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ABSTRACT 

Critical design arouses increasing interest in Human 

Computer Interaction (HCI). Critical Design is a relatively 

novel and a contentious design approach within this stream, 

while also other critical design approaches are emerging in 

HCI. Information systems research, then again, has been 

fascinated with critical research for decades and strongly 

integrated the critical lens into studies on systems 

development and use. However, critical information systems 

research is weak in the design practice – very few studies 

actually involve design. We argue that combining the forces 

of these various critical traditions, an empowering approach 

to design can be developed. A categorization of critical 

design approaches is proposed and fascinating paths for 

future work are identified. Particularly we call for future 

developments on critical design research along two lines: 

expert-led critical design better integrating the tenets of the 

critical research tradition and user-led critical design truly 

advocating the empowerment of the power-weak.  
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ACM Classification Keywords 
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INTRODUCTION 
Although Critical Theory is originally referring to a 

particular school of social theory, it is currently often used as 

an umbrella term for a large variety of critical approaches in 

both social and humanistic sciences, whose emergence and 

expansion has been a significant characteristic in the research 

scene of the last decades. The origins of the critical approach 

go back to Kant and Marx, but the direct influence has mostly 

been through the works of Frankfurt school of Critical Social 

Theory (Horkheimer, Adorno, Habermas, Marcuse) and by 

French postmodernists such as Foucault, Derrida and 

Lyotard. At the most general level the central idea is that the 

way we perceive the reality is distorted by history, vested 

interests and power; by various critiques it may be possible 

to see through these distortions, and this knowledge may 

ultimately lead to empowerment of those who have been 

formerly oppressed by the distortions. When information 

technology (IT) has become more and more entwined in our 

lives, it and its design have also become potential topics and 

means of such critiques. In this paper our purpose is to 

discuss the influence of Critical Theory and its various forms 

in research on IT design. We will use "critical research" as 

the umbrella term for all critical approaches. 

In Human Computer Interaction (HCI) community, there is 

a relatively recent acknowledgement that our research and 

practice may contribute to people’s lives in a broadened 

sense. It is not only technology and the user interface that we 

contribute to, but we may have a significant role in shaping 

people’s practices, living environments and futures overall 

[10, 26, 50, 66]. We may still be concerned with enabling 

more effective and efficient work practices for people, but 

we may potentially also be inspiring, empowering, 

liberating, persuading, marginalizing or exploiting people – 

serving a variety of agendas and goals. In doing so, our 

design practice plays a prominent role, and that opens a new 

perspective: while the critical discussion in social sciences 

aims to break the conforming model of thinking that benefits 

those in power by offering an alternative discussion, design 

has a possibility not only to influence the discussion, but 

actually change how things are in life – and this surely opens 

up interesting and not that much explored vistas. 

Our aim is as follows: we feel that the potential of critical 

research is yet far from being exhausted in design, and we 

would like to help the emergence of a new phase of criticality 

in design research. Such critical design research would build 

on the motivational foundation of socially responsible design 
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and take a stance with respect to problems of the everyday; 

it would utilize efficiently the theoretical, conceptual and 

methodological resources already developed in the critical 

research tradition; and it would develop and use the unique 

epistemological and methodological arsenal of design as a 

changer of the world to advance the critical research tradition 

further. Our proposal has two branches. On one hand, we 

maintain that substantial work on critical design in the sense 

of expert-led design has already been done within various, 

yet separate communities, and it would be necessary and 

fruitful to open a dialogue between them. On the other hand 

the critical perspective does not need to be limited to expert-

led design, but could also open new vistas for more layman-

oriented design approaches. Participatory design has critical 

roots, but that trait has not recently received much attention. 

Hence, we contemplate on what critical participatory design 

could be. It has to be invented together – and that is another 

discussion we want to open. In this paper, we identify and 

discuss the following four areas relevant for critical design: 

innate criticism within design against consumerism; 

discussion around "Critical Design" in design and HCI; 

discussion and application of critical research in information 

systems research; and critical traits in the participatory 

design tradition.  

The paper is structured as follows. The next section discusses 

the innate criticism towards a particular view of world that 

many researchers have seen both dominating and harmful, 

consumerism. The third section discusses the approach 

called "Critical Design" and variety around it within design 

and HCI research. The fourth section addresses the 

discussion and application of critical research in information 

systems research. The fifth section takes a look at the 

development of participatory design and identifies critical 

elements in it. The sixth section builds a framework with 

which to map and understand certain fundamental 

differences in HCI and information systems research to 

critical design. Based on this, a categorization of design 

approaches from the perspective of critical design is 

proposed and numerous paths for future work identified.    

