

[image: Cover: Time by Design, How Communicating Slow Allows Us to Go Fast by Dawna I. Ballard]



Design Thinking, Design Theory

Ken Friedman and Erik Stolterman, editors

Design Things, A. Telier (Thomas Binder, Pelle Ehn, Giorgio De Michelis, Giulio Jacucci, Per Linde, and Ina Wagner), 2011

China’s Design Revolution, Lorraine Justice, 2012

Adversarial Design, Carl DiSalvo, 2012

The Aesthetics of Imagination in Design, Mads Nygaard Folkmann, 2013

Linkography: Unfolding the Design Process, Gabriela Goldschmidt, 2014

Situated Design Methods, edited by Jesper Simonsen, Connie Svabo, Sara Malou Strandvad, Kristine Samson, Morten Hertzum, and Ole Erik Hansen, 2014

Taking [A]part: The Politics and Aesthetics of Participation in Experience-Centered Design, John McCarthy and Peter Wright, 2015

Design, When Everybody Designs: An Introduction to Design for Social Innovation, Ezio Manzini, 2015

Frame Innovation: Creating New Thinking by Design, Kees Dorst, 2015

Designing Publics, Christopher A. Le Dantec, 2016

Overcrowded: Designing Meaningful Products in a World Awash with Ideas, Roberto Verganti, 2016

FireSigns: A Semiotic Theory for Graphic Design, Steven Skaggs, 2017

Making Design Theory, Johan Redström, 2017

Critical Fabulations: Reworking the Methods and Margins of Design, Daniela Rosner, 2018

Designing with the Body: Somaesthetic Interaction Design, Kristina Höök, 2018

Discursive Design: Critical, Speculative, and Alternative Things, Bruce M. Tharp and Stephanie M. Tharp, 2018

Pretense Design: Surface over Substance, Per Mollerup, 2019

Being and the Screen: How the Digital Changes Perception, Stéphane Vial, 2019

How Artifacts Afford: The Power and Politics of Everyday Things, Jenny L. Davis, 2020

Meaningful Stuff: Design That Lasts, Jonathan Chapman, 2021

Things We Could Design: For More Than Human-Centered Worlds, Ron Wakkary, 2021

The Space Between Look and Read: Designing Complementary Meaning, Susan M. Hagan, 2023

Design, Empathy, Interpretation: Toward Interpretive Design Research, Ilpo Koskinen, 2023

Design Strategy: Challenges in Wicked Problem Territory, Nancy C. Roberts, 2023

Time by Design: How Communicating Slow Allows Us to Go Fast, Dawna I. Ballard, 2025




Time by Design

How Communicating Slow Allows Us to Go Fast

Dawna I. Ballard

The MIT Press

Cambridge, Massachusetts   |   London, England




The MIT Press

Massachusetts Institute of Technology

77 Massachusetts Avenue, Cambridge, MA 02139

mitpress.mit.edu

© 2025 Massachusetts Institute of Technology

This work is subject to a Creative Commons CC-BY-NC-ND license.

This license applies only to the work in full and not to any components included with permission. Subject to such license, all rights are reserved.

No part of this book may be used to train artificial intelligence systems without permission in writing from the MIT Press.

[image: ]
The MIT Press would like to thank the anonymous peer reviewers who provided comments on drafts of this book. The generous work of academic experts is essential for establishing the authority and quality of our publications. We acknowledge with gratitude the contributions of these otherwise uncredited readers.

This book was set in Stone Serif and Stone Sans by Westchester Publishing Services.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available.

ISBN: 978-0-262-55270-7

EU Authorised Representative: Easy Access System Europe, Mustamäe tee 50, 10621 Tallinn, Estonia | Email: gpsr.requests@easproject.com


d_r0


To Mom and Dad, who taught me why time matters.
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Series Foreword


As professions go, design is relatively young. The practice of design predates professions. In fact, the practice of design—making things to serve a useful goal, making tools—predates the human race. Making tools is one of the attributes that made us human in the first place.

