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Abstract

Participatory design is used to design 
solutions that better fulfil the needs of res-
idents and local user communities by iden-
tifying and understanding the local culture, 
history, and socio-economic and geographical 
factors. User and resident participation in de-
sign projects that affect them can create a great-
er sense of community, promote responsibility 
that leads to better-maintained environments, 
and make the plans generally more accepted 
and impervious to adverse effects of time and 
change and therefore more sustainable. Par-
ticipatory methods help designers to system-
atically include the users and residents in the 
projects, help the participants articulate their 
tacit experience-based knowledge and imagine 
and visualise their design ideas.

In Finland, participatory design is law 
mandated in urban planning projects, but par-
ticipation that goes beyond the initial publica-
tion of information, is genuinely interactive, 
and spans all stages of the project is underuti-
lised and the methods of participatory practice 
are still unfamiliar to many designers. The pur-
pose of this thesis is to provide a generalised 
collection of participatory methods that are 
beneficial to architectural and urban design 
projects. This work is divided into five parts, 
including a literature review on the topic, 
based on articles, books, conference and pro-
ject reports, and four example cases of partic-
ipatory methods’ use. The predominant part 
covers six categories of participatory methods: 
workshops, gåtur tours, mapping, prototyping 
and mock-ups, enacting future scenarios and 

visualisation. This thesis is concluded with my 
own pondering on the topic and the themes 
related to the Ministry of the Environment’s 
Reshaping living: New structure and new life 
for old suburbs (AsuMut) project, for which 
this thesis was done for.

Keywords: Participatory methods, partici-
patory design, user participation, architec-
ture design
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Tiivistelmä

Osallistavan suunnittelun avulla suun-
nitellaan ratkaisuja, jotka täyttävät paremmin 
asukkaiden ja paikallisten käyttäjäyhteisöjen 
tarpeet tunnistamalla ja ymmärtämällä paikal-
lista kulttuuria, historiaa sekä sosioekonomisia 
ja maantieteellisiä tekijöitä. Käyttäjien ja asuk-
kaiden osallistuminen itseään koskeviin suun-
nitteluprojekteihin voi lisätä yhteisöllisyyden 
ja vastuullisuuden tunteita, johtaa paremmin 
hoidettuun ympäristöön, edesauttaa suunni-
telmien hyväksymistä sekä tehdä ratkaisuista 
paremmin aikaa sietäviä ja siten myös yleisesti 
kestävämpiä. Osallistavat menetelmät auttavat 
suunnittelijoita ottamaan käyttäjät ja asukkaat 
mukaan hankkeisiin suunnitelmallisesti, aut-
tavat osallistujia artikuloimaan heidän koke-
muspohjaista tietoaan sekä kuvittelemaan ja 
visualisoimaan suunnitteluideoitaan.

Suomessa osallistava suunnittelu on 
kaupunkisuunnitteluhankkeissa lakisääteistä, 
mutta osallistaminen, joka menee alustavaa 
tiedotusta pidemmälle, on aidosti vuorovai-
kutteista, ja kattaa kaikki hankkeen vaiheet 
on edelleen vähäistä ja osallistavat menetelmät 
ovat monille suunnittelijoille tuntemattomia. 
Tämän opinnäytetyön tarkoituksena on tar-
jota yleinen kokoelma osallistuvia menetel-
miä, jotka ovat hyödyllisiä arkkitehtuuri- ja 
kaupunkisuunnitteluprojekteissa. Tämä työ 
on jaettu viiteen osaan, mukaan lukien kirjal-
lisuuskatsaus aiheesta perustuen artikkeleihin, 
kirjoihin, konferenssi- ja projektiraportteihin, 
sekä neljä esimerkkitapausta osallistavien me-
netelmien käytöstä. Työn pääosa kattaa kuusi 
erilaista osallistavien menetelmien tyyppiä: 
työpajat, gåtur-kävelykierrokset, kartoitus, 

prototyypit ja mallit, tulevaisuuden skenaa-
rioiden testaaminen ja visualisointi. Tämä 
opinnäytetyö päättyy omaan pohdintaani niin 
työn aiheen kuin Ympäristöministeriön Asu-
misen uudet muodot - Eheytyvät elävät lähiöt 
(AsuMut) -projektiin, jolle tämä työ on tehty, 
liittyvien teemojen kannalta.

Avainsanat: Osallistavat menetelmät, 
osallistava suunnittelu, käyttäjien osallis-
tuminen, arkkitehtuuri
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This master’s thesis was done as part of 
the Reshaping living: New structure and new 
life for old suburbs (AsuMut) project between 
March and October of 2022, which is part of 
the Ministry of the Environment’s 2020-2022 
suburb programme. The AsuMut project aims 
to bring vitality and a sense of community to 
suburban areas in Finland, make land use more 
efficient with additional and complementary 
construction, and find ways to improve public 
transportation and local services. In pursuit of 
this aim, the project tests the applicability of 
community workshops and develops forms of 
participatory planning. The AsuMut project is 
a collaborative effort among the Universities of 
Oulu and Tampere and the cities of Helsinki, 
Turku, Tampere, and Oulu, with the Univer-
sity of Oulu responsible for project manage-
ment.1

In Finland, participatory design is law 
mandated in urban planning projects2. Spe-
cifically, a participation plan is a required part 
of the urban planning process, and all new 
plans need to be shared publicly and put up 
for feedback at specific stages of the project2. 
Yet, participation that goes beyond informing 
the public, is genuinely interactive, and spans 
all stages of the project is underutilised and the 
methods of participatory practice are still un-
familiar to many designers.

This thesis focuses on participatory 
design practice in architectural and urban 
planning projects. Participatory practice is 
explored through various participatory meth-
ods. The purpose of participatory methods is 
to systematically include users and residents in 
design that affects them, help them articulate 

Introduction

1 Hankesuunnitelma, 4.11.2020.

2 Maankäyttö- Ja Rakennuslaki 132/1999, 2000.

3 Maankäyttö- Ja Rakennuslaki 132/1999, 2000.

their tacit experience-based knowledge, and to 
help the users imagine and visualise possible 
solutions and ideas together with the design-
ers3. In this thesis, I will introduce six different 
categories of participatory methods: work-
shops, gåtur tours, mapping, prototyping and 
mock-ups, enacting future scenarios, and vis-
ualisation, as well as briefly go over surveys, 
interviews, ethnographic methods, and partic-
ipatory tools. Other topics of participatory de-
sign, such as who should participate and how, 
are covered only in short, and require further 
research before starting a participatory project.

While writing this thesis, I have noticed 
how architectural participatory design litera-
ture is often limited to singular project reports, 
and a more generalised collection on the topic 
is needed. This thesis is a collection of useful 

participatory methods to fill some of that gap. 
My purpose is to provide a foundation on 
which designers can build on, in an architec-
tural and urban planning context. I wish other 
designers will implement the themes and goals 
of these methods into their own thinking as ar-
chitects and urban planners, instead of blind-
ly replicating them. Hopefully, this thesis can 
inspire and guide designers into broadening 
their viewpoint of users and residents as mere 
subjects of design and realise the many benefits 
of participation.

“If you want to do something that really 
changes someone’s life, the best thing you can 
do is make the person you’re trying to help a 
participant in the process.” – John Stahl-Wert

4 Bratteteig et al., 2013; Sanders et al., 2010.
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1 Participatory Design

1 Bannon & Ehn, 2013; Spinuzzi, 2005, 2002.

2 Robertson & Simonsen, 2012.

3 de Carlo, 2005; Robertson & Simonsen, 2012; Scariot et al., 2012.

4 Robertson & Simonsen, 2012.

The participatory design approach known in Nordic countries orig-
inated in the field of computer-human relationships and the workplace de-
mocracy movements in the 1970s, but today it covers many fields of design 
and research, including, but not limited to, architectural and urban design1. 
The two key principles of participatory design (PD) are active user partic-
ipation to give the people affected by the design a voice in the decisions, 
and mutual learning between the designers and users, to achieve better fu-
ture solutions2. The residents and users of the design area – especially, those 
who, in the future, will be affected by the results of the design – are viewed 
as partners to design ‘with’, rather than ‘for’3. In practice, these principles 
can be achieved by using participatory methods that form a shared language 
between the professionals and the users and serve as tools for imagining and 
articulating solutions4.



14 15

Interdisciplinary collaborative design 
practices between professionals of different 
fields go as far back as the Bauhaus in 1919, 
but participatory design as an approach that 
values genuine participation of the people af-
fected by design stems from the Scandinavian 
worker movements of the 1970s5. During that 
time, technology was being introduced into 
the workplaces, and workers were being re-
placed, their craft skills deskilled and underval-
ued in an effort to lower worker pay and raise 
management profits – angering the labour 
unions and Marxists who were committed to 
democratically empowering workers against 
capitalistic management. The new unfamil-
iar technology brought into the workplaces 
meant that the workers had no true input on 
changes that affected their work because they 

did not have the skills or understanding to de-
sign the technology to fit their needs. Marxist 
academics, led by Kristen Nygaard in 1971, 
began several projects aiming to empower  the 
workers. In Norway, they partnered with the 
Iron and Metal union to build a ‘knowledge 
base’ for workers regarding the new technol-
ogy.6 They developed ‘language games’ for 
mutual learning and understanding between 
the academics, the unions, and the workers to 
allow for collaborative development of systems 
in the workplace, using ethnographic methods 
and action research. Action research aims to 
achieve practical or political improvements in 
the participants’ lives.7

However, it soon became evident that 
the workers could not envision how the new 

1.1 History and Other ‘Participatory’ Approaches

5 Bannon & Ehn, 2013; Spinuzzi, 2005.

6 Kensing & Greenbaum, 2013; Spinuzzi, 2005, 2002.

7 Spinuzzi, 2005.

systems should be built to suit their needs. 
New projects were launched to address the 
issue. In 1981 Sweden, Pelle Ehn, the Royal 
Institute of Technology, and the University of 
Aarhus launched the UTOPIA project.8 The 
UTOPIA project concerned the introduction 
of new technology in the newspaper industry 
and partnered with the typesetters and worker 
unions, whom the change affected9. While ear-
lier projects had given a voice to the workers, 
UTOPIA took things further, bringing the 
workers out of their workplace into workshops 
where they were made designers alongside the 
academics, experimenting and envisioning 
tools for their work10. They created new tech-
niques, or methods, through ‘design by doing’ 
and ‘design by playing’, such as mock-ups, 
low-fidelity prototypes, future workshops, and 

organisational toolkits11. These are all methods 
still used to this day in participatory design. 

After the UTOPIA and other similar 
projects, the ‘Scandinavian challenge’ was is-
sued in 1987. The Scandinavian challenge 
urged further development and use of design 
approaches that encourage industrial democ-
racy. Many countries and organisations took 
on the challenge, especially in Great Britain 
and the United States, and many new partic-
ipatory approaches developed from the Scan-
dinavian challenge, though during its appro-
priation, some aspects were lost. For example, 
approaches like contextual design, founded 
officially in 1998 in the United States, aimed 
to disrupt work as little as possible with their 
‘participatory methods’, proclaiming that the 

8 Spinuzzi, 2002.

9 Spinuzzi, 2005, 2002.

10 Kensing & Greenbaum, 2013; Spinuzzi, 2002.

11 Bannon & Ehn, 2013; Spinuzzi, 2005, 2002.
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‘[workers’] job is to do their job, not design 
systems’.12 Their methods and capitalistic prin-
ciples contradicted and moved too far away 
from the original principles of participatory 
design to fall under its umbrella anymore. The 
weaker labour laws in comparison to the Scan-
dinavian countries, and the low amount of 
unionising in the United States is likely a rea-
son behind this particular evolution of partic-
ipatory design in the US.13 The Scandinavian 
unions were in a key role in the development 
and success of participatory projects, while in 
the US, only 15% of the workforce was union-
ised after the war14. This caused the adaptation 
of less intrusive ‘participatory’ methods, such 
as workplace micro-ethnographies, small-
scale card-matching exercises, and one-on-one 
prototyping focused on confirming already 

developed ideas, instead of workshops, walk-
throughs, large-scale games, and group proto-
typing to create and innovate. Such practices 
and principles in the US are now most often 
referred to as user-centric design. It remains 
some of the principles of participatory design, 
but in user-centred design, the design is done 
for the user, rather than with them as was the 
original intent, and the methods used are, as 
described, ‘less-intrusive’.15 

The term user-centred design is some-
times used interchangeably with participatory 
design, but I argue that these methods are not 
genuinely participatory as their very goal is to 
only consult participants and confirm existing 
ideas. Kensing and Greenbaum (2013) point 
out in the book Routledge international hand-

12 Spinuzzi, 2002.

13 Spinuzzi, 2005, 2002.

14 Spinuzzi, 2002.

15 Spinuzzi, 2005.

book of participatory design that participatory 
design does not acknowledge one-way tech-
niques, such as interviews and focus groups, 
that aim to gather controlled information used 
in approaches like user-centred design, contex-
tual design, and user-driven innovation16. Par-
ticipatory design relies on genuine participa-
tion. Consulting and placation are considered 
pseudo-participation put on for appearances17 
– and while many design approaches adopt 
and have adopted participatory design meth-
ods, often the ‘emancipatory rationale upon 
which participatory design is founded on’ 
Kensing and Greenbaum refer to is left out18.

16 Kensing & Greenbaum, 2013.

17 Luck, 2007.

18 Kensing & Greenbaum, 2013.
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In 1971 the international conference 
of the Design Research Society was held on 
the topic of participation19. During the con-
ference, participatory design was considered 
the ‘new thing’ in design, despite architecture 
and participation having had a long history 
together. In the United States and the United 
Kingdom, architectural participatory design’s 
roots can be found from the mid-1960s on. 
The early architectural PD practices in the US 
and UK were all about architects, especially 
students and less-experienced designers, work-
ing with communities. In 1963 the architect 
Henry Sanoff, who is often cited in this field 
as a pioneer of participatory design, started the 
community development group that defines 
how architecture students work with commu-
nities to this day. He developed participatory 

design tools, methods and games in his work 
that are still used as well. From the early com-
munity groups came the community design 
centres, CDSs, that brought architectural ed-
ucation into even closer collaboration with the 
surrounding communities.20 

In 1987, the political environment in 
the US and UK changed and the previous col-
laborations were declared dead. Support and 
government funding for participatory practic-
es were cut. Despite this, some resilient archi-
tects and researchers kept practising PD and 
developing the methods further, such as ways 
of including participation in housing projects 
and community facilities. Placatory planning 
however became more and more common, 
meaning a top-down approach to participa-

1.2 History in an Architectural Context

19 Brandt et al., 2013; Luck, 2018.

20 Luck, 2018.

tion, where the outcomes of including users 
could be ignored in the resulting design. Dur-
ing the early 2000s, participation was named 
‘mandatory’ in some countries, such as France, 
but the top-down mentality of appropriating 
participatory design vocabulary without re-
flecting its core principles in action was the 
most common approach to participation.21 

Top-down ‘participatory’ projects are not un-
common today either, as some still claim that 
such practices are simply ‘different degrees of 
participation’, despite this notion being seen 
as a poor practice within the participatory de-
sign community22.

Finally, in 2008, the economic crisis 
resulted in an opportunity to reinvent archi-
tectural practice. Collectives, such as ‘design 

through practice’, encouraged participation 
from the public in designing communities, 
places, and spaces again. Participation in de-
sign began to be scaled up in projects like the 
Urban Labs initiative and the early participa-
tory design living lab neighbourhoods – users 
were, and are today, viewed as ‘professionals 
of the everyday’. These efforts of larger-scale 
participation have led to ‘architects scaling up 
their governance capacity’ by including partic-
ipation in master planning and regional devel-
opment, extending the participation beyond a 
singular project’s time and impact. According 
to Luck (2018), this type of participation leads 
to creative growth in design and collaboration 
between communities, society, academia, and 
government.23

21 Luck, 2018.

22 Luck, 2007.

23 Luck, 2018.
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Participatory design is a design and re-
search approach that requires user participa-
tion throughout the design or research process. 
User participation is the active and iterative 
participation of users and residents affected by 
the design, as partners in the design, sharing 
their tacit knowledge and ideas to contribute 
to better future solutions for their needs and 
future users24. Tacit knowledge is implicit, 
rather than explicit, holistic knowledge that 
is often invisible and hard to verbalise, despite 
being based on the users’ everyday experiences 
and skills. In participatory design, tacit knowl-
edge is made material through practice.25 Par-
ticipatory methods are used to articulate and 
visually represent tacit knowledge and to help 
envision ideas based on the users’ experiences. 
Because the envisioning of solutions is done 

‘with’ the users rather than ‘for’ them, the tra-
ditional balance of power within a design pro-
ject is shifted and the power and responsibility 
of decisions are shared between all stakehold-
ers, users and designers alike26. Additionally, 
successful participatory design must be a two-
way process with mutual learning between the 
users and the designers27. The approach is not 
limited to designing only the end result but 
also includes designing the process itself28.

The terminology and definitions of 
participatory design vary to some extent from 
source to source, based on my observation. 
Often user-centred, human-centred, and 
co-design terminology are used together with 
participatory design, despite being different 
design approaches with different principles. 

1.3 Definition

24 Robertson & Simonsen, 2012.

25 Spinuzzi, 2005.

26 de Carlo, 2005; Scariot et al., 2012.

27 Luck, 2007.

28 Robertson & Simonsen, 2012.

Sanders et al. (2010) also point out in the 
conference report A Framework for organiz-
ing the tools and techniques of participatory 
design the inconsistencies of participatory de-
sign terminology, due to many different orig-
inating sources29. The different definitions 
and emphases can however complement each 
other. According to Henry Sanoff ‘[p]artici-
patory design is an attitude about a force for 
change in the creation and  management of 
environments for people. Its strength lies in 
being a movement that  cuts across tradition-
al professional boundaries and cultures. Its 
roots lie in the ideals of participatory democ-
racy’30. Spinuzzi (2005) claims in the article 
The methodology of participatory design that 
participatory design is a way of understanding 
tacit, and often invisible, knowledge of users’ 

and environments’ everyday activity, and then 
to ‘envision, shape, and transcend’ it in a way 
that will be positive for the users. Spinuzzi’s 
definition is supported by Pelle Ehn’s, one of 
the pioneers of co-design, assertion that partic-
ipatory design aims for the balance ‘between 
tradition and transcendence’ – meaning, there 
should be a productive balance between the 
participants’ tacit experience-based knowledge 
and the designers’ more abstract expert knowl-
edge.31 Robertson and Simonsen’s (2013) in-
terpretation of participatory design in Rout-
ledge international handbook of participatory 
design expands from Spinuzzi and Ehn’s defi-
nitions even further, calling participatory de-
sign a ‘process of investigating, understanding, 
reflecting on, establishing, developing, and 
supporting mutual learning between multiple 

29 Sanders et al., 2010.

30 Luck, 2018.

31 Spinuzzi, 2005.
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participants in collaborative “reflection in ac-
tion”’32. Combining the fundamental aspects 
of these definitions, I surmise that participa-
tory design aims to improve environments for 
current and future users by learning the users’ 
needs and getting to understand the tacit ex-
perience-based knowledge they have to offer. 
This understanding needs to be established 
by developing mutual learning between the 
users and designers and allowing the design to 
be envisioned and shaped in collaboration to 
achieve better future solutions. This definition 
functions under the presumption that under-
standing the users’ needs and experiences, and 
including them in the design process as part-
ners, leads to better solutions and design.