THE INNATE CRITICISM WITHIN DESIGN 

Inspired by design historian Kjetil Fallan [30] let us start with 

a short look in the history of design thinking. Along the 

industrial needs to design consumer products for mass 

markets, different ideologies of design evolved. We can 

identify two influential traditions in industrial design; the 

legacy of both is still very much alive. One of them is 

naturally „modernistic“ thinking in design, or developing a 

new aesthetics for industrial products: by skilfully taking into 

account the functionality of products, the nature of materials 

used and industrial production processes available, it is 

possible to develop aesthetically pleasant new forms for 

those products. The new products would not only function 

well for the purpose and be economical to produce, but they 

would also improve the aesthetical quality of life of their 

users. These ideas were first formulated in 1920s and 1930s 

in Europe, and have been very influential – they are still part 

of most design education. 

Another influential tradition in industrial design emerged 

during approximately the same period, in 1930s in USA. 

This tradition of „styling“, "streamlining" or „consumer 

appeal” has been unashamedly commercial: the purpose of 

design is to help selling products. While the modernistic 

tradition built its aesthetics on functionality, the consumer 

appeal designers realised, that the decisions to purchase a 

product were often heavily influenced by different meanings 

buyers connect with products, and that – with a help from 

marketing – it was possible to design positive immaterial 

meanings related with a product also when they were not 

directly connected with the functionality of the thing itself – 

meanings like social status, youth, or sexual attractiveness. 

The motivation for the customer appeal tradition has been 

presented in a refreshingly clear language in a textbook on 

Design for Business from 1947:  

"It is the work of the industrial designer to create the right 

form for the manufactured article. Through his knowledge of 

applied art, he correlates utility with aesthetic appeal and 

thereby seeks to imbue the consumer with the desire of 

ownership. The industrial designer styles what his 

experienced judgement tells him is a product the public will 

want to buy and possess, though this may not always be what 

he thinks is good looking nor again something he would like 

in his own home. His main objective is to create an article of 

strong sales appeal, and he achieves this end only through 

the understanding of style trends. Such trends represent the 

contemporary drift of consumer acceptance." [59: 17-19] 

Consumerism and the dilemma of designers in the service of 

both industry owners and users of the products is just such a 

case where criticality might be useful. Although Critical 

Theory has rarely been relied on, there have been a number 

of innate criticists against this situation in the field of design. 

Well-known among them is Victor Papanek, whose "Design 

for the real world" [64] opens with a famous critique against 

the customer appeal position in design: 

"There are professions more harmful than industrial design, 

but only a very few of them. And possibly only one profession 

is phonier. Advertising design, in persuading people to buy 

things they don't need, with money they don't have, in order 

to impress others who don't care, is probably the phoniest 

field in existence today. Industrial design, by concocting the 

tawdry idiocies hawked by advertisers, comes a close 

second." [64: introduction]  

Papanek's criticism was mainly directed against the customer 

appeal design, but he did not like the artistically oriented 

modernist/postmodernist design either, considering it as an 

elitist exercise. Despite controversy and polemics around 

Papanek's book, it has been very influential: after almost 50 

years it is still in print and has been translated into 23 

languages, making it as one of the most widely read design 

books ever – incidentally, it was the first book on design the 



second author encountered 40 years ago, and influenced the 

selection of his career as well. After Papanek, his critical 

legacy has been kept alive by researchers like Mike Cooley 

[20], Nigel Whiteley [78] and John Thackara [76], and it is 

further kept alive under headings such as Tonkinwise's 

transitory design [77], de Oliveira's post-colonial design 

[23], or Fuad-Lukes design activism [32]. Papanek can also 

be seen as the one of the main originators of socially 

responsible design. This more implicitly critical legacy is 

very alive and may be even mainstream in design education 

under the banner of sustainable design (see e.g. [13]).  

To summarize, there is a living tradition of thinking critically 

about the role of design in contemporary society. If we 

acknowledge the implicit criticism behind sustainable 

design, we can say that there is a strong motivational 

undercurrent calling for better contribution of design to 

address contemporary problems. 

THE INFLUENCE OF CRITICAL RESEARCH AND 

THEORY IN HCI/DESIGN 

The most visible influence of critical research in HCI and 

design has been in the discussion around "Critical Design" 

originated by Anthony Dunne and Fiona Raby with Dunne's 

PhD thesis book "Herzian Tales" [27] and "Design Noir" 

[28] that they wrote together.  

The starting point for Critical Design is rather programmatic:  

"Design can be described as falling into two very broad 

categories: affirmative design and critical design. The 

former reinforces how things are now, it conforms to 

cultural, social, technical and economic expectation. Most 

design falls into this category. The latter rejects how things 

are now as being the only possibility, it provides a critique 

of the prevailing situation through designs that embody 

alternative social, cultural, technical or economic values." 