Design, in the most generic sense of the word, began more than two and a half million years ago when Homo habilis manufactured the first tools. Human beings were designing well before we began to walk upright. Four hundred thousand years ago, we began to manufacture spears. By forty thousand years ago, we had moved up to specialized tools.

Urban design and architecture came along ten thousand years ago in Mesopotamia. Interior architecture and furniture design probably emerged with them. It was another five thousand years before graphic design and typography got their start in Sumeria with the development of cuneiform. After that, things picked up speed.

All goods and services are designed. The urge to design—to consider a situation, imagine a better situation, and act to create that improved situation—goes back to our prehuman ancestors. Making tools helped us to become what we are: design helped to make us human.

Today, the word “design” means many things. The common factor linking them is service, and designers are engaged in a service profession in which the results of their work meet human needs.

Design is first of all a process. The word “design” entered the English language in the 1500s as a verb, with the first written citation of the verb dated to the year 1548. Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary defines the verb “design” as “to conceive and plan out in the mind; to have as a specific purpose; to devise for a specific function or end.” Related to these is the act of drawing, with an emphasis on the nature of the drawing as a plan or map, as well as “to draw plans for; to create, fashion, execute or construct according to plan.”

Half a century later, the word began to be used as a noun, with the first cited use of the noun “design” occurring in 1588. Merriam-Webster’s defines the noun as “a particular purpose held in view by an individual or group; deliberate, purposive planning; a mental project or scheme in which means to an end are laid down.” Here, too, purpose and planning toward desired outcomes are central. Among these are “a preliminary sketch or outline showing the main features of something to be executed; an underlying scheme that governs functioning, developing or unfolding; a plan or protocol for carrying out or accomplishing something; the arrangement of elements or details in a product or work of art.” Today, we design large, complex process, systems, and services, and we design organizations and structures to produce them. Design has changed considerably since our remote ancestors made the first stone tools.

At a highly abstract level, Herbert Simon’s definition covers nearly all imaginable instances of design. To design, Simon writes, is to “[devise] courses of action aimed at changing existing situations into preferred ones” (Simon, The Sciences of the Artificial, 2nd ed., MIT Press, 1982, p. 129). Design, properly defined, is the entire process across the full range of domains required for any given outcome.

But the design process is always more than a general, abstract way of working. Design takes concrete form in the work of the service professions that meet human needs, a broad range of making and planning disciplines. These include industrial design, graphic design, textile design, furniture design, information design, process design, product design, interaction design, transportation design, educational design, systems design, urban design, design leadership, and design management, as well as architecture, engineering, information technology, and computer science.

These fields focus on different subjects and objects. They have distinct traditions, methods, and vocabularies, used and put into practice by distinct and often dissimilar professional groups. Although the traditions dividing these groups are distinct, common boundaries sometimes form a border. Where this happens, they serve as meeting points where common concerns build bridges. Today, ten challenges uniting the design professions form such a set of common concerns.

Three performance challenges, four substantive challenges, and three contextual challenges bind the design disciplines and professions together as a common field. The performance challenges arise because all design professions


	act on the physical world,

	address human needs, and

	generate the built environment.



In the past, these common attributes were not sufficient to transcend the boundaries of tradition. Today, objective changes in the larger world give rise to four substantive challenges that are driving convergence in design practice and research. These substantive challenges are:


	increasingly ambiguous boundaries between artifacts, structure, and process;

	increasingly large-scale social, economic, and industrial frames;

	an increasingly complex environment of needs, requirements, and constraints; and

	information content that often exceeds the value of physical substance.



These challenges require new frameworks of theory and research to address contemporary problem areas while solving specific cases and problems. In professional design practice, we often find that solving design problems requires interdisciplinary teams with a transdisciplinary focus. Fifty years ago, a sole practitioner and an assistant or two might have solved most design problems. Today, we need groups of people with skills across several disciplines and the additional skills that enable professionals to work with, listen to, and learn from each other as they solve problems.