As explained in the previous chapter, 

historically, the theoretical roots of participa-
tory design principles are centred on democ-
racy, as well as feminism, especially regarding 
worker rights, political economy, and the peo-
ple’s right to express themselves in their com-
munities and give a voice to the voiceless33. I 
claim that today’s contemporary participatory 
design functions under a few fundamental 
principles and presumptions: 1. The users’ 
tacit experience-based knowledge is invaluable 
to design and community development34. 2. 
Rabid, significant changes in human behav-
iour can only be achieved with user participa-
tion, where the participants can influence both 
the design and its process35. 3. Environments 
work better, and changes are better received, 
when the users are actively participating in the 
creation and management, rather than being 

32 Robertson & Simonsen, 2012.

33 Kensing & Greenbaum, 2013.

34 Luck, 2018.

35 Sanoff, 2000.

viewed as passive consumers36.  Drawing from 
the distinctively different everyday practices of 
the users comes something new, collective par-
ticipation is a source for a multitude of objec-
tives and outcomes that could not be foreseen 
without participation37. These presumptions 
and principles form the base for the core cri-
teria of participatory design practice I have 
identified in this thesis as continuous, genuine 
participation throughout the project, mutual 
learning between designers and users, and the 
sharing of power between designers and users.

1.3.1 Genuine Participation

Participation means, according to Henry 
Sanoff, the ‘collaboration of people pursuing 
the objectives that they themselves have de-
fined’. In participatory design, it is generally 
agreed that participation is inherently good. 
The purpose of participation is to involve the 
users in the decisions that affect them to create 
trust and confidence in the designers and de-
sign, to achieve outcomes that are more likely 
to be accepted by the users and communities as 
good and therefore will be appropriated into 
use.38 The participation needs to be active, it-
erative, and mutually beneficial to be genuine. 
Participation should also extend through the 
whole project, rather than only one or some 
parts of it – ideally participation is also contin-

36 Sanoff, 2000.

37 Brandt et al., 2013; de Carlo, 2005.

38 Sanoff, 2000.
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ued after implementation to further develop 
existing designs. PD offers the tools through 
participation to guarantee the outcomes fit 
the needs of the users better than a traditional 
non-participatory design plausibly could39. 

Participation is also contextual; its in-
tensity, type, extent, and frequency vary from 
project to project and from designer to design-
er40. In my opinion, by this principle, not all 
types of participation, or all practices of par-
ticipation are ‘participatory enough’ when it 
comes to participatory design – this view is 
mostly supported by participatory design liter-
ature as well. Deshler and Sock (1985) intro-
duce two levels of participation: pseudo-par-
ticipation and genuine participation. While 
genuine participation includes ‘cooperation’ 

and ‘citizen control’ and corresponds with 
the kind of participation practised through 
partnerships and shared power in participa-
tory design, pseudo-participation, as the name 
implies, uses methods that imitate participa-
tion without genuinely allowing the users to 
influence the design or process. Deshler and 
Sock’s pseudo-participation includes ‘domes-
tication’, signifying informing and manipula-
tion, and ‘assistencialism’, signifying placation 
and consultation.40 Spinuzzi (2005) warns 
that by appropriating participatory language 
and applying careless ‘participatory’ meth-
ods, it can be easy to create a study or project 
that appears like participatory design but does 
not actually fulfil its criteria or follow its core 
principles41. Participatory design aims to give 
a voice to the voiceless but having a voice does 

39 Bannon & Ehn, 2013; Sanoff, 2000.

40 Sanoff, 2000.

41 Spinuzzi, 2005.

not always guarantee to influence the outcome 
if the designers choose to ignore their input or 
the users are not capable of offering relevant 
input. The users need to be well informed 
about what they are participating in, without 
needing to become experts in the technical as-
pects of the design, to ensure they have ‘a say’, 
not just a voice42. Participatory methods aim 
to help the users understand and share their 
input in a way that can and will be reflected in 
the outcome. 

1.3.2 Sharing Power

Participatory design highlights the im-
portance of all stakeholders, meaning the 
people who are affected by the design results, 
have issues or opinions that can be reflected 
in the design or otherwise have some kind of 
investment in the design project and its out-
come, have a shared responsibility and equal 
opportunity to influence the design and de-
sign process43. Stakeholders can be for example 
the users of a public building, residents of a 
suburb or a whole community, including the 
residents, politicians, and community leaders. 
Sometimes architects, sponsors, institutions, 
organisations, and management are included 
in the stakeholders. In my opinion, it is also 
important to recognise the distinct roles of 

42 Bratteteig et al., 2013; Robertson & Simonsen, 2012.

43 Beazley & Ennew, 2006; Brandt et al., 2013.
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different stakeholders in participatory design 
projects – while sharing power is a funda-
mental aspect of PD44, not all participants are 
in the same position within the project. John 
Habraken’s thoughts on architects’ role in par-
ticipatory design describe the implications of 
sharing power well with the notion that ‘partic-
ipation design does not make the professional 
redundant but less dominant’45. The designer 
is a facilitator, and ultimately in charge and 
responsible for the outcome despite sharing 
the design process and decision-making power 
with the users. The facilitator’s purpose is to 
guide the design process and users during the 
participatory activities, and to help the users to 
express themselves and understand the design, 
the purpose of the design, how their input in-
fluences the design, and what consequences 

their decisions have. The designer’s skills as a 
facilitator can be crucial to the success of the 
participatory project.46

Compromising skills and critical think-
ing skills are vital to the designers in a partici-
patory design project; with the influx of opin-
ions and ideas based on varying experiences 
and world views of multiple participants, the 
designers need to learn how to find useful 
ideas and decide which ideas to incorporate 
and how, instead of blindly mixing together 
everything the users offer. They must find the 
balance between including multiple opinions 
and a diversity of ideas based on the under-
standing they have formed of the users’ needs 
while working with the users to continuously 
include them in progress – and yet, in the end, 

44 Bratteteig et al., 2013.

45 Luck, 2018.

46 Luck, 2007; Sanoff, 2000.

should the design fail, the designers cannot 
hide behind the users. Bratteteig et al. (2013) 
call sharing power one of the hardest parts of 
participatory design for a reason47. And on 
the other hand, sharing power is not the only 
hard part but receiving it can be as well – the 
users take on the burden of participation and 
shared responsibility when they agree to in-
volve themselves in the design process. For the 
users to feel confident in the design and trust 
the designers, there must be mutual learning.48

1.3.3 Mutual Learning

Mutual learning is essential to partic-
ipatory design. It is the process of cultivating 
a two-way relationship between the designers 
and users where the participants learn about 
the design and its purpose from the design-
ers and the designers learn about the users’ 
experiences and tacit knowledge49. Mutual 
learning is important for the success of a par-
ticipatory design project because the partici-
pants need to trust the designers so they can 
trust the design results. In turn, the designers 
need to trust that the users’ input is relevant 
because of their first-hand experiences.50 It is 
all about open communication in a ‘language’ 
both parties can understand – participatory 
methods often form this shared language. The 

47 Bratteteig et al., 2013.

48 Bratteteig et al., 2013.

49 Luck, 2007; Robertson & Simonsen, 2012.

50 Bratteteig et al., 2013.
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methods and tools used in design projects help 
the users vocalise their opinions and visualise 
their ideas. The two-way approach allows the 
users to participate in the design project in a 
meaningful way without having to become ex-
perts in the field or acquire skills out of their 
scope51. The mutual learning process should 
not be limited to the early stages either, but its 
principles should be applied throughout the 
design process to ensure the user participation 
stays active and meaningful throughout, or in 
other words, genuine. The trust built in par-
ticipatory design can make the users feel heard 
and valued, resulting in many benefits such as 
the design’s acceptance and social benefits52.

51 Robertson & Simonsen, 2012.

52 Sanoff, 2000.

Participation of users and residents in 
the design process creates a plurality of re-
sults that cannot be foreseen without their 
input. It makes the design more likely to suit 
the purposes of the environment it concerns 
because participatory design aims to identify 
and respond to the local culture, history, and 
socio-economic and geographical factors that 
influence the behaviour and practices of the 
community53. According to De Carlo (2005) 
in the book Architecture and participation, 
large-scale planning of cities and regions often 
fails even when the residents’ collective inter-
ests have been considered based on analyses. 
De Carlo claims that often during these fail-
ures, fingers get pointed and blame thrown 
around instead of acknowledging that the 
external decision-making alienates residents 

and causes them to lack the motivation to de-
fend plans they cannot appropriate into use 
as they have not had input in them.54 Using 
participatory methods in the design process 
enables the residents to develop more realis-
tic expectations of the design, creates trust in 
the designers, and reduces possible resistance 
to change, making the design outcome more 
likely to work, be accepted by the residents and 
be ‘resistant to the wear and tear of adverse cir-
cumstances and changing times’55. The resi-
dents’ input can overall create a higher sense of 
satisfaction with the results and build greater 
public spirit in the community that can lead to 
better-maintained environments and financial 
savings56. Participation also means that the re-
sources available to the community are utilised 
better 57. The users get a sense of having influ-

1.4 Benefits

53 Beazley & Ennew, 2006; de Carlo, 2005; Scariot et al., 2012.

54 de Carlo, 2005.

55 de Carlo, 2005; Gregory, 2003; Sanoff, 2000.

56 Sanoff, 2000; Scariot et al., 2012.

57 Sanoff, 2000.
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enced the design with their participation and 
gain a better awareness of the consequences of 
their decisions58. They can develop a sense of 
ownership toward the design that promotes 
a sense of responsibility and community59 – 
making the participants’ connection to the 
area stronger while increasing the democracy 
of decision-making in the area60. 

For example, if the residents are happy 
with the implemented plans and designs, the 
need for future changes and rectifications due 
to the community’s displeasure would likely 
be less, saving resources for other projects. And 
if the community is pleased with the elements 
they have chosen for their environment, for ex-
ample in a public park, they probably will take 
better care of the area and be more motivated 

to keep it active, well-maintained, and safe – 
preventing the birth of dilapidated areas and 
unwanted illegal activity that worsen the area 
over time and will eventually require action 
from the city or other organisation in charge.

Participatory design and methods also 
aim to support the participation of all kinds of 
users. Participatory methods are largely visual 
and do not require expert knowledge of the 
topic to have a voice and a say in the design, 
meaning people who are illiterate or less artic-
ulate can also participate in the decisions of 
their community in a meaningful way61. The 
principles and methods of PD also encourage 
and support participation from children and 
young people who are often ignored in design 
projects, helping them become socially pro-

58 Sanoff, 2000.

59 Sanoff, 2000; Scariot et al., 2012.

60 Gregory, 2003.

61 Beazley & Ennew, 2006.

ductive and active members of the communi-
ty62. 

Participation can also offer the benefit of 
fun; people get to participate in social events 
and activities and feel part of a group. Ongo-
ing events such as a sequence of workshops 
or routine team meetings can even become a 
hobby of sorts, as seen in the example project 
of Lapinjärvi (see chapter 3.3.). Loneliness 
and the feeling of isolation are very common, 
perhaps even more now with the increased re-
mote working, so while fun does not necessar-
ily seem like a real benefit, it is in my opinion 
very significant. 

62 Beazley & Ennew, 2006; Sanoff, 2000.
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Participation in participatory design 
projects should not be a one-and-done deal, 
but continual, iterative, and reach multiple 
stages of the design process63. They should in-
clude continuous revisits, reflection, feedback, 
and revisions in a cyclical fashion64. In partici-
patory design, participants get to identify the 
problems in their environment, design solu-
tions and test them. Participation of end-us-
ers and residents can be considered one of the 
most important aspects of good design because 
people shape the environment they are in.65 

According to Remijn (2006), a typical 
architectural design process is a top-down pro-
cess that moves from a macroscopic scale to a 
microscopic scale, the goals of the project are 
set early on by management and by general 

building requirements (see table 1). The archi-
tects’ and management’s perception of the en-
vironment can be very different to those who 
actually experience and use it every day – re-
sulting in design that does not serve the users 
or the space’s function. Including the knowl-
edge and input of users should be an essential 
part of any architectural process, but often 
participation is only included at the late stages 
of a project when substantial changes can no 
longer be made without difficulty or monetary 
losses.66

Understanding when, how, and for what 
purpose to implement participatory methods 
in a design process is crucial.  According to 
Judith Gregory (2003) in the article Scandina-
vian approaches to participatory design, partici-

1.5 Participatory Design Process

63 Spinuzzi, 2005.

64 Gregory, 2003; Spinuzzi, 2005.

65 Clemensen et al., 2017.

66 Remijn, 2006.

Table 1. Phases of a typical architectural design process, according to Remijn (2006) in the report Integrating ergonomics 
into the architectural design processes: tools for user participation in hospital design. 
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pation should occur in every phase of a design 
process and the phases of a participatory design 
project are not always clear-cut and sequential 
but concurrent. Tentatively, Gregory divides 
the participatory design project into four phas-
es once the preliminary objectives of the design 
project have been determined: 1. The analysis 
of the current situation and construction of 
the problem together with participants. 2. 
Conceptualising the design, the designing 
process and evaluating possible solutions. 3. 
Implementation. 4. Evaluation, maintenance, 
and ongoing improvements.67 Clemensen et al. 
(2017) describe four similar phases as Gregory 
but also point out examples of which methods 
can be used in each phase, emphasising the dif-
ferent goals that can be achieved with different 
methods. Their version can be summarised to 

1. The identification and analysis of the users’ 
needs with ethnographic methods and inter-
views. 2. Idea generation and development 
of prototypes in creative workshops and with 
design games. 3. Testing and retesting through 
pilot studies and constant reflection, using 
prototyping and scenario methods to visualise 
the application of proposed solutions. 4. Eval-
uation.68  In my opinion, Gregory’s division of 
the participatory design process is favourable 
because it acknowledges users’ right to influ-
ence the design problem and that participation 
should not end when the design is finalised. 
Clemensen et al.’s division on the other hand 
acknowledges the cyclical fashion of a partici-
patory process better, pointing out the testing 
and retesting as an important phase in devel-
oping a design solution that is built on con-

67 Gregory, 2003.

68 Clemensen et al., 2017.

stant reflection and feedback from the users. 
In practice, designers rarely continue the par-
ticipation beyond the design phase, whether 
due to lack of available resources, lack of inter-
est on the participants’ or designers’ part or for 
other reasons69. Bratteteig et al. (2013) raise a 
good point to question why this happens; why 
is participation seen as something that cannot 
reach beyond the initial design and into ‘de-
sign in use’ and ‘design after design’70? The 
evolution of the environment does not stop at 
the initial implementation because the users 
shape the design with their use in unforeseen 
ways71. People form new paths, for example, 
parkour and skater enthusiasts take over urban 
constructions for their hobby, and street art 
marks the environment in unplanned places. 
Because people’s use alters the environment, 

participation should not stop after the design 
is initially completed.

I have assembled Gregory and Clem-
ensen et al.’s participatory processes into one 
approximate example of an ideal participatory 
design process, also utilizing Spinuzzi’s (2005) 
terminology on the subject (see diagram 1). 
Despite presenting the process as linear, it 
should be remembered that genuine partici-
pation is by its nature cyclical and as such the 
process in practice is not as rigidly straightfor-
ward as it seems in theory. Reflection based on 
participants’ feedback and input in the previ-
ous phases is essential to a genuinely participa-
tory design process72. The phases can also be 
combined or broken down into even smaller 
steps, and each phase can consist of multiple 

69 Bratteteig et al., 2013; Gregory, 2003.

70 Bratteteig et al., 2013.

71 Ehn, 2008.

72 Clemensen et al., 2017.
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participatory activities and steps. It should 
also be kept in mind that these phases are not 
a complete frame for a design process but only 
for the participatory aspects of the design and 
they should be adapted and appropriated into 
each project’s overall process. 

1. Initial exploration: designers familiarise 
themselves and analyse the current situation 
and user group.

2. Discovery process and problem construc-
tion: designers get to understand the users’ 
needs, wants, and experiences. The users’ 
needs, goals and values are prioritised together 
with participants to determine the goals and 
themes of the participatory project or activity.

3. Idea generation: design solutions are devel-

oped together with participants.

4. Testing, reflection, and further develop-
ment: design solutions are tested, reflected on, 
and further developed with participants dur-
ing as many rounds as necessary to finalise the 
design.

5. Implementation: the design solution is im-
plemented into use or otherwise executed.

6. Evaluation, maintenance, and ongoing im-
provements: the implemented design is evalu-
ated in use and users can still offer feedback for 
further improvement of the design in practice. 
Also called ‘design in use’ and ‘design after de-
sign’. 

Diagram 1. My rendition of the ideal participatory design process phases and examples of fitting participatory methods 
for each phase.
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Table 2. Checklist of the most important qualities of a participatory design project. Referenced from the article The meth-
odology of participatory design by Spinuzzi, 2005.
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2 Participatory Methods

1 Spinuzzi, 2005.

2 Bratteteig et al., 2013; Sanders et al., 2010.

Participatory design is a design approach, and it has methods, tools, 
and techniques used in practising it1. In this thesis I define participatory 
methods as the tangible ‘means or actions of practising participation in de-
sign’. The purpose of participatory methods is to systematically include us-
ers in the design, help them articulate their knowledge, and to help them im-
agine and visualise possible solutions and ideas together with the designers2. 
In the following section of this thesis, I will introduce six different catego-
ries of participatory methods: workshops, gåtur, mapping, prototyping and 
mock-ups, enacting future scenarios, and visualisation, as well as surveys, 
interviews, ethnographic methods, and participatory tools. The purpose of 
this section is to provide a foundation for information about different par-
ticipatory method options and their use specifically in an architectural and 
urban planning context.
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Imagining future solutions and new 
ideas for design is difficult without the right 
tools and the opportunity to visualise the dif-
ferent possibilities. In architecture, we visual-
ize new concepts, new buildings, new layouts, 
and even new cities all the time, the envision-
ing comes naturally or thanks to years of prac-
tice. However, not everyone has these skills, 
and that is why participatory methods are used 
to help users and residents to articulate ideas 
and envisions new design3. The methods’ pur-
pose is also to support the determined goals of 
the project at any given time, meaning that the 
methods should be chosen based on the objec-
tives set to achieve. For example, if the objective 
is to learn more about the design environment 
and the residents’ experiences there, a gåtur 
walking tour is a good choice to achieve that 

goal. The methods are the instruments of the 
participatory process. Participatory methods 
should not be only viewed as singular methods 
or events but as a part of a bigger picture that 
aims to encourage future participation with 
their success and by being a positive experience 
for the participants. 

