
of the co-existing versions of 
realities (as experienced by 
di#erent stakeholders) and its 
situatedness within a complex 
system. 
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#4  

Mapping /  
Materialising
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#4 Materialising
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#4 Materialising

Metaphors can make tangible the 
otherwise intangible qualities, 
making it possible for systemic 
designers to deliberately bring the 
softer, fuzzier and the poetic into 
the (too often) logical or pragmatic 
systems visualisations and 
framings. 
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#5 

Suggesting /  
Probing
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Metaphors

Values

System Structures 
(political, legal, "nancial 
forces)

Service 
providers /actors/ 
stakeholders

Everyday experiences 
via services

Mindset

Dudani, P. (2019). Wealth to Wellbeing: A Systems 
Exploration in Imagining Alternatives Within Housing in 
Norway. MA $esis. AHO. 
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Dudani, P. (2019). Wealth to Wellbeing: A Systems 
Exploration in Imagining Alternatives Within Housing in 
Norway. MA $esis. AHO. 

#5 Probing

“ What if we !ipped the metaphor 
at the root of the system?  

$e new metaphor can be translated 
to new values and mindsets, which 
can in!uence alternatives system-
structures, materialised through 
speculative design.”



# 4 Probing

palakdudani@gmail.com  /  Palak DudaniBrushwork by Marie Skibenes Botilsrud

mailto:palakdudani@gmail.com


Private 
Commercial 
Infrastructure

Slippery 
Slope

Solid 
Ground

Asset Mindset Access Mindset

Building 
Wealth

Identity as 
‘owner’

Individualist

Identity as 
‘neighbour’

Building 
Belonging

Collectivist

Public 
Social 

Infrastructure

Housing 
Models

The Neighbourhood 
Association

How does one work with complex systems? My process model has 
seven layers where we start from everyday experiences (in form of 
services and touchpoints), digging deeper into system dynamics 
and structures, going all the way down to values, mindsets and 
metaphors. I have used my learnings of the present day system 
and flipped them in order to arrive at the desirable/alternative 
case scenarios.

Causal layered analysis (CLA) is framework which is concerned less with predicting a 

particular future and more with opening up the present and past to create alternative 

futures. Instead on focusing on the horizontal spatiality of futures— as it usually is in 

techniques such as scenarios and back casting— it puts emphasis on the vertical, on the 

layers of analysis.

I have used this framework as an inspiration, and arranged my work within its logical and 

theortical boundaries. Adapting this for my project meant untangling the levels further, 

giving rise to a multi-layered nuanced approach to understanding the present system.

WEALTH TO 
WELLBEING
A SYSTEMS EXPLORATION IN IMAGINING 
ALTERNATIVES WITHIN HOUSING IN NORWAY: 
THE PROCESS DIAGRAM

The Shift

This is the ‘The Reframe’ section where we flip the metaphor 

of slipperly slope to find a desirable/alternative metaphor, 

leading us to an investigation into core assumptions and 

biases. This process is more like a slight horizontal shift 

creating an adjacent possible, a kind of shadow future 

hovering on the edges of the present state of things. 

PALAK DUDANI
A SERVICE AND SYSTEM ORIENTED 
DESIGN PROJECT,  AUTUMN 2019

Diving in: Analysis

The analysis part of the project depicts the world as it is in the 

present: the status quo. Here I learnt that the system is set up to 

promote ownership as the predominant way of acquiring and 

maintaining housing. This is supported by a private commercial 

infrastructure (in terms of policies) which in turn reflects the 

asset-based mindset. Here an individualistic attitude along with 

indentity as an ‘owner’ is of value and wealth-building the 

long-term goal. The current housing system creates winners and 

losers, where for the latter, the experience of housing feels a lot 

like a slippery slope.

Values

Litany

Causes

Worldviews

Myths and Metaphors

Figure: The Causal Layered Analysis by Inayatullah (1998)

Figure: My adaptation the Causal Layered Analysis

Swimming back up : The Alternative

Here we imagine a world that might be. Using the new 

metaphor of solid ground, we shift the mindset and 

explore values which hold within them the essence of 

a solid ground i.e.; a feeling of stability, control and 

security. How would these new values present 

themselves in form of policies, infrastructural changes 

and housing models and by extension - the everyday 

experience of living? 

Dudani, P. (2019).
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Systems Design 
Actions 

Analysing 

Locating 

Network Finding 

Mapping 

Suggesting 

Work that metaphors 
can do 

Associating 

Embodying 

Diversifying 

Materialising 

Probing 

Summary

Qualities that come through 

Reveals other domains of knowledge (cultural, social)  

Elevates the experiential  

Makes the intangible, tangible  

Highlights facets of complex systems by place-based views 

Support critical questioning and searching for the invisible  
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Implications for practice
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Design Implications
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Inviting discussions on: 
Implications for practice 

Palak Dudani 
www.palakdudani.com