[28: 58] 

"The most important elements of this approach are: going 

beyond optimization to explore critical and aesthetic roles 

for electronic products; using estrangement to open the 

space between people and electronic products to discussion 

and criticism; designing alternative functions to draw 

attention to legal, cultural, and social rules; exploiting the 

unique narrative possibilities offered by electronic products; 

raising awareness of the electromagnetic qualities of our 

environment; and developing forms of engagement that 

avoid being didactic and utopian." [27: 147] 

What, then, is the "affirmative design" against which Critical 

Design takes a stand? Certainly neither the customer appeal 

tradition, nor the far more radical Papanekian direction, but 

the art-inspired mainstream design. But, according to Fallan 

[30], this tradition itself is in a flux; the status quo is 

constantly been challenged by successive generations of 

avant-garde artists/designers. 

Although Dunne and Raby in [27] and [28] mention critical 

theory as one of their starting point, we agree with [65] that 

their work has not been seriously based on critical theory or 

critical research but these have mainly served as inspiration 

for them, and the Critical Design term is in fact somewhat 

misleading. The novel artefacts designed by Dunne and Raby 

and others inspired by them do not criticize any existing 

practice, but they are tools for speculative exploration of 

potential future practices. Then again, these ideas have been 

influential both in design and in HCI. The Critical Design 

started by Dunne and Raby has been followed by series of 

design-oriented research aiming for thought-provoking 

artifacts, most prominent of which are the ones developed by 

Bill Gaver and his colleagues (such as Drift Table, Prayer 

Companion, Photostroller, or Plane Tracker [34]). In this 

design-oriented research the connection with critical theory 

has been dropped: although others [48, 67] classify the works 

by Gaver and his colleagues as Critical Design, the authors 

themselves disagree (see [7, 65]).  

As summarized in [65] Critical Design and the other future-

oriented designs rather seem to follow the well-established 

pattern of avant-garde in art and design: the avant-garde 

offers an alternative world-view, a counter-narrative to the 

dominant narrative. What is novel and significant, however, 

is that these designs have opened up a new genre of design 

avant-garde: instead of aiming to provoke through bending 

and violating culturally established visual norms and rules, 

the provocation in these designs is based on computer-

enabled functionality, which helps the audience to envision 

yet non-existing practices where artefacts might be used. The 

line of these artefacts forms a prominent example that 

designing artefacts can serve as a research method and 

produce novel information. This line of research has led to 

the emergence of a number of techniques to work out new 

scenarios for potential futures, such as reflective design [71], 

speculative design [3, 60], or design fiction [14]. 

The work by Dunne and Raby on Critical Design has served 

also as a starting point and inspiration for another, more HCI-

oriented line of research by Jeffrey and Shaowen Bardzell 

and their colleagues. This line can be characterized as design 

criticism. The design criticism thread sees itself being based 

clearly on critical theory and critical research, in particular 

on the tradition of literary criticism. This line of research has 

been evolving over several years and it has been documented 

in a number of publications [5, 6, 7, 8, 31]. In [7: 2093] 

authors characterize their aim as follows:   

"We investigate RtD [research through design] in its relation 

to the production of knowledge; specifically, how design 

objects are knowledge producers both for those that 

encounter them and those that design them. In the arts and 

humanities, the ability of objects to produce knowledge is 

well understood, and the aim of this paper is to characterize 

how we might understand the kind of knowledge that RtD 

objects produce, how they produce it, and how we engage 

with it." 

For the purpose the authors mobilize the resources of literary 

criticism, and have progressed in developing a systematic 



approach to interpret design objects to extract (some of) the 

knowledge that has been created in them during the design 

process. They have also produced a number of examples how 

the approach works in practice. 

The program launched by Bardzells and their colleagues is 

an ambitious and important one, and it clearly complements 

the design-oriented line of research by Dunne, Raby, Gaver 

and other designers. Design criticism goes further than 

"annotated portfolios" suggested by Gaver [33] as sufficient 

in documenting the knowledge produced through designing 

an object. Although we agree with Gaver that such annotated 

portfolios may indeed be efficient in inspiring other 

designers to produce new designs of their own, we agree with 

Bardzells that there are also other stakeholders in design than 

designers, and we must explore, if design objects can be 

analysed in the way that makes the produced novel 

information also available for them. A portfolio as the only 

end result of a line of research sounds a bit too "Laputian1" 

for us...  While literary criticism is not the only foundation 

upon which an approach for analysing design objects can be 

built, the design criticism by Bardzells and colleagues has 

anyway now opened up that field, and from now on will 

serve as a model and comparison point for others.  

