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On September 25, 2019, leaders of major brands, 
designers of global movements, and developers of 
some of the most successful participatory projects 
in history came together for an urgent World 
Economic Forum-affiliated work session as part of 
the Sustainable Development Impact Summit. 

Together they rolled up their sleeves to design a new 
strategy, that to create a water-secure world in a 
changing climate will take unprecedented tenacity, 
creativity, collaboration, hope, nimble-ness… and 
maybe even a few aliens. 

IMPERATIVE MISSION: 
Design Water’s Future
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Our blue planet 
is thirsty. We have never been more aware of the catastrophic 

consequences of the world's accelerating water crises. And we 
have never felt so overwhelmed, disconnected, even helpless. 2
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The future is 
here. Ahead of 
schedule. 
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Ití s happening now.Ití s happening now.
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Weí re losing
the battle. 
The enormity of the problem 
is beyond the scope of 
individual action.

It will take a global effort.
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A network of 
superheroes.

At a rare moment in history, Designing 
Waterí s Future activates and unites 
the collective genius of data expe!s, 
scientists, storytellers, young people, 
governments, companies and the 
public.

It combines immersive journalism, a!s 
and culture, and citizen science with 
sophisticated data analysis and AI at 
unprecedented scale.
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70 percent
of the worldí s freshwater resources support 
agriculture, and millions are still hungry.

5,000 children
die each day from preventable diseases because 
they have no access to safe water and sanitation.

climate refugees will be forced to 
move by 2030 in search of water.

700 million

inch closer to ì Day Zero,î  when their 
taps will run dry.

Multiple cities
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ì Change doesní t just happen. 
You need to manufacture it. 
Together we can add up to the 
tectonic shift that we need.î  
Leland Maschmeyer
Chief Creative Officer
Chobani
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Students from more than 250 
universities from Beijing to Boston 
will take on ì water as a clientî  using a 
broad array of design tools, working 
through cross­d isciplinary teams to 
create the new narratives needed 
to frame the challenges, capture 
a!ention and imagination, and to 
make hope visible. 

A hackathon will invite data expe"s, 
designers, and others to verify and 
package water data into insightful, 
compelling, and cu!ing edge 
visualizations that reveal new trends 
and stories, and inform decision­
making and action.

Integrated crowd­s ourced content: 
#MyWaterStory, #MyWaterScience, 
#MyWaterData, and #MyWaterSolution, 
sparks pa"icipation and creative 
problem­s olving among story tellers, 
researchers, scientists, data expe"s, 
engineers, practitioners, (unrecognized) 
geniuses, students, and the wider 
public. Pa"icipants share water status, 
challenges, history, a"s, culture, and 
perspectives, and are empowered to 
collect and share data on their water.

More than a status­q uo 
accumulation of content, Designing 
Waterí s Future becomes the worldí s 
#rst active multi­n odal, persistent 
network of engaged storytellers, 
data collectors, and scientists ó  
sharing urgent problems, inspiring 
solutions, feedback, and new 
systemic responses to the worldí s 
water crises.

Four challenges to change the 
worldí s most dangerous course. 

A New 
Generation 
Designs a New 
Narrative

Evidence­ Based 
Data, Clearly 
Visualized

Engage the 
World: On­ the­
Ground Stories & 
Citizen Science

Connection & 
Collaboration

1 2 3 4
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“People need to 
be connected, 
inspired, and 
empowered 
with shared 
stories, data, 
solutions and 
urgency.” 

SETTING THE SCENE 
J. Carl Ganter 
Managing Director 
Circle of Blue 



“It’s the most 
important moment 
of our time, and 
ours, right here, to 
write the 
screenplay and 
how it ends and 
begins.” 

SETTING THE SCENE 
Leland Maschmeyer 
Chief Creative Officer 
Chobani 



“Many children today don’t see their 
future, or the future they see is one they 
don’t want or can’t imagine.” 

SETTING THE SCENE 
Rich Odell 
Heads Up 



“Companies have a 
responsibility to be 
part of the global 
water story. They 
have to build trust 
and maintain their 
‘social license to 
operate.’” 

SETTING THE SCENE 
Tom Butler 
International Council 
on Metals & Mining 



“We are all 
imaginals, the 
cells that form 
the change.” 

SETTING THE SCENE 
Kim Polman 
Reboot The Future 



“We all have a water 
story, that if we can 
tap into, is the most 
powerful way to 
engage and activate 
the public, our policy 
makers, our 
children.” 

SETTING THE SCENE 
Rick Smolan 
Against All Odds Productions 
Creator, “Day in the Life” book series 
and “One Digital Day” 



c8&L("'5;7&0)&%"0.)&#'"&*-6,&4'("'-0*%"&+30'6"&)30)&30.&#++4//"(&#/&-.&30$$"'-'6&
/-63)&'#2&)30)&+0'&*"&%"K"/06"(&)#&(".-6'&20)"/?.&;4)4/"d&

I8&&93"&;/".320)"/&"+#.7.)"1&-.&"^$"/-"'+-'6&(7'01-+&.3-:.&0)&14%5$%"&%"K"%.,&
;/#1&37$"/C%#+0%&)#&6%#*0%,&*4)&0/"&.#&+#1$%"^&)30)&10'7&$"#$%"&30K"&(-D+4%)7&
+#''"+5'6&"1#5#'0%%78&>30)&-.&)3"&*-6&+30'6"&)30)&"K"/7#'"&+0'?)&("'7,&0'(&;""%.&
)3"7&30K"&.#1")3-'6&0)&.)0E",&)#&2-'&#/&%#."d&

