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What is Participatory Design?



Participatory Design
Co-design
Co-creation
Collaborative Design
Co-participatory Design
Participatory Co-design
Cooperative Design
Co-operative Design











Facilitation is power.









1. Community members always present & 
leading



2. Community members outnumber 
professional designers



3. Community members own artifacts and 
narratives around the artifacts.
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What are the benefits of RPD?



Benefits of Radical Participatory Design

1: Inclusive Design

The community best knows how to 
recruit and include community members.

From Inclusive Design → Inclusive Team

From Inclusive Team → Inclusive 
Recruitment





Benefits of Radical Participatory Design

2: Human-centered Design

The best way to center the design 
process on the community for whom you 
are designing is Radical Participatory 
Design.

From HCD → Society-centered Design

From HCD → Planet-centered Design





Benefits of Radical Participatory Design

3: Empathy

Stop pursuing empathy. You won’t find it.

● Intellectual empathy

● Emotional empathy

● Compassionate empathy





Benefits of Radical Participatory Design

4: Trauma-responsive Design

The components of a trauma-informed 
approach are embedded in your process 
when the community is participating fully 
and fully leading.

● Safety
● Trustworthiness & transparency
● Peer support
● Collaboration & mutuality
● Empowerment, voice, and choice
● Cultural, historical, & gender issues







Benefits of Radical Participatory Design

5: Pluriversal Design

Communities can define for themselves 
what is the good life.

From damage-centered design → 
desire-based design

Asset-based methodologies





What are the ethics of RPD?















How do you evaluate an RPD process?

















Planet-centered Value Creation Law
In order to increase planet-centered design and planet-centered value creation, we mandate that companies conduct 75% of their design work through participatory design involving external users 
and customers.

Outside of community-led design projects, most participatory design processes initiated by a company or organization maintain or even strengthen power imbalances between the design organization 
and the community on whose purported behalf they are designing. We introduce the term radical participatory design to show how research and design processes can be truly participatory to the root 
or core. Instead of treating participatory design as a method, a way of conducting a method, or a methodology, we introduce radical participatory design as a meta-methodology, a way of doing any 
methodology. We explicitly define what participation means and compare and contrast design processes based on the amount of participation. We introduce “designer as community member” and 
“community member as designer and facilitator” models. Based on experience employing radical participatory design over many years, we provide guidelines for the meta-methodology of radical 
participatory design, tips for how best to employ it, pitfalls to avoid, and ways of overcoming barriers. Finally, we offer ways of evaluating the success of the radically participatory design process, 
related to the goals of participation.

SECTION ONE:

Participatory design processes are not new. Communities “unofficially” have used participatory design processes to solve community problems for millenia (Sanhoff 2011). Specifically, 
in western design practices of design, technology, and innovation companies, participatory design processes have increasingly become popular in the late twentieth century to today (Hartson & Pyla 
2012, Hess & Pipek 2012, Sanhoff 2011). This trend is most demonstrated by the now thirty-year history of the Participatory Design Conference, from 1990 to 2020 (Simonsen 2020). 
Simultaneously, many issues, concerns, and problems have been raised about how participatory design is theorized, framed, defined, practiced, and evaluated (Kensing & Blomberg 1998, Robertson 
& Simonsen 2012, Frediani 2016).

What is immediately evident, both from a literature review of participatory design and from conversations with other participatory designers, is that everyone in the participatory design 
community means something different when they use the term participatory design (Frauenberger et al. 2015, Halskov & Hansen 2015, Vines et al. 2013, Vines et al. 2015). The initial excitement of 
finding someone or some group who is using the same participatory process, gives way to confusion or disappointment because the other person or group actually is using a different process. This 
confusion stems from no definitive definition of what participatory design is. Researchers and designers use the term participatory design to signify different levels of politics in the design process, 
different groups of people, different methods, different goals of participation, and different amounts and configurations of participation (Halskov & Hansen 2015, Fischer et al. 2021).