Another recent development within HCI is the emergence of 

a set of critical research inspired design approaches that aim 

at challenging the status quo and at liberation of the 

oppressed. Although these developments do not yet represent 

a well-developed line of inquiry, they indicate that in the HCI 

community there is increasing awareness and interest around 

critical design. Examples representing this recent 

development are e.g. adversarial design [24], design against 

status quo [40], contestational design approaches, such as 

those utilizing disruption or friction as a design strategy [47], 

and design for troubling and queering [57]. Within these 

approaches, the basis and inspiration for design is derived, 

e.g., from political or queer theory. 

To summarize, there is an active line on research in 

HCI/design, design criticism, interested in artefacts and 

drawing directly from the critical tradition. On the other 

hand, there is another active line of research aiming to 

envision potential futures through development of artefacts. 

Although the connection of this line with critical tradition 

has this far been somewhat tenuous, there exist a potential to 

strengthen that connection. The unique epistemological 

strength of research through the development of novel 

artefacts is becoming recognized, although not yet clearly 

understood. If this approach really embraces critical research 

tradition, something really interesting and novel may 

happen, potentially opening up a new direction for critical 

research in general. 

                                                           
1 In Gulliver's Travels Swift satirizes on scientists of Laputa 

who in their quest for simplifying language end up in 

THE INFLUENCE OF CRITICAL RESEARCH AND 

THEORY IN INFORMATION SYSTEMS 

A segment of information systems research has been very 

inspired by the critical tradition and examined systems 

design and use through a critical lens for decades. However, 

these studies are mostly studying systems development or 

use with a critical lens, not developing systems or 

methodologies embedding these ideas.  

Critical information systems studies argue that the nature of 

systems development is always conflictual and political, and 

information systems researchers, instead of defining better 

methodologies and accepting the managerialist agendas of 

systems development, should carefully analyze this 

conflictual and political process and question the agendas. In 

relation to this, it is also maintained that empowerment needs 

to be seen only as a rhetoric that tries to conceal that systems 

are always designed for management purposes. Users might 

be involved, but only for increasing management control and 

productivity, or for decreasing resistance. [44] 

Within critical information systems research the legitimacy 

mostly rests on Marxism and critical theory, the Frankfurt 

school and the writing of Habermas as examples. One could 

say that Habermas and Foucault are two extensively utilized 

scholars in critical IS research. Foucauldian tradition has 

mainly been used in the critical examination of the formation 

of objects and ‘truths,’ revealing hidden and tacit 

assumptions, whereas the Habermasian tradition lends itself 

also for “normative explication of the validity and 

acceptability of discourses” through the construct of the 

‘ideal speech situation’ that can be used for the identification 

of the shortcomings of real speech situations [74: 4331].  

Foucault inspired researchers within information systems 

research have discussed how various discourses, power and 

knowledge are embedded in systems development and use 

(e.g. [1, 25, 41, 45, 49, 68, 75]), whereas Habermasian 

researchers have taken a step towards actual systems design 

in the sense of utilizing Habermasian notions in the 

evaluation or for inspiring design [19, 38, 46, 69, 72, 80]. 

However, neither do these studies engage much in the actual 

design practice: new features may be proposed [69], 

sometimes even a prototype has been built, integrating 

Habermasian ideals [38], but, overall, in information systems 

research one can say that very few studies can be found in 

which emancipatory systems have been the target of design. 

On the other hand, there is a thread in information systems 

research where the emancipatory design process is in pivotal 

position with a strong influence from critical tradition. 

Scandinavian trade unionist tradition in systems design 

focused already during 1960s on workplace democracy and 

union involvement in the development of computer systems. 

This tradition had a strong Marxists flavor and relied on the 

carrying sacks of objects and showing them to each other 

instead of a conversation. 



notion of conflict between capital and labor. [11, 29, 53] 

Inspired by this work, also in more mainstream information 

systems research not only the paradigms of functionalism 

and social relativism but also those of radical structuralism 

and neo-humanism have been identified for systems design 

[43, relying on [17]). However, such approaches have not 

been utilized much in the actual design practice. 

Then again, in information systems research there is now 

extensive interest in design science research (DSR), starting 

from March and Smith [61] and continuing with the works 

of Hevner, Gregor and others [42, 36], arguing for 

integrating practical design work and building of IT artefacts 

as legitimate part of information systems research, in 

addition to pure theorizing. However, unfortunately the DSR 

tradition has developed entirely disconnected to the critical 

research tradition. Hence, also in information systems 

research, there is a need to connect critical research with 

actual design practice, while one can say that in information 

systems research, the importance of the emancipation of the 

oppressed has though been a central concern for decades. 