Participatory methods also need to be 
adapted to fit the specific project and its goals, 
as well as the problems being solved4. They are 
not meant to be used the same every time and 
in every context5. Who is participating is also 
a determining factor6. For example, the same 
methods will not work without adaptation 
between a small-scale work environment reno-
vation that concerns a small and homogenous 
user base and a large-scale urban plan with a 

3 Bratteteig et al., 2013.

4 Sanders et al., 2010.

5 Brandt et al., 2013; Sanders et al., 2010.

6 Beazley & Ennew, 2006.

2.1 Definition and Purpose

large, scattered, and diverse user community. 
The users also need to be able to shape the use 
of methods from the beginning to some extent 
– Bratteteig et al. (2013) point out that the set-
ting of a problem defines the space for possi-
ble solutions, so as such, users need to have a 
say about what issues are being addressed and 
how7. Using participatory methods chosen by 
the designer to answer questions determined 
by the designer, to meet goals, again, set by the 
designer, is not actually participatory despite 
seemingly utilising participatory methods. 
This showcases how no method is inherently 
participatory, it depends on how the methods 
are used. Participatory methods can be used in 
a way that essentially relents them pointless, 
for example, if the designer gathers tacit knowl-
edge from the users by using the methods, but 

then conducts the design by themselves with-
out further involvement from the users in the 
actual designing process.8

How can participatory methods be 
adapted and chosen so they fit each specific 
project? Participatory methods have many 
variables, for example, workshops include fu-
ture workshops, utopia workshops, and virtu-
al workshops, and mapping can mean digital 
SoftGIS maps or even paper maps and stickers. 
The different variables of methods can be con-
sidered techniques, and within these methods, 
participatory tools can be used to achieve the 
goal of the method. Participatory tools are for 
example ranking, mind maps, and card sorting. 
The definition of techniques and tools varies 
from source to source, Sanders et al. (2010), 

7 Bratteteig et al., 2013.

8 Beazley & Ennew, 2006.
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for example, define tools as the material com-
ponent used in participatory design activities, 
such as post-it-notes or card decks, toolkits 
are a collection of tools serving a specific pur-
pose, and techniques are the way the tools and 
toolkits are used9. Participatory methods are 
the combination of all these10. The designers 
need to determine what tools and techniques 
will best serve their goals and what methods 
are realistically executable with the project’s 
context and users. The successful application 
of methods, tools and techniques requires a 
deep understanding of the design process and 
the users’ needs and experiences, and the abil-
ity and willingness to provide the appropriate 
tools and techniques even when it is challeng-
ing and takes ‘extra’ effort from the designer. 
Brandt et al. (2013) claim that we as designers 

still need a better understanding of applying 
tools and techniques in participatory design.11 
This is partly what the following chapters are 
trying to provide; an understanding of the 
possibilities, challenges and benefits of partic-
ipatory methods, tools and techniques when 
used in earnest in architectural fields. 

9 Sanders et al., 2010.

10 Sanders et al., 2010.

11 Brandt et al., 2013.

2.1.1 Participatory Design Methodology

When discussing the practice of partic-
ipatory design, the terms participatory design 
methods and participatory methods are often 
used, but they are not to be confused as the 
same concept. According to Bratteteig et al. 
(2013) in the book Routledge international 
handbook of participatory design, participa-
tory design methods are about ‘how’ to carry 
out a participatory design process within the 
participatory design frame, upholding its core 
principles and purposes. Participatory design 
methods are considered a more generalised 
methodology. They include guidelines for 
carrying out the participatory process, such 
as who should participate and how to resolve 
conflicts during the process, the principles of 

PD, techniques that describe how to do spe-
cific activities in a participatory design pro-
ject, and tools that are tangible instruments 
for executing techniques. These methodolo-
gies are based on generalisations from a large 
data pool of empirically-based experiences 
of how to practice participatory design. Var-
iables of these methodologies are called me-
ta-methods.12 Meta-methods can be explored 
for tips on a framework for the participatory 
approach, but in my opinion, participatory 
projects need to be flexible and adaptable and 
should not rely too heavily on any ready-made 
model of conduct.

I have chosen Cooperative experimen-
tal system development, CESD, as the brief 
example of a meta-method, because, despite 

12 Bratteteig et al., 2013.
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its focus on technical design, its modelling-fo-
cused framework is such that it could be 
adapted into architectural design. CESD is 
rooted in the Scandinavian PD approach and 
is meant to be used to develop systems that 
will serve as good tools for workers. It uses co-
operative workshops and prototyping as well 
as experimental methods to form its frame; 
workshops and prototyping are done together 
with various experts and users, and alternative 
futures are explored and compared by enact-
ing work-like situations with mock-ups and 
different fidelity prototypes. The purpose of 
relying heavily on prototyping and mock-ups 
is to avoid using technical language the users 
cannot understand or relate to.13 

13 Bratteteig et al., 2013.

Workshops, walking tours, mapping, 
prototyping, mock-ups, enacting, and visual-
isation are among the most common partici-
patory methods. All these methods have mul-
tiple variants and different types of activities, 
making them flexible for creative use.  I have 
chosen these methods to introduce in this the-
sis for their participatory qualities and appli-
cation possibilities in architectural and urban 
design.

2.2.1 Workshops

Workshops are an intense yet fundamen-
tal method in participatory design projects. 
They require a lot of effort and commitment 
from the participants while testing the design-
ers’ facilitator skills throughout the planning 
and implementation phases14. The general 
purpose of workshops is to bring people with 
a common interest or problem together to cre-
ate a dialogue about their needs, goals, dreams, 
and possible solutions15. And while it is a tax-
ing method, the users’ response to being able 
to take an active part in the problem-solving 
and designing makes it more favourable than 
some less interactive and easier methods such 
as surveys and interviews16. The use of future 
workshops in participatory design goes as far 

14 Kuikka, 2003.

15 Horelli, 2002; Horelli et al., 2002; Kallio, 2020; Lauttamäki, 2014.

16 Hanington, 2003.

2.2 Participatory Methods
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back as the UTOPIA project of the 1980s17. 
Workshops can be used for example in such 
projects as building renovations, regional plan-
ning, residential area revitalisation, and urban 
planning. They suit both small-scale and large-
scale projects. The events can be held during 
various stages of a project: at the beginning of 
a project to familiarise the designers with the 
participants and to learn the issues they want 
to focus on, in the middle to form ideas and 
solutions based on earlier information and 
data, or at the end to gather feedback and com-
ments on the design or its implementation to 
improve it. 

There are different types of workshops 
based on the goals, purposes and how they are 
conducted18: design workshops, future work-

shops, utopia workshops, virtual workshops, 
up-skilling workshops, co-design workshops 
and charrette. With active and enthusiastic 
participants, multiple workshops over the 
course of the process can be a significant asset 
to the design project. For example, a design 
workshop can be conducted after a future 
workshop to build a realised plan based on the 
action plan and themes raised in the future 
workshop19. A typical workshop can usually 
be classified as a ‘design workshop’, a term that 
is relatively loosely defined. Workshops can be 
conducted virtually, in person or by using the 
charrette method, and can typically be broken 
into three distinct phases: the organisation pe-
riod, the execution phase meaning the actual 
workshop event, and finally a conclusion and 
follow-through phase.

17 Kensing & Greenbaum, 2013; Spinuzzi, 2005, 2002.

18 Horelli, 2002.

19 Kuikka, 2003.

Table 3. Phases of a typical workshop. Based on Chambers, 2002; Horelli et al., 2002; Lauttamäki, 2014.
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When choosing the participants for a 
workshop, or any method really, the designers 
should try to get people from varying back-
grounds that have different points of view 
to offer20, while making sure that they are 
equipped to handle the possible conflicts born 
from different opinions and viewpoints. The 
participants should represent all demograph-
ics of the target community as well, minorities 
included21. And as not everyone invited will 
attend, more people than they hope will par-
ticipate should be invited, while also having a 
backup plan for a surprisingly large or small 
turnout. A good location for a participatory 
workshop is somewhere within the design 
area, such as an apartment building’s commu-
nal space or a local meeting place like a library 
or town hall. Holding the workshop in the vi-

cinity of the design area can motivate partici-
pants to attend and stimulate their envisioning 
process. A local event is also more accessible 
to attend. Offering refreshments such as cof-
fee, juice and food can also encourage people 
to participate and leave a good impression on 
the participants, encouraging further partici-
pation in the future22. Attracting enough en-
thusiastic participants is one of the common 
challenges participatory design faces and it 
is discussed more in chapter 4.2.2. A typical 
workshop can last from a few hours to a full 
day or even a couple of days23.

Right from the beginning of the work-
shop, the designers’ facilitator skills are very 
important to the success of the workshop. 
Some common mistakes in workshops should 

20 Lauttamäki, 2014.

21 Clemensen et al., 2017.

22 Chambers, 2002; Lauttamäki, 2014.

23 Horelli, 2002.

be avoided by the facilitator, such as being 
late, not having the event space prepped, hav-
ing too few or too short breaks, and not hav-
ing working technology. Issues like these can 
give the participants a bad impression of the 
event from the start. As the participants are 
there to participate, the facilitators must not 
lecture the participants or drone on too long 
but lay the groundwork for the participatory 
workshop activities. The designers should try 
to achieve a relaxed and welcoming atmos-
phere because following too rigid of a plan or 
seeming nervous will not inspire confidence 
in the attendees.24 The facilitator also needs 
to let the room breathe and not rush or in-
terrupt the participants constantly, while also 
keeping on top of them to make sure they are 
working on the activities as instructed25. It is 

a fine balance between being too demanding 
and keeping the workshop on track. The par-
ticipants should be able to trust the designers 
working as facilitators and be comfortable in 
expressing their opinions in ways that will not 
push them too far out of their comfort zones. 
This means having a plan for varying levels 
of activity and interest from the participants. 
Horelli et al. (2002) insist in the article Lasten 
ja nuorten osallistumista tukevia menetelmiä 
that the facilitators should also introduce at 
the start the questions that will be answered 
during the workshop, but I argue that setting 
too rigid frames for the workshop can kill the 
participants’ creativity and that for genuine 
participation, the users should have the op-
portunity to influence what is being addressed 
as they are the primary users and will have to 

24 Chambers, 2002.

25 Chambers, 2002; Kiimamaa, 2003b.
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live with the design outcomes. This of course 
does not mean that every issue the participants 
can think of should be taken on in a single 
workshop – the designers need to find the 
balance between keeping the workshop coher-
ent and listening to the participants’ input. A 
workshop can include many activities or just 
one depending on the goals of the workshop 
and the available time and enthusiasm of the 
participants. However, the designers should 
not overreach with too many activities in one 
session and exhaust the participants with too 
much to do. This is likely to discourage future 
participation. 

The conclusion of the workshop and fol-
low-through after are very important because 
they can determine how the participants feel 

about the project afterwards. The conclusion 
activity in the workshop is meant to summa-
rise the things achieved in the workshop, and 
the ways the residents’ efforts have influenced 
and will influence the design outcome26. At 
the end of an event, there should also be time 
for reflection so that the work done sinks in for 
the participants27. The participants should feel 
like the workshop has been a worthwhile event 
with a real impact. The purpose of the report 
after the event is similar; it needs to list out 
the workshop clearly and, in enough detail, 
and tell the users and residents what the work-
shop’s result will be used for, and how the par-
ticipants’ contributions will be included in the 
future plans or project steps. In the report, the 
facilitators need to be impartial and not colour 
the event with their own impressions and in-

26 Lauttamäki, 2014.

27 Chambers, 2002.

terpretation of the workshop28.

The workshop method is usually worth 
the effort when planned according to realistic 
expectations, timed at the right stage of the 
design process depending on what is hoped 
to achieve, and when its activities are based on 
the enthusiasm of the participants. In other 
words, the designers need to be prepared yet 
flexible to be able to get worthwhile materials 
from the workshop. Workshops are an espe-
cially good method in the architectural and 
urban planning fields to include participants 
because they offer a cohesive setting to envi-
sion ideas and use visual methods and tools 
that are essential to architectural and urban 
design, and they can be held inside the design 
area. However, it should also be acknowledged 

that the workshop method is not always the 
best fit for a project – for example, if the pro-
ject requires private or sensitive information 
from the users, a group-type setting typical for 
workshops is probably not the right choice.  
Sometimes the workshops do not gather 
enough interest from the residents to be ar-
ranged or no new information can be gained 
during them. If the workshop can only gather 
the same information that was already gotten 
from preliminary surveys, interviews, and idea 
boards, its worth-effort-ratio should be consid-
ered – a such workshop can be viewed either as 
a waste of time or as a confirmation of the re-
search material, making the information more 
reliable. In such a situation, I suggest the latter 
to not get discouraged with the participatory 
process. 

28 Planning a Participatory Workshop, 2012.
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Future workshops

The purpose of future workshops is specifical-
ly to envision futures that answer a particular 
problem, envision alternative solutions for the 
status quo, seek future possibilities that differ 
from the current path in a way that serves the 
users and residents better, and asses current 
and past features in the process. Future work-
shops are usually used for long-term planning, 
looking as far as 20-30 years into the future, 
but they can also be used to plan only a few 
years ahead.29 Because of their long-term 
thinking, future workshops are an especially 
good method for tackling complex problems 
and developing action plans for large-scale pro-
jects such as city planning and residential area 
revitalisation. Future workshops were devel-

oped by futurist Robert Jungk in the 1950s to 
enhance democratic municipal decision-mak-
ing in Austrian towns. Jungk’s future work-
shop model has three distinct activity phases: 
the critique phase, the fantasy phase, and the 
implementation phase. These phases can be 
executed during one continuous workshop 
event or broken down into separate, sequen-
tial workshops. Multiple events allow for more 
flexibility and time to determine the goals of 
the workshop but in turn, require more flex-
ibility from the designers as the participants 
and their opinions may change between the 
different workshop events.30

In the critique phase, the current situation of 
the design area or problem is assessed together 
with the participants, and concerns and issues 

29 Lauttamäki, 2014.

30 Kiimamaa, 2003b; Lauttamäki, 2014.

are identified. This phase is not for finding 
solutions or envisioning ideas, during it the 
themes and goals of the workshop are still being 
determined. The participants either choose as 
a group or vote for the top priorities that will 
be addressed in the following phases of the 
workshop.31 In my opinion, future workshops 
are particularly suited for participatory design 
projects because unlike in general design work-
shops, the questions and problems are not pre-
determined by the designers alone before the 
workshop. 

During the fantasy phase, all ideas and solu-
tions to the previously chosen issues and topics 
are allowed, no matter how unrealistic32. The 
participants should not focus on the practical 
execution or limitations but be creative and 

envision even utopia-like plans where the is-
sues have been turned into positive qualities33. 
For example, if one of the issues identified 
during the critique phase is a lack of greenery 
in a residential area, during the fantasy phase, 
multiple new public parks can be planned to 
increase not only the amount of greenery but 
to improve the atmosphere of the area and en-
courage more outdoor activity.

In the implementation phase, an action plan 
is developed based on the identified problems 
and ideal solutions from the previous two 
phases. Now the goal is to find a realistic way 
of executing the plan or design without com-
promising the important issues and themes de-
termined by the participants. In an ideal situa-
tion, a fully action-ready plan and timeline can 

31 Kiimamaa, 2003b.

32 Kiimamaa, 2003b.

33 Kiimamaa, 2003b; Ojasalo et al., 2018.
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be produced during this phase – experts can be 
consulted during this phase to help with the 
practical implementation issues.34  In the case 
of large-scale and long-term projects, future 
workshops can be made into an ongoing pro-
cess where new issues and plans are envisioned 
repeatedly throughout a long period35.

In addition to traditional future workshops, 
other future methods can be used in partic-
ipatory design, such as the futures wheel and 
future mapping36. They are not as common 
in design as future workshops, but they can 
be used to organise future goals, their hierar-
chies, and consequences to help visualise the 
most important and desirable outcomes. The 
futures wheel is a mind-map brainstorming 
method in which a simple issue or question is 

visualised and connected to related issues. It is 
a way to organise and understand the relations 
between different themes and future topics 
and their possible impacts.37

Utopia Workshops

Utopia workshops are most often used in 
urban planning. Utopia workshops are like 
stand-alone fantasy phase future workshops 
– they only focus on planning future utopias 
without the practical solution phase. Utopias 
are used to unleash creative thinking that is 
not restricted by the realities of the current sit-
uation. Designing a utopian environment or 
city together with residents reveals the values 
and priorities they have for their environment. 
The aspects they want to keep from the cur-

34 Kiimamaa, 2003b; Lauttamäki, 2014.

35 Kiimamaa, 2003b.

36 Ojasalo et al., 2018.

37 Lauttamäki, 2014; Ojasalo et al., 2018.

Diagram 2. Futures wheel concept.
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rent environment, the things they change and 
the things they dream into existence all reflect 
the strengths and weaknesses of the current sit-
uation.38

Virtual Workshops

As remote working is becoming more com-
mon, virtual workshops also become a more 
relevant alternative to in-person events. The 
benefit of virtual working over in-person 
workshops is the broadness of accessibility – 
online, people who cannot attend in person 
because of location, time, or limitations of 
physical condition can still attend. Howev-
er, working online using technology requires 
skills and willingness not all participants have, 
as well as access to the appropriate technology. 

There is also a level of impersonality in remote 
events that may feel intimidating and unpleas-
ant to the participants39. Online participation 
can lack the feeling of community in person 
working can usually create40. 

Facilitator skills and preparation are still very 
important in virtual workshops, even though 
the facilitator is not in the same room as the 
users. The designers need to prepare a profes-
sional technical set-up with working cameras, 
microphones, and good lighting and familiar-
ise themselves with all websites, apps, and tools 
the workshop will use41. If the participants 
cannot hear and see the facilitators clearly, they 
cannot participate fully, and if the facilitators 
fumble with the technology, it gives the im-
pression that the workshop is ill-designed and 

38 Kallio, 2020.

39 What Is a Virtual Workshop? Definition, Types, Methods, and Examples., n.d..

40 Halskov et al., 2012.

41 Stevens, 2021.

unimportant. Virtual workshops can be con-
ducted through video conference tools or apps 
such as Zoom, Microsoft Teams, or Skype, 
by using visualising apps or online sites such 
as MIRO that offer a platform for real-time 
group working, for example with mind maps 
and charts. Virtual workshops also include 
such activities as seminars, Q&A sessions, on-
line brainstorming, teaching videos, and on-
line conferences42. 

Social media also offers opportunities for vir-
tual participatory working. Social media is a 
good way of trying to reach teens and young 
adults especially, a demographic that is cur-
rently not very active in participating in most 
residential participatory projects. Social media 
has strengthened the voices of the public in 

many matters and made people more connect-
ed and knowledgeable about ways they can re-
ceive and share information43. In my opinion, 
social media is best utilised as a tool rather than 
building participation around it completely – 
sites such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and 
other popular networking applications can be 
used to inform the public about new projects 
and keep them updated on ongoing ones, gain 
their interest with creative online posts, and to 
gather preliminary information. For example, 
Instagram live sessions could be used to hold 
recurring short Q&A sessions with interested 
community members. 

