
The notion of «participation» in PD
- Participation in what?
- What counts as a PD result?
- PD in context, in space & over time
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understand & conceptualize PD

Tone Bratteteig - in5510– 25/09/23

• what is it that users participate in when they participate in PD?
• how do they know they have had any influence?
• what is a PD result? Who decides? How is it evaluated?

Bratteteig & Wagner:
• Spaces for participatory creativity, PDC 2010
• Spaces for participatory creativity, CoDesign Special Issue on PD, 2012
• Disentangling power and decision-making in participatory design, PDC 2012
• Disentangling Participation. Power and Decision-making                                                    

in Participatory Design, Springer CSCW series 
• Design decisions and the sharing of power in PD, PDC 2014
• The life and death of design ideas, COOP 2016 (w/ O-K Rolstad)
• Unpacking the notion of participation in Participatory Design,                                

Journal of CSCW 2016
• What is a participatory design result? PDC 2016 



PD with nurses in 2 hospitals
1983-1987
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PD with children in a hospital (+ doctors) 

the                      project
2005-2006
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PD with urban planners and citizens
2006-2010
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what is participation         
& how to think about it

Arnstein's ladder of 
participation

• what is it that users participate in when participating in PD?
• how do they know they have had any influence?

participation: 
the action or fact of having or forming                                                
a part of something / sharing of something
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participation in PD

PD: sharing power with users
1) having a say (& having a voice)
2) mutual learning (2-way learning, over time)
3) co-construction (co-design)

4 projects we knew well
• Florence (Tone)
• Sisom (Tone)
• Desarte (Ina)
• IPCity (Ina) 
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first round of analysis: decisions

• values & concepts: big decisions
openness, stakeholder 
participation, immediacy, 
urban concepts 

• how to implement the vision: small decisions
haptic engagement with                                                  
tokens, tracking framework,                                           
bringing Mixed Reality                                                     
outdoors, panoramas as                                                         
re-presentations of the site, (+ technical decisions)
working with sound

• negotiations with outside world: balancing stakeholders' views
• decisions & non-decisions: what was not discussed
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second round of analysis: design decisions 

participation in the design process
⇒ design as design experiments: seeing – moving – seeing 

1) seeing
• evaluate the situation
• suggest possibilities ≈ bring in choices
2) moving
• select one possibility ≈ select a choice 
• concretize the choice
3) seeing
• evaluate the choice (against the vision)
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decision-making:
choosing between possibilities, 
i.e., the space of design ideas

i.e., the result of a design move
• in context 
• over time

understand how choices are interrelated, e.g., even small choices 
can open or close design possibilities



bring in choices
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• two-way learning throughout the PD process

• ethnographic studies as a basis for mutual learning

• multi-disciplinary collaboration 

• provide a basis for technological imagination for the users
• BUT maintain their own perspective

• meeting the participants where they are
• adjust the process
• adjust the activities and techniques



select a choice

• problem setting and solving happens together
• steps towards the vision
• postponing decisions: “placeholders”
• understanding the effects of a choice

• negotiations and power games
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concretize a choice
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Simonsen & Robertson

Houde & Hill

• the power of the maker – in the making 
• technical choices

• mock-ups and demos
• show, not tell
• scenarios and simulations

Tone Bratteteig - in5510– 25/09/23



evaluate the choice
• seeing – moving – seeing

• evaluation is an inseparable part of design

• seeing as explicit evaluation
• the artifact 
• the artifact in its real use context
• independent prototypes 
• first impression vs long-term use
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decisions interact & are interlinked
• big and small decisions: which decisions are important to be part of?
• unforeseen consequences of decisions

• decision linkages

• non-decisions

• sequential linkages: a decision leads    
to other decisions, smaller ones 
(nesting), larger ones (snowballing), or 
same decision recurring

• precursive linkages: a decision can 
affect premises for later decisions/ 
issues: enabling, evoking, cascading, 
pre-empting, merging, learning

• lateral linkages: different issues share 
resources and compete (pooled)                      
or share a context (contextual)

Langley et al

Tone Bratteteig - in5510– 25/09/23



a participatory design result

“Results are all action carried out by the MWU*, 
centrally and locally, which on the basis of activities 
and insight gained within the project are aiming at 
giving the MWU* and its members increased influence 
on the planning, control and data processing of the 
firms.” 
(Nygaard & Bergo 1975: 7)

“can we have good participatory processes that do not show 
evidence of more democratic ideals in the resulting artefacts?”
(Balka 2010: 3)

* MWU = Iron and Metal Workers’ Union 

Kristen Nygaard
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what is a participatory design result?

