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ABSTRACT 

This paper contributes to recent discussions in the field of Participatory Design (PD) that have considered 

relationality, becoming, non-human and more-than-human to invent alternative, more expansive, responsible, 

and accountable ways of understanding and doing PD. To add to these PD discussions of sociomaterial 

relationality and emergence, our aim is to bring PD practices into generative dialogue with feminist new 

materialist praxis. For this, we consider our past and ongoing participatory research and design engagements 

related to collaboration with union professionals and creative research-activism with children. Drawing 

methodological insights from the ways in which sociomaterial relationality and becoming informed these 

processes, we explore how feminist new materialism can inform PD 1) when setting up participatory practices, 2) 

when engaging during design events, and 3) when re-thinking designer-researchers’ responsibilities and 

accountabilities as unfolding from multiplicitous, multiscalar engagements. We tentatively propose the notion of 

response-able PD to bring these insights together. 
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1 Introduction 
There is an increasing demand for thinking participatory design (PD) otherwise. In recent years, this demand 

has gained new volume from growing attention paid to human interconnectedness with the complexities of 

sociomaterial being and becoming in the world. PD designer-researchers have drawn on a range of relational 

and process ontologies, (feminist) science and technology studies (STS), new materialisms, posthumanism and 

indigenous cosmologies to challenge and rethink PD practices and concepts [2, 8, 15, 55, 70] and to imagine, 

among others, pluriversal [2, 8, 15], sustainable [82] and responsible [53, 55, 69] design. Foregrounding issues 

of interrelatedness and processuality, they have encouraged the PD community to contemplate who and what 

constitutes participation in PD, what and whose concerns matter beyond human concerns, and how engagement 

in more liveable worlds can be fostered. This work prompts to consider what PD in these expanded worlds 

might look and feel like. It is this imagining of modes of doing PD in worlds of interrelatedness and emergence 

that this paper participates in exploring. 

Being a practice-based field of design, PD designer-researchers have paid attention to the sociotechnical 

contexts of technology design and use [5] and, over the past few decades, have further explored sociomaterial 

and relational sensibilities. Since the mid-1990s, these sensibilities have manifested in new understandings of 

and for PD [60]. Drawing inspiration from actor-network theory (ANT) and STS more widely, researchers have 

explored the objects of design as ‘socio-material assemblies’ [10, 25]. Initiated by Star and colleagues [60, 85], 

attention has been paid to relational and longitudinal design processes plugged into wider ecologies of practices, 

technologies, data and range of others [49, 50]. Furthermore, as mentioned in the opening of this paper, PD 

designer-researchers have also, in recent years, developed new concepts and vocabularies and introduced new 

tones to the discussion of what it would mean for PD practices and processes to pay attention to relationality 

and emergence [2]. Although sociomaterial and relational approaches have been incorporated into PD, apart 



 2 

from a few theoretically ambitious developments and rather recent drives by small groups of scholars, these 

discussions have taken on relatively slowly and have been adopted by only a few researchers who have begun to 

explore what relationality and emergence might mean if they are taken seriously. 

Our aim is to contribute to these discussions and bring fresh insight into how taking ontology seriously can 

inform PD design and research praxis. We do this by considering how sociomaterial relationality—particularly 

as explored in feminist research and new materialist scholarship—have informed our own attempts to imagine 

responsible and accountable participatory research and design practices. We will use two examples from our 

own participatory engagements to think about ways of attending to sociomaterial relationality, engage with 

things and issues in-becoming and through those, seek responsible and accountable ways of doing participatory 

design and research and becoming participatory designer-researchers. Our first example focuses on a 

participatory design process related to social-media-supported collaboration model for professionals working 

on workplace harassment interventions and explores the praxis of reflexive engagement in the microprocesses 

of practice [68, 69]. The second example is based on the first author’s collaboration in participatory arts-based 

research-activism with children to explore and address gendered injustices [43, 63–66]. Rooted in educational 

research, this process was inspired by the feminist new materialist and response-able [6, 36] research and 

praxis. 

We use these two examples as our ‘thinking-with companions’ [45] to map and ‘put to work’ [23] the 

different ways in which attention to sociomaterial relationality informed and has evolved in our approaches 

from relational sensitivity in the microprocesses of design to attempts to make research matter through 

response-able praxis. We then bring these insights into dialogue with the practices and processes of PD to 

consider 1) how acknowledgement of more-than-human relationality in PD practices could enable issues to be 

explored and concerns to emerge in new ways; 2) how we might notice and pay attention—be responsive—

beyond set expectations, roles and intentions; and 3) how, when doing so, we can acknowledge and account for 

designer-researchers’ responsibilities and accountabilities as unfolding from multiplicitous engagements that 

reach across contexts and times. Our heterogeneous disciplinary backgrounds and methodological inspirations 

allow us to read the two processes with one another and to suggest new articulations to contribute to the 

imagining of PD otherwise. 

We start by charting the landscapes of ontological concerns in PD to acknowledge and contextualise the 

growing interest and diverse thinking to which feminist new materialist praxis can contribute. We then 

introduce feminist new materialist approaches that have informed participatory and socially engaged praxis 

beyond PD. Thereafter, we elaborate on the two research and design processes. In the ensuing discussion, we 

consider how feminist new materialist praxis can help us reimagine some of the core concern in PD: the careful 

and purposeful planning and setting up of PD practices, sensitivity when engaging during design encounters, and 

a commitment to acknowledging the multiplicitous and multiscalar unfolding of designer-researchers’ 

responsibilities and accountabilities. We conclude by tentatively proposing the notion of response-able PD that 

embraces these possibilities. Whilst the approach we take is foundationally different from the more accustomed 

ways of thinking and doing PD—and therefore perhaps requiring extra effort from the reader—in being so, it 

might also invite a slowing down vital for continuing to committedly seek new ways to foster the conditions of 

possibility for flourishing. 