Charrette

Charrette is an intensive, collaborative, and 

42 What Is a Virtual Workshop? Definition, Types, Methods, and Examples., n.d..

43 Halskov et al., 2012.



60 61

participatory face-to-face workshop meth-
od for idea generation, decision making and 
problem-solving at a local community level. 
It is used to focus on one specific issue until 
it is solved, and often until it is implemented. 
Charrette is a great method for engaging and 
getting the support of large amounts of par-
ticipants in a community or geographical area. 
It is often used in smaller-scale urban plan-
ning and residential area planning when a fast 
consensus, rather than just compromises, is 
wanted between the community. Charrette is 
motivated by a sense of urgency on a particular 
issue.44 In participatory design, it can be used 
for expediting problem-solving and solution 
designing for particular parts of the project. 

The charrette process is usually held during 1-4 

sequential days but can also last as long as two 
weeks45. The process can include as many as 50-
1000 people. Usually, in larger participatory 
projects, charrette is used at the beginning of 
the planning process to generate practical ideas 
and viewpoints.46 There are educational char-
rettes, leadership forums, retreats, and focus 
groups, as well as traditional problem-solving 
charrettes and interdisciplinary team char-
rettes47. The charrette has three phases, similar 
to other workshops: the pre-charrette prepara-
tion phase, the charrette workshops phase, and 
the post-charrette phase48. 

In the pre-charrette phase, a steering commit-
tee is formed of committed community lead-
ers, experts in architectural and urban fields 
and other professionals to determine the in-

44 Sanoff, 2000; Slocum & Steyaert, 2003.

45 Sanoff, 2000; Slocum & Steyaert, 2003.

46 Slocum & Steyaert, 2003.

47 Sanoff, 2000.

48 Slocum & Steyaert, 2003.

itial, primary focuses of the charrette49. The 
committee gathers necessary information and 
makes the preparations for the workshop over 
a longer period. The 1-4 day-long charrette 
workshop starts after. On day one of the char-
rette, the committee can meet with local offi-
cials, leaders, and other professionals, and walk 
or drive through the design area to get famil-
iarised with it before meeting the local partici-
pants. An open for all design workshop meet-
ing is held on the second day of the charrette.50 
In this workshop community members can be 
interviewed, their needs assessed, issues can be 
prioritised based on their input, recommen-
dations can be developed for the project using 
visual tools such as mapping and drawing, and 
implementation strategies can be planned51. 
The charrette workshop can be divided be-

tween a few consecutive days if needed. After, 
the smaller committee can hold their own 
workshop session on the third day to concep-
tualise, write and draw ideas and recommen-
dations based on the community workshop52. 
The issues are divided between the members 
to work on individually or in smaller groups to 
speed up the process53. During the post-char-
rette phase the recommendations, action 
steps, strengths, and challenges of the plan, as 
well as potential funding sources are gathered 
into a document and a presentation for the 
community and the public54. A second open 
community meeting should be held to pres-
ent these points and to receive feedback from 
the participants before the implementation of 
the plan begins55. At this point, no more than 
14 days should have transpired since the first 

49 Slocum & Steyaert, 2003.

50 Sanoff, 2000; Slocum & Steyaert, 2003.

51 Slocum & Steyaert, 2003.

52 Sanoff, 2000.

53 Sanoff, 2000; Slocum & Steyaert, 2003.

54 Slocum & Steyaert, 2003.

55 Sanoff, 2000; Slocum & Steyaert, 2003.
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workshop day to reap the benefits of the char-
rette’s speedy process.

2.2.2 Gåtur

Multiple participatory walking meth-
ods tend to have similar basic concepts centred 
around walking through the design area, one 
of them being the gåtur method. While the 
gåtur method is based on the Post Occupancy 
Evaluation method used in the United States, 
England and New Zealand, its name comes 
from the Denmark variation of the method 
and gåtur is also the name used in Finland56. 
The basic concept of the gåtur method is to 
experience the design area as a group in an 
organised manner while evaluating its quali-
ties systematically and writing the comments 
down for the designers or later participatory 
events57. Gåtur is most often used in urban 
planning, residential area planning and other 

56 de Lavals, 1998; Kiimamaa, 2003a.

57 Horelli et al., 2002.

larger-scale projects58. In Finland, the gåtur 
method has been used for example to analyse 
1960’s residential areas in Helsinki for future 
urban revitalization. It has also been used to as-
sess large public building indoor spaces before 
renovation projects, for example in schools or 
nursing homes.59

Because the gåtur method is conducted 
by walking in the design area, participants get 
to experience the environment authentically 
and in real-time as they share their experiences 
and opinions, rather than having to rely solely 
on memory or photographs which might show 
the photographer’s bias. During the walking 
tour, the environment provides constant stim-
uli to motivate, inspire, and remind them of as-
pects that could be improved, changed, elimi-

nated, or kept as is. And while the designers get 
to experience the environment together with 
the participants, and through their eyes so to 
speak, the participants have an upper hand over 
the designers as they are the more knowledge-
able party in their environment. This shifted 
power balance is typical for participatory de-
sign. In theory, the gåtur method is about eval-
uating areas and environments purely from a 
spatial point of view but in practice topics of 
the area’s practical qualities tend to come up60. 
In my opinion, such discussion should be en-
couraged as themes such as available services, 
accessibility, community, diversity, transporta-
tion, and energy efficiency are central to urban 
planning and to developing existing residential 
areas, and they are irreversibly tied to the space 
experience of an environment as well as to the 

58 Kiimamaa, 2003a.

59 de Lavals, 1998.

60 Kiimamaa, 2003a.
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residents’ own experiences. Common themes 
of discussion during residential area walking 
tours are the greenspaces of the area, traffic 
and parking themes, the size, look and density 
of the buildings, children’s play areas and open 
spaces, visibility during dark hours and eas-
iness of navigating the area61. The discussion 
of themes should not be limited artificially to 
exclude the everyday aspects of the residents’ 
lives even if the extent of the discussion is guid-
ed by the designers and the available time. Dis-
cussing the local environment from multiple 
points of view, including its history and prac-
ticality, further helps shape its future and will 
result in a better design outcome62. Attending 
gåtur tours can also increase the participants’ 
knowledge of their environment and commu-
nity and can help them feel more connected to 

the area – making them more motivated to in-
fluence it and even start their own projects to 
better their environment63.

The gåtur method is usually used at the 
beginning of a design project to gather insight 
about the area and to get preliminary ideas and 
suggestions from the residents. It is often a 
steppingstone for a following workshop.64 Its 
purpose is not to generate ready ideas or reach 
a consensus but rather to gather the different 
opinions, viewpoints and issues the residents 
have65. It can be used later in the process as well, 
for example by organising an excursion-type 
event to other sites to evaluate similar design 
choices and solutions or to gather feedback 
and reflect on the implemented solutions at 
the end of the project66. Tours with designers 

61 de Lavals, 1998.

62 Kiimamaa, 2003a.

63 de Lavals, 1998; Kiimamaa, 2003a.

64 Horelli, 2002; Horelli et al., 2002; Kiimamaa, 2003a.

65 Kiimamaa, 2003a.

66 Horelli et al., 2002; Kiimamaa, 2003a.

a year after the construction for example can 
be used to analyse the success of the design and 
to receive the residents’ feedback on the chang-
es67. I would encourage this type of review 
tours to keep the participation going beyond 
the design phases and implementation. 

The gåtur method too is constructed 
of three phases: the organisation phase, the 
walking tour, and a conclusion meeting and 
follow-through report68. The walking tour can 
be held during different times of day for var-
ying data based on the changing conditions69. 
The time of day and season can however affect 
the success and executability of the method70. 
Evenings are most often chosen for the tour so 
people who work during the day can attend, 
but in Finland for example, the evenings tend 

to be very dark, especially in the fall, and de-
pending on the lighting of the area, the dark-
ness can interfere with the purpose of the tour. 
The same applies with extreme weather condi-
tions, such as rain, wind, and sub-zero temper-
atures which are very common in Finland. 

The organisation steps of the tour are 
largely the same as with workshops. The de-
signers need to plan the walking route and 
choose several stopping spots along the way 
where discussion and reflection will be held 
during the tour and photograph the spots be-
forehand71. In the invites for participants, the 
gåtur method can be promoted as an outdoor 
community activity, as opposed to most other 
methods that are usually held indoors and are 
less active72. The walking tour itself should 

67 de Lavals, 1998.

68 de Lavals, 1998; Horelli et al., 2002; Kiimamaa, 2003a.

69 Kiimamaa, 2003a.

70 de Lavals, 1998.

71 de Lavals, 1998; Horelli et al., 2002; Kiimamaa, 2003a.

72 Kiimamaa, 2003a.
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not be too long in length or time to discour-
age participants from attending or exhausting 
them and compromising the material gotten 
from them. Longer routes can also be toured 
by bicycles; though notes cannot be made 
of any spontaneous conversation during the 
ride73. For very large areas, the tour can be di-
vided into separate portions or toured virtu-
ally by using technology such as drones. Five 
to ten stops during a regular walking tour are 
recommended to keep the tour an appropri-
ate length74. The spots should be relevant to 
the design area or relevant to the themes that 
are being discussed regarding the design75. An 
ideal number of participants is 10-20 people76 
– though depending on the resources of the 
designers, a smaller number of participants 
might be easier to facilitate. Unlike many other 

methods, the gåtur walking tour can be joined 
spontaneously when passing residents or users 
come across the tour during their everyday 
lives. Spontaneous participation can allow the 
method to gather more varied information 
than a ‘closed’ event could. The designers also 
need to prepare to be somewhat flexible during 
the tour in case some participants want to de-
viate from the chosen route or if conversation 
picks up in points that were not planned77 – 
having the participants’ input on the route and 
stops, via surveys or interviews, for example, 
can help to keep the tour in track.

At the start of the tour, all participants 
should be given a map with the route marked 
with the stops, in order, as well as equipment 
to make notes. The participants can tour the 

73 Kiimamaa, 2003a.

74 de Lavals, 1998; Horelli et al., 2002; Kiimamaa, 2003a.

75 Horelli et al., 2002.

76 de Lavals, 1998; Horelli et al., 2002; Kiimamaa, 2003a.

77 de Lavals, 1998; Kiimamaa, 2003a.

route all together or be divided into small 
groups or pairs, some groups can also tour the 
route in a different order or direction if there 
are multiple facilitators available. The groups 
stopping at the spots in a different order helps 
keep the gathered comments balanced in case 
participants start feeling exhausted towards the 
end of the tour and make fewer notes.78 At the 
reflection spots, the designers can choose to 
encourage open conversation or instruct par-
ticipants to make their own notes about their 
opinions and ideas79 – the benefit of the partic-
ipants writing down their comments is that it 
allows the quieter individuals to also have their 
say, while the most loudly opinionated people 
tend to write down less, balancing the weight 
of their opinions in the end80. If needed, the 
designers can ask simple questions to help the 

participants think of what to say, such as ‘What 
does this place mean to you?’ or ‘What do you 
think of when you look at this place?’81. The 
questions should not be opinionated or guide 
the participants’ answers too much. Alterna-
tively, the designers can choose conversation 
themes for each spot, such as accessibility of 
the area or atmosphere.82 Though they should 
leave room for spontaneous topics of conver-
sation as well. Sometimes city officials or other 
experts can join the tours and participate in 
the discussions as well, but their presence can 
also intimidate the residents83. In my opinion, 
having a separate tour for the officials to famil-
iarise themselves with the area is likely better 
than including them in the residents’ tour and 
risking muting the users’ opinions due to the 
‘authority figure’s’ presence. 

78 Kiimamaa, 2003a.

79 Horelli et al., 2002; Kiimamaa, 2003a.

80 Kiimamaa, 2003a.

81 de Lavals, 1998; Kiimamaa, 2003a.

82 Kiimamaa, 2003a.

83 de Lavals, 1998.
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Once the route has been completed the 
group should gather for a discussion about the 
comments made and written during the tour 
and to combine similar thoughts and ideas84. 
If the conditions permit, the discussion can be 
held outside, as a less-formal picnic for exam-
ple, or indoors as a proper conclusion meet-
ing. It can be held immediately or in the fol-
lowing days, though sooner is better than later. 
If held later, the route can be recapped using 
earlier maps and photographs. The meeting 
can serve as the groundwork for a following 
design or future workshop.85 De Lavals (1998) 
recommends in the article Gåtur metod för 
utvärdering including group work in these 
post-tour meetings, for example by assigning 
one theme or issue for each smaller group and 
having them come up with solutions for it. 

After the whole group can again go through 
all the solution ideas.86 This type of exercise 
can help make the gåtur method a more com-
prehensive participatory tool as the tour itself 
mostly focuses on discovering the issues rather 
than designing solutions for them. After the 
meeting, the designers write a report of the 
walking tour, including the participants’ com-
ments and photos, and make it available to the 
public87.

Overall, the gåtur method is a worth-
while method for getting tacit information 
and opinions from the residents and for fa-
miliarising the designers with the area. The 
method requires planning from the designers 
and commitment from the participants but 
less so in a way than the more formal work-

84 de Lavals, 1998; Horelli et al., 2002; Kiimamaa, 2003a.

85 Kiimamaa, 2003a.

86 de Lavals, 1998.

87 de Lavals, 1998; Kiimamaa, 2003a.

shops because the walking tours can be held 
completely outdoors with minimal equip-
ment. The gåtur tour is a relatively inclusive 
method when it comes to having a say in the 
design and its parameters, while the physical 
inclusivity is poorer than in indoor methods88. 
Making the effort to hold inclusive tours with 
disabled people can however be extremely en-
lightening and useful to understand the lim-
itations of accessibility in an area and learn 
what resources and changes the people want 
and need based on their actual experiences89. 
This practice would also reinforce participa-
tory design’s concept of designing ‘with’ rath-
er than ‘for’ – I imagine designing ‘for’ might 
be an even more pronounced issue with the 
disabled community than with many other de-
mographics, even though they are the experts 

on their needs and experiences. Alternatively, 
a virtual walking tour can be used to combat 
some of the accessibility issues of the walking 
tour. A virtual tour is usually held in addition 
to the actual tour by using photos and videos 
taken before or during the tour90. This allows 
new participants to join the ‘tour’ even if they 
could not join the physical walking tour. Vir-
tual gåtur tours can be used as a review meth-
od as well: comparing photographs and videos 
of the area’s initial state and the executed plan 
showcases the changes made and how well the 
ideas and suggestions have been implemented 
into the plan. During the review tour, the par-
ticipating residents can share how the changes 
have affected their everyday lives.91

88 Kiimamaa, 2003a.

89 de Lavals, 1998.

90 Kiimamaa, 2003a; Poplin, 2012.

91 Kiimamaa, 2003a.
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2.2.3 Mapping

There are many types of mapping activ-
ities that can be used in participatory design. 
Often participatory mapping refers to such 
online methods as the SoftGIS method, but it 
can also refer to activities such as social map-
ping, mobility mapping, drawing, and sticker 
mapping. All mapping methods are used to 
map different variables on a physical or digital 
map of the design area, such as the users’ fa-
vourite places or places they feel are unsafe in 
the area. Mapping is a good method for partic-
ipatory projects regarding architecture, urban 
planning, and residential areas because the in-
formation is always tied to physical locations. 
Using maps is also an already familiar meth-
od for architects and urban planners delving 

into participatory design – bridging the gap 
between unfamiliar approaches and familiar 
methods of working.

SoftGIS

SoftGIS (PehmoGIS) is a mapping method de-
veloped in Finland to gather, handle, analyse, 
and visualise local knowledge such as behav-
iour and experiential knowledge92. It is most-
ly used in urban planning but also in other 
participatory design projects93. According to 
Rantanen and Kahila (2008), who took part in 
developing the SoftGIS method, in their arti-
cle, The SoftGIS approach to local knowledge, 
residents’ perceived quality and use of their liv-
ing environment is much-needed information 
in urban planning. Residents’ local knowledge 

92 Rantanen & Kahila, 2009.

93 Hämäläinen, 2014; Rantanen & Kahila, 2009.

is considered ‘soft’ knowledge, or tacit knowl-
edge, and is often dismissed as just opinions 
or beliefs. The SoftGIS method maps local 
knowledge and integrates it into urban plan-
ning practices using geographical information 
system (GIS).94 GIS is an open-source com-
puter system used to relate unrelated data so 
spatial patterns and relationships can be better 
understood, for example, by relating pollution 
sources, and sites vulnerable to pollution on 
one map95. The GIS system can be used for 
any type of information that is tied to location, 
such as population diversity, forest locations, 
and school or service locations96. With it, de-
signers can reach a lot of people at once and 
help familiarise residents with geographical in-
formation that relates to them97.

SoftGIS is a GIS type that maps such informa-
tion from residents as places they find pleasing, 
places they find dangerous, what greenspaces 
are most important to them, what routes they 
take, what areas could use more infrastruc-
ture and so on98. The information is gathered 
through an interactive online questionnaire 
that has a map of the area where the residents 
can mark their answers99. From the SoftGIS 
map designers can easily see residents’ opinions 
and viewpoints about specific areas, helping 
them to tie the tacit information into a con-
crete context. SoftGIS is usually used in the 
early stages of a project to gather preliminary 
information for the project or plan. In relation 
to other methods used in participatory pro-
jects, the map yields results that are a mix of 
what could be gotten from surveys, gåtur tours 

94 Rantanen & Kahila, 2009.

95 Evers, 2022; Rantanen & Kahila, 2009.

96 Evers, 2022.

97 Rantanen & Kahila, 2009.

98 Hämäläinen, 2014.

99 Rantanen & Kahila, 2009.
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and interviews, though it is not actively par-
ticipatory due to the lack of two-way interac-
tion. With the SoftGIS method, however, this 
information can be gotten at once instead of 
through several rounds of different methods. 
The advantage of SoftGIS over some other 
methods is its reach and relatively low-effort 
setup, however, it is not the cheapest method 
out there100. I suggest that the SoftGIS method 
could be used in a more participatory way for 
example by using it to also gather feedback and 
opinions on developing and developed plans. 
Residents could use the mapping question-
naire to mark areas they like in the new design 
and areas they dislike, point out issues they de-
tect, and offer ideas for future improvements. 

