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ABSTRACT 
This paper focuses on challenges of heterogeneous 
knowledges in participatory design. How are different 
experiences and knowledge negotiated in participatory 
design processes and how can the design process maintain 
sensitivity towards the subtle aspects of negotiation of 
knowledges? The paper reports from two design projects, 
the first related to design of ICT-based learning 
environments for workplaces in Norway and the second a 
research project with middle managers and care assistants 
from social services departments in the public sector in 
Sweden. As a main argument the paper focuses on the role 
of silence in the negotiation of knowledge. Sensitivity in 
design should then as well be directed towards the silent 
and invisible aspects of the design process, because they 
can be as important for the participation and design 
outcome. 
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INTRODUCTION 
People create meanings in their everyday practices such as 
in design of services, artefacts or IT-systems. Meanings are 
created within discourses, discourses that govern who has 
the right to speak and about what and when. Various 
meanings and representations of the reality are contested 
within and through discourses in which the rules, 
presuppositions, and assumptions govern the stories people 
create and tell in the practice (e.g. design). Each design 
project in itself shapes its own discourse, how the project 
can be conducted, what kind of methods or techniques will 
be used, and what kind of demands and needs will be 
articulated. 
Michel Foucault [1] emphasised the importance of focusing 
also on what people do not talk about, thus, the silence 

itself. He expressed it in his first volume of The History of 
Sexuality in the following way: 
”There is no binary division to be made between what one 
says and what one does not say; we must try to determine 
the different ways of not saying such things, how those 
who can and those who cannot speak of them are 
distributed, which type of discourse is authorised, or which 
form of discretion is required in either case” [1, p.27]. 
We will discuss experimental design as a method to 
listening also to silences or hesitations and not only to them 
who possess a language or are able to articulate their 
wishes, expectations, demands and needs in participatory 
IT design.  The trends in the experimental design processes 
are to include participatory design, probes, scenarios and 
ambiguity as a resource. In this paper experimental design 
is considered as additional to techniques and methods used 
in systems design such as for example future workshops, 
prototyping (see e.g. [2]). 
Our experience is that even the use of video recordings and 
transcriptions in order to support observations and to 
document the design processes does not give the whole 
picture of what is actually happening in the communication 
between designers and user in design processes. Why? One 
explanation is that translations and representations created 
in design projects are partial and local [3]. Another is that 
many decisions and agreements concerning the design do 
happen outside the design meetings, and sometimes outside 
the articulated parts of communication. We will exemplify 
this by two design-projects; one in Norway and the other in 
Sweden. 

THE PROJECTS - NEMLIG 
During ethnographic video-based observations of a national 
research and development project in Norway called 
NEMLIG (Net- and multimedia based learning 
environments) the involvement of participants from a 
middle sized printing company in Norway, made it clear 
that important parts of the negotiations between 
participants and designers was not really articulated in the 
discussions. This became obvious since the agreements 
were neither findable in the video nor on the transcripts but 
they were still referred to in following meetings and had 
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great influence on the process. Decisions were made 
without being articulated clearly in the meetings, thus, the 
decisions were based on understandings and interpretations 
that were impossible to trace in the video-transcripts. The 
progress in the design work was sometimes hard to 
understand because of communicational transparencies. 
Consequently, the invisible and quiet parts of design 
negotiations became the centre of interest since this seemed 
to be as important for the design outcome as the articulated 
negotiations. 
A breakdown that happened during the third design 
meeting is a clear example of the importance to listen also 
to silence in communications and negotiations in 
participatory design projects. The graphical workers 
stopped the process which was until then driven by the 
designers, and the participating users set up premises for 
the design process that were not according to the designers 
needs. This could be understood as user empowerment but 
parts of this breakdown can also be explained by users lack 
of understanding since they did not want to go through a 
long process of trying to understand what they could 
contribute with in the design work. The pressure of daily 
production resulted in a focus on the immediately 
understandable issues of the design process. Detailed 
explanations of the complexities of the future system or 
explanation about the participatory design methods used in 
the project did not seem relevant for the users. This is what 
happen during a workshop session when the systems 
developer explained possible solutions for the system; the 
users turned silent. They did not ask questions, and they did 
not comment on the ideas the system developers presented. 
After one hour of silence - meaning users silence, where 
the system developers discussed a variety of issues, the 
head of the users group spoke up and asked the system 
developers to make a pause in the workshop session. He 
created a breakdown after the pause by saying that the 
design process did not communicate with the users. 
Furthermore, he pointed out that further design work must 
be build on awareness of users needs as well as ways of 
approaching these in the design. 
The question is not whether the breakdown was good or not 
for the design process. A breakdown was obviously needed 
by the users in that specific situation. Rather, the question 
is if a better communication between the systems developer 
and the users could have been created and how. For the 
situation presented above, a reflection upon why the users 
responded with silence could have been one point of 
building a better understanding and communication. 
Silence is normally related to deafness or dumbness, 
emptiness, nothingness, absence, peace or danger. In 
communication between people silences can contain the 
unspoken or the unspeakable. Silence can be caused by the 
tacit parts of communication or by someone being brought 
to silence [4]. Silences can be used as power to control how 
actions are performed, to manipulate, and strategically in 