= the results that exist when a PD project ends
• “shows evidence of democratic ideals” by increasing the agency of 

its users and giving them a voice in matters they did not have 
before

• strengthens the users’ “power to” act (which can strengthen their 
“power over” their resources)

Who decides and how is it evaluated?
• participatory design results can be achieved in many different 

ways 
• there are many ways in which a PD result can be participatory
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what is a PD result?



PD is an approach not a method
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Reimagining Participatory Design (Liam Bannon, Jeffrey Bardzell, Susanne 
Bødker, 2019) 

What is a participatory design result (Tone Bratteteig, Ina Wagner, 2016)

On cultivating the installable base (Roel Roscam Abbing, 2022)

Design decision competence (Harald Maartmann-Moe, Heidi Bråthen, 
Suhas Govind Joshi, Tone Bratteteig, 2022)

Disentangling power and decision-making in participatory design (Tone 
Bratteteig, Ina Wagner, 2012)

Artful utterances (Andy Dearden, 2022)

Design decisions and the sharing of power in PD (Tone Bratteteig, Ina 
Wagner, 2014)

Getting Participatory Design Done: From Methods and Choices to 

Translation Work across Constituent Domains (Andrea Botero, 
Sampsa Hyysalo, Cindy Kohtala, Jack Whalen, 2020)

Designing for Prolonged Mastery. On Involving Old People in Participatory 
Design (Suhas G. Joshi, Tone Bratteteig, 2016)

Participatory rhythms: balancing participatory tempi and investments in 

design with vulnerable users (Anne Marie Kanstrup, Pernille 
Bertelsen, 2018)

Four Challenges of Designing Digital Services to support Participatory 
Design (Peter Dalsgaard, Jonas Frich, Thomas Riisgaard
Hansen, 2022)

The tree as method (Ida Nilstad Pettersen, Hanne Cecilie Geirbo, Hanne 
Johnsrud, 2018)

https://dl.acm.org/doi/pdf/10.1145/3292015
https://dl.acm.org/doi/abs/10.1145/2940299.2940316
https://dl.acm.org/doi/10.1145/3537797.3537875
https://dl.acm.org/doi/pdf/10.1145/3537797.3537874
https://dl.acm.org/doi/10.1145/2347635.2347642
https://dl.acm.org/doi/10.1145/3537797.3537825
https://dl.acm.org/doi/10.1145/2662155.2662192
http://www.ijdesign.org/index.php/IJDesign/article/view/3781
https://aisel.aisnet.org/sjis/vol28/iss1/1/
https://dl.acm.org/doi/10.1145/3210604.3210631
https://dl.acm.org/doi/fullHtml/10.1145/3546155.3547273
https://dl.acm.org/doi/10.1145/3210604.3210653
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Introduction
Collaborative approaches to design with users today consist of large 
and varied practices, a diverse and broader envelope that includes 
highly formalised corporate and public user engagement initiatives, 
participatory design projects of many kinds, as well as peer-to-peer 
open design processes in a variety of citizen domains (Aitamurto 
et al., 2015; Ehn et al., 2014; Hyysalo et al., 2016; Simonsen 
& Robertson, 2013). This means that the orchestration of user 
involvement and participation in design, but also active users’ own 
collaborative and participatory design endeavours, are no longer 
fringe or invisible activities, but part and parcel of how contemporary 
design operates. This move has important implications for design in 
general and for subfields such as Participatory Design (PD), which 
has traditionally been concerned with “how collaborative design 
processes can be driven by the participation of the people who will 
be affected by the technology that is being designed”, as Simonsen 
and Robertson (2013, p. 22) put it.