Other Mapping Methods

In addition to the online SoftGIS, physical 
paper maps can be used to gather resident 
knowledge similarly. Paper mapping is a sim-
ple method and more engaging than online 
mapping, at a low cost101. For example, ‘stick-
er mapping’ is a participatory method used 
especially with young people and children 
to map qualities and opinions significant to 
them. Sticker mapping is usually used as an 
early analysis method and can be used to map 
both smaller indoor spaces and larger outdoor 
spaces as long as the map is detailed enough. 
Children can use different stickers to symbol-
ise such qualities and opinions as ‘beautiful 
place’, ‘peaceful place’, ‘ugly place’ or even 
locate bullying behaviour. The sticker place-

100 Al-Kodmany, 2001.

101 Al-Kodmany, 2001.

Diagram 3. Example of mapping opinions, experiences, and activity visually. Good qualities can mean, for example, green 
areas and good views, outdoor activities, and pleasing architecture, such as the Oulu market hall. Unpleasant qualities can 
mean, for example, noise pollutions or areas that are often littered, such as the city centre bus stops. 
Base map: © Oulun kaupunki, yhdyskunta- ja ympäristöpalvelut, 2022.
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ments are then explained at the edges of the 
map.102 This type of simple physical mapping 
is a good alternative for online mapping when 
the project is in a hurry or has limited resourc-
es to arrange an online platform and distribute 
it. Physical mapping also offers the opportuni-
ty for direct interaction between the designers 
and participants as it is filled in person and can 
be incorporated into other participatory activ-
ities, such as the gåtur walking tour103. Paper 
maps can also help the participants feel a sense 
of accomplishment because they can see the 
‘fruits of their labour’ right away104.

Other mapping types that can be used in par-
ticipatory design projects are, for example, the 
activity location method, social mapping, and 
mobility mapping, which map important ser-

vices and the routes people take in an area105. 
The activity location method is a paper map-
ping method developed by Henry Sanoff to 
match new uses for vacant buildings to revital-
ise an area. In this method, the participants get 
a package with a list of different use options, 
for example, services like restaurants, cafes, 
game centres, and community centres, a map 
of the city or town, and survey sheets with 
information about the vacant buildings and 
spaces. Based on the information provided and 
their own experiences and ideas, they mark use 
suggestions for the spaces on the map. This 
method can be done as a solo activity but also 
in groups and can be incorporated into a gåtur 
tour. Mapping like this is very interactive and 
gives the participants hands-on involvement 
in the planning of their community, but it 

102 Horelli et al., 2002.

103 Horelli et al., 2002.

104 Al-Kodmany, 2001.

105 Beazley & Ennew, 2006.

also requires some planning and organising 
and data gathering to execute.106 Information 
about the vacant buildings, their condition, 
and history can be gathered by doing use and 
building history reports, and for this, for ex-
ample, architecture students can be used to 
help. During this phase, the community’s 
help could of course be used as well, and their 
interest in participating could be nurtured. 
The activity location method is very relevant 
today as more and more buildings and spaces 
end up sitting empty – for example, in Oulu, 
many street-level store spaces are without use 
and many new businesses seem to fail or move 
after a relatively short time. In the suburbs and 
other residential areas, the community’s input 
on what services and uses they need and want, 
and where they would best serve them, is ex-

tremely relevant and could determine the suc-
cess of new ventures. 

106 Al-Kodmany, 2001.
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2.2.4 Prototyping and Mock-ups

Prototypes and mock-ups are both 
models used to examine and understand de-
sign plans but are often used at different stages 
of the project. Prototyping is mostly used in 
the early and middle stages of a design project 
when the design is still being envisioned, while 
mock-ups are used when the design is mostly 
finished107. Prototypes tend to be lower-fidel-
ity models than mock-ups. The distinction 
between these terms is somewhat vague de-
pending on the source. Physical and virtual 
modelling is also a typical method in architec-
ture and urban planning, and therefore should 
be already familiar with the designers. Neither 
of these methods is necessarily participatory 
but they have the potential to be useful in 

participatory working, for example by help-
ing to include people of all ages in envisioning 
through doing and seeing. 

Prototyping

Prototypes are early models of a design or 
product and usually focus on showcasing 
functionality and the design’s qualities to the 
users108. The tangibility of prototypes helps 
imagine and experience different design op-
tions and consequences of choices better than 
abstract descriptions can109. They can be used 
to represent the design idea with any available 
medium, such as paper, cardboard, clay, or 3D 
modelling software110. Usually, the prototypes 
are done in a scale of 1:200 to 1:20 and for par-
ticipatory design, they do not need to be beau-

107 Remijn, 2006; Wireframe vs Mockup vs Prototype: What’s the Difference?, 2022.

108 Wireframe vs Mockup vs Prototype: What’s the Difference?, 2022.

109 Bratteteig et al., 2013.

110 Maartmann-Moe & Govind Joshi, 2022.

tiful or perfectly realistic or sterile models111 
– creativity is encouraged. This method can 
be used for example to analyse the design en-
vironment and develop the design further112. 
It can be done as a solo activity or in groups, 
as a separate activity or during workshops113. 
In the early years of participatory design, pro-
totyping was one of the branding methods of 
PD114. 

Prototyping can be used to reach many differ-
ent goals, but overall, it provides a foundation 
from which new ideas can be formed and de-
veloped based on experiencing the future rath-
er than the users having to rely only on their 
imagination to envision the design possibili-
ties115. The models made can be easily changed 
and adapted even during the participatory 

event to reflect new ideas, enabling fast and 
flexible creative working within the flow of 
an event116. Building scale models is also very 
prominent in architectural and urban design, 
making it a familiar method for architects and 
therefore easy to adopt into their participatory 
projects even when some other participatory 
methods might feel new and unfamiliar. For ex-
ample, the architect and author of Community 
participation methods in design and planning 
Henry Sanoff, who is often cited in this thesis, 
used small paper prototypes of physical com-
ponents such as trees and existing buildings in 
his community planning and architecture pro-
jects so the users could explore physical design 
options with the paper elements117. Low-detail 
modelling is also a fitting method for working 
with children and young people, using various 

111 Horelli et al., 2002.

112 Horelli et al., 2002.

113 Spinuzzi, 2005.

114 Bratteteig et al., 2013.

115 Maartmann-Moe & Govind Joshi, 2022; Prototyping, n.d..

116 Prototyping, n.d..

117 Brandt et al., 2013.
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easy materials such as play dough, or for those 
who do not have skills or experience working 
with 2D drawings and design plans118. 

The simple paper models used by Sanoff are 
an example of low-fidelity prototypes. They 
are quick and cheap and can be used for an 
overview of a scenario, but they lack realism. 
High-fidelity prototypes are more fully re-
alised models that usually represent a more 
finished design. While high-fidelity proto-
types are more detailed and realistic, they can 
create a risk of making the designers resistant 
to changing their prototypes based on user 
input after putting so much work into de-
tailing their work.119 The type of prototyping 
used should be chosen to fit the participatory 
activity – low-fidelity prototypes that can be 

quickly changed and altered may be for exam-
ple better suited for high-paced design work-
shops with a lot of participants and new ideas. 
Semi-detailed models can be used for example 
in the middle stages of an area planning project 
to test and work out different layouts for the 
buildings regarding the roads, greenery, shad-
ows, and other such qualities of the area120. 

Three-dimensional modelling can also be used 
to visualise design plans on commonly used 
architectural computer software such as Au-
toCAD or Autodesk Revit. 3D visualisation 
is one of the easiest ways of communicating 
visions for other people and usually the images 
of digital 3D models are very easy for the pub-
lic to understand even without any expertise 
in design or technology121. Modelling on com-

118 Al-Kodmany, 2001; Horelli et al., 2002.

119 Prototyping, n.d..

120 Al-Kodmany, 2001.

121 Al-Kodmany, 2001.

Table 4. Examples of the different purposes of prototyping. Based on Brandt et al., 2013, and Maartmann-Moe & Govind 
Joshi, 2022.
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puters has become more and more common 
and today it is a normal part of most architects’ 
jobs and therefore should be a relatively avail-
able method.

Mock-ups

In comparison to prototypes, mock-ups are al-
ways high-fidelity models of the design, often 
built in 1:1 scale depending on the project. 
They are built using simple materials such as 
wood or cardboard.122 Mock-ups can be used 
to understand the design and to generate ideas 
for further development as well as to examine 
the design’s functionality123. In participatory 
projects, they can be used to establish two-way 
communication and participation at the end of 
the project. By inviting users to view finished 

mock-ups, designers can share how the partic-
ipants’ earlier input has influenced the design 
and get feedback on the functionality and look 
of the ‘finished’ design. For example, in a new 
hospital project set in the Netherlands, a full-
size mock-up was made of one of the designed 
operating rooms for the staff to examine and 
test by executing predetermined work tasks in 
the mock-up space. The mock-up was built to 
be flexible so that the users could test out mul-
tiple different layout options regarding their 
work.124 This type of mock-up method incor-
porates enacting scenarios, another participa-
tory method.

122 Remijn, 2006; Wireframe vs Mockup vs Prototype: What’s the Difference?, 2022.

123 Remijn, 2006; Sanders et al., 2010.

124 Remijn, 2006.

2.2.5 Enacting Future Scenarios

Scenarios are essentially stories about 
possible futures, usually relating to people 
and their activities or the use of a product or 
space125. They are presented as a chronological 
set of imagined future solutions and activities, 
starting at the present and ending in the prede-
termined future time126. They include agents 
or actors who perform the activities, a goal and 
objectives that should be reached, and a plot 
that forms the sequence of actions or events. 
Scenarios are imagined and enacted to explore 
or analyse how future activities or experiences 
differ from the current situation and to evalu-
ate the suitability of the possible solutions.127 
The solutions and design options need to be 
grounded on existing data, conditions, and 

knowledge, such as the tacit experience-based 
knowledge of the current users. And while 
the scenarios are usually formed like stories, 
with a start, a middle, and an end, they can 
also branch to form alternative endings based 
on different options and design choices, form-
ing multiple scenarios is encouraged. The de-
signed scenarios can be dramatized to make 
them more playful and appealing for the users, 
but they also need to be greatly simplified to be 
still executable.128

Architects and urban designers could 
use enacting scenarios for example to test de-
signed new routes in a small area to determine 
their sustainability for the needs of the current 
users, or to test the functionality of a space by 
enacting use and activities with mock-ups, as 

125 Brandt et al., 2013.

126 Ojasalo et al., 2018.

127 Brandt et al., 2013; Ojasalo et al., 2018.

128 Ojasalo et al., 2018.
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was done in the previously mentioned Dutch 
hospital project. Enacting can be executed in 
a few different ways in general; they can be 
acted like a play in a 1:1 scale in the actual de-
sign environment, or they can be executed in 
a smaller scale, for example with puppets129. 
In the case of architectural and urban design, 
scale models, prototypes, and mock-ups are all 
suited for smaller-scale enacting. The scenari-
os can also be in the form of a written story 
instead of a play, created with sketches, photo-
graphs, or videos130. Enacting future solutions 
with visual materials can be combined with 
other participatory methods such as drawing, 
mapping, and modelling, and can be execut-
ed for example during later-stage workshop 
events when the design solutions are already 
somewhat formed. This type of visual rep-

resentation without the need for the users or 
designers to act out the scenarios is probably 
the most realistic and easiest option for design 
projects. 

129 Brandt et al., 2013.

130 Brandt et al., 2013.

2.2.6 Visualisation

Humans are inherently visual, and the 
way we communicate ideas is as important as 
the idea itself, making visual communication 
a crucial element of design. The use of maps, 
drawings, and data plots goes hundreds of 
years back, and now visualisation is also done 
online and with computer software. Visualis-
ation can be a form of shared language used 
in participatory design that everyone can un-
derstand no matter their background, skills, or 
experiences. Traditional visualisation methods 
such as drawing with pens and paper offer op-
portunities for meaningful interaction and en-
able learning and active group working, while 
computerised visualisation provides a level of 
realism that tends to attract the public’s atten-

tion.131 Using both traditional and computer-
ised visualisation methods is usually the best 
option for a well-rounded outcome and expe-
rience for the participants. Kheir AI-Kodmany 
(2001) provides a wide range of examples of 
different visualisation methods in the article 
Visualization tools and methods for participa-
tory planning and design I recommend read-
ing for a more thorough introduction to these 
types of methods. I have selected to only high-
light traditional drawing, virtual reality, and 
urban simulators in this chapter as the most 
relevant visualisation methods for participa-
tory architectural and urban planning.

Drawing

Sketching and drawing in their simplicity are 

131 Al-Kodmany, 2001.



84 85

common architectural design methods – per-
haps the most used method in architecture 
even. Drawing methods were used in both the 
Canaday and Pirrakatu project examples intro-
duced later in this thesis. Sketching is a good 
way for capturing and representing objects 
and spatial environments132. Freehand sketch-
ing is a method of drawing where a codesign 
artist draws at the direction of the participat-
ing users to capture their ideas and preferences 
as they share them. This allows participants to 
interact with the designers and input the de-
sign process even if they do not have the skills 
to draw their own images in satisfactory detail 
and perspective.133 The fact that the partici-
pants do not draw the images themselves can 
of course be adjusted depending on the will-
ingness and enthusiasm of the participants. 

Freehand sketching is mostly used in the early 
stages of a design project when new ideas and 
visions are still being brainstormed and the 
users’ preferences and priorities are being fig-
ured out134. Drawing methods are usually done 
during workshops but can be implemented 
into other events as well135, such as during a 
gåtur tour.

An example of a freehand sketching method 
is Henry Sanoff’s KEEPS method used to es-
tablish guidelines for what qualities of a city or 
town are appealing to the users and what char-
acteristics are worth preserving. In the KEEPS 
method, an artist creates three images of the 
design area, one representing its past, one the 
present and one a suggested future.136 This is 
a great visualisation option for urban and res-

132 Poplin, 2012.

133 Al-Kodmany, 2001.

134 Poplin, 2012.

135 Al-Kodmany, 2001.

136 Al-Kodmany, 2001.

idential area planning to gather the commu-
nity’s viewpoints on the direction the design 
should go as well as to gather the interest of 
the community in the design project. The im-
ages made for the method could for example 
be arranged as an open community art exhibit 
with opportunities to give feedback and leave 
suggestions and comments – this type of event 
could also inform and encourage the commu-
nity to participate in later activities. KEEPS 
method could also be adapted to be more in-
teractive by, for example, allowing the residents 
to draw the future images based on the artist’s 
present and past drawings. Drawing can how-
ever be difficult for some people or make them 
self-conscious, which is why the traditional 
method of KEEPS is also a good option. 

Virtual Reality (VR)

A basic requirement of participatory design is 
that the participants need to understand the 
spatial qualities of the design to be able to give 
relevant feedback on it. Computerised visual-
isation is a method that could help better par-
ticipants’ spatial comprehension.137 Comput-
erised visualisation refers to methods such as 
virtual reality and urban simulators, but also 
sometimes GIS and 3D modelling. If comput-
erised visualisation is used alone without other 
visualisation methods, it needs to be simple 
and as unintimidating as possible for the pub-
lic. The designers also need to try to engage 
the public despite the impersonality of virtual 
methods.138

137 Loyola et al., 2019.

138 Al-Kodmany, 2001.
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Virtual reality, or VR, is a visualisation method 
used in urban planning and it has opened new 
windows for architectural and urban visual-
isation with its development. It is a codesign 
method as well as participatory, as it requires 
the collaboration of other experts to execute.139 

VR can be used to communicate the experien-
tial features of design plans to the participants, 
as in a virtual world, participants can explore 
the world freely and experience it almost as if 
they are really there while offering suggestions 
for changes140. Usually, VR methods refer spe-
cifically to the head-mounted display, HMD. 
Architects have used HMDs to simulate spa-
tial perceptions for a decade now and their 
use in public urban projects is promising, but 
according to Loyola et al. (2019), virtual re-
ality’s use is still lacking research and further 

studies regarding participatory design. Loyola 
et al. point out that most of the testing of VR 
methods in architectural design has been done 
on architecture students and other highly ed-
ucated individuals with an understanding of 
technology, which does not directly reflect the 
technical skills and understanding of the com-
munities participatory design often involves.141 

Virtual reality visualisation also lacks face-to-
face interaction between participants142. It is an 
expensive method and requires a lot of prepa-
ration as well as skills and expertise from other 
fields beyond design, meaning the benefits of 
it may not be worth the effort or even realistic 
for most projects. For large projects with suffi-
cient funding, virtual reality can however offer 
an opportunity for hyper-realistic visualisation 
and engage the interest of the public.

139 Al-Kodmany, 2001.

140 Al-Kodmany, 2001; Loyola et al., 2019.

141 Loyola et al., 2019.

142 Al-Kodmany, 2001.

Urban Simulators

The urban simulator is a computerised visual-
isation method similar to virtual reality and 
3D modelling. In urban simulators, a virtual 
world is created to represent a dynamic pro-
cess such as seasons changing, traffic flow, 
noise levels or air pollution. Urban simulators 
have been used to represent proposed design 
changes and new qualities to users.143 It is a 
good method for showcasing the effects and 
consequences new plans and changes can have 
on the design environment.

143 Al-Kodmany, 2001.
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Tables 5-20. Summary cards of the participatory methods introduced in this thesis.
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2.3.1 Surveys and Interviews

Surveys and interviews are very estab-
lished research methods and are commonly 
used in participatory design projects, and also 
defined as participatory methods. However, 
whether surveys and interviews are participa-
tory can be debated. For a method to be par-
ticipatory, it needs to allow users to take part 
in the design process in a significant way, allow 
users to voice their opinions and ideas and have 
meaningful, open interaction with the design-
ers that goes both ways. Surveys and interviews 
are too ‘one-way’ to be considered participa-
tory by this definition, but they do deserve an 
introduction as useful methods that support 
the participatory process. Surveys and inter-
views can be used to gather preliminary infor-

mation from the users to start understanding 
their needs, to get a feel for their willingness to 
participate and to inform the users of the pro-
ject and future participatory opportunities. 
Using surveys and interviews can help give 
the users a sense of being heard if done right 
and it can open the lines of participation. Of-
ficially, when including surveys and interviews 
in a participatory design project, they can be 
considered human-centred methods144. The 
human-centred design approach is related to 
participatory design and user-centred design 
but includes a wider range of methods and 
principles that are not centred on user partic-
ipation. In human-centred design, methods 
are divided into traditional, adapted, and in-
novative methods. Surveys and interviews are 
traditional methods, ethnographic methods 

144 Hanington, 2003.

2.3 Other Methods

are considered adapted, and creative methods 
and workshops are categorised as innovative 
methods.145 

Surveys 

Surveys are questionnaires that are used to 
get preliminary or theme-specific informa-
tion, opinions, or feedback quickly from large 
groups of people, such as residents of a commu-
nity or apartment building146. They can be tra-
ditional paper questionnaires shared through 
the post or directly to the target group or on-
line question forms shared through emails and 
social media. They can help assess the target 
group’s willingness to participate and inform 
the residents and users of the ongoing pro-
jects and participatory events. On their own, 

surveys are quite superficial, so they need to 
be used as a part of a bigger participatory pro-
cess147. In design projects, surveys are usually 
used at the beginning of a project and at the 
end to assess user satisfaction regarding the 
design or its implementation148. The designers 
of the survey need to have a clear view of the 
project’s goal to make the survey and choose 
the relevant questions for it149. Surveys tend 
to have a relatively low response percentage so 
designers should not rely too much on them 
during the initial phases of a project. When 
possible, using both online and paper surveys 
will likely achieve a wider response from vary-
ing demographics. Surveys should be tested on 
a test person before using them on the actual 
participants to assess if it is easy enough to un-
derstand and answer, and if it takes an appro-

145 Hanington, 2003.

146 Ojasalo et al., 2018.

147 Beazley & Ennew, 2006.

148 Lahtinen et al., 2014.

149 Ojasalo et al., 2018.
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priate amount of effort150. How the answered 
survey is submitted should also be considered 
and made as effortless as possible.

