
Participatory Design and Creative Authority

Participatory design challenges the normal way we think 
about creative process. It involves other people’s thoughts 
and opinions before we have a personal concept in mind. 
It turns the designer into a facilitator of a creative process, 
rather than the generator.

Questions:

Is participatory design a form of creative work?

How does inviting other people into our creative thinking 
affect process and our identity as creatives/designers?

A hesitation to more user-driven design methods is, “but 
what if they’re wrong?” What does is mean to be wrong? 

What are times we’ve felt conflict between our personal and 
our user’s conceptions of right and wrong?

Sex Appeal of Social Impact Design

As designers, we have the power to make things sexy and 
tell powerful stories. When we work with traditionally 
disadvantaged communities, our powers can be problematic. 
Design for social impact attracts media attention, which can 
critical to our careers as designers, but also presents itself 
with a unique set of ethical concerns. 

Questions:

What does it mean when there’s no happy ending or clear 
outcome? How to we deal with the pressure to celebrate and 
package our projects neatly?

How can we be more critical about tying good intentions to 
positive outcomes?

What are the ethics of publicizing social impact design? 
Are we responsible for the shape of buzz? What are our 
obligations to the people we are trying to affect when we 
seek publicity?



Responsibility and Scale

PD, in its truest form, doesn’t scale well. Factors that lead to 
a successful PD project - sustained emotional commitment, 
attention to specific sets of needs or community, lengthy 
project timeline, flexible end goals, commitment to 
measuring/examining impact - are at odds with what it takes 
to produce on a large, financially sustainable scale. 

Questions:

How can we translate its theory to design for systems on a 
complex scale? Can we use co-design methods even if we 
don’t have resources to implement them perfectly?

As students at a privileged institution, how can we be more 
sensitive to implicit power dynamics involved with working 
outside our community?

As students, can we do truly participatory design work 
in class projects? How could it be a bigger part of our 
education?

The Value of Participation

“The Case against Democracy” discussed how democratic 
decision-making doesn’t always translate to ideal outcomes, 
but it is possibly the least worst system for building an 
equitable society. As a democratic process, co-design 
is messy. It requires a high level of sustained emotional 
investment without a guarantee of the outcomes. 

Questions:

Is participation simply a process, or can it be the end goal?

Does participation have value even if it doesn’t lead to design 
outcomes?

It’s possible that by empowering your users, your project can 
become  insignificant in the face of new problems. How do 
we balance our goals with responsiveness to our users?

Can participatory design be used to create “things” and 
“Things” that represent the needs of a broader population?