2 Charting Ontological Landscapes of PD 
Attention to the intertwining of people, technologies and processes in complex sociotechnical/material 

systems has been an important part of how PD processes and practices, as well as the objects of design, have 

been understood [5, 87]. Over the past few decades, this attention has increased and has been articulated in 

different ways. For example, drawing on STS informed infrastructure studies [60, 85], Karasti and Syrjänen [50] 

explored already in the early 2000s how ecosystems, dogs and nature, related data, technology and people 

worked multi-relationally in communities doing PD without involvement of professional designers. In doing so, 

they paved the way for considering the sociomaterial and processual dimensions of past–present–future 

temporalities in PD via infrastructuring [49]. Similarly, drawing on relational thinking—particularly Latour 

[52]—a body of work emerged around the notion of Design Things [9, 10, 25], which considered the objects of 

design not as specific entities but as ‘socio-material assemblies’. These scholars took a relational stance and 

considered socio-materiality of practices and processes and attended to how design is plugged into broader 

practices and processes. These discussions on design things and infrastructuring have called for the distribution 

of designer agency across a range of (mostly human) actors and have challenged researchers to view design 

across more extensive temporal scopes. Slowly but steadily, these discussions have probed the role non-human 
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actors play in co-constituting things and issues and how design might attend to the relationality and 

processuality involved. 

More recently, new vocabularies have emerged for thinking about sociomaterial relationality in the context of 

PD. As one manifestation of this, scholars have begun to explore and make explicit experiments based on 

posthumanist and new materialist philosophies [30] (for posthumanism and design, see [29]). These discussions 

have been inspired by the wider ‘ontological turn’ [19] that has taken the social and human sciences by storm. 

Despite its ‘newness’ in many ways these discussions have also continued feminist heritage in PD [51]—such as 

situated practices and located accountabilities [27, 59, 87]. For example, drawing on the new feminist 

materialist work of Barad [6] and Haraway [34], Finken et al. [28] approached PD workshops as situated 

practices of becoming-with [34] to highlight  concerns being co-constituted, or emerging in the intra-action [6] of 

matter and meaning. They showed that ‘participants (methods, gender stereotypes, researchers, paper, pen, 

cars, civil servants, etc.) are becoming, and, thus, that paying attention to the performance between (them) is 

important’ [28:2]. Similarly, Pihkala and Karasti [70] explored a PD process by drawing on Barad [6]. They paid 

attention to the ways myriad choices and mundane microprocesses participated in bringing forth the object of 

design in their project in a particular way, to the exclusion of other possible ways. They argued that attention to 

this allows politics in PD as well as designer-researchers’ responsibilities to be reframed in new ways [70]. 

Lindström and Ståhl [54], in turn, experimented with what it means to become ‘response-able’ [34, 35] with 

materials, such as mealworms and plastic. They expanded the matters of concern in PD to ‘messy co-living that 

requires constant negotiations, where gathering in various assemblies will be one way to cope with the 

messiness’ [54:44]. Through posthuman and new materialist openings such as these, designer-researchers are 

exploring the theorisation of becoming(-with) [28], entanglements [30] and affect [31] to enhance the 

discussion of PD ethics and politics and seek ethically sustainable ways of aligning PD with contemporary 

concerns. While gaining momentum, this scholarship continues however to be of interest only to a few scholars. 

More broadly, PD designer-researchers are drawing on an ever-growing corpus of theories of relationality 

(e.g. [2]) and radical interdependence [26] to rethink PD practices and processes. Although mapping their full 

extent and nuances is impossible within the scope of this paper, we view the 16th Participatory Design Conference 

as a platform that made this multiplicity more visible in a fruitful way. Drawing on, among others, decolonial 

[16] and pluriversal [15, 26] theories and indigenous cosmologies [2], the conference tapped into various 

approaches. It offered illuminative examples of working across ontologies and epistemologies and embracing 

plural ways of knowing and being in the world. For example, Akama et al. [2], building their work on both 

Western and indigenous understandings of the more-than-human, have called for an approach that 

acknowledges and embraces our ontological interconnectedness. In their work, ‘plants, animals, rocks, rivers, 

and spirits’ [p.1] participate in ways that invite renewed attention to voice, representation and decision making. 

As another example, Gatehouse [33] has employed the notion of hauntology (see also [24]) to speculatively 

extend the consideration of participation from the actual (human and/or non-human beings) to the virtual (i.e. 

the one not yet realised). 

When feeling one’s way through this discussion, the driving force behind them is the need to disrupt the 

exceptionalism of Vitruvian—read as white, European, colonialist, patriarchal—(hu)man of reason [3, 14]. 