CRITICALITY AND PARTICIPATORY DESIGN 

The Scandinavian trade unionist tradition can be seen as the 

origin for the more recent participatory design tradition. As 

mentioned, within the early projects conflict between capital 

and labor, workplace democracy, worker empowerment and 

union involvement in the development of computer systems 

were central concerns. Participatory design tradition that 

grew out from the Scandinavian trade unionist legacy has 

tried to embrace the original ideas of the trade unionist 

tradition in systems design and highlighted the importance of 

empowering users with the aim to design skill-enhancing 

tools for skilled workers in collaboration with them. [35, 70]  

However, when participatory design in the early 1990s 

migrated to US [70] the critical perspective of the earlier 

research was watered down for the audience, and 

participation became seen more as a technique to ensure a 

better quality of products and working life. Participatory 

design tradition has also received criticism as being too 

limited in addressing the critical and emancipatory aspects; 

however, the ethical responsibilities of the system designer 

have survived the time [9, 11]. Then again, debates regarding 

the place of politics and democracy in participatory design 

have also re-emerged within participatory design 

community. There can be argued to be a revitalized interest 

in empowerment and democracy, which now have been 

interpreted to concern varied kinds of publics, design and 

innovation very broadly (see e.g. [12 55, 73]).  

VARIETY IN CRITICAL DESIGN 

As is obvious, there are definite differences in the ‘critical’ 

component as discussed in HCI and information systems 

research. Part of these differences can be quite nicely 

captured by a framework introduced by Deetz [21] for 

categorizing organization studies. He offers a rethinking of 

Burrell’s and Morgan’s categorization of paradigms in social 

theory and suggests the dimensions of local/emergent versus 

elite/a priori, and consensus versus dissensus as useful 

distinctions that characterize ways researchers orient to 

organizations, constitute people and events in them and 

report of them [21].  

The distinction between local/emergent and elite/a priori 

highlights the origins of the research concepts and problem 

statements; whether they emerge locally or are defined by 

researchers a priori. In the context of design approaches, this 

can be used to distinguish different sources of design ideas 

and critique. The distinction between consensus versus 

dissensus, then again, concerns the relation of research to the 

existing social order. According to Deetz, research may rely 

on ‘a dominant set of structurings of knowledge’ within 

organizations, a research community or society (consensus), 

while it may also ‘work to disrupt these structurings’ 

(dissensus), in which case the researcher aims at challenging 

the maintenance of order and the domination of people. [21: 

195] This distinction can also be quite directly applied to 

design: the designer either stays in her design work within ‘a 

dominant set of structurings of knowledge’ or tries to ‘work 

to disrupt these structurings’.    

However, these dimensions neglect the more active role in 

making a change critical research (as well as critical design) 

can have. Critical research does involve critiquing, i.e. in 

critical research one should deconstruct discourses’ 

inscriptions that always emphasize and serve some groups 

and individuals while neglect or exploit others [2], but 

critical research should not only critique the status quo, but 

also to emancipate and liberate those studied from 

oppression; hence, emancipatory interests should always 

characterize critical research [2, 22, 58]. Therefore, it can be 

said that emancipation, liberation and empowerment of the 

power-weak should be one of the main goals in any critical 

endeavour.  

Then again, variety can be identified also within these 

concepts. For example, a mainstream view on empowerment 

of the power-weak may see it merely as a management tool 

for motivating the employees to strive for management goals 

by giving them some power of decision [39, 44, 62], whereas 

critical tradition emphasizes that empowerment can never 

happen through those having power giving some to others, 

but on the contrary, empowerment involves the oppressed 

combating the oppressors and achieving power to affect or 

make decision this way [39, 44, 62].  

Based on these distinctions, we can categorize critical design 

approaches as relying either on local/emergent or elitist/a 

priori design ideas/evaluations and advocating either 

critique/deconstruction/provocation or empowerment in the 

critical sense. Table 1 illustrates the dimensions and 

associated four variants of critical design.



 Critique/deconstruct/provoke Empower/combat 

Elitist, a 

priori 

Provoke and reveal - designer led: a design 

approach, within which the status quo is 

critically scrutinized, challenged, disturbed by 

designs created by elitist designers 

Examples: Critical Design [27, 28]; Design for 

Troubling [57]; Design for Queering [57]; 

Contestational Design for Disruption [47]; 

Adversarial Design [24]  

Combat and empower - designer led: a design approach, 

within which the power weak users are empowered by 

design: elitist designers drive the design process aiming at 

user empowerment 

Examples: Scandinavian Trade Unionist Approach; 

Contestational Design for Disruption [47]; Adversarial 

Design [24]; Sustainable Design [13]  

