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Abstract 
The population with foreign backgrounds in Finland has increased significantly within the past decades, urging the Finnish 

society to strengthen the integration process. Integration is defined as an interactive development process that requires mutual 

accommodation from both the immigrants and the hosting society by Finnish government. Within the present integration 

monitoring system, public participation has been assessed as a strong indicator of integration. 

This bachelor’s thesis aims to investigate the roles of design and designers in supporting immigrants’ civic engagement in 

Finland. As a form of public participation, civic engagement refers to residents’ participation in improving the community 

conditions. Conventionally, public participation is studied regarding electoral activities and membership associations. This thesis 

adopts an alternative angle to research the political dimensions of integration through participatory design. 

The theoretical framing of this study is located at the intersection between immigration integration, participatory design, and 

public participation. Therefore, the literature review primarily examines the statistics and policy documents about immigrant 

integration in Finland and the prior studies in participatory design. The qualitative research consists of semi-structured expert 

interviews with eight designers who have adopted participatory methods in public service or space development projects, 

where both immigrants and public agencies were stakeholders. One limitation is that the sampled projects were mostly situated 

in the Greater Helsinki Region. Furthermore, the findings were drawn from designers’ experience only. Future studies may 

complement the research with non-designers' perspectives. 

The analysis of interviews with designers and their project context revealed several common design challenges and practices. 

The challenges can be categorised into four themes: 1) human aspects, 2) social, cultural, and political aspects, 3) time and 

other resources, and 4) organisational aspects. Moreover, six practices were observed from the interviews. In most projects, 

designers collaborated with other experts and organisations, adopt various methods besides workshops to engage the target 

group, and contextualised the design activities with target groups’ routine activities. Additionally, some designers mentioned 

their actions on creating a trustful discussion environment, framing boundaries for sensitive topics, and acknowledging 

participants’ expertise. As these challenges and practices are context specific, the interviewees emphasised the importance of 

avoiding assumptions about the target groups in design. 

The outcome of this thesis constitutes an overview for designers who wish to advance immigrants’ civic engagement through 

participatory methods in Finland. Based on the limitations and practices, this thesis identified four layers of designers’ role: 1) as 

the facilitator of collaboration, 2) as the trigger of change, 3) as an individual in the social fabric, and 4) as the interpreter of 

cultures. The multi-faceted role of designers and modalities can be further applied to a broader context of socially meaningful 

design initiatives. 

Keywords   participatory design, immigrant integration, public participation, civic engagement 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Throughout the past decades, the population statistics of Finland has reflected a constant growth in the 

proportion of population with immigrant backgrounds. In 2021, with 36,364 registered immigrants, Finland has 

reached the highest record of immigration and net migration since 1950 (Statistics Finland, 2023). From 1990 to 

2020, the share of population with foreign background in Finland has increased significantly from around 0.5 per 

cent to nearly 8 per cent within 30 years (Statistics Finland, 2023).  

In this thesis, “immigrant” is being used as a neutral term to describe any migrating person regardless of their 

reasons (Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment of Finland, 2016). The increase of population with 

immigrant backgrounds urges Finnish society to strengthen the integration process. Different from assimilation, 

integration is an interactive development process that requires mutual accommodation from both the 

immigrants and the hosting society (Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment of Finland, 2016). This two-

way process requires not only the immigrant’s effort in becoming an active member of society but also society’s 

accountability for the increasing diversity in cultural values and service needs. As suggested in the integration 

strategies, the Finnish government has planned several cross-sectoral measures to strengthen immigrant 

integration, especially in terms of employment, education, and wellbeing (Ministry of Economic Affairs and 

Employment of Finland, 2016). 

Compared to the social, economic, and cultural aspects of integration, the political dimension of integration 

seems to be rarely discussed. Nevertheless, the active participation in civic life is considered a crucial indicator 

for the two-way integration. Immigrants’ engagement in civic development reflects the individual’s sense of 

belonging as well as the welcoming attitude of the host society. 

