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Objective

The objective of the Design — Sketching the Road to Tomorrow Forum
was to discuss how design can have a positive impact on urban

life. Speakers focused on how transportation designers can learn
from designers of other products to help bring about GM’s vision of
sustainable urban transportation.

Background

The world is becoming increasingly crowded. There will be an estimated
8 billion people within 20 years. Many of these people are moving to
cities. In China alone, about 15-20 million people are moving from rural
to urban areas every year. Of the 17 cities that have a population of
more than 10 million, 10 are located in China.

One of the cities is Shanghai. In 1958, the population density of
Shanghai was only 1,740 people per square kilometer. But in 2008,
it had 3,000 people per square kilometer and in the most densely
populated area the figure was more than 40,000 people per square
kilometer.

This growing urbanization is being accompanied by a rising demand
for personal transportation. Urban communities are addressing
transportation needs in various ways. There is a realization that urban
areas need to allocate sufficient space to transportation facilities and
that people, their products, and the environment need to coexist.

At the same time, there is a realization that historic areas like
Shanghai’s Bund need to be preserved. One way that cities like
Shanghai are doing this is through the construction of satellite cities.
However, this is creating new transportation demands, as city dwellers
move farther away from their jobs.

Although public mass transit will remain an extremely important focus
of urban planners, the demand for personal transportation and the
freedom it offers will not decrease. This year, it is estimated that there
will be 1 billion cars on the world’s roads. Within five years, that number
is expected to increase 25 percent.
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The Role of Design

One way to help balance the need for public mass transportation
with the desire for personal transportation in a sustainable manner is
through design.

At its very roots, design is about advancing culture. Designers are
catalysts for bringing people and communities together for the
betterment of society as a whole. Design is also fundamentally about
making people’s lives easier.

Passenger cars are consumer goods, not just objects for moving
individuals from one location to another. When they purchase an
automobile, consumers are buying an experience. For a vehicle to
be successful, there needs to be an emotional connection with the
consumer.

Designers need to keep in mind that consumers should want to drive a
car; and that is not going to change. Their passengers should be able to
enjoy an exciting experience as well.

This requires rethinking the interface of the car.The change in the
human-machine interface will represent a big shift away from
individual experiences to social experiences. Instead of just relying on
entertainment systems, by looking to technology for new solutions
designers have the potential to make the vehicle the entertainment.

However, that does not mean they can neglect appearance. Branding

is and will remain important, especially in Asia which has been
characterized as a market with a couple billion people who want to look
different from each other.

In the video game industry, once the “engine” is completed, designers
construct games on top of it so that every game, even though it looks
different, is built on the same technology.

Like the video game industry, vehicle designers can “reward the user”
and make the user feel as if he or she is getting back more than what
was originally paid for the product. Humans like to do things their
way. One way to cater to this need is by enabling them to change their
products. This requires automakers to devote greater resources to the
aftermarket.

There is also an opportunity for automotive designers to revolutionize
the interior of the vehicle by making it more modular and user friendly.
That involves rethinking designs down to individual components such
as seatbelts.

Listening is important. Designers need to know the changing behaviors
of consumers and cater to them. Crowd sourcing is a new trend, which,
if it’s done right, can be very inspiring to designers. Designers also need
to keep in mind is that you cannot design for China in Germany or
America. You have to design locally for the local market.
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GM’s Solutions

At the 1939 New York World’s Fair, GM’s Futurama offered the public a
vision of personal mobility undreamed of, creating widespread public
support for a network of superhighways in the U.S. Twenty years later,
that vision became reality with the creation of an interstate highway

system.

GM is aiming for the same impact with its vision of sustainable urban
transportation at Expo 2010. GM believes a sensible and reasonable
solution for the future will be the development of very efficient small
two-seat vehicles like the EN-V concept.

As embodied by EN-V, these cars of the future will be smarter, safer, and
environmentally sustainable. Electric power will make them free from
petroleum and cities free from vehicle emissions. It will also mean that
the road system would not have to change significantly; rather, it’s the
vehicle that will change.

Developments in GPS technology, distance-sensing devices, and wireless
communications will enable cars that drive themselves. This will not
only compensate for lack of experience but also for physical disability or
physical impairment among users.

From the design standpoint, EN-V addresses the desire among
consumers for future urban transportation that is fun and fashionable.
It opens the door for designers to explore new vehicle types, as the
technologies in EN-V could be applied to other forms of vehicles in the
future.

Taking vehicles like EN-V from concept to production will require the
collaboration of designers as well as planners and architects. It will also
require adopting lessons learned from the design of other products
such as video games and cell phones.
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Speaker Highlights

Ed Welburn
GM Vice President, Global Design

Instead of humanity conquering the natural world, we now seek to
live in harmony with it. People, their products, and the environment
can and must co-exist.

Although public mass transit is an extremely important part

of future urban environments, the demand for personal
transportation and the freedom it offers will not decrease.

Cars of the future must be smarter, safer, and environmentally
sustainable. Electric vehicles are part of the answer. Developments
in GPS technology, distance-sensing devices, and wireless
communications will create cars that drive themselves.

EN-V is a dramatic statement of the future of personal mobility and
will pave the way for future urban transportation, while being fun
and fashionable. It opens the doors for designers to explore new
vehicle types.

Designers have a responsibility to propose concepts and create new
products that will contribute to the health and sustainability of the
earth.

Zheng Shiling

Director of the Institute of Architecture and Urban Space, Tongji University

Every year in China about 15-20 million rural population move

to urban areas, creating high pressure on transportation
infrastructure, housing, and the environment.

In 1958, the population density of Shanghai was only 1,740 people
per square kilometer. But in 2008, it was 3000 people per square
kilometer. In the most densely populated area, the figure is more
than 40,000 people per square kilometer, approximately three
times that of Beijing.

Expo 2010 will have a critical impact on Shanghai’s space in

the future. What is needed includes restructuring, continuous
development, ecological environmental construction, and emphasis
on future development.

Shanghai is stressing preservation of its historical buildings and its
historical and cultural styles during its development.

Shanghai is constructing a cluster structure in which satellite cities
are created with a strong industrial structure and service functions.
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Hartmut Esslinger
Founder, frog design

Design is about advancing culture. Designers are catalysts for
bringing people together, bringing areas together, and making
something else of it. First focus on people, humans, communities
and society.

Process is very important — ideas are easy, and process is difficult.
Designers have to look to technology for new solutions. It is very
important to think more ecological.

Listening is important. Crowd sourcing is very inspiring.

Brand can be a conversion element. There is never a strategy that
will work forever.

Feng Zhu

Founder, Feng Zhu Design Inc.

“Reward the user”: make what the user gets in return much greater
than what he pays.

As designers, treat the car like an entertainment product, so
consumers can have the same car, but can make it look different.
Consumers are buying an experience.

Video game designers develop a game engine. Once this engine is
completed, designers construct games. Every game looks different,
but is built on the same technology.

Sex appeal: if you make users feel cool on day one they’re going to
continue buying from you.

The vehicle as a business model is nothing but a platform —a
delivery system to sell other products. Great potential for
automakers to make money making products to customize
vehicles.

The way to change the market is to change the business model
itself. Take what you know about the user. Know what their
behaviors are like, and completely cater to them.
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