different ways than articulated strategies. Silence can both 
create power, and can be the issue of powerlessness. 
Silence can hide limited vocabulary, lack of terminology as 
well as silence can indicate the unspeakable or be used as a 
communicational tool to tell the unspeakable in 
performative ways [5]. Silence is also part of a learning 
process where somebody is trying to relate to somebody 
else’s categories [6]. 
Focusing on silence in the design of NEMLIG could have 
been a starting point for understanding the status of the 
communication. This recommends in the meanwhile a 
certain sensibility in dialogues between people. And also an 
understanding of communication as not only related to 
words and speaking but also to listening [7]. This means 
that also the performative parts of communication, the non-
verbal parts as bodies, pauses and silence create meanings, 
and are important for communication in design processes as 
well. Hence sensibility in design has to be related to 
“listening” and seeing these communicative acts as well. 

The projects – mobile services 
Information technology is nothing by itself but gets its 
meaning through people developing or using it. There are 
many actors – human and non-human - in the design 
process in order to develop a product or usable system from 
its idea. The design of IT systems thus takes place in 
concerted actions that may be described as negotiations 
about borders and contents. In the concerted action of the 
actors concerned, language has a central place. However, it 
is also important to pay particular attention to silences like 
in the outcomes reported above. The importance to listen 
also to what people do not talk about became obvious in a 
research project conducted with middle managers and care 
assistants in a social services department in the publics 
sector in Sweden [8]. The aim was to explore users and 
prospective users’ expectations, imaginations, dreams and 
needs of mobile services created in various social contexts 
(practices). The examination was conducted by 
observations, semi-structured interviews and focus groups 
interviews. The managers as well as care assistants enjoyed 
telling about their work, to take responsibility and care 
about elderly and disabled. The middle managers and care 
assistants use their sight, hearing and the language, in order 
to understand people’s everyday life and needs. 
Furthermore, the social care staff is used to make in situ 
decisions, their work is both physically and psychologically 
demanding, and they communicate with many other 
professionals involved in the caring of the clients.  
Although the social care staff used language as well as a 
variety of technologies – ICT and other technologies, in 
their work practices they became silent or seemed to have a 
lack of words to express their needs and demands of new 
technologies such as mobile services. All managers and 
care assistants were familiar and used mobile telephony [8]. 
The starting point for considering experimental design as a 
method to be used to the empirical challenges and 
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breakdowns that we have described above, was a design 
course located in a research group with a long tradition of 
the Scandinavian participatory design tradition [9, 10]. We 
observed during this course a way of being sensitive to 
creative group processes that we like to use as an example 
on sensibility in communication between users and 
designers. 

 
EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN - A METHOD FOR 
INCREASING SENSIBILITY/PARTICIPATION?  
We participated in a course on experimental design in 
autumn 2004. The course consisted of one and a half day 
theoretical introduction and two and a half days workshop 
in a studio. Prof. Ina Wagner from Institute for Design and 
Assessment of Technology – a multidisciplinary design 
group at Vienna Technical University, has developed the 
course, and she managed it for a group of researchers and 
doctoral students from Information Systems and Media 
Studies at the University of Oslo. The course gave a broad 
introduction of a variety of theories and methods for 
creative idea production such as playful methods, 
provocation, ambiguity as a resource, use of cultural 
probes, technology probes, video prototyping, 
games/theatre and performances, using everyday life in 
creating scenarios.  In the second part the participants 
created tangible user interfaces for skiing. The design part 
started with the creation of a design space in a studio. The 
tables were placed in one chosen corner of the room, 
organised in order for all the participants to see each other.  
A variety of writing and drawing materials such as 
coloured paper, scissors, tapes etc. was provided. The 
participants were asked to bring one probe that was 
associated to skiing and another not associated to skiing. 
The design space was filled with visual associations and 
text in relation to skiing; pasted on the wall.  
On the fourth day, the group was still trying to broaden up 
the ideas related to the theme. They discussed different 
ways to design tangible user interfaces. The group had been 
struggling to find a common idea to work on. One person 
missed the morning session that day. After observing the 
groups discussions she suggested the group should decide 
on what kind of users they wanted to design for. She also 
realized the necessity to bring new winds to the discussions 
since she found that the discussion had become hollow.  
The rather long process of brainstorming and the role of 
Prof. Wagner keeping the associations open had come to a 
point where it was getting more difficult to prevent people 
from converging on certain ideas.  Prof. Wagner showed 
great sensibility that it was time to make a decision for 
what kind of interface should be designed.      Sensibility in 
this example is related both to  the course manager, who at 
a certain point was sensitive to the ripeness of the group to 
continue discussing one concrete design, without the course 
members articulating exhaustion or need  to converge into 
an idea. The other point of sensibility is illustrated by the 
course participant who came late to the session and sensed 