Furthermore, scholars have been motivated by a call to expand anthropocentric thinking to include attention to 

and respect for the non-human and/or more-than-human beings and dimensions [2, 55]. This suggests not only 

a theoretical but also an ethical and political challenge that stems from an acknowledgement of our 

implicatedness in and interconnectedness with the world. Approaches to and experiments with PD that trouble 

and stir habitual ways of knowing, seeking new forms of democratic becoming and coexistence, have been 

introduced as a means to care in and through design in ways that might disrupt indifference and cultivate new 

ethical orientations and practices [46, 53, 55, 76, 79]. The current Participatory Design Conference connects to 

and continues these discussions explicitly through a more expanded imagining, thereby continuing PD’s original 

political motivations, the feminist imprint in PD’s history, and reformulating what the PD community holds dear: 

practicing design in ways that engage respectfully and responsibly with diverse ways of knowing, being and 

becoming in the world to cultivate the conditions for flourishing [6, 36]. We take its invitation to seek ways of 

designing between worlds of relational interdependence as one to which the so-far under-researched feminist 

new materialist praxis can contribute to. 
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3 Feminist New Materialisms in Worlds that Do Not Remain Still: 

More-than-Human and Response-able Praxis 
By feminist new materialisms, we refer to the wider new materialist and posthuman inspirations in feminist 

research. Along with Barad [6] and Haraway [36], this work builds on Braidotti’s posthumanism [3, 14], 

speculative pragmatism [21, 57] and theories of affect [58]—and a range of other thinkings. It is a 

transdisciplinary body of work that employs philosophies of relationality, affect and becoming to disrupt 

dominant humanist and anthropocentric ways of knowing while remaining rooted in post-structural, 

postcolonial, post-qualitative, intersectional feminist, and queer-work genealogies [74, 84, 86, 88, 89]. These 

genealogies may perhaps help feminist new materialism address some of the criticisms of new materialism: that 

it is depoliticised and fails to account for colonial legacies, risking losing sight of the intersectional differences, 

inequalities and power relations in lived social realities [75, 84]. Moreover, for many, it is particularly this 

ongoing commitment to ‘stay with the trouble’ [36] of the performative effects of knowledge making practices 

that characterizes feminist new materialist scholarship [17, 84, 86]. 

Along with a range of relational and process ontologies, feminist new materialisms see ‘the central referent of 

reality as connected material assemblages composed of heterogeneous human and nonhuman, material and 

discursive elements with multiplicitous agentic capacities’ [86]. For example, Barad [6], conceptualises these 

‘multiplicitous agentic capacities’ as intra-active entanglements of space, time and matter in the ongoing process 

of reconfiguring. Instead of interaction of distinct entities, ‘intra-action’ maintains that subjects and objects do 

not precede their relating, instead co-constituting one another. Thus, agency is no longer something possessed 

and residing in the human mind; rather, it is the emergent force between elements in intra-action [6]. People 

and other beings; technologies and material objects; discursive practices and abstractions; experiences and 

affects; and pasts, presents and futures ‘come to matter’ in the ever-unfolding process of becoming. Connecting 

to feminist legacies, such intra-active entanglements are multiscalar and power-laden—assemblages [18] in 

which the ordinary flow of things and the sedimented structures of power intra-act to produce affects/effects of 

different kinds [6]. Although this relational sociomaterial thinking has a long genealogy—one familiar also to 

PD—as reintroduced with the wave of new materialisms it has also prompted new forms of knowledge making. 

In terms of putting these intra-active entanglements or assemblages to work in practices of knowledge 

making in feminist new materialist praxis, we highlight two things for the purposes of this paper. First, attention 

has been drawn to the processes of mattering [6]; that is, how things and issues emerge, settle or subtly shift 

within and through intra-active entanglements of knowledge making. When research (or design) encounters are 

viewed this way, they are always-already inventive in and of themselves, exceeding human control and 

intention; they are more-than-human. To not only acknowledge but to engage with this inventiveness, 

experimental ‘more-than-human methodologies’ [84] have been explored, including arts-based, creative and 

walking methods [38, 73, 84, 86]. They move beyond individual human being and discursive aspects in their 

scope of attention to address the inventive capacity of intra-active, more-than-human relational research or 

design encounters. The aim is to allow room for the not-yet-known, which is only affectively or preconsciously 

felt, and explore what else might be. In its effort to tap into the ‘not yet’ and ‘what else’, its engagements are 

ethico-political: towards more than [57]—an affirmative becoming of a future yet to come. 

Second, acknowledging agency as something that cannot be reduced to the human proposes an ethical 

‘obligation to intra-act responsibly as part of the world’s becoming’ [6:178]. As researchers, through our choices 

of methods, interests, concepts, and many other things, we make ‘agential cuts’ and, through them, partake in 

some things coming to matter more than others [6]. Taking this view and its implications seriously has given 

rise to ‘response-able research and praxis’ [86], which actively commits to seeking ways of generating actions 

‘worthy of the complexity of our times’ [14]. The idea of response-ability is drawn from the works of Barad [6] 

and Haraway [34, 36] but in dialogue with feminist theory and practice more widely [1, 22, 40]. It suggests that 

ethics is ‘not about the right response, but rather a matter of inviting, welcoming and enabling the response of 

the Other’ [7:81], always situated in ‘specific histories of particular practices of engagement’ [7:81]. In other 

words, it calls for us to acknowledge how we become able to respond and to use that ability to cultivate the 

conditions for flourishing [6, 36]. Or as Strom and colleagues write, it prompts us to ‘actively seek different ways 

of researching [and designing] that attend to more-than-human world(ing) relations, experiment with different 

modes of creative expression [---] and produce situated forms of knowledge that respond to urgent ethico-

political imperatives’ [86:21]. 

These approaches to more-than-human relationality and response-ability have come to gradually be part of 

our work more and more. We will return to them later to discuss their implications for PD, but first, we will 
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elaborate on our experiences from two different participatory design and research processes, mapping the 

relational and responsible practices they entailed to move forward and imagine their possibilities in PD. 