The success of a survey depends partly on its 
careful planning and formation, and it needs 
to consider the users’ time, want, and skills to 
answer. The length and appearance are im-
portant because they give the recipients the 
first impression of whether answering it will 
be worth their time and effort or not.151 An-
swering should not take more than 15 minutes 
or the users might quit halfway through. It 
should be easy to read and understand.152 The 
purpose of the survey and any possible bene-
fits to answering it, such as raffle prizes among 
responders, should be made clear at the begin-
ning – as well as how and where their person-

al information will be used if they must give 
any. As with participatory methods, the peo-
ple should understand how the information 
they share can and will influence the design as 
well.153

The questions should be presented in a logi-
cal order regarding topic.The wording of the 
questions or answer options should not show 
the designers’ bias towards any particular opin-
ion – for example, if a multiple-option ques-
tion has four positive answer options and only 
one negative, it can create a ‘hall of mirrors’ 
in which the designers’ own opinions are re-
flected into the responses, and the survey only 
‘confirms their own assumptions’, making the 
answers inauthentic154. Different options for 
the answering format are, for example, a scale 

150 Ojasalo et al., 2018.

151 Kyselylomakkeen Laatiminen, n.d..

152 Kyselylomakkeen Laatiminen, n.d.; Ojasalo et al., 2018.

153 Kyselylomakkeen Laatiminen, n.d..

154 Kyselylomakkeen Laatiminen, n.d.; Spinuzzi, 2005.

from 1 to 5, structured answer options, such 
as ‘circle all that applies’ or an open answer 
space155. In architectural and urban planning 
fields, surveys can also include visual methods 
such as drawing tasks, but in a typical survey, 
the effort of drawing may be too much to ask 
from the responders. 

In addition to traditional surveys, there are also 
other types of survey methods, such as public 
comment boards. Public comment boards are 
a low-threshold method for gathering input 
from people, but the responder demographics 
cannot be controlled as much. The questions 
are not as specific as in traditional surveys ei-
ther, comment boards usually only ask one 
broad question, such as ‘What would you im-
prove about your building’s environment?’ or 

‘What are the most important things to you in 
your community’s environment?’. Comment 
boards for opinions, suggestions, feedback, 
and ideas can be put up in public places within 
the community that get a lot of foot traffic, for 
example in libraries and grocery stores. Com-
ment boards are also more anonymous than 
targeted surveys and invite more spontaneous 
comments. An example of such a comment 
board will be introduced in the Canaday li-
brary renovation example.

Interviews

Interviews are one of the most often used 
methods in research and design, according to 
Ojasalo et al. (2018), possibly because people 
are not aware of other available methods to 

155 Kyselylomakkeen Laatiminen, n.d..
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use. This should of course not be the case after 
this thesis. Interviews are a quick way to gath-
er information based on personal experiences, 
tacit knowledge, and action, and to get new 
points of view.156 Interviews can be used to 
further delve into topics discussed in surveys 
and they are more interactive, even if not com-
pletely participatory. The interviewer can be a 
passive presence in the interview or an active 
participant, controlling the level of interaction 
that way157. Usually, the interviewer’s influence 
is an essential part of the process – a too-de-
tached interviewer rarely gets enough informa-
tion out of the interviewee because trust and 
rapport between the parties are important158.

In design projects, the interview is best held 
within the design area where the surround-

ings can help the interviewee describe and re-
member things better. This type of interview 
is usually called a contextual interview, but it 
can be incorporated into other interview types 
as well.159 Interviews can be categorised based 
on how much control the interviewer has in 
wording the questions and how much free-
dom the interviewee has over the topic160. In a 
completely structured interview, the interview-
er’s input is minimised, and the interview is as 
standardised as possible161. This type of inter-
view is used when looking for hard facts rather 
than opinions and experiences and does not 
fit participatory design projects very well162. 
In a semi-structured interview, the questions 
are still standardised, but the interviewee can 
answer them as they see fit. The issue with 
semi-structured interviews is that they will not 

156 Hyvärinen et al., n.d.; Ojasalo et al., 2018.

157 Ojasalo et al., 2018.

158 Hyvärinen et al., n.d.; Ojasalo et al., 2018.

159 Ojasalo et al., 2018.

160 Beazley & Ennew, 2006; Hyvärinen et al., n.d..

161 Hyvärinen et al., n.d..

162 Ojasalo et al., 2018.

adapt based on the answers the user gives, there 
are no clarifying questions and topics that are 
not predetermined will not be discussed.163 An 
open interview is much more interactive and 
freer to adapt to the situation and conversa-
tion, guided not only by the interviewer but 
also the interviewee164 – making it the best fit 
for participatory design. There are also differ-
ent types of interviews, such as theme inter-
views, group interviews, context interviews, 
incentive interviews, walking interviews, and 
phone interviews (see table 21).

2.3.2 Ethnographic Methods

The ethnographic approach is a type of 
anthropology that focuses on understanding 
the point of view and behaviour of a group or 
community in their natural setting165. Ethno-
graphic knowledge is based on the research-
er’s observations and experiences of or in the 
subject community166. The approach and its 
methods, such as observation and interviews, 
are often referenced in participatory design 
literature as they support the goals of PD167. 
Design and ethnography however exist in dif-
ferent contexts and typically have different 
focuses – ethnography focuses solely on un-
derstanding human behaviour while design fo-
cuses on understanding to create artefacts that 
will support the activities of the community. 

163 Hyvärinen et al., n.d..

164 Ojasalo et al., 2018.

165 Blomberg et al., 1993.

166 Kallinen & Kinnunen, n.d..

167 Spinuzzi, 2005.
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Table 21. Different interview types relevant to participatory design, architectural and urban planning projects. Based on 
Hyvärinen et al., n.d.; Ojasalo et al., 2018.

Fieldwork, where the researchers are either 
observing participants or participating observ-
ers, is essential to the ethnographic approach. 
Participating observers immerse themselves in 
the activities of the community to experience 
them first-hand and on the terms of the com-
munity.168 In comparison, in participatory de-
sign, the designers create and facilitate the situ-
ations and activities the users can participate in 
to share their knowledge and experiences.

The four main principles of the ethno-
graphic approach are natural settings, refer-
ring to the on-site fieldwork, holism, descrip-
tive understanding, and members’ point of 
view. Holism describes the context of behav-
iour; how the observed behaviour relates to 
larger wholes. Descriptive understanding is 

non-judgemental and describes the behaviour 
as is, rather than how it should be. Ethnogra-
phy also acknowledges that it is impossible to 
truly see inside another person’s head, but eth-
nographic methods settle for getting as close 
as possible to the insider’s point of view.169 

Ethnographic fieldwork involves observations, 
informal interviews, formal interviews, and 
participation in events of the community170. 
Material is gathered in diaries, audio tapes, 
photographs, and videos171.

Observation

Ethnographic observation is systematic obser-
vation rather than casual viewing and is always 
context-related172. It can provide an under-
standing of what topics are relevant for the in-

168 Blomberg et al., 1993.

169 Blomberg et al., 1993.

170 Blomberg et al., 1993; Kallinen & Kinnunen, n.d..

171 Kallinen & Kinnunen, n.d..

172 Kallinen & Kinnunen, n.d.; Ojasalo et al., 2018.
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terviews and surveys and is usually used togeth-
er with them173. People tend to distort their 
answers knowingly or unknowingly in direct 
conversation to represent ideal behaviour over 
their actual behaviour, making their answers  
unreliable174. With observation, the designers 
can make the distinctions between what peo-
ple say and what they do175. It is also well suited 
for gathering understanding from individuals 
that have linguistic challenges or otherwise 
cannot express themselves well verbally, such 
as children176. Observation also requires social 
skills from the observer as they are immersed 
in the community and need the members’ 
trust to yield reliable results177. Their presence 
also always influences the results whether they 
want to or not – their social status, ethnicity, 
language skills, age, gender, and other charac-

teristics can limit or expand the possibilities 
of their fieldwork in the community178. Often 
the observer can also get emotionally invested 
in the community, hindering their ability to be 
objective179. 

In an architectural context, observation can be 
used in projects that already have an existing, 
but limited user base that is not hidden by pri-
vate spaces, such as private residences. A good 
opportunity to utilise observation would be, 
for example, a public building renovation (see 
chapter 3.1 for an example of observation used 
in the Canaday library renovation). It is also an 
appropriate method for smaller-scale commu-
nity-based design projects such as residential 
area revitalization. In large-scale projects such 
as urban planning, the user base or community 

173 Blomberg et al., 1993; Ojasalo et al., 2018.

174 Blomberg et al., 1993.

175 Blomberg et al., 1993; Ojasalo et al., 2018.

176 Ojasalo et al., 2018.

177 Blomberg et al., 1993; Kallinen & Kinnunen, n.d.; Ojasalo et al., 2018.

178 Kallinen & Kinnunen, n.d..

179 Ojasalo et al., 2018.

may be too large and scattered to be efficiently 
observed and immersed in. An alternative to 
traditional observation is netnography, which 
is ethnographic observation done on the inter-
net of the target group’s online behaviour180. 
It includes for example reading discussion 
boards, and social media pages, and engaging 
people in conversations online181.

2.3.3 Participatory Tools

This chapter is only a brief look into par-
ticipatory tools as there are endless tools that 
can be used in participatory design and par-
ticipants and designers can also make up and 
develop their own tools based on the needs of 
the project and the interests of the group. The 
definition of participatory tools varies based on 
sources, but Sanders et al. (2010) define tools 
as the ‘material components that are used in 
p[articipatory] d[esign] activities’ while partic-
ipatory methods are the combination of tools 
and techniques182. The line between tools and 
methods can be quite vague and even change 
based on context, but the definition of the 
terms is less important than the actual use. Par-
ticipatory tools support participatory methods 

180 Ojasalo et al., 2018.

181 Ojasalo et al., 2018.

182 Sanders et al., 2010.
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and are used to adapt methods and events to 
fit the needs of each specific case. Tools can 
be used for example to help participants com-
municate better, generate ideas, rank priorities 
and preferences, and gain a better understand-
ing of the user community183. The level of in-
teraction varies from tool to tool.

Participatory tools are for example mind 
maps, 2D collages, card activities, and apps, as 
well as tools such as posters and online posts 
(see table 22). Facilitator skills can be con-
sidered a participatory tool as well. Different 
forms of mapping and drawing are also often 
referred to as tools, but in the design context of 
this thesis, I believe it is better suited to define 
them as methods to highlight their usefulness. 
Less visual mapping methods, however, such 

as ideal future mapping, are included in tools 
here to represent that type of mapping. Next, 
I will briefly introduce a couple of examples of 
participatory tools.

Card Sorting

Card sorting is a tool used to organise, catego-
rise, and prioritise ideas, problems, and other 
qualities. This tool is suitable for the earlier 
stages of the design project when the themes of 
the project are still being determined together 
with the participants, for example, during the 
first workshop event. The cards themselves can 
be physical cards with different issues simply 
written on them, or they can be photographs, 
video snippets or even ‘what-if’ type provoc-
ative scenarios.184 The themes showcased in 

183 Horelli, 2002; Sanders et al., 2010.

184 Card Sort - Problem Prioritisation, n.d.; Sanders et al., 2010.

the cards are chosen based on results and data 
gotten previously for example from surveys. 
The participants sort the cards into an order 
going from most important to least important 
to reflect their priorities.185 This can be done in 
groups or alone.

Mind Maps

Mind mapping is a tool that is likely familiar 
to a lot of people from school for example. It 
is an easy way for a group to brainstorm ideas 
intuitively and organically without being con-
strained by linear thinking. Mind maps can 
help structure ideas, analyse them, and con-
nect different thoughts, as well as commu-
nicate ideas to others.186 They can be drawn 
simply on a large piece of paper using different 

coloured markers or done online using sites 
like MIRO. The diagram is started with a key-
word or theme, or even an image, at the centre, 
and the group can branch out from there with 
their ideas. Mind maps can be used in work-
shops to generate ideas and connect themes for 
the design’s priorities and goals.

185 Card Sort - Problem Prioritisation, n.d..

186 What Is a Mind Map?, n.d..
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Table 22. Examples of common participatory tools and exercises.
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3 Examples of Methods in 
Participatory Projects

In the following chapter, I introduce three examples of architectural 
and area planning projects that include participatory methods in some way, 
as well as an example of participatory budgeting. These examples represent 
different types of projects and themes that are relevant to the AsuMut pro-
ject: a public building renovation with an existing user base, an apartment 
building courtyard renovation located in the Finnish suburbs, and a small-
town project featuring supplemental construction, accessibility renovations 
and a focus on the community’s specific needs. I will explain the methods 
used in these projects and offer insight into what could have been done dif-
ferently for better results and what methods were already successful and fit 
the projects’ goals.
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Canaday library renovation plan’s initial 
participatory process is an example of partici-
patory methods in a renovation project regard-
ing an existing public building and an existing, 
clearly defined user base to whom the design 
plan is targeted for. Canaday library is a cam-
pus library in the small liberal arts Bryn Mawr 
College in Pennsylvania, United States, and it 
was originally built in 1969. The renovation 
plan of the library’s most heavily trafficked 
first floor was started in 2011.1 The renovation 
seems to have been done sometime after 20152, 
but there is limited material available about the 
process or results.

The participatory project of the Can-
aday library renovation focused on the ini-
tial analysis of the space, the users’ needs and 

wants, as well as developing ideas together with 
the students who use the library. The project 
was facilitated by university and library staff 
rather than designers, but they participated in 
two separate workshops to learn participatory 
and ethnographic skills3. Four methods were 
used to collect data and include the students 
in the process: design workshops, photo inter-
views, comment boards and observation4. Ad-
ditionally, students independently filled out 
photo diaries about the library and were inter-
viewed about the content later5. In this exam-
ple, I focus especially on the execution of the 
chosen methods and their suitability regarding 
the project’s goals.

The participation part of the project 
started with the public brainstorming com-

1 Cresswell & Pumroy, 2012.

2 Cassidy, 2015.

3 Cresswell & Pumroy, 2012.

4 Castello & Cresswell, 2014; Cresswell & Pumroy, 2012.

5 Castello & Cresswell, 2014.

3.1 Canaday Library Renovation

Diagram 4. Canaday library’s participatory project timeline. Based on Cresswell & Pumroy, 2012.
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ment board. The facilitators mounted the 
board in the library as a low-investment way 
of gathering comments from all the users of 
the library6. The placement of the board took 
advantage of the library’s nature as a meeting 
spot within the target community, aka the stu-
dents, having been placed in a position where 
it saw a lot of foot traffic. Information about 
the board was also posted on the College’s 
Facebook and Twitter in the hopes of reaching 
as many students as possible7. It was up for six 
weeks and received a total of 380 comments, 
of which 60 were unique8. This type of meth-
od is a good alternative to traditional surveys 
as it requires less effort and encourages sponta-
neous participation from passing students – it 
however is limited to anonymous participation 
in which follow-up questions cannot be asked. 

It is a good method for informing users of the 
participatory project and piquing their inter-
est in the following participation events. For 
this purpose, the design of the board is also 
important, to give a good first impression of 
the project. The board method was popular 
enough, in this case, to be used again in the 
other library of the campus to gather ideas and 
comments about improvements there9. 

Students were recruited for the design 
workshops and interviews via blanket email, 
and 10-12 were chosen to participate10. They 
were compensated with a gift card for their 
participation11. In the workshop, students 
were asked to illustrate their own ideas for the 
redesigned first floor on a blank paper in 30 
minutes. Facilitators did not help or observe 

6 Castello & Cresswell, 2014; Cresswell & Pumroy, 2012.

7 Cresswell & Pumroy, 2012.

8 Castello & Cresswell, 2014; Cresswell & Pumroy, 2012.

9 Castello & Cresswell, 2014.

10 Castello & Cresswell, 2014; Cresswell & Pumroy, 2012.

11 Cresswell & Pumroy, 2012.

Image 1. Canaday library main entrance. 
©Aaron Windhorst. Bryn Mawr College. 2022.

Image 2. Canaday library interior.
©Aaron Windhorst. Bryn Mawr College. 2017.
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during this time but were available for ques-
tions.12 Afterwards, the students described 
their designs and the facilitators asked prede-
termined questions in an interview-type sit-
uation, which was video recorded for further 
analysis13. This drawing exercise, in my opin-
ion, while effective, can be quite challenging 
for the students as they had to illustrate their 
ideas on a blank paper without any help or 
discussion. The envisioning process was not 
particularly supported or guided, but the par-
ticipants were largely left to figure it out by 
themselves. If they do not have previous ex-
perience drawing, creating a design plan from 
nothing can seem very daunting and hinder 
the creative process. Perhaps instead of blank 
papers, the students could have received floor 
plans or section frames onto which to draw 

or at least look to as guidance. Of course, on 
the other hand, these existing plans could in 
turn limit their creativity if the participants 
felt like they had to rely on them as a base for 
the design. Maybe some part of the envision-
ing could have been done in groups so the stu-
dents could have brainstormed ideas together 
before drawing their design ideas.

Last, ethnographic observation was 
used to gather quantitative data to support 
the user information gotten from the partici-
patory methods, as well as to understand how 
the students currently used the spaces in the 
library14. A staff member counted the number 
of students in the library for weeks multiple 
times a day – based on the results the project 
got data about how the students’ use of the 

12 Castello & Cresswell, 2014.

13 Castello & Cresswell, 2014; Cresswell & Pumroy, 2012.

14 Castello & Cresswell, 2014; Cresswell & Pumroy, 2012.

library fluctuated between different times of 
day, where the students did their work, how 
much group work versus solo work was done, 
and how many people used their own technol-
ogy instead of the resources the library had.15 
This type of information would be best gath-
ered before the participatory activities and used 
to form the questions and themes addressed in 
those activities, as the facilitators of this pro-
ject also lamented afterwards. Now, the data 
gathered so late revealed new issues and topics 
that should have been addressed with the par-
ticipating students before. This is an example 
of how important the right timing of methods 
is in participatory design projects. 

The preliminary findings of the partic-
ipatory process were shared with the staff for 

discussion and their input later in the pro-
cess16. Some of the students’ suggestions were 
immediately implemented, such as new work-
tables, rearranging the exhibition spaces, and 
updated signage at the service desk17. Based 
on the limited information about the progress 
of the renovation plan, it seems the students’ 
wishes, and ideas were later incorporated into 
the design for most parts18.