Three contextual challenges define the nature of many design problems today. Although many design problems function at a simpler level, these issues affect many of the major design problems that challenge us, and these challenges also affect simple design problems linked to complex social, mechanical, or technical systems. These issues are:


	a complex environment in which many projects or products cross the boundaries of several organizations, stakeholder, producer, and user groups;

	projects or products that must meet the expectations of many organizations, stakeholders, producers, and users; and

	demands at every level of production, distribution, reception, and control.



These ten challenges require a qualitatively different approach to professional design practice than was the case in earlier times. Past environments were simpler. They made simpler demands. Individual experience and personal development were sufficient for depth and substance in professional practice. Although experience and development are still necessary, they are no longer sufficient. Most of today’s design challenges require analytic and synthetic planning skills that cannot be developed through practice alone.

Professional design practice today involves advanced knowledge. This knowledge is not solely a higher level of professional practice. It is also a qualitatively different form of professional practice that emerges in response to the demands of the information society and the knowledge economy to which it gives rise.

In his essay “Why Design Education Must Change” (from Core77, November 26, 2010), Donald Norman challenges the premises and practices of the design profession. In the past, designers operated on the belief that talent and a willingness to jump into problems with both feet gives them an edge in solving problems. Norman writes:


In the early days of industrial design, the work was primarily focused upon physical products. Today, however, designers work on organizational structure and social problems, on interaction, service, and experience design. Many problems involve complex social and political issues. As a result, designers have become applied behavioral scientists, but they are woefully undereducated for the task. Designers often fail to understand the complexity of the issues and the depth of knowledge already known. They claim that fresh eyes can produce novel solutions, but then they wonder why these solutions are seldom implemented, or if implemented, why they fail. Fresh eyes can indeed produce insightful results, but the eyes must also be educated and knowledgeable. Designers often lack the requisite understanding. Design schools do not train students about these complex issues, about the interlocking complexities of human and social behavior, about the behavioral sciences, technology, and business. There is little or no training in science, the scientific method, and experimental design.



This is not industrial design in the sense of designing products but rather industry-related design—design as thought and action for solving problems and imagining new futures. This MIT Press series of books emphasizes strategic design to create value through innovative products and services, and it emphasizes design as service through rigorous creativity, critical inquiry, and an ethics of respectful design. This rests on a sense of understanding, empathy, and appreciation for people, for nature, and for the world we shape through design. Our goal as editors is to develop a series of vital conversations that help designers and researchers to serve business, industry, and the public sector for positive social and economic outcomes.

We will present books that bring a new sense of inquiry to the design, helping to shape a more reflective and stable design discipline able to support a stronger profession grounded in empirical research, generative concepts, and the solid theory that gives rise to what W. Edwards Deming described as profound knowledge (Deming, The New Economics for Industry, Government, Education, MIT, Center for Advanced Engineering Study, 1993). For Deming, a physicist, engineer, and designer, profound knowledge comprised systems thinking and the understanding of processes embedded in systems, an understanding of variation and the tools we need to understand variation, a theory of knowledge, and a foundation in human psychology. This is the beginning of “deep design”—the union of deep practice with robust intellectual inquiry.

A series on design thinking and theory faces the same challenges that we face as a profession. On one level, design is a general human process that we use to understand and to shape our world. Nevertheless, we cannot address this process or the world in its general, abstract form. Rather, we meet the challenges of design in specific challenges, addressing problems or ideas in a situated context. The challenges we face as designers today are as diverse as the problems clients bring us. We are involved in design for economic anchors, economic continuity, and economic growth. We design for urban needs and rural needs, for social development and creative communities. We are involved with environmental sustainability and economic policy, agriculture competitive crafts for export, competitive products and brands for micro-enterprises, developing new products for bottom-of-pyramid markets, and redeveloping old products for mature or wealthy markets. Within the framework of design, we are also challenged to design for extreme situations; for biotech, nanotech, and new materials; for social business; as well as for conceptual challenges for worlds that do not yet exist (such as the world beyond the Kurzweil singularity) and for new visions of the world that does exist.