4 Drawing Insights: Two Participatory Design and Research Processes 
To consider how attention to socio-material relationality and emergence can inform ethics and responsibility 

in PD practice, we explore two cases from our encounters in participatory design and research processes. Our 

differing backgrounds (combining PD, STS, educational and social research, and feminist and gender research) 

have enabled us to explore practices, theories and concepts from our respective backgrounds and experiences in 

a fruitful manner. Next, we offer a glimpse into the two processes—both elaborated extensively elsewhere—and 

illuminate what characterised their methodological orientations. In Section 5 we then draw out three lessons 

learned and how they might contribute to PD practices when setting up, responding to, and moving with the 

multiplicitous agentic capacities of more-than-human relationality. 

4.1 Reflexive engagement in design collaboration around workplace 

harassment interventions 

The first participatory research and design process we draw on took place around 10 years ago when we 

started our collaboration in a participatory research and design project Openrisk (2010–2011), a two-year 

research project concerned with the professional uses of social media for workplace safety and well-being in 

Finland [37]. Our collaboration on the project revolved around one of its four pilot studies, which focused on 

union professionals and safety practitioners who aimed to develop their collaboration regarding workplace 

harassment interventions [69]. As part of their work, union professionals and shop stewards offer guidance and 

support in cases of workplace harassment. Various manuals and training courses provide advice, tools, and 

explain legal procedures for increasing professionals’ and practitioners’ capacities for effective intervention. 

However, harassment situations are often complicated, and intervention processes differ depending on the 

stakeholders. Stemming from this challenge and from the wider interest in the professional uses of social media 

in this project, the aim of our pilot study was twofold: to develop a collaboration model for professionals in their 

efforts to prevent and intervene in workplace harassment and to design a suitable social media solution to 

support this collaboration [69]. 

The social-media–supported collaboration model was designed in and through iterations of collaboration in 

varying combinations. Initially, this collaboration consisted mostly of informal meetings between the first author 

and two members of a study centre, who worked as key collaborators on the project. Together we planned and 

organised a series of workshops to which 24 experts were invited. The workshops were typical of PD: a series of 

workshops involving collaborative activities in which the participants shared their knowledge of interventions 

and learned and envisioned the possibilities of social media for developing and strengthening their work 

regarding workplace harassment interventions. 

During the workshops, the participants first outlined a future collaboration model: who would be involved as 

users, what kinds of content should be included, and how they might want to interact with other users. The 

resulting vision was a hybrid e-learning platform and resource bank. This outline provided a starting point for 

subsequent workshops that were organised regularly over the following months and interspersed with online 

work. The activities, among others, included convening in groups to write collaborative case narratives and 

‘seed stories’ about workplace bullying. Working in this way, the participants developed content to share via 

social media and explored diverse social media applications. The regular workshops provided spaces for 

grounding the collaboration, introducing new technological tools for experimenting, sharing, and reflecting on 

the various experiences and challenges encountered. Alongside this work with the expert group, the first author 

continued to liaise with the key collaborators in regular meetings to contemplate and determine the next steps 

of the process. In the final phase of the project, the developed social media platform was launched, and hundreds 

of participants joined in the process which was carried on as a form of continuing design-in-use [69]. 

During the 18-month process, the first author was closely involved in the field. The second author worked 

off-field to support the first author by discussing and contemplating the difficulties, joys, and navigational moves 

in the relational and emergent microprocesses of engagement—such as issues regarding the positionality of 

being/becoming a researcher-designer and the microprocesses of participation. These reflexive contemplations 

in and off the field informed our work, helping us position the process within wider fields of participation [69] 

relating to workplace harassment and social media. We began to pay attention to the provisionality and 

partiality of our practices and to their materialising effect—that is, the capacity of our practices to enable some 
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things to matter and not others [6]. Taking this into account in our practices shifted the process and choices we 

made regarding who participated (or not; see [70]). Indeed, following emergent concerns, against our initial 

intent we included as participants only some of the stakeholders involved in workplace harassment 

interventions. Through these choices, we acknowledged that harassment and its interventions would be viewed 

from a partial perspective, but also that in doing so, it allowed the participants to work with and address matters 

that were significant to them in their work [69, 70]. It also made it possible to ‘artfully integrate’ [87] the 

developed collaboration model into the participants’ existing work practices and ensure its continuation after 

the project. 

Our collaboration on Openrisk worked as experimentation into reflexivity as a way of attending to and 

engaging with the microprocesses of participation. Through the interdisciplinary dialogue, the reflexive 

orientation of the design process in the field started to resonate with at-the-time nascent discussions among PD 

designer-researchers. These particularly stemmed from domains of feminist STS and ethnographic and 

postcolonial methodologies that called for reflexivity in PD [4, 11, 48, 59]—an expanded version of the more 

typical paradigm of ‘reflective practitioner’ [78]—and that would be more attentive to questions of power, 

positionality, participation, epistemology and ontology [4, 12, 27, 47, 59]. Our reflexive orientation aimed not 

only to (self-)reflexively attend to these issues, but to allow those in-situ attentions to change praxis through 

engagement. To capture this in our research and design process, we began to outline the notion of ‘reflexive 

engagement’ [68, 69] to articulate the situational and evolving dynamics of the sociomaterial and relational PD 

practices and processes and to seek ways of affirmatively engaging with them. It was a practice-based ethical 

orientation attuned to the situated unfolding dynamics of union professionals, workplace interventions, 

experiences, histories, anticipations, and social media technologies, among others [69]. It thus also allowed us to 

shift from viewing such processes from a reflexive distance towards engagement with things and issues in their 

ongoing becoming [67, 70] within the PD encounters. 