Local, 

emergent 

Provoke and reveal -  user led: a design 

approach, within which the status quo is 

critically scrutinized, challenged, disturbed by 

designs created by radical users 

Examples: Contestational Design for Friction 

[47]; Design Activism [32]; Making; Hacking   

Combat and empower - user led: a design approach, within 

which the power weak users become empowered by design 

and the design process: they drive the design process aiming 

at their empowerment and combat the oppressors  

Examples: Participatory Design; Contestational Design for 

Friction [47]; Design Activism [32]; Making; Hacking  

Table 1. Variety in critical design 

Critical Design, as illustrated in Table 1, thus represents only 

one possible form of critical design. It has already been 

argued that Critical Design is close to avant garde in arts 

[65]. We fully agree with this: it relies on the elitist designer, 

who knows the best and is able to critically scrutinize the 

current situation, identify false consciousness, open up taken 

for granted assumptions and provoke the audience to adopt a 

more critical stance and to see alternatives. It is about elitist 

designer creating something that mainly another elitist 

designer can truly value – be that a designer, critic, designer-

as-critic or critic-as-designer (cf. [65]). Although Critical 

Design has already been criticized from this respect [65], the 

critics still seem to advocate the same elitist orientation: they 

argue for more participatory design criticism, but it seems to 

engage only the elitist designers, not the masses (see [65]).  

Moreover, we also identify other design approaches that can 

be seen to represent this type of critical design: design for 

troubling and queering [57] and design for disruption [47]. 

They can be seen to invite the designers, inspired, e.g., by 

political or queer theory, to reveal the oppressing conditions 

of the status quo or to provoke the audience to question their 

taken for granted assumptions by the means of design. 

Within this type of critical design, overall, the elitist, expert 

designer aims to enlighten or provoke the masses.   

We also identify some exemplary systems that can be argued 

of representing the outcome of this type of critical design. In 

the existing literature, e.g. the Menstruation Machine by 

Sputniko! [63], discussed e.g. by Bardzells and colleagues 

[7] and the robots Amy and Klara by Marc Böhlen [18], 

discussed e.g. by DiSalvo [24] share characteristics of this 

design approach. These examples share a focus on gender 

and technology, while naturally this type of critical design 

can be used to address numerous other topics as well. These 

examples nevertheless show how critical design can be 

utilized by expert designers to critique and provoke – the 

other expert designers as well as potentially the masses. 

However, we claim that critical design can and actually is 

accomplished by the masses, too. For example, among 

graffiti artists and various kinds of activists in grassroots 

movements there definitively are people realizing critical 

design. They may also be critiquing, provoking and 

deconstructing the taken for granted assumptions by the 

means of design. The HCI literature has already discussed 

grassroots movements, amateur designers and makers 

engaging in creative design activities [4, 51, 52, 56, 37] – 

they have managed to acquire agency in the design process 

and to create and make without the guidance of an expert 

designer. When engaging with technology, users may utilize 

the “tactic of troubling as a form of resistance to dominant 

messages about who we are supposed to be” [57: 436]. This 

tactic can be used in designing as well as in modifying and 

appropriating existing technologies. Additionally, 

contestational design approaches, such as those utilizing 

friction as a design strategy [47] may be utilized by activists 

to harness technologies to provoke people to reflect on and 

question the status quo [47]. We also see that different kinds 

of information design and visualization tools (discussed e.g. 

in [24]) can be utilized by activists for provoking and 

revealing inequalities. The literature already shows that even 

in participatory design sessions in the context of primary 

school, children may be drawing penises and poo when asked 

to design a digital portfolio [45] – this may not represent 

well-articulated cultural criticism, but it, among others, can 

be considered as an empowered act of resistance [54] 

towards the establishment by the means of design. So far, 

however, cultural critique and provocation as executed by 

the masses are topics that have not been examined much in 

the extant HCI research. Definitely there is room for 

improvement and untrodden paths for future work as regards 

this type of critical design.    

Then again, we claim that critical design is not only about 

deconstruction, provocation and critique. It should also be 

about empowering people and forcefully combating the ones 



in power: here, empowerment should not merely entail the 

powerful ones giving some power of decision to the power 

weak, but instead the power-weak battling the powerful ones 

and this way gaining more power of decision. Here, we can 

also distinguish user driven design from the designer driven 

one. Participatory design movement is famous in catering for 

users’ needs and interests – empowering users in their 

workplaces and within the design process. Although 

participatory design movement was earlier criticized as 

neglecting the influence of power and politics, one can find 

recent studies strongly engaging with these issues: studies on 

design activism, community activism, community design 

and community informatics show cases where local people, 

activists and grassroots communities have managed to gain 

power to design their futures and technologies within; hence, 

they have succeeded in gaining authority and agency in the 

design process [12, 55, 47, 55, 56. 73]. Activists themselves 

may develop, modify or appropriate technologies to arouse 

protest and civic disobedience (see e.g. [47, 79]). Critical 

making and hacking (see e.g. [37]) can also be directly 

connected with this type of critical design in case those are 

targeted at empowering the makers/hackers themselves or 

people more broadly. Exemplary systems discussed in the 

literature include various kinds of social media (see e.g. [47, 

23, 79]). For the HCI community, this approach to critical 

design provides new insights on how to accomplish critical 

design collaboratively if not even driven by the masses. This 

approach underlines the significance of the users’//masses’ 