This project favoured spontaneous 
comments and feedback, as well as ‘raw’ ideas 
the students had to offer without any shared 
brainstorming with other students. The facil-
itators took a very impartial and impersonal 
approach during the process, not immers-
ing themselves in the design process together 
with the participants. The lack of group work 

15 Cresswell & Pumroy, 2012.

16 Cresswell & Pumroy, 2012.

17 Castello & Cresswell, 2014.

18 Cassidy, 2015.
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to form ideas was a lost opportunity to form 
new ideas, make connections, and develop the 
design further, in my opinion. Perhaps this re-
flects the facilitators’ being staff members rath-
er than architects or designers, even though 
they did educate themselves diligently on the 
methods and skills they needed. The facilita-
tors’ close connection and personal experienc-
es of the library were however an asset as well.

Pirrakatu 1 courtyard renovation plan 
is an example of a Finnish suburb apartment 
building residents’ participation in a renova-
tion project, even if in this case the project is 
about the shared yard area and functions rath-
er than the buildings themselves. This project 
was part of a larger project, the Vihreät lähiöt 
-project, set in invigorating residential areas in 
Oulu, Finland during 2008-2011. Some of the 
themes considered in this participatory design 
project were the feeling of safety in the yard, 
the children’s play area’s condition, and the 
creation of meeting and hanging places for the 
adults using the yard. Pirrakatu 1 renovation 
was executed in 2010 as part of Veera Sanak-
senaho’s landscape planning thesis. The prop-
erty plot is 5542 m2 and has 91 apartments 
between two buildings. The buildings finished 

construction in 1993.19

The Pirrakatu 1 case’s target users are the 
residents of the apartment buildings who use 
the yard, as well as those residents who could 
use the yard in the future if it was better suit-
ed for them. The users are limited to a definite 
area and should be therefore easy to reach, but 
notoriously, resident participation in similar 
cases tends to be low – a challenge many par-
ticipatory projects face. The facilitator, Sanak-
senaho, was still a student with limited experi-
ence in participatory design during the project, 
which is at points reflected in the results. San-
aksenaho also reflects on many of these limi-
tations later in her thesis, having learned from 
the experience. The available resources and the 
experience of the customer (Sivakka Oy) and 

19 Sanaksenaho, 2011.

3.2 Pirrakatu 1 Courtyard Renovation
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the property manager were utilised well to en-
gage with the residents and arrange accommo-
dations for the activities. The project included 
three participatory methods in the end: a res-
ident survey, a design workshop-type event, 
including interviews, and a Facebook poll20. A 
gåtur tour was planned but could not be exe-
cuted due to low attendance21. The failure of 
the gåtur method is a good example of the flex-
ibility participatory design requires and the re-
ality of the users’ reluctance to get involved in 
some cases. In this example, I focus especially 
on the issue of reaching participants and how 
the methods affected the project’s success.

The resident outreach was begun by 
delivering physical resident surveys to every 
apartment22. An online version of the survey 

was not provided despite having access to the 
residents’ email addresses. The survey was 
three pages long with four parts, each includ-
ing multiple questions. A substantial prize was 
raffled among the participants to encourage a 
higher answer rate than usual. In the end, de-
spite the offered prize, the survey received only 
11 initial answers, meaning less than 20% of the 
apartment building’s residents filled out and 
submitted the survey23. The lack of an online 
version is partly to blame in my opinion, con-
sidering the people who answered were mostly 
21-30 years old, online surveys are probably 
more familiar to that specific demographic, 
especially today. The length and structure of 
the survey were other significant factors in my 
opinion.

20-23 Sanaksenaho, 2011.

Diagram 5. Pirrakatu 1 participatory process timeline. Based on Sanaksenaho, 2011.
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The questions were partially based on 
previous resident surveys, but it was not tested 
before their distribution in this project24. The 
purpose of the survey and how the residents’ 
responses could influence the design could 
have been explained more clearly to emphasise 
the relevance of the survey. Without further 
explanation, it might have seemed like ‘one of 
many’ resident surveys with no real influence 
on anything. The type and extent of the ren-
ovation plan could have also been explained 
since it was likely the first time the residents 
were hearing about the project. Then, looking 
specifically at the section of the survey regard-
ing participation, in my opinion, the format-
ting of the question has failed. The question 
lumps together yard maintenance with the 
design project participation in a way that may 

have discouraged residents from participating 
or even filling out the questionnaire. Since the 
residents are mostly renters, they are likely not 
very committed to the community of the area 
and do not want to feel responsible for the 
upkeep, even if they would have liked to help 
design a better-suited courtyard. Participation 
should be encouraged as low-effort and fun, 
but also important and effective for change. 
The survey also included a drawing task in 
which the residents could draw their own ideas 
of the yard. The idea to include a drawing 
method within the survey is good, especially 
if future participation in workshops might be 
low, but the execution could have been clearer 
or been a bigger part of the survey overall.

The workshop event was held next at a 

24 Sanaksenaho, 2011.

time chosen by the residents in the previous 
survey25. The invite to the event was delivered 
to each apartment a week before the date, but 
it was not otherwise promoted online or on 
the community bulletin boards which could 
have encouraged more people to show up. 
The look of the invite and the information 
in it was quite sparse – a showier, yet more 
informative, poster could have been more in-
teresting and inviting for the residents. The 
low level of commitment required might be 
worth promoting with a reluctant user group, 
for example, by encouraging people to just 
stop by briefly. The workshop itself was held 
outside in the courtyard26. The location of 
the event enabled spontaneous participation 
from passing residents and children playing in 
the yard, proving a good choice given the low 

attendance at first. The designer also actively 
engaged with passing residents to invite them 
to participate27. The workshop had a few dif-
ferent activities planned for idea generation 
and gathering opinions: drawing design plans 
on a blank ground plan, open and one-on-one 
discussion with the designers, as well as more 
of the same surveys were provided as activity 
options28. Offering the surveys again paid off 
as it nearly doubled the response rate. Chil-
dren were drawn specifically to the provided 
refreshments and eventually were excited to 
draw their own design plans29.

The last participatory method in this pro-
ject was done later in the process. A Facebook 
poll was organised to choose the courtyard 
furniture and children’s play equipment that 

25-29 Sanaksenaho, 2011.
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would be incorporated into the final plan. The 
designer had chosen a few realistic options for 
each category. The information about the poll 
was shared by email to the residents and with a 
poster on the bulletin board of the apartment 
buildings. The poll could be answered both on 
Facebook and via email.30 By this stage of the 
project, the methods of sharing information 
and encouraging participation had improved 
by my estimate, proving the designer’s growth 
as a facilitator. This type of online poll is not 
interactive, but it is an effective and low-cost 
way of getting input from the residents. Polls 
like this can be used for input on very specific 
details, such as furniture. The fact that the res-
ident could see the actual elements they voted 
on getting implemented in the yard, as well as 
their earlier suggestions from the workshop, 

such as new berry bushes and gates to stop 
unwanted car traffic in the courtyard, shows 
them that their voices were heard and impor-
tant – likely encouraging future participation. 
Though, Sanaksenaho’s thesis does not share 
otherwise how or when the residents were in-
formed about the influence of their ideas on 
the design plan. Two-way communication at 
all phases of a project is very important in par-
ticipatory design, so this should be noted. The 
follow-through should not be forgotten or left 
to the construction phase. Overall, the meth-
ods chosen in this project are not incredibly 
innovative, or interactive, but they do mostly 
respond to the level of activity the residents 
showed. More creative methods while nice 
in theory might have flopped due to the resi-
dents’ low activity. In addition to choosing the 

30 Sanaksenaho, 2011.

methods, more effort could have been put into 
encouraging participation.
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The Finnish Lapinjärvi municipality 
project is an example of a community-based 
larger scale participatory project with a focus 
on a particular demographic’s needs, in this 
case, the elderly, supplemental building, as 
well some accessibility renovation. The focus, 
in this case, is particularly on the work done 
in Lapinjärvi’s largest town, its ‘church town’ 
with roughly 700 residents. This project was 
part of a larger collaborative project TÄYTYY 
(Additions for Better Functioning) in 2014-
2020 to ‘improve the possibilities for older 
people to live at home as long as possible’. The 
Lapinjärvi project aimed to improve and com-
pact the town by designing a memory-friendly 
block in the town centre, spanning 500 metres 
across, that covers resident homes and accessi-
ble services, both physically and in the terms of 

memory, and to use participatory methods in 
the process. New supplementing concepts for 
housing and services were designed to replace 
some of the existing community structures. 
The resources of the existing services and 
buildings were utilised as well – for example, 
the town library was renovated to have an ac-
cessible main entrance.31 I have identified ac-
cessibility, services, safety, sense of community, 
and life cycle living as the most relevant themes 
of this project – these values are also reflected 
in the themes in the AsuMut project. In this 
example, I focus especially on the ongoing na-
ture of participation in this design project.

Participation has been made possible 
in Lapinjärvi in the past years in multiple 
ways, including ‘dream’ workshops, online 

31 Heikka & Hyrkäs, 2019.

3.3 Lapinjärvi Municipality Project

Image 3. Lapinjärvi town. ©JS Suomi. 2022.
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and physical surveys, an open online feedback 
channel, strategy workshops, art workshops, a 
municipality feedback app, as well as by having 
had various open events and communication 
channels with town officials32. The amount of 
different participatory and interactive meth-
ods implemented shows how motivated Lap-
injärvi has been to include the citizens in the 
development of the area and reflects in turn 
the citizens’ eagerness to participate. The first 
executed participatory project, a pilot, was the 
Lukkarinpuisto park renovation and repur-
pose plan in 2016. This project included a 
dream workshop as well as an art and develop-
ment groups that made a design plan based on 
the residents’ opinions and ideas to transform 
the park into a meeting place for people of all 
ages, especially children and the elderly. Chil-

dren’s input was gathered by using art as a tool 
for design. This first project was implemented, 
but some of the details had to be swapped for 
more affordable options.33 If the budget and 
possibilities, and limitations, of the project, 
had been made clearer to the participants from 
the start, the plans could have probably been 
implemented as designed rather than having to 
make last-minute changes. Informing the par-
ticipants about the real-life limitations of these 
types of projects is in my opinion very crucial 
to keep the residents’ expectations realistic and 
helping them design solutions that work for 
them within the allotted budget. 

In 2017, Lapinjärvi put together a dream 
workshop together with two architecture stu-
dents from Aalto University. The purpose was 

32 Heikka & Hyrkäs, 2019.

33 Heikka & Hyrkäs, 2019.

Diagram 6. The relevant phases of the Lapinjärvi participatory project. Based on Heikka & Hyrkäs, 2019.
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to find out the hopes the residents had about 
living in the town, what features they wanted 
to keep and what aspects needed to be devel-
oped. Mapping was used to gather the infor-
mation based on locations. The possibilities 
of living at home as long as possible were also 
discussed in the terms of available services and 
support, and the accessibility of the homes, 
outside and inside. The participants were given 
a shared whiteboard onto which they could 
write qualities they wanted in the new houses, 
the so-called ‘grandma cottages’ or Lapinjärvi 
houses.34 Most of the workshop’s participants 
wanted to participate in the following events 
and projects as well which again proves the 
community’s activity as well as shows that the 
workshop was well executed and a good experi-
ence that motivated further participation. 

The dream workshop launched the so-
called ‘dream team’ long-term participation in 
Lapinjärvi. A team of 10-20 willing residents 
was assembled to meet every 2 to 3 weeks, led 
by architect Johanna Hyrkkä. The team’s pur-
pose was to familiarise them with the projects 
planned in Lapinjärvi, such as the grandma 
cottages, give feedback on them, familiarise 
themselves with memory-friendly living and 
planning, meet with experts from different 
relevant fields, and discuss funding possibili-
ties. They also made an excursion to visit sites 
with similar plans and themes as in Lapinjär-
vi and executed walking tours in those places. 
The dream team also used a value canvas tool 
to map out the most important values to the 
community. The dream team was not only im-
portant to get the community’s voices heard in 

34 Heikka & Hyrkäs, 2019.
Image 4. Lapinjärvi houses, ‘grandma cottages’. ©JS Suomi. 2022.
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the planning, but it also provided opportuni-
ties and fun events for its members and an in-
creased sense of community. Many of the ideas 
of the dream team were included in the final 
plans made in 2018-2019. Other residents 
were also given multiple opportunities to 
comment on plans and give feedback on them 
before their implementation after 2019.35 This 
is a good example of extending participation 
beyond singular workshops or the initial plan-
ning phase with an enthusiastic community. 
With this project, most of the participants 
were retired citizens, with a few exceptions, 
who are often the most active participants in 
projects targeting residents. The extent and 
length of participation in Lapinjärvi might not 
translate directly to all residential area projects, 
but it also used a large scope of methods with 

different levels of interaction and intensity, 
that could work for other residential area pro-
jects as well. The methods vary from low-effort 
surveys, feedback channels and phone apps, to 
highly interactive planning methods and crea-
tive events such as the art groups for children 
and the dream workshops. These options can 
be evaluated and chosen based on the activity 
level of each project’s target users while other 
methods can be chosen specifically to encour-
age more participation from desired groups, 
such as children or young adults.

35 Heikka & Hyrkäs, 2019.

As seen in the Lapinjärvi example, set-
ting realistic expectations for the residents is 
very important in participatory design. Know-
ing the limitations and possibilities of the pro-
ject can help the residents design plans that 
fulfil their needs and are executable without 
changes. It also provides the participants with 
the opportunity to prioritise their wants and 
needs based on the budget. In Teuva, Finland, 
participatory budgeting was used to do just 
this. In 2020, an open idea call was made to 
get the residents’ ideas on how shared funds 
should be used to better the area. Based on 
the ideas, five fully realised suggestions for a 
30 000-euro budget were made and put up 
for an open vote on the Teuva municipality 
website and Tejuka-magazine. Based on the 
vote, one suggestion was chosen and executed. 

Participatory budgeting has today been exe-
cuted successfully in Teuva twice. In addition 
to budgeting, Teuva has also invested in pro-
viding mobile services with a ‘Teuvobiili’ bus 
and mobile home, based on the community’s 
needs.36

36 Taegen et al., 2020.

3.4 Teuva Participatory Budgeting
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4 The Challenges of Participatory 
Design and Methods

While participation in design has many benefits, it can also create 
challenges in the project and is not immune to critique. Designers should 
acknowledge these aspects as well to be able to make informed choices re-
garding the participatory methods they choose and how they choose to use 
them. In this chapter, I introduce contrary viewpoints to the benefits of 
participatory design and describe the challenges participatory design pro-
jects can face and how they can negatively impact the design process if not 
properly addressed.
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Participatory design is not without its 
faults and limitation. Based on my literature re-
view of participatory design and participatory 
projects, I have identified and combined three 
themes of critique that stand out: I. Participa-
tory design has a too narrow scope that makes 
it isolated from having a larger impact on soci-
ety – only those users’ needs, and experiences, 
are considered that suit the restricted design 
narrative. II. Overburdening participants in 
the name of empowerment. III. Participatory 
methods can be intrusive and unrealistic to ex-
ecute universally.

I. Participatory design has been argued 
to focus too narrowly on existing conditions 
and experiences to really create radical change 
that is sometimes needed. Sumner and Stolze 

(1997) even describe participatory designers’ 
work as ‘evolution, not revolution’.1 Addition-
ally, participatory design projects have been 
criticised for being too small and local, isolated 
into scenarios that have little impact on socie-
ty, communities, or environments outside the 
singular projects2. Restricting participatory 
design’s impact and possibilities for change 
into small and isolated projects with a narrow 
design point of view can cause the designers 
to have tunnel vision regarding whatever nar-
rative suits their design3. Even today, the chal-
lenge of accommodating all voices of future 
users remains a point of critique4. Because of 
the limited design narratives, designers some-
times forget their design needs to serve all of 
the users equally, not just those whose needs fit 
the predetermined design themes and aspects. 

1 Spinuzzi, 2005.

2 Bratteteig et al., 2013.

3 Spinuzzi, 2005.

4 Brandt et al., 2013.

4.1 Critique

II. Harrington et al. (2019) argue that 
participatory methods are affluent and privi-
leged activities that can even serve to further 
marginalise communities that have been sys-
tematically discriminated against. They claim 
that participatory methods such as design 
workshops rely on novel insights and ideals 
set socially and culturally in a context that 
undermines the participation of certain indi-
viduals.5 Yet, Beazley and Ennew (2006) point 
out in the article Participatory methods and 
approaches: tackling the two tyrannies that par-
ticipation often only happens at those ‘lowest 
social levels’ or with the groups that are already 
most excluded6. Democratic empowerment of 
users is one of the original goals of participa-
tory design, but in the name of empowering 
users, vulnerable community members are 

sometimes included and pressured into activi-
ties and decisions they do not feel comfortable 
or prepared to make7. Beazley and Ennew de-
scribe this as the ‘tyranny of participation’. A 
key aspect of successful, ethical participation 
is that the users are there voluntarily and are 
not coerced into participation. Including sole-
ly the ‘lowest social levels’ in the participation 
also creates an issue of execution. Beazley and 
Ennew point out that members of all social 
levels need to participate to create a force for 
change.8 This critique supports the notion 
that participation has the best results when 
it includes all types of stakeholders from the 
community and when a wide range of experi-
ences and needs are being considered in the de-
sign. The participation should aim to motivate 
the community to support each other in their 

5 Harrington et al., 2019.

6 Beazley & Ennew, 2006.

7 Beazley & Ennew, 2006; Spinuzzi, 2005.

8 Beazley & Ennew, 2006.
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shared goals and drive for changes that do not 
only help them personally.

III. While in this thesis I take the posi-
tion that a high level of interaction and engage-
ment with participants is a positive quality, not 
all literature views the participatory method’s 
interactive nature as indisputably good or as a 
realistic quality. In the article, The Methodolo-
gy of participatory design, Spinuzzi (2005) de-
scribes how the intrusive nature of participa-
tory methods was not realistic outside the early 
Scandinavian projects that had the backing of 
the powerful workers’ unions. When partici-
patory design spread outside of Scandinavia to 
the United States where unions did not have 
similar power, participatory methods were not 
supported as they could disrupt the work of 

participants. Instead, ethnographic methods 
such as observation and interviews were used.9 
These less-intrusive methods are more typical 
in user-centric design. While Spinuzzi refers to 
events from the past, this critique is not limit-
ed to history – participatory methods require 
a lot of resources to be executed, namely time, 
money and commitment from participants 
and organisations10. It would be naïve to claim 
that all projects have these resources today and 
can accommodate participatory methods fully. 
In my opinion, the solution can be found in 
choosing, adapting, and appropriating meth-
ods based on the resources and needs of each 
specific project – participatory methods, tools 
and techniques emphasise context, rather 
than encouraging blind replication11. Focus-
ing solely on including as many participatory 

9 Spinuzzi, 2005.

10 Beazley & Ennew, 2006; Clemensen et al., 2017; Scariot et al., 2012; Spinuzzi, 2005.

11 Brandt et al., 2013.

methods as possible without the actual partic-
ipatory mindset creates the risks of producing 
a project that seems participatory but fails to 
actually listen and be influenced by the users’ 
input12. Perhaps participation, when faced 
with the limitations of the real world, should 
be considered in degrees, ‘some’ is better than 
‘none’ as long as the participation that is exe-
cuted, is genuine.