4.2 Response-able research-activism on gender and power in children’s peer 

cultures 

The second case we draw on is an educational arts-based and activist research to investigate and address 

gender and power in young people’s peer cultures. This is ongoing research that the first author has participated 

in over the past years and part of the wider work of FIRE research collective based at the University of Oulu, 

Finland. The context for this work has been the understanding that existing ways of producing knowledge or 

developing interventions on these issues rely predominantly on interviews or questionnaires and rarely account 

for the knowledge children themselves have for supporting inclusive and positive peer cultures [43, 63, 65]. This 

has prompted development of creative and participatory practices to engage children in exploring and 

addressing gender and abuses of power in safe and enabling ways and to communicate their experiences and 

visions for change to others to support processes of social transformation [64, 65].  

The first author became involved in this praxis in 2017 when the MeToo movement was bringing sexual 

harassment into public debate with renewed force. Her colleague with a long history of examining gender and 

power in young peer cultures, invited her and a group of student teachers to design and carry out a mini-

intervention and research-activist campaign, called Metoo Postscriptum, described in [63], to address the lack of 

attention to children and young people in the related discussions. To provide a brief outline, the campaign was 

based on previous experiences with arts-based practice with children and was set up quickly but carefully to tap 

into the ongoing public debate. It involved a series of two-hour workshops in local schools in which altogether 

around 150 children aged 10–12 participated. The workshops were designed around the topic of sexual 

harassment. With the children this was approached by referring to issues that can feel troubling, fun, or painful 

in peer relations. This acknowledged the complex ways in which harassment becomes entangled and normalised 

in children’s peer cultures. The workshops started out by familiarising with the workshop topics by using 

statements and thoughts on peer cultures—including experiences that felt unpleasant or hurtful—written and 

shared anonymously by other children (see [63]). This paved the way for the main activity: The children wrote 

anonymously about their own experiences of peer cultures and harassment on small pieces of paper and then 

crafted Valentine’s cards—the theme stemming from the timing of the workshops. In the cards, they could 

include one of the experiences or statements they had written as a ‘P.S. note’ and address the card to a member 

of the Finnish parliament. Children were allowed to share notes or talk about experiences simply for research 

purposes, with us privately, or to not share anything at all but most shared their experiences enthusiastically in 

the cards. After the workshops, the research team sent the cards to the addressees. With the children’s consent, 
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a collection of cards was published online, enabling the children’s cards, experiences, and messages to reach 

other children, educators, and decision makers [63]. 

To expand the work and respond to the urgent need to address gendered injustices, the work later continued 

in a new project1 and a new series of arts-based workshops—Friendship workshops. The workshops were, as 

was the above mentioned campaign, based on methodological ideas stemming from feminist new materialist 

educational research [73, 74, 86] and grounded on the long-term work of Huuki and her research group [41, 43, 

64, 65]. The workshops were designed by researchers together with artists and a media producer and held in a 

space that was rented, decorated and furnished [42, 64, 65] to provide a comfortable and flexible environment 

for diverse modes of making and crafting in groups or privately. 

The methodology of the creative praxis was based on planning safe spaces that considered the sensitivity of 

gendered injustices while enabling children to explore rarely addressed, poorly articulated or sensitive layers of 

experiences of gender and power, and to explore and communicate alternative, ethical visions for safe and 

inclusive peer cultures [65]. The aim was to enable children to orient, explore and engage with issues regarding 

their peer relationships, without assuming where the process would lead yet with the activities, articulations, 

and material elements in the space (including children’s artworks from previous workshops) subtly steering the 

making towards the topic at hand [41, 65]. To do so, the workshop started with orientation to the space and the 

day to come. After this, the children familiarised with the topic by exploring thoughts and artworks shared by 

other children in previous research and work with children. For example the notes written in the Metoo 

postscriptum workshops, became participants in the process. The children then had the opportunity to add to 

the collection of experiences, thoughts, and statements by writing their own notes anonymously. The workshops 

then continued with arts-based activities. The children crafted on issues regarding their existing relationships, 

working on the layer of experiences. The second iteration of activities explored what the children would like to 

resist and say no to, for example, in digital animations. In the third iteration of activities, the children explored 

and expressed their desires and hopes by crafting friendship dreamlands (illustrated in a video of the 

workshops [42] and elaborated in [65]). This creative praxis was informed by feminist new materialist more-

than-human approaches from the composition of materiality—the space and its affective atmosphere—to the 

iterations of crafting [41–43, 63–65]. 

Another idea underpinning the work was to unpack what could be done with the things that the workshops 

and encounters produce and how researchers might better use their ability to respond [63–66]. This meant that 

the methods and activities employed were responsive to the flow of the process in engaging with children. Being 

responsive to the flows of the process can also exceed the confines of the workshops: by liaising with class 

teachers, reaching out to schools to allow the processes to continue beyond the workshops and working to 

develop pedagogical practices to facilitate that work.  In these cases this involved the team curating children’s 

artworks to relay them through exhibitions for others to think about, learn from, be affected by and act on (e.g. 

[63–66]). 

Considering the praxis, response-ability can be understood as both the starting point and outcome of a 

process in which manifold matters—findings from previous research, public debate, a hashtag, notes written by 

children, artworks and activist productions—came together in different ways in specific material practices of 

engagement, intra-acting and issuing invitations to respond [6] and take action, in turn providing new avenues 

of response for children, us and others. In the case of creative work, it was from the get-go, and continues to be, 

woven into wider fields of everyday life and change-making to counter gendered injustices in children’s lives. 