The Design Thinking, Design Theory series from the MIT Press will explore these issues and more—meeting them, examining them, and helping designers to address them.

Join us in this journey.

Ken Friedman

Erik Stolterman

Editors, Design Thinking, Design Theory Series
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1
Time Talks: The Power of Fast and Slow Communication Design Logics




Time talks.

—Edward T. Hall



The efficiency of symbols, as a means of communication and coordination, can be associated with the power to do more than just mean this or that. Symbols can be experienced as if they, in fact, are this or that. Time-keeping technologies such as clocks, calendars, schedules, and even the week are incredibly effective tools at hiding the thing they are designed to symbolize. Their design is more than merely efficient. In contemporary Western postindustrial culture, these designs drive powerful communication media that shape the most important aspects of our lives. Indeed, in the first sentence of his first (and widely influential) book The Silent Language, cultural anthropologist Edward T. Hall states simply, “Time talks.”1 Clocks literally “tell” us the time, our alarms wake us from sleep, calendars let us know the day, our schedules signal what we should be doing, and deadlines demand our attention—all the while excluding a whole range of other human activity.

On the surface, this mistaking of time for the symbolic designs that help us communicate about time might seem to be of little consequence. However, this misunderstanding has far-reaching implications for our personal and professional lives. In equating time with a clock, we have imbued time with a variety of machine-like qualities and traits that are in stark contrast to the contours and inner workings of human bodies, human relationships, and the whole of human lives. We ask of ourselves to produce more, faster, and better—something that machines are designed and then redesigned to do. Google N-gram notes that this phrase, “more-faster-better,” first appeared around 1976 and has become increasingly popular since the turn of the century.

All of this in spite of the reality: We are time. We create it. We are bound by a design of our own making. Physicists can find no evidence of this thing we call “time.” Time is ours. This is the focus of chronemics—that is, time as it is bound to human communication.2 In Time by Design, I draw upon more than two decades of my research to explore the underlying chronemic designs that shape time in our work, relationships, and communities and offer a toolkit to create time differently. Although the designable features of time are often hidden, I use wide-ranging examples and case studies to reveal how this process unfolds in everyday communication norms in both personal and professional settings. Accordingly, I take a transdisciplinary approach that goes beyond any one discipline—for example, medicine, art, management, sociology, psychology, communication, and design—to explore the underlying commonalities about time to which they all point.

Time by Design has two central aims. One is to identify and demonstrate the importance of two underlying communication design logics (CDLs)—that is, fast and slow—that illustrate how effective teams, communities, and organizations routinely communicate slow to go fast. The other is to share a practical toolkit needed for doing the real, often difficult, work of designing times that ultimately deliver speed outside of limited, linear, transactional industrial-era strategies (i.e., more-faster-better). I illustrate how people, groups, and organizations thrive in contemporary life through attention to expanded time frames, nonlinear trajectories, and the possibilities for transcendence that communication holds. Time by Design is a blueprint for doing so.

Notably, given the long-standing interest regarding time in the practice of design,3 this book is about the work of design as much as it is about the design itself. “Measure twice, cut once,” a carpentry aphorism, reflects an inherent tension addressed throughout: Good design takes time. Although I reflect on this issue at length in the concluding chapter, the normative claim that both fast and slow CDLs must be used together in a complementary fashion applies to the process of design as well as the team, community, or organizational communication processes being designed.