12 Brandt et al., 2013; Spinuzzi, 2005.
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Participatory design relies on the tacit 
experience-based knowledge of users, but the 
inclusion of users also creates challenges that 
designers need to navigate. Designers need to 
accept the risk that the input of users can af-
fect the process in both positive and negative 
ways13. Recognising the challenges of partici-
patory design and methods is one step closer to 
overcoming them. In this chapter, I have cat-
egorised an overview of challenges into three 
genres: practical, social, and creative.

4.2.1 Practical Challenges

Participation is time-consuming, it re-
quires financial resources and a lot of effort 
and commitment from both the designers 
and participants14. Planning participatory de-
sign, choosing, and arranging participatory 
methods, finding participants, collecting, 
and analysing data from them, and the mul-
tiple rounds of feedback from participants 
all require a lot of time and can prolong a 
design project in a way that it cannot afford. 
Additionally, participatory methods such as 
workshops require indoor accommodations. 
Methods such as online mapping and surveys 
require skills to arrange these methods as well 
as the online domains or apps to host them. 
Mock-ups, drawing, and prototyping require 

13 Scariot et al., 2012.

14 Beazley & Ennew, 2006; Clemensen et al., 2017; Scariot et al., 2012; Spinuzzi, 2005.

4.2 Challenges

physical materials and tools, and gåtur tours 
are at the mercy of local weather and outdoor 
conditions throughout the years – especially in 
countries such as Finland, weather conditions 
can make outdoor activities very difficult to 
conduct. However, while participatory meth-
ods are time-consuming and can be expensive 
to execute, they can be more cost-effective in 
the long run15. Research results and design 
solutions based on participatory design, meth-
ods, and research are more relevant and lead to 
more successful interventions in the commu-
nity, and in the communities’ eyes16. 

4.2.2 Social Challenges

Identifying who should participate, 
finding willing users and residents, managing 
multiple participants, and varying personal-
ities, relying on them during the process to 
show up and be honest, and including the 
users even after the initial design are all chal-
lenges participatory design creates. Finding the 
appropriate and willing participants from the 
user group can be difficult, especially when the 
project concerns larger, heterogenous, and po-
tentially unstable populations such as citizens 
of a whole city17. Juarez and Brown (2008) 
claim that traditional participatory design fo-
cuses on the quantity of users rather than at-
tempting to find appropriate representation 
of the whole population. Participants should 

15 Beazley & Ennew, 2006.

16 Beazley & Ennew, 2006.

17 Bratteteig et al., 2013; Dalsgaard, 2012.
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be a good representation of the whole user 
group; some groups should not be overrepre-
sented in comparison to others18. Additionally, 
Juarez and Brown criticise participatory liter-
ature regarding engaging marginalised groups 
– they point out how literature often assumes 
that the users have been identified already and 
so offers little guidance as to how these users 
could actually be found and engaged in par-
ticipating in the design.19 This is admittedly 
one of the limitations of this thesis as well, 
finding, and engaging users is a topic that a 
whole other thesis could be written on and 
can only be touched upon briefly within the 
scope of this work. Identifying the users and 
residents to participate means understanding 
who is potentially affected by the project’s 
scope and whose issues could be addressed in 

the project20. With architectural, urban plan-
ning and regional projects, it also means tar-
geting people who might be the future users, 
aka end-users, of the area. Designers need to 
consider not only the current conditions, and 
the specific changes their design brings, but 
also how ongoing changes in society might af-
fect the design area in the future21. The needs 
of the users might change and people who are 
not users now might become ones, therefore 
they also need to influence the design now. Al-
ternatively, the designers can counter future 
changes’ impact by retaining changeability in 
their design, by designing versatile and flexible 
spaces and plans that can be appropriated and 
adapted by the users themselves in the future.22 

Today users tend to be everywhere and 

18 Clemensen et al., 2017.

19 Juarez & Brown, 2008.

20 Juarez & Brown, 2008.

21 Dalsgaard, 2012.

22 Dalsgaard, 2012.

nowhere at the same time, always on the move 
and many people feel little commitment to 
the space they occupy, and therefore feel no 
obligation to participate in the design project 
either23. Reaching willing participants and get-
ting them to commit can be very difficult. Es-
pecially with large-scale projects such as urban 
plans or public buildings, people can feel 
overwhelmed by the magnitude of the project 
and wilfully ignore how it might be relevant 
to their lives. Often people only notice such 
projects properly once the construction starts 
despite information having been available to 
the public. Designers need to properly inform 
the public about how exactly they can have an 
influence on the design process and outcome 
because knowing how their input can have a 
real-life influence on the design can motivate 

and encourage the users to participate. For ex-
ample, a Danish Mediaspace municipal library 
and Citizens’ Service department project en-
gaged the citizen by creating ‘voices of the city’ 
interactive map installation for information as 
well as for getting the people’s opinions, and 
transformation labs that people could walk 
into see and experience possible future quali-
ties of the design.24

A variety of opinions, points of view 
and life experiences enrichens the results got-
ten from participatory methods, but also 
makes the facilitators’ jobs harder as they need 
to be able to manage possible conflicts, cultur-
al differences, language barriers, and find con-
sensus solutions that work for all, rather than 
just compromises25. Sarah White (1996) states 

23 Bratteteig et al., 2013.

24 Dalsgaard, 2012.

25 Clemensen et al., 2017; Lauttamäki, 2014; Sanders et al., 2010; Sanoff, 2006.
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that the absence of conflict in projects claim-
ing to be participatory should be considered 
suspicious because the voiceless gaining a voice 
should be expected to bring on some conflict. 
So basically, conflict should be expected, but 
if it is not managed it can warp the results of 
the participation. Juarez and Brown (2008) 
point out an example of this in a case study 
regarding the city of El Monte, California, 
United States, in their article Extracting or em-
powering? A Critique of participatory methods 
for marginalized populations – the case study 
results reflected the priorities of the most pow-
erful participants over others, indicating that 
the other participants might have been intim-
idated from voicing their opinions.26 Other 
participants’ opinions or social status should 
not be allowed to interfere with anyone’s abil-

ity to share their input27. Writing, drawing, 
and induvial conversations can be used when 
the group dynamic proves too challenging to 
manage.

The users provide crucial experi-
ence-based tacit information to participatory 
projects, meaning the projects are at the mercy 
of the participants’ willingness and ability to 
share that knowledge with the designers. Yet, 
users rarely say what they do or do what they 
say28. People tend to move away from the 
truth when they reminisce past experiences 
– often users will rather say what they think 
the designers want to hear or what they think 
will be a more socially acceptable answer than 
their real memory or opinion on the matter29. 
They might do this on purpose to spare em-

26 Juarez & Brown, 2008.

27 Kiimamaa, 2003b.

28 Blomberg et al., 1993; Bratteteig et al., 2013.

29 Blomberg et al., 1993; Scariot et al., 2012.

barrassment or conflicts, or simply because 
human memory is unreliable, and people tend 
to rationalise their behaviours and justify mis-
takes30. If listening to the user’s verbal answer 
was enough for participatory design, surveys 
and interviews would be the only methods out 
there. Designers need to develop shared lan-
guages through participatory methods, such as 
visualisation with mock-ups, prototypes and 
drawing to stimulate, help, and inspire users 
to share their experiences and opinions more 
openly. The use of participatory methods also 
relies on the participants to work – sometimes 
participants fail to show up to activities they 
have agreed to attend previously, or the at-
tendance is otherwise so low that the method 
cannot be used, as happened in the Pirrakatu 1 
gåtur tour for example 31.

Participatory events and methods can 
also fail and end up discouraging future partic-
ipation. While research indicates that partici-
patory design helps create realistic expectations 
about the design for the users, delivering the 
promised plans and benefits is not a given. Fol-
low-though in participatory projects after the 
design is finished also seems lacking – in both 
the Canaday library and Pirrakatu examples, it 
was not made clear whether participants were 
informed later about their influence on the 
plans. The participants’ expectations can be-
come warped by the intensity of their effort in 
the project if the possibilities and limitations 
of their input are not made clear. The partic-
ipants can feel disillusioned about how much 
their input influences the outcome because 
they put so much effort into sharing their 

30 Scariot et al., 2012.

31 Sanaksenaho, 2011.
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knowledge, experiences, and ideas through 
workshops, prototyping and many other 
methods32. Additionally, designers not re-
membering to be grateful for the participants’ 
effort is an unfortunately common mistake 
in participatory design projects, further dis-
couraging future activity in similar projects. 
Sometimes the designers can also feel reluctant 
to share the power regarding design choices 
because they are so invested in their own cre-
ative vision that accepting the input and ideas 
of users is difficult. Designers, so to speak, ‘care 
too much about their own baby’ to include 
other peoples’ vision into the design they still 
have to put their name on and ultimately take 
responsibility for.33

4.2.3 Creative Challenges

Participatory design relies largely on 
envisioning futures and future solutions, en-
visioning is not a skill everyone has naturally 
mastered34. Not everyone has learned or even 
had the opportunity to learn creative thinking 
skills and some users can find creative work-
ing new and insurmountably difficult35. Even 
to those who are familiar with creative think-
ing, envisioning future buildings and environ-
ments that have yet to be built, and voicing 
opinions on such future scenarios and plans 
can be challenging36. If the users do not know 
how to envision the future, they also cannot 
design concepts for it37. While some participa-
tory methods rely quite heavily on the ability to 
envision, such as future and utopia workshops, 

32 Beazley & Ennew, 2006; Scariot et al., 2012.

33 Scariot et al., 2012.

34 Luck, 2018.

35 Harrington et al., 2019.

36 Dalsgaard, 2012; Kensing & Greenbaum, 2013.

37 Dalsgaard, 2012.

other methods can be used to help imagine 
and visualise future solutions, such as proto-
typing and urban simulators. Design projects 
can also develop and adapt new methods for 
specific situations, for example, in the Medias-
pace project the designers developed methods 
and tools such as the ‘living blueprints’ model 
where users could ‘walk’ through the design 
blueprint with tiny human models and get a 
better understanding of the spaces, and the 
‘voices of the city’ interactive digital map to 
showcase how the plan might form and how 
the changes might affect the area38.

38 Dalsgaard, 2012.
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5 Reflection
Participation in design is a topic that I could delve into endlessly, but 

I feel confident to conclude this thesis here, with my point of view and pon-
derings on what I have learned about participatory design and methods in 
an architectural context.
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Reflecting on this topic from my own 
point of, I ask, how familiar is participation 
to architects? When I started working on this 
thesis in the spring of my fifth year of study-
ing architecture, participatory design was still 
an unfamiliar concept to me. The realistic and 
explicit consideration of users and residents in 
architecture is something that I feel is not cov-
ered enough during training despite participa-
tory design being a relevant topic in Finland. 
Users do have opinions and a voice on current 
topics, such as the proposal of a new city cen-
tre university campus in Oulu, but the design-
ers may not be equipped to listen. Yet, archi-
tecture methods and participatory methods 
do have quite a lot of overlap already; drawing, 
physical and computerised modelling, and 
mapping are all methods used in both fields 

and are already familiar practices to architects. 
It should not be unreasonable to suggest that 
the participatory mindset could be incorporat-
ed into these already familiar methods, and the 
participation could be built up from there.

Another issue that stood out to me 
while researching for this thesis was the chal-
lenge of getting users to participate in the 
design projects. I have covered the benefits 
of participation earlier in this work, from the 
point of view of both the designs and the user 
communities, but these benefits alone do not 
seem enough to encourage user participation. 
Perhaps the idea of long-term benefits is too 
abstract to grasp as a current motivator. Or 
perhaps, the issue is much more systematic 
and complex. Often it seems that the partici-

5.1 Encouraging Participation

pants are not aware of how their input can be 
and will be used, and without that knowledge, 
participating can seem pointless and placa-
tory with no real influence. This notion may 
be later reinforced by the lack of proper fol-
low-through after the participatory events, or 
when the design is finished and implemented. 
This is most likely the result of real-life limi-
tations or inexperience rather than a question 
of the designers’ willingness: time, money, and 
the limit of other resources come in the way of 
the designers continuing the relationship with 
the participants after the initial design phases. 
Based on my research, I claim that the lack of 
motivation for participation is at least three-
fold: the lack of good communication about 
the project and participation opportunities, 
unsuccessful planning and/or use of partic-

ipatory methods, and the failure to follow 
through after the design phases. 

How can designers encourage user par-
ticipation? I suggest three principles of prac-
tice: 1. Communication. 2. Positive experienc-
es. 3. Follow-through. These three steps can 
be implemented into singular participatory 
events and exercises, as well as into the whole 
participatory project. Communication means 
clear, informative, and engaging publication of 
the project, its participation opportunities and 
the participation’s impact on the project – as 
well as the promotion of participatory events 
as low-threshold, fun, community activities. 
Step two, creating a positive experience that 
encourages future participation, requires care-
ful choosing and planning of purposeful par-
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Diagram 6. Three steps to encourage and ensure future participation with a successful participatory project.

ticipatory methods. It also requires flexibility 
from the designers and the social skills need-
ed to execute a positive and successful event. 
Lastly, follow-through is not only communi-
cating to the users how the input they have 
provided, for example during a workshop, will 
now be used, but it also requires designers to 
present the finished or nearly finished design 
for feedback later in the process – showing 
how the input was incorporated, rather than 
just telling. Ideally, it would also include fol-
low-through after implementation for feed-
back, for example by executing review tours or 
surveys regarding the success of the design and 
the residents’ satisfaction with it.

Different mediums and methods can 
also be used to target specific user demograph-

ics, for example, young adults and students 
like myself, tend to be most reachable on so-
cial media and via email. Children could be 
reached through collaboration with schools or 
hobby organisations, such as the 4H club in 
Oulu. Whole families and community groups 
could be encouraged to participate by creating 
opportunities that are engaging, active, and 
fun – for example, a gåtur tour could be mod-
ified into a playful orienteering race with small 
prizes and picnic or cookout by campfire after-
wards. Of course, in Finland, seasonal condi-
tions such as weather, snow and light need to 
be considered when planning such events, es-
pecially outdoors. The older population, such 
as retirees, are often the most willing partici-
pants. Their participation can be ensured with 
the option of more traditional mediums, such 
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as paper surveys, in-person meetings in acces-
sible locations, and by choosing methods and 
tools that do not necessarily require technical 
skills. The level of motivation can also depend 
on the users’ and residents’ attachment to the 
environment – for example, renters may be less 
motivated than homeowners to improve the 
area, as seen in the Pirrakatu 1 and Lapinjär-
vi examples. The designers should be mindful 
of the impressions they give during participa-
tory projects, to ensure current users, renters 
included, are viewed as equally important as 
homeowners and future users. Participation 
can also be encouraged with tangible elements 
such as prizes for taking part, for example gift-
ing gift cards or movie tickets, or raffling off a 
bigger prize, as was done in the Canaday and 
Pirrakatu examples. 

Finally, I reflect on participation regard-
ing some of the themes of the Reshaping liv-
ing: New structure and new life for old suburbs 
(AsuMut) project; the sense of community, 
sustainability, life-cycle living, local services, 
and vitality. As covered in this work, participa-
tion has very versatile effects and benefits to de-
sign, environments, and communities. Partici-
pation can create a greater sense of community 
by promoting responsibility and enhancing 
public spirit, which leads to better-maintained 
environments and stronger ties to the area. 
User and resident participation also support 
sustainability by creating environments and 
designs that are more impervious to adverse ef-
fects of time and change, and less likely to dete-
riorate due to the community’s motivation to 
upkeep the area that fits their needs and wants. 

Participatory methods can also be used to ac-
tively pursue these themes – by designing with 
the users, architects and urban planners can 
design environments that support life-cycle 
living, as seen in Lapinjärvi, and plan services 
based on the locals’ needs, as seen in the Teuva 
example with the creation of travelling servic-
es, for example by using the activity location 
method. The combination of these elements 
and possibilities of participation, together 
with supplemental construction, renovation 
design, for example, to increase accessibility, 
and improvements to public transportation, 
to which participatory design is very applica-
ble for, can all create vitality in Finnish cities 
and suburbs.
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Closing Words
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In Finland, participation in urban plan-
ning is law-mandated, but genuinely interac-
tive and iterative participation is still underuti-
lised, and participatory methods are unfamiliar 
to many designers. Participation provides users 
and residents with the opportunity to influ-
ence design plans that concern them and their 
environments. Their active participation can 
create a greater sense of community, promote 
responsibility that leads to better-maintained 
environments, and make the plans generally 
more accepted and impervious to adverse ef-
fects of time and change and therefore more 
sustainable.

Participation is practised through par-
ticipatory methods and foremost, this thesis 
is a collection of participatory methods I have 
found relevant and beneficial to architectural 
and urban planning projects. These methods 
include workshops, gåtur walking tours, map-
ping, prototyping and mock-ups, enacting fu-

ture scenarios and visualisation. The purpose 
of participatory methods is to ensure user par-
ticipation throughout the different stages of a 
design project, help the participants articulate 
their tacit knowledge, and serve as tools for 
imagining and envisioning design solutions. 
To understand the practice of participation, 
its benefits, challenges, and the process of in-
corporating the methods in design projects, 
a brief history of participatory design and its 
main principles are discussed as well. This the-
sis used various articles, books, conference and 
project reports, as well as websites and blog 
posts as references, as well as my own ponder-
ings and conclusions based on my experienc-
es and knowledge as a designer. Four example 
projects were covered to examine the use of 
participatory methods from different points 
of view in various project types.

Based on my research, I suggest utilis-
ing the methods already in common between 

participatory design and architecture, such as 
drawing and modelling, to bridge the gap be-
tween the new and familiar. I also suggest three 
steps of practice to ensure future participation 
and successful, genuinely participatory pro-
jects: 1. Communication. 2. Positive experi-
ences. 3. Follow-through. Overall, I encourage 
the use of participatory methods in architec-
tural and urban design projects to the benefit 
of both the users and resident communities 
and the designers and design plans. This topic 
also offers copious possibilities for further re-
search; motivating users to participate more 
actively, ethical participation methods and 
practice for marginalised groups, and tackling 
the systematic real-life challenges and limita-
tions participatory design faces due to available 
resources and industry standards, stand out as 
possible future topics to address in an architec-
tural context.

This work has been very educational for 

me and forced me to view architecture and de-
sign from different viewpoints I have been used 
to. In my opinion, the results of this thesis ful-
fil the goals I set for it: to fill some of the gap in 
architectural participation literature regarding 
participatory methods. I will take what I have 
learned and this experience and apply it to my 
work in the future. 

Finally, I would like to thank the Reshap-
ing living: New structure and new life for old 
suburbs (AsuMut) project for giving me this 
opportunity and my supervisor Anu Soikkeli 
for the guidance and constant support during 
these past months.
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