contribution, involvement and combat.   

More expert designer oriented approach, then again, can be 

connected e.g., with the early trade union led systems design 

process that indeed was catering for the users’ needs and 

interests and combatting their oppressors, but that did not 

particularly focus on the empowerment of the workers 

themselves in the design process. Contestational design 

approaches relying on expert designers helping citizens to 

combat the oppressors may also represent this type of critical 

design (see e.g. [47]). Moreover, calls for sustainable design 

in the HCI community [13] can also be seen as allowing the 

responsibility and authority for the expert designer to serve 

if not even educate the users the way she sees the best.  

Existing systems that could be argued of representing the 

outcome of this type of critical design are, e.g., different kind 

of expert-produced systems supporting and augmenting e-

democracy and civic engagement (see e.g. [47]).      

CONCLUDING DISCUSSION 

In the following, the results are summarized, their 

implications discussed and a number of interesting paths for 

future work identified. 

Summary of the results 

This paper argues that critical design is a relatively novel and 

a highly interesting design approach in HCI, but that there is 

a need to reconsider the critical component in such a design 

practice. This paper reviewed critical design and critical 

research within HCI, design and information systems 

research and identified numerous strands within which 

critical design can be as well as has been carried out. One of 

those strands was Critical Design, while it was 

acknowledged that critical tradition is included in this design 

approach in a very limited sense and it rather represents the 

avant garde genre: pushing the envelope, provocating and 

violating established cultural norms and values. HCI 

research, however, includes recent discussions on 

approaches such as sustainable design, adversarial design, 

design against status quo, design for troubling and queering 

and contestational design that all indicate that in the HCI 

community there is a current and versatile interest in critical 

design. For the development of critical design practice, 

information systems research was also reviewed for 

inspiration, as it has truly embraced the critical lens in the 

studies on systems development and use. However, critical 

information systems research is very weak in the actual 

design practice – very few studies can be found that actually 

carry out design. Hence, this paper argues that by combining 

the forces of these critical traditions, a variety of fascinating 

– and critical – design approaches can be identified. Thus, a 

categorization of critical design approaches is proposed with 

numerous interesting paths for future work identified.  

We agree with Pierce and colleagues [65: 2087] who argue 

that “We need to recognize and articulate differences among 

practices within HCI that combine “criticality” and “design” 

without force fitting them into a ‘critical design’ 

straitjacket.” However, we wish to articulate alternative 

paths to be taken in the development of critical design 

practices compared with those of Pierce and colleagues [65]. 

We argue for the emergence of critical design research in 

HCI. Particularly we would like to see critical design 

research to better integrate empowerment of the masses and 

to take the critical component seriously in this sense.  

Arguing for empowering design 

For the development of empowering design practice, the 

categorization of critical design approaches proposed in this 

paper offers characterizations and even some existing 

examples. These not only offer ways to expand and enrich 

the discussion of criticality, design, and empowerment, but 

they point towards quite novel and less trodden paths. 

Although we were able to identify recent uptakes related to 

all fields in the categorization, to our knowledge many of 

them currently remain quite weakly addressed. They 

definitely provide interesting paths for future work towards 

more empowering critical design.   

Along these lines, we next discuss two streams of critical 

design research related to which we specifically call for 

future action. First of all, there is on-going action and interest 

in expert-led critical design related to we see a lot of potential 

for future development. There is a wide, social responsibility 

motivated audience that could be potentially interested in 

critical design research. There is a lot of experience and 

sophistication in applying the resources of critical research 

to make sense of systems design and use that both are 



intimately intertwined with power and politics. There is an 

epistemologically novel opening to use the creation of novel 

artifacts as a research method and existing connections 

between it and the critical research tradition. If the strengths 

of these so far separate movements could be combined, the 

results might be significant even beyond design research. We 

call for opening a dialogue between them. 

On the other hand, the critical perspective does not need to 

be limited to expert-led design, but it also opens up new 

vistas for more layman-oriented design approaches. We 

maintain that it is essential that the empowerment of the 

power-weak is advocated in a more direct and explicit 

manner at least within some variants of critical design. 