There is a growing body of academic and practitioner 
literature exploring the areas briefly charted above. Design 
research literature is dominated by novel and successful projects, 
mostly done as case studies, especially when we look at the 
subfields of co-design and participatory design wherein this 
study is situated. Often these successful cases are presented in 
relation to the workings of specific techniques or facilitation tools 
(Dorst, 2008; Irani et al., 2010; Smith & Iverson, 2018). There 

is increasing recognition, however, that method case studies 
tend to brush over the many decisions, changing conditions 
and work that occurs before, after and around the mobilisation 
of particular creativity cards, facilitation procedures or design 
games (Bratteteig & Wagner, 2012; Lee et al., 2018). Designers 
continually face key strategic questions while creating something 
in a context where the actors, the participants, have a stake in the 
outcome. They must simplify and abstract out complexity of their 
contexts and problem framing, while being more or less conscious 
of how this impacts their processes, along contextual conditions 
beyond design and beyond the participative methods used. 

The situation has gone beyond the traditional PD insistence 
on political anchoring of design through, e.g., principles of 
conflict perspective or a collective resource approach (Beck, 
2002; Bjerknes et al., 1987), as in the 21st century there are many 
more actors involved in collaborative and participatory design 
processes; they are located in a wider variety of contexts, including 
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Getting Participatory Design Done: From Methods and 
Choices to Translation Work across Constituent Domains

Andrea Botero *, Sampsa Hyysalo, Cindy Kohtala, and Jack Whalen
Aalto University, School of Arts, Design and Architecture, Espoo, Finland

Collaborative arrangements between users and designers today are enacted in a broadening array of circumstances. These include 
extended, even years-long projects within corporations, the public and third sectors, as well as open-ended, peer-to-peer open design 
initiatives. Building on a literature review and analysis of four concrete participatory design projects, in this paper we argue that besides 
skills in selecting and implementing co-design methods, there is a larger repertoire of issues that need attention, if one takes the promises 
and limits of participatory design seriously. We elaborate on how these issues have purchase in the interplay of four interrelated domains: 
the strategic considerations that drive all those implicated, the mundane acts involved in co-design work, the choice of methods that is 
conditioned by strategic and mundane issues, and the producing of design outcomes permeated in turn by all the above. These domains 
co-constitute each other in such a way that one domain cannot easily be considered apart from the others. Participatory design understood 
from this perspective is not about facilitation skills, but rather skills to translate among strategic, mundane, method and design domains, 
and being aware of how they qualify and permeate each other in order to achieve results.
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Relevance to Design Practice – Practicing participatory design today is more than implementing methods. It is better practiced and 
articulated in terms of translations: how actors account for elements like resources, competencies, preparations, procedural details, and 
strategic contingencies, and how the interplay among these elements is translated into alignments, decisions, actions, and eventually 
design outcomes.
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summary: what is participation

• the action or fact of having or forming a part of something / the 
sharing of something
= the stakeholders influence & share control over development 
initiatives and the decisions and resources that will affect them

& how to think about it?

Participation in PD: 
• have your voice heard & respected AND have a say = be part of 

making decisions (& recognize them in the process and the result)

• mutual learning ⇒ develop knowledge, empathy, respect & trust 
⇒ create design decision competence among all participants

• co-design ⇒ explore & select not only possible but also wanted 
forms & functions + explore short and long term effects of the 
design decisions
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summary: what is participation

Facilitating participation in PD: 
• enable everyone to have a voice & a say in the decision-making 
• enable mutual learning that develops knowledge, empathy, respect 

& trust = create design decision competence among all participants
• enable co-design activities where everyone can take part in design 

to explore & decide on their future (short & long term)
The PD process therefore needs:
• a critical perspective that can recognize power structures in the use 

context / situation and address them
• address and work in the arenas of participation that the PD project 

aims to influence
• design for possible and wanted futures
• include stakeholders that do not normally have a voice by widening 

the accountability of the design project in time and space 

& how to think about do it?
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