5 Putting Feminist New Materialisms to Work in Participatory 

Practices of PD 
There were differences and similarities in the processes we have introduced. They were carried out in 

specific disciplinary and discursive terrains (the first more closely affiliated to PD, the latter to educational 

research) and differed in how they articulated their aims, methods, and underpinning theories. They also had 

things in common. They were underpinned by a commitment to responsible participatory research and design 

that accounted for their entanglement with the world and for the materialising effects of their practices [6]. By 

sharing PD’s interest in sociomaterial relationality, emergence and responsible ways of engaging with them, it 

seemed fruitful to bring our insights from the processes in dialogue with PD and join the small but steadily 

growing group of scholars (e.g. [2, 28, 30, 46, 54, 83]) exploring the affordances of new materialist thinking and 

 
1 Mapping, making and matterings: Arts and research-activism for addressing gender and power in pre-teen peer cultures (2019–2023), led by Tuija 

Huuki and funded by Academy of Finland. 
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praxis. In the following, we use the two processes as our ‘thinking-with’ companions [45] and propose three 

ways of putting feminist new materialist praxis to work [23] to inform PD through the careful planning and 

setting up of participatory practices, sensitivity when engaging during design encounters and through an 

acknowledgement of designer-researchers’ responsibilities and accountabilities for their multiplicitous, multiscalar 

unfolding. 

5.1 Setting up for inventiveness to enable ‘what else’ 

Participatory research and design activities—such as participatory workshops—involve different phases, 

some of which take place before participatory events and others during them or afterwards. Although this 

‘phasic approach’ to PD can be complicated in many ways [77], the phase of planning and setting up of 

participatory activities is a crucial part of the process, which was the case also in the work we described above. 

The participatory practices in the Openrisk followed the methods, tools, and techniques typical of PD: a series of 

workshops were planned and organised with the key collaborators to involve stakeholders in imagining their 

future professional cooperation and how it could support them in developing their work around workplace 

harassment interventions. The methods of writing seed stories and design-in-use with social media tools and 

platforms were means to engage with workplace harassment interventions and determine what organisational 

or professional issues mattered in such work. The setting up of the workshops involved bringing stakeholders 

and methods together and then, during the process, employing reflexive engagement that sensitised us to the 

sociomaterial dynamics of participatory practices. 

In the creative practices with children, the orientation to participants and methods was different. Inspired by 

feminist new materialist methodologies, the workshop set-up considered the research events as assemblages or 

entanglements of, for example, children, researchers, artists, materiality, space, and activities with multiple 

modalities. Informed by this, the methodology paid close attention not only to the materiality of making but also 

to the elements constituting the space and its affective atmosphere [42, 64, 65]. Decoration, lighting, colours, and 

built-in enclosures where children could withdraw to work privately or relax were understood as co-

constituting the process and what it might enable [64, 65]. Moreover, the artworks from previous and ongoing 

workshops charged the space with experiences, resistance and visions that other children had communicated in 

diverse ways, such as in artworks and writing [64, 65]. As part of the workshops, these became co-constitutive 

of the processes of making as children engaged in iterations of creative activities to explore, address and 

communicate their experiences and desires [41, 43, 64, 65]. The methodology was based on the idea that 

generating knowledge on any issues—and particularly on sensitive or difficult-to-articulate issues—requires the 

careful setting up of materiality and making in what the team has conceptualised as ‘more- than-human intra-

activist assemblages’ [64, 65]. In such assemblages, issues are approached gradually, without prior assumptions 

about where the project might lead, yet with materials—such as artworks exhibited in the space—concepts and 

research-based knowledge steering, or intra-activating, making around a given concern [64, 65]. This allows 

children to safely explore layers of experience that are ‘not-yet’: that are often silenced, left unarticulated or only 

vaguely felt as a sense of unease. In the intra-active assemblages of materiality and making, those emerging ways 

of knowing are worked with to consider what else there may be. Exploring the ‘not yet’ and ‘what else’ paves the 

way towards ‘more than’: affirmative and ethically sustainable possibilities and ways of knowing and being in 

young people’s peer cultures [57]. 

Both cases made an intentional effort to attend to the sociomaterial intra-active relationality of the events. In 

Openrisk, this attention, we maintain, became enacted through reflexivity, which enriched the otherwise more 

conventional PD practices we employed. In a sense, the PD methods and human participants, along with the 

sociomateriality of the practices and processes, constituted a context. Reflexivity, in turn, fostered attentiveness 

to the relational dynamics of participation and the designer-researchers’ engagement with the design process as 

it unfolded. We suggest that reflexive engagement embraced and acknowledged the inventive intra-activity of the 

PD process and its becomingness. This resonates with other PD accounts that have appreciated the formation of 

things and issues as processes of ‘becoming-with’ [28] or assemblies [25]. Dwelling deeper with feminist new 

materialist inspirations pushes this thinking further—as exemplified in the case of creative activism with 

children. Besides acknowledging or embracing how things and issues come to matter from a reflexively engaged 

or analytical distance, researcher-designers intentionally design and devise [56] materiality, methods, bodies and 

iterations of activities to enable and foster the agentic, inventive capacity of matter. It is a view of ‘setting up’ 

that is attentive to the careful composition of materiality, methods, and making, rather than privileging tools and 

techniques. This approach goes beyond pre-determined design agendas and is oriented not towards outcomes 

or deliverables but towards knowledge-making processes. It recognises more-than-human relationality and the 
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intra-activity of entanglements and engages with the unexpected, unanticipated, and as-yet-unarticulated as a 

means of disrupting hegemonic ways of knowing. 