Designing Time, Navigating Temporality

The 2017 Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine was awarded for the discovery of the biological clock. In their press release, the recipients Jeffrey C. Hall, Michael Rosbash, and Michael W. Young cautioned, “Chronic misalignment between our lifestyle and the rhythm dictated by our inner timekeeper is associated with increased risk for various diseases.”4 This concern with finding our rhythm is fundamentally an issue of bringing our time into alignment with our biological temporality. That is, although the “times” of our lives—our work, our social media, our cultural norms—are the product of human design, our biological clocks are not. We are temporal beings. We design time. The Nobel laureates’ charge is for humans to better design their times around temporality.

Temporality refers to the inherent patterns that define a process, event, or activity. This includes birth, death, and the diurnal cycle (i.e., a tuner for our biological clock) that drives everything in between. Organizational attention to temporality includes an implicit understanding that some things take their “own time,” such as engaged conversations, learning curves, phases of problem solving, and the development of team cohesion and relationships. Rather than being organically tied to time, work naturally unfolds through multiple temporal processes. All human processes are temporal, including communication.

Time, in contrast, refers to the various symbolic external markers that point toward those processes and activities. For instance, we use reminder alarms to interrupt our conversations and signal an upcoming meeting. The days of the week pace our activities.5 Shared holidays signal (potential) moments away from work.6 Fundamentally, these interventions are time: organizing technologies co-constructed by people via their interactions and formalized through the use of symbols. We communicate using a variety of technologies—from simple to complex—that hold presumptions about time and, in turn, have important consequences for human activity. These technologies are not all machines. They range from atomic clocks and international time zones to project deadlines and weekly schedules.

Betelhem Makonnen’s 2020 prize-winning exhibition, Rock Standard Time (RST), exemplifies the complex and contested interrelationships between time and temporality. She writes:


The exhibited works in Rock Standard Time (RST) offer perceptual tools and references for those looking to conjugate their present, collapse their tenses–remembering that both the past and future coexist in this moment. By shifting perspective, we can acknowledge the different scales for counting time—universe, stars, planet, rock, tree, human civilization, documented history—down to the years, days, and seconds of a single human lifetime. Time is always a reference to something else, so choose your reference carefully.

Rock Standard Time (RST) is a zone to res(e)t your clock and consider that we are part of time ourselves so time has to be on our side. It’s up to us to take a radical leap refusing obedience to the accelerated ticking that has us convinced we have no time to respond to ourselves, to each other, nor our world.



Makonnen and I scheduled a public conversation about her exhibition in March 2020. Of course, it was canceled based on a temporal event—a global pandemic—but many months later, she arranged a private viewing for me at the Big Medium art gallery.7

A multidisciplinary artist, Makonnen is a native of Ethiopia living in Austin, and she brings the times of these two places (and more) together in her work. Several weeks before her exhibition opened, we met for lunch across from the gallery at the suggestion of art historian Cherise Smith, our mutual colleague and friend, who saw several points of overlap in our research and practice. I quickly discovered that Makonnen’s understanding of time as designed was grounded in the very practical, lived reality of interacting with family and friends across two cultures and continents. She talked about communicating and translating between two different calendars (Ethiopian and US) on a daily basis—one with thirteen months (the Ethiopian calendar is in sync with the solar cycle) and the other (US) with twelve, one that begins in what Americans view as the ninth month (September) and the other in January, one where the year was 2012 when we first met and the other where it was 2020 (based on different calculations between the two as to the birth of Jesus). This designed nature of time comes through in her work, and it points to (even shouts at) the often unacknowledged possibilities for redesign.

Rock Standard Time (RST) features eleven works curated amid stark white gallery walls with ample white space—all of which Makonnen uses strategically to create a contemplative pace for visitors. The art itself ranges from photography to sculpture to video installations and even “gallery space prep” (golden hour light, conjugated now, tenacity, and resilience) made up of vinyl window tint, wall clocks, and succulent plants. Throughout, she contrasts time and temporality, illustrating how our time use reflects one design among many. For instance, her video installation untitled (anti-productivity exercises or moving time and space) speaks to the relationship between time and temporality in design work and especially the idea that good design takes time (issues addressed at length in chapters 2 and 6). It features Makonnen iteratively arranging and rearranging rocks “just so” in the manner of a designer working patiently and earnestly to get it right. Her back-and-forth movement marked by a deeply contented look filled with both uncertainty and patience appears as an exercise in what designers Harold G. Nelson and Erik Stolterman call “design wisdom.” Elaborated at length in chapters 5 and 6, design wisdom asks that we take a measured path to properly join both time-based (digital) and temporal (analog) activities.