O8&>30)&-.o0/"&)3"&#'"&p#/&)2#q&1#.)&)/0'.;#/105K"&60$o.&)30)&=".-6'-'6&>0)"/?.&
@4)4/"&'""(.&)#&W%%&0.&)3"&2#/%(&;0+".&0&+#'K"/6"'+"&#;&$/#;#4'(&20)"/&+30%%"'6".,&
0'(&$/#1-.-'6&)"+3'#%#67&0'(&$#%-+7&.#%45#'.d

PROVOCATIONS



Group 2
Consequences of inaction 
12-year tipping point 
Running out of water 
Empty aquifers 
Extinction 

Actions 
Create water economy 
Tell the truth 
Connect to climate and other 
issues 
Emphasize urgency

Barriers 
No one “owns” water 
Lack of regulation 
No clear who “we” is responsible 
People struggle w/today, can’t 
focus on tomorrow 
Distant, abstract crisis 
Lack of visible costs 
Water has no value 
Whose priority? 
Climate is connected to carbon, 
not water

GROUP 1



Top Worries… 
Lack of awareness 
Lack of education 
Consumer cynicism 
Poorly coordinated actions 
Lack of urgency Lead to… 

Unfettered use (flood irrigation 
False hope (the gods) 
Unknown stakeholders 
Disconnected messages 
Uncoordinated education 
Ignorance and fatalism 
Lack of urgency

GROUP 2



GROUP 3

For water action… 
Must see the change 
Visualize 
A platform for youth to engage, change 
Mindset: This doesn’t relate to me 
It’s a grand human challenge 

Actions 
Create water economy 
Tell the truth 
Connect to climate and other issues 
Emphasize urgency



APCO Worldwide 
ARUP 
CEO Water Mandate 
CFC Advisors 
Chobani 
Circle of Blue 
COLLINS 
Consumers International 
Against All Odds  Productions 
Doberman 
FKTRY 
Global Center on Adaptation 
Heads Up Education 
Higher Grounds / On the Ground 

International Council on Metals & Mining 
Leaders on Purpose 
Pacific Institute 
Procter & Gamble 
Qlik 
Reboot the Future 
Rockefeller Foundation 
Tales of Change 
Vector Center 
Waves for Water 
Water Health International 
World Economic Forum 
Xylem 

DIVERSE CREATIVITY 
Represented Organizations

The Designing Water’s Future session was produced by Circle of Blue and hosted by APCO 
Worldwide. Special thanks to Margery Kraus, Judit Arenas, Anna Tunkel, Prateek Allapur, 
and Mischa Sindyukov of APCO, and to the World Economic Forum for including “Designing 
Water’s Future” as an a!liated session of the Sustainable Development Impact Summit.











!e only hope for 
water’s future
is the one we 
deliberately design.”

“



1. Narrative & Design

2. Stories & Science

TECH
FUNDING
SYSTEM DESIGN

Designing Water’s Future’s operating system creates and leverages feedback loops 
and processes to nurture “group genius” — the ability of a group working iteratively 
and collaboratively to seek, model and put into place higher-level solutions.

CROWD-SOURCED
ASSIGNMENTS

STUDENT
CHALLENGES

SATELLITE
AND NETWORKS

Funding
Platform design

Outreach
Engagement

COLLABORATE 
SWARM 
INTELLIGENCE

Thought Leaders
Corporations
NGOs
Governments

NGO FIELD
STORIES

Design Students
Journalists
Writers
Authors
Artists
Photographers
Bloggers
Influencers

Citizen Scientists
Citizen Journalists
Domain Experts
Leaders
Journalists
Media Professionals
Data Scientists

INITIAL CONTENT
POPULATION FOR
#MyWaterStories

OPINION RESEARCH:
POLICY AND ISSUE 
AWARENESS

CUSTOMER
ENGAGEMENT

#MyWaterStory
#MyWaterData
#MyWaterScience
#MyWaterSolutions

The platform and its feature and content are promoted to the general public. 
Data-driven projects designed by platform experts are promoted to growing citizen 
user population. Reward cycle is implemented to help general user population growth.

Designing Water’s Future serves as an 
accumulation of content and resources 
between experts, executives, policy-makers, 
design professionals and the public.

3. Data & VisualizationDIGITAL EQUITY
DATA VISUALIZATIONS

4. Connection &
     Collaboration

FEEDBACK LOOP ACTIVATE IMPACT

DATA TO DECISIONS GLOBAL ACCELERATION

EVIDENCE

RELEVANCE

CONSEQUENCE

ACTION

Global narrative design challenge for students worldwide:
“Water is your client.” 

citizen scientists, datanauts, storytellers, 
pollsters, experts across disciplines, and artists 
all working together to design water’s future.

The Cumulative Network
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Contact
Register for updates 
designingwatersfuture.org

dwf@circleofblue.org


Water news 
circleofblue.org


Inquiries 
Judit Arenas

APCO Worldwide

jarenas@apcoworldwide.com

+1 646 750-6771


Collaboration | Partnerships 
J. Carl Ganter

Circle of Blue

jcarl@circleofblue.org

+1 231 649-3210

Photographs © J. Carl Ganter/circleofblue.org and © Brent Stirton/Getty/Reportage 
© 2019 Circle of Blue
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