Acknowledging that ‘we are always- participating-with-many’ [2] and including a range of (new) human or 

non-human bodies and concerns in the scope of our attention has been an important discussion in PD and one 

that resonates with mutual learning in its core [51, 61]. We propose that inspiration from feminist new 

materialist praxis, as explored in this paper, can add to this discussion. Through its commitment to the agentic 

capacity of more-than-human relationality, we can begin to imagine and facilitate the transformative and 

pedagogical capacity of matter [39]; its capacity to teach us other ways of being. While asking us to relinquish 

agency, feminist new materialisms also challenge us—from our specific historically contingent and materially 

embedded locations—to actively take responsibility for the kinds of knowledge that our practices of 

engagement enable to materialise. 

5.2 Responding to the emergent to become ‘more than’ 

Exploring things that matter through mutual learning is at the core of PD [51, 81]. Albeit supported by a 

range of participatory methods, what matters, what emerges and what counts in the end play out in complex 

ways. When working on the Openrisk project, we tuned into the situationality and dynamics of the ever-evolving 

design process through reflexive engagement [68, 69]. This aimed to illuminate PD practices as sociomaterial 

constellations in which participation and matters of concern are always in-becoming. It drew attention to the 

relationality of practice and invited critical and creative engagement with the emergent nature of design; that is, 

it informed the doing of design. In our case, we began to attend to the ways in which workplace harassment and 

related interventions came to matter for the participants as an affective experience and how the work on 

interventions ‘plugged into’ wider workplace politics, unions, organisational tensions, personal experiences and 

anticipated futures [70]. As the phenomenon of workplace harassment surfaced—or came to matter—in these 

ways, we opted to follow the flow of the process, and the objective of the collaboration model shifted to 

designing with and for harassment interventions as an always partial and provisional matter of concern and 

care [67, 70] (see [71]). Although not the initial design objective, our reflexive engagement with the process 

enabled something to emerge beyond the predetermined agenda, in turn inviting us to respond. 

This understanding that phenomenon does not pre-exist its relating [6] comes visible also in the experience 

with the creative praxis with children from the planning and setting up for inventiveness—as discussed in the 

previous section—to responsiveness to the minutia of the processes [64]. This responsiveness meant that in 

engaging with the children and their crafting during the workshops, the team aimed to carefully respond to and 

move with the things that surfaced. Here the researcher’s commitment is not merely to ‘find out’ but to allow 

things and issues to form and re-form. In this sense we can consider how every (intra-)action, including a chat in 

the midst of crafting and a return to creative crafting, works as part of the process, iteratively enabling 

experiences to find new forms of expression [41, 43, 63]. Moreover, the new materialist inspiration invites to 

constantly ask how researcher-designers could move with the experiences the participants—in this case 

children—communicate, to imagine what for example a hurtful experience could become if it had a safe space in 

which it could be explored and addressed. What could it do if it were transformed into a statement of refusal or 

resistance that reached the realms of policymaking [63]? What else could a research or design event become if 

we relayed and moved with the experiences, artworks, and affects (see [72, 73])? In the case presented here, 

such ‘what elses’ have (thus far) turned the research into activism, notes written by children into public 

collaborative artwork (see e.g. [43, 63]), and ethical tensions into mappings of new modes of doing ethically 

sustainable research [64]—to continue to make ‘more than’ of the research-activist processes. 

The expanded feminist new materialist praxis that unfolded from these two processes proposes a shift from 

the idea of in situ reflexivity, microethical praxis [83] and relational care [53]—in our case conceptualised as 

reflexive engagement—to response-ability. Although these concepts share the idea of relational sensibility, 

feminist new materialist response-ability differs by suggesting a (radical) shift from a distinct reflexively aware 

designer-researcher praxis (see [20]) towards a mode of engagement that does not presume distinct agencies. 

Therefore, it does not limit responses to a preconceived someone or something (a person, community, animal, 

etc.). Furthermore, it accounts for its entanglement in and as part of that relationality. The task is not so much to 

tread carefully (i.e. ‘do the right thing’) and avoid disturbing the universe, as Barad [6] writes, but to move 

affirmatively, which means taking account of the materialising effects of our practices, committing to making a 

difference in the actual practices of engagement and unpacking our ability to respond and enable the Other to 

respond [36]. 
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Why it matters for PD to seek ways of moving with the doings of our practices is because it is PD’s core idea 

to create spaces for mutual learning and design, where distinct categories of knowing pave the way for more 

sustainable sociomaterial/technological everyday worlds [33, 55, 79, 81]. We propose that, besides being a 

method, this kind of setting up for and moving with ‘what else’—if and when it is enabled—is an ethical matter, or 

rather, a matter of response-ability. It is a matter of opening up to possibilities for designer-researchers to know 

about things beyond what is considered a priori worthy and to trace, map and move with entirely new matters 

of concern. 

5.3 Making more of designer-researchers’ ethical accountability 

This brings us to our final suggestion for making more of our responsibilities and accountabilities as PD 

designer-researchers. What feminist new materialisms remind us of is that the ways in which we as designer-

researchers become response-able exceed normative moral injunctions about ‘doing the right thing’. We are 

thus joining those researchers who are navigating relational ethics [46, 53, 54] to find ways of making our 

practices matter in the midst of the mess and uncertainty of research and design and to imagine ethical 

accountabilities anew and perhaps in an ongoing manner. 

The examples we have used as our ‘thinking-with companions’ involved participation with groups of children 

and union professionals with whom visions for other ways of being and doing were crafted. Through these 

engagements, researchers become entangled with myriad sensitive experiences and affective histories, 

gendered injustices, workplace unions and workplace wellbeing, as well as with the worlds of children, peer 

cultures and schooling. We paid careful attention—through reflexivity and a range of ethical research 

practices—to issues of vulnerability and sensitivity in the settings (see also e.g. [83]), acknowledging that such 

encounters are rarely free of tensions. Instead of sweeping such tensions under the rug, we suggest tackling 

them to move forward affirmatively and seek new ethico-methodological practices by employing response-

ability as a ‘navigational tool’ (see [63]). 