the silence in the group as being a silence of individual 
thinking rather than collective creativity. Her intervention 
in the process nearly as an outsider gave her possibilities to 
ask the group what direction it was approaching or what 
user group they were heading for. As the group answered 
that they wanted to design for families with children the 
creative process took a direction and increased into many 
ideas related to snow.  

CONCLUDING REMARKS 
There is a body of knowledge produced in existing 
communities like participatory design (PD), computer 
supported cooperative work (CSCW), and science and 
technology studies (STS), aiming for an increased 
understanding of the context and social practices (work 
practices) as well as to increase multiple interests and 
groups in systems development. Helena Karsti [11], for 
example, suggests an increasing sensitivity towards work 
practices in systems design. Paying particular attention to 
occupational groups who are not located in the core of the 
work practice can be a way to increase the sensitivity. Lucy 
Suchman [3] argues for design practices as situated and 
located somewhere; design from somewhere.  Knowledge 
is not comprehensive but are situated, partial and context 
dependent, thus, translations that are made in a design 
process are partial and local [3, 12].   
A variety of techniques and methods such as probes, game  
playing, future workshops and scenario building have also 
been  developed and used in participatory IT design 
projects in  order to increase user participation. However, 
the focus on language dominates still in many of this 
techniques and methods. Although language was the main 
“tool” in the experimental design course we used other 
kinds of skills and knowledges in order to establish 
sensitivity towards the non-articulated issues of 
heterogeneous collaborations.  Techniques such as 
illustrating one’s ideas by creating  tangible things with 
coloured paper, drawings, etc. and being sensitive to the 
course of events of the process in the group was important 
for thinking around sensibility in design.   The outcomes of 
the reported research – one design project in Norway and 
another in Sweden, show that to be situated and located 
does not mean only to listen to what is  said but also being 
sensitive to what one can find in silences.  
A focus on different modes of communication is found in 
studies of performative aspects of communication that 
refers to Bakhtins theories of the dialogic character of 
communication. The performative perspective focuses on 
the behavioural aspects of communication [13] and gives 
”attention to the complex cultural politics of performance – 
as ambivalent front, slippery site, and shifting intersection 
of domination and resistance, appropriation and 
contestation”, grounding the performative perspective in 
theories of praxis [14, p. 60]. This became obvious in the 
experimental design course by the intervention of the late 
coming person.  
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The social care staff use technologies (ICT and household), 
are used to solve problems as they occur, and they 
communicate with many persons in their daily work. But 
they had difficulties to express their wishes and demands of 
new technologies (mobile services). Experimental design 
with a combination of making and acting may be a way to 
give space also to persons who have difficulties to express 
their wishes and needs with the use of language. Even if the 
breakdown in the NEMLIG project brought the design 
process further, it did not bring it in the right direction 
concerning finding the best solutions for the firm and its 
future learning processes. A sensibility towards the silence 
of the participants could have changed the plans for the 
design meetings, given a stronger focus on the practical 
reality for the graphical workers, and the possibilities for 
the company to adjust to new market conditions by the use 
of internet based technologies.   
We have argued that we need methods also to pay attention 
to what people not talk about, what we find in the silence, 
if the aim is to cast light on a variety of voices, experiences 
and knowledge, and to legitimize them in the design 
process. In this paper we have discussed experimental 
design as a method to be sensitive also to silences and 
hesitations. There are still a lot of questions concerning 
whether or how experimental design increases participation 
in IT design. One is that all participants in the course at 
Oslo University were researchers, thus, how to transfer the 
experiences and the method to other settings such as the 
NEMLIG project or social services departments?    
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