Moreover, the power-weak should not only be invited more 

strongly into the design process, but they should grasp the 

authority in the design process themselves (cf. [39, 44, 62]). 

Critical design may also refer to a creative, artistic, 

innovative exercise of an expert designer, but the exercise of 

the amateurs and masses should be appreciated and included, 

too. It is not the elitist designer who always knows the best, 

but it may well be that the masses really succeed in making 

game changing design.  

Open questions 

Overall, our categorization on critical design shows that the 

field is way broader than the topics of the discussion about 

criticality in HCI this far. For those already engaging with 

critical design in HCI – including Critical Design – either as 

practitioners or analysts of it, there are interesting open 

questions to be considered. One naturally concerns the 

development of Critical Design proper. Should it stick in the 

corner currently occupied in our categorization also in the 

future? This would be perfectly fine, as one naturally can use 

other labels for the other variants of critical design identified 

in the categorization. Then again, it is an open question 

whether Critical Design is a label any HCI researcher wishes 

to use right now. If not, critical design could be rebranded to 

refer to empowering design we argue for HCI.  

Then again, we also see value in Critical Design proper. 

Although it is lacking with respect to criticality, it has 

anyway opened a new, highly interesting direction and a 

genre of its own. We see significant novelty in the current 

new genre of design avant-garde – unlike purely artistic 

avant-garde, the provocation of does not rest on a new visual 

appearance, but the novelty is that the provocation takes 

place through the technology enabled functionality, and 

happens at the level of practice, questioning and suggesting 

potentially novel practices. It is pushing the envelope, 

provoking and violating established cultural norms and 

values. There is no doubt that practicing this type of design 

should not only be continued and expanded, but the 

phenomenon should also be reflected upon, analyzed and 

scrutinized more thoroughly. We may also ask what the role 

of cultural critique should be in HCI, what the role of 

provocation as a form of cultural critique should be and how 

hostile, perverted and subverting do we wish our critical 

design practice as well as our resultant designs to be. 

Although the connection of Critical Design with critical 

tradition has so far been somewhat tenuous, there should be 

no particular reason for not strengthening that connection, 

and to use the approach also for more critical purposes. In 

the HCI community there well could be people interested in 

pursuing this stream further (e.g. [15, 16]).  

We also appreciate the active line on research in HCI/design 

on design criticism, interested in artefacts and drawing 

directly from the critical tradition. These two developments, 

the new genre of design avant-garde and the stream of design 

criticism, indicate also an interesting discussion bearing 

relevance on critical design: one can ask whose intentions 

really count in critical design (cf. [7, 65]): is critical design 

critical if the designer intends it to be such? Or is it critical 

only if the users interpret and appropriate it such a way? 

What if the users interpret and appropriate a design as a tool 

for their empowerment despite the designer’s intention? 

Whose judgement counts? In the current literature it seems 

that the authorial voice of the expert designer [65] is 

emphasized, added with an acknowledgement that the 

receiving audience needs to be heard, too [7]. However, 

neither side really focuses on the masses and on the 

oppressed – although in empowering design it seems critical 

to acknowledge them first. Furthermore, while arguing for 

empowering design, we also wish to bring up the authorial 

voices of the amateurs and masses. They definitely should be 

seen as potential contributors to critical design, too. Then 

again, in empowering design one may say that mere voice is 

not enough, but the masses and the amateurs need to combat 

their oppressors and achieve increased power to shape their 

lives [39, 44, 62]. Overall, we point out that along these lines 

there definitely is room for development, addressing critical 

design among other approaches to design research.  

Another interesting path for HCI research would be to carry 

out critical empirical research aiming at understanding 

(critical) design practice in practice through a critical lens. 

Here, one could rely on the vast body of research carried out 

in information systems research on discourse, power and 

knowledge intimately intertwined with any design practice, 

be the studies inspired by Foucauldian or Habermasian 

perspectives. Hidden and tacit assumptions, 

power/knowledge and discourses underlying our design 

practice could be placed under scrutiny or the current 

situation contrasted with the ‘ideal speech situation’ for the 

identification of the shortcomings and/or for development of 

the current situation towards more empowering direction. 

As a final note, with this paper we would like to bring the 

critique and empowerment themes to bear in HCI discussion 

in much more significant ways than have been done this far; 

we need a discussion of various degrees and shades of 

authority and agency in (participatory) design projects. We 

need to scrutinize under which conditions is empowering 

user-led participation really possible. We need to start 

engaging with critical design research in a serious manner. 



For the future development of it, we warmly welcome the 

“criticality” and “design” oriented HCI community.    
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