Importantly, response-able praxis emerges from the thick, crowded relational microprocesses of 

participatory practice but scopes far beyond them. In particular, the example of creative praxis with children 

reminds us that change and transformation can be fostered by allowing ourselves to be touched but also moved 

and mobilized [62, 66] by the experiences, thoughts and visions our participants communicate and by 

cultivating ‘viral response-abilities’ [35] by seeking creative ways to relay those experiences and make them 

matter in new landscapes. At the same time, we are reminded that our response-abilities track elsewhere too. 

This leads us to consider the materiality of making in the workshops, and calls us to ask how can we response-

ably become-with post-it notes, paper slips, craft materials and glitter, that tie us to waste, consumption and 

pollution [43]. When writing and citing, what are the kinds of epistemic practices in which we are implicated 

through our academic and professional positions and practices. To capture these better, Haraway’s notion of 

‘string figuring’ [36] might work as a way of making such ‘entangled response-abilities’ [62] visible: each 

encounter works like a knot with strings holding us fast in different spaces and times, with strings and knots 

reminding us of our responsibilities to reach out, respond, and take action. 

Paying attention to the entangled ethics prompted by response-ability resonates with recent PD discussions 

that have considered the multiple scales, scopes and temporalities of design [13, 32, 44, 50, 77, 80]. The notion 

of response-ability might offer a navigational tool to ‘stay with the trouble’ [36] of knotted multiscalar and 

multitemporal in/equalities and im/possibilities, prompting us to ask how we might move with the trouble in 

ways that make a difference. It reminds us that we are accountable and implicated through our muddled, 

entangled being and becoming as part of the world [6, 36] in ways that demand a response other than 

resignation or moral posturing. Response-ability works as a way of accounting for the thick space-times of 

responsibility and amplifying the ethico-political tenor of what it means to do participatory design and research 

and be participatory designer-researchers because, through our projects and interventions, we are always 

already entangled and plugged into the world and its possibilities. Apart from being theoretically alluring, this 

approach, we maintain, has practical consequences. It means not only thinking about our accountabilities and 

responsibilities differently but also allowing that thinking to inform our doing of responsible and accountable 

research: accounting for our entangled being and becoming as part of the world and using our ability to respond 

because, as Barad writes, ‘each intra-action matters’ [6]. 
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6 Towards Response-able PD 
In recent years, feminist new materialist theoretical-methodological inspirations have given rise to what has 

been called ‘response-able research and practice’. This takes seriously the role of knowledge making in bringing 

about worlds and seeks ever more inventive ways of making a meaningful impact. This responsible and 

accountable praxis has shifted from (feminist) reflexivity to account for difference to committedly making 

research matter. The two participatory research and design processes discussed herein also capture for us this 

shift from reflexivity to response-ability. Our explorations of feminist new materialist relationality and praxis 

gave us the opportunity to offer examples of what (else) it might mean to take relationality and emergence 

seriously in PD practices: how this thinking might be put to work in setting up workshops, design events and 

processes, responding to and moving with what emerges, and making more of our responsibilities. To help think 

about and with these thoughts, we have captured our proposal also in Table 1. With the parenthetical ‘else’, we 

acknowledge that an existing and growing body of work is already doing this. We contribute to this building of a 

PD of relationality, becoming (with) and entanglements with our partial perspective and our feminist new 

materialist experiences. 

Table 1 Three propositions for PD 

We can begin to 
let go of having to know where the project might lead, instead 
    intentionally design and devise to 
        enable and foster the agentic, inventive capacity of matter 
          its capacity to teach us other ways of being 
                    the unexpected, unanticipated, and as-yet-unarticulated 
as a means of disrupting hegemonic ways of knowing 

Opening up to 
‘what else’ 
  things beyond what is considered a priori worthy 
     trace, map and move with entirely new matters of concern 
                    allow ourselves to be not only touched but also moved and mobilized  
reach out, respond, foster response, and take action 

Making ‘more than’ of 
to ask  
     what it means to do and be as part of the world in its ongoing becoming 
                    how we might move with the trouble in ways that make a difference 
to find ways of making our practices matter 

 

In recent discussions, PD has been situated in a complex, troubled world, where holding on to the habitual and 

familiar is not only inefficient but unsustainable. By paying attention to power, marginalised voices and missing 

people, the PD community, as Akama et al. [2:9] claimed, is ‘well-placed to lead change within design disciplines’. 

Indeed, with its feet firmly placed in practice, the PD community has advanced the ways of thinking about ethics, 

responsibility, and politics in design fields to acknowledge and embrace mutuality, interdependence, and 

relationality. This change, we argue, will benefit from rich, diverse vocabularies, approaches, and explorations 

with which to think about and practice PD. Our account of participatory research and design, informed by 

feminist new materialist praxis, aims to do just that. Instead of replacing existing agendas or setting up 

competing agendas, its motivation lies in the power of ‘and’. A feminist new materialist praxis of response-ability 

can add to the imagining of ‘doing PD’ and ‘being designer-researchers’ otherwise. We suggest that ‘response-

able PD’ could mean PD that takes seriously the role that design and research practices play in bringing about 

worlds, seeking ever more inventive ways of making a meaningful impact not only by how we engage during our 

projects but also by how we understand and plan for ‘more-than’ projects. In such projects, the starting point is 

in the middle, reaching across contexts and times and plugging into the flows of always-already emergence to 

build ethically sustainable worlds. 
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