There are researchers and designers who use the term participatory design to signify the participation of internal or external stakeholders (Bowen et al. 2013, Handfield et al. 1999). 
Others use the term to mean the community who will use the product or service (DiSalvo et al. 2012, DiSalvo et al. 2017). Still others use the term to mean all internal and external stakeholders 
including community members and internal organizational stakeholders and executives (Reddy et al. 2019, Vink et al. 2008). In this paper, we focus participatory design on the participation of the 
people for whom or on whose behalf we are designing–the community. It is their expertise that should drive the process.
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In 2052, most government agencies have a 
PD unit that addresses the future of work by 

employing the public in RPD projects. 
Citizens, immigrants, and refugees rotate in 
and out of the PD units. Only 10% of private 
companies had PD units until one gov RPD 
project created a law mandating increased 
planet-centered value creation through PD 

units in private companies.







Design mediates so much of our realities and has tremendous impact on our lives, yet 

very few of us participate in design processes. In particular, the people who are most 

adversely affected by design decisions — about visual culture, new technologies, the 

planning of our communities, or the structure of our political and economic systems — 

tend to have the least influence on those decisions and how they are made.

Design justice rethinks design processes, centers people who are normally 

marginalized by design, and uses collaborative, creative practices to address the 

deepest challenges our communities face.



Principles of Design Justice

1: Liberate

We use design to sustain, heal, and 
empower our communities, as well as to seek 
liberation from exploitative and oppressive 
systems.

We focus on social ills and work on liberation 
before reconciliation.

We use a systems approach.



Principles of Design Justice

2: Center the Community

We center the voices of those who are 
directly impacted by the outcomes of 
the design process.

Agile processes allows the customer to 
harness change as a competitive 
advantage.

Being able to effectively change the 
product according to customer needs 
increases customer satisfaction.



Principles of Design Justice

3: Prioritize the Community

We prioritize design’s impact on the 
community over the intentions of the 
designer.

The community leads the design.

The health and wellness of the 
community is paramount.



Principles of Design Justice

4: Seek Health

We view change as emergent from an 
accountable, accessible, and collaborative 
process, rather than as a point at the end of 
a process.

We focus on the health of a system and do 
not seek a mission-accomplished approach.

We map and remap systems knowing our 
interventions change the system.



Principles of Design Justice

5: Facilitate

We see the role of the designer as a 
facilitator rather than an expert.

The experts are the community. They have 
the lived experience.

Designers only know a process. They are 
facilitators.



Principles of Design Justice

6: Listen to the Community 

We believe that everyone is an expert 
based on their own lived experience, 
and that we all have unique and brilliant 
contributions to bring to a design 
process.

The experts are the community. They 
have the lived experience.

Value and prioritize indigenous 
knowledge, experiential knowledge, and 
contextual knowledge.



Principles of Design Justice

7: Share Knowledge

We share design knowledge and tools 
with our communities.

Communities should have access to 
information. We break down barriers to 
access to knowledge.

Communities can use the information to 
better themselves. Knowledge is power.



Principles of Design Justice

8: Be Sustainable

We work towards sustainable, 
community-led and -controlled 
outcomes.

We create interventions and build in ways 
that reinforce the human rights of all 
people.

We design, research, and build ethically, 
inclusively, and equitably.



Principles of Design Justice

9: Improve Our Ecology

We work towards non-exploitative 
solutions that reconnect us to the earth 
and to each other.

We create interventions and build in 
ways that reinforce improved health of 
our ecology.

We design, research, and build 
sustainably.



Principles of Design Justice

10: Use Positive Deviance

Before seeking new design solutions, we 
look for what is already working at the 
community level. We honor and uplift 
traditional, indigenous, and local 
knowledge and practices.

We use a positive deviance methodology.

We practice a systems approach and 
amplify positive system dynamics.