Her sculptural use of rocks of varied scales and sizes to juxtapose the temporality of rocks against our human time-keeping devices is particularly illustrative here. This includes the anti-exhaustion wristwatch (monitors naps taken, long meals shared, climbing nothing, dream rate, and more) (see figure 1.1) that uses small, tumbled rocks (i.e., representing temporality) to obscure the face of the watch (i.e., representing time). Among other things, the anti-exhaustion wristwatch suggests that quantitative measurement designs are limited in their ability to account for the qualitative nature of human temporal experience. Each of the activities it “monitors” are temporally, not time, bound. The time of an activity is a fungible marker used to point toward an activity, whereas its temporality is epochal, emergent through the activity itself.8 Although naps, meals, climbs, and dreams can be timed with a functional timepiece, they can (and Makonnen suggests should) also be enjoyed completely outside of time.


[image: Used wristwatches with tumbled rocks in place of the clockface.]
Figure 1.1

Betelhem Makonnen, anti-exhaustion wristwatch (monitors naps taken, long meals shared, climbing nothing, dream rate, and more), 2020.


The normative claim running throughout the photography, video, text, and installations that make up Rock Standard Time (RST) is consistent with the 2017 Nobel laureate’s press release counseling us to consider our temporal rhythms alongside our time demands.9 It is highlighted through the contrasting sculpture (figure 1.2), untitled (our misunderstanding of time, of ourselves), wherein wristwatches are worn by rocks, suggesting that we recuperate our own temporality as the foundational driver that uses our designed timepieces. The exhibit as a “zone to res(e)t your clock” questions our uncritical use of everyday nonverbal communication channels (i.e., wristwatches and clocks) to direct our activity. These channels are extraordinarily useful and effective in directing our attention toward linear, short-term, quantitatively measurable, and transactional activities. As Rock Standard Time (RST) depicts, however, attention to nonlinear, long-term, qualitatively reckoned, and transcendent activities is equally important.

[image: A pile of rocks, each with a wristwatch around it, all sat on simulacrum grass.]
Figure 1.2

Betelhem Makonnen, untitled (our misunderstanding of time, of ourselves), 2020.


As I mentioned with regard to our scheduled talk about Rock Standard Time (RST), one extreme example of the distinction between time and temporality arose during the early days and weeks of the COVID-19 pandemic: Many people were largely without time in their work. Work became temporal—adapting to the global event we collectively faced. Important meetings, conferences, and production schedules were canceled. Time-keeping devices lost a great deal of agency. Some of our work was still largely tied to time (e.g., mail delivery), and even that failed in many ways (e.g., there were regular delays and shipping slowdowns because of the pandemic). For many, work was tied






Communication as a Design for Time






[image: A circular arrow goes from the image of three stick figures interacting with each other and leads to iconography of a calendar and hourglass that also has an arrow that circles around to the image of figures interacting with each other.]












Fast and Slow Communication Design Logics







	
	





	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	



	
	



	
	



	
	















	What is the time frame of the interaction?

	What is the perceived shape of the trajectory between time and interaction?

	What is the underlying belief about what interaction offers?




[image: A grid containing icons representing each design logic: single frame of interaction, multiple frames of interaction, linear trajectory, nonlinear trajectory, transactional, and transcendent.]




1.    What Is the Time Frame of the Interaction?








2.    What Is the Perceived Shape of the Trajectory Between Time and Interaction?







3.    What Is the Underlying Belief About What Human Interaction Offers?
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