Public participation has been conventionally studied in terms of electoral activities and memberships in 

associations (Adler & Goggin, 2005). Yet, civic engagement, the latent form of political participation, can be 

further researched to understand the political dimensions of integration. As the participative tools of design 

have become commonly employed in the public sector, design participation in public spaces and services may 

also be considered a form of civic engagement. Participatory design refers to a mutually supportive learning 

process where design experts and non-designer participants proactively learn from each other and develop 

solutions in a democratic partnership (Robertson & Simonsen, 2012b). In the context of applying participatory 

design in immigrants’ civic engagement, immigrant residents are participating in the design process to influence 

the decisions affecting their daily and thus better the conditions for the surrounding community or society.  

Interestingly, the participatory approach to design resembles the immigration process in terms of navigating 

between different cultures. For one thing, designers have gradually become the broker across disciplines, 

mediators between different stakeholders, and interpreters of cultural changes (Kimbell, 2011). For another, 

immigrants in integration are by nature navigating multiple cultural spaces and negotiating identities. Design 

and designers, both intermediating cultures in public spheres, seem to possess a potential to facilitate cross-

cultural communications and yield meaningful results through participatory methods. 

This bachelor’s thesis aims to investigate the roles of design and designers in supporting immigrants’ civic 

engagement in Finland. With such a focus, the theoretical framing of this study is located at the intersection 

between immigration integration, participatory design, and public participation. The scope of this thesis is 
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limited to the integration situation specifically in Finland and the practices in participatory design. Thus, the 

literature review primarily examines the statistics and policy documents about immigration and integration in 

Finland as well as the research in participatory design. To learn about current challenges and practices in this 

design context, this thesis adopts expert interviews as the main research method. Eight interviews are 

conducted with designers who have adopted participatory design methods in public services or urban 

environment development with immigrants as one of the participating stakeholders. Based on the data collected 

through the interviews, this thesis analyses the application of participatory design and its potential in supporting 

immigrants’ civic engagement in Finland.  

The guiding research questions for this thesis is: 

• Main research question (RQ): What role design might play in supporting/facilitating immigrants' civic 

engagement in Finland? 

o Sub-RQ 1: How (participatory) design has been employed in the context of immigrants' civic 

engagement? 

o Sub-RQ 2: What challenges were identified by designers who have been engaged in the context? 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

With the goal to gain an overview of participatory design’s applications in immigrants’ civic engagement, the 

theoretical framing of this study is located at the intersection between immigration integration, participatory 

design, and public participation (see Figure 1). The scope of this thesis deliberately focuses on the integration 

situation specifically in Finland and the application of participatory design practices in civic engagement. Thus, 

the literature for this review was selected from two subject areas: immigration integration and participatory 

design. This section aims to understand the key concepts and frameworks of these two subjects and explore the 

connections between them. 

 

Figure 1. A visualisation of this thesis' focus area 

 

Therefore, this section is organised based on the two streams of literature: 2.1 Immigration and Integration in 

Finland; and 2.2 Participatory Design and Design for Participation. 
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2.1 Immigration and Integration in Finland 

Who are considered “immigrants”? According to the Finnish government integration programme, the term 

“immigrant” refers to someone who migrates from one country to another regardless of their reasons (Ministry 

of Economic Affairs and Employment of Finland, 2016). However, names like “migrant,” “expatriate,” “alien,” 

“foreigner,” or “diaspora,” seem to share the same meaning with “immigrant,” yet each of them carries distinct 

connotation. Compared with “expatriate,” "immigrant" is predominantly associated with a “non-Western, non-

white, non-elite" image (Kunz, 2016). The nuances between “migrant” and “expatriate” implied the complexities 

regarding race, gender, class, and nationality behind the narratives about immigration. 

In this thesis, “immigrant” is used as a neutral term to describe any migrating person arriving in the host society. 

Here, immigrants are studied as a distinctive subgroup of citizens in civic participation through the means of 

participatory design. Yet, immigrants are not a homogenous group, forms of migration can be categorised 

according to the intent of moving, legal status, or the duration of residence (Ahokas, 2010). A categorisation 

suggested by the Council of Europe (2020) covers the following types of migration: temporary labour migrants, 

highly skilled and business migrants, irregular (or undocumented, unauthorised) migrants, forced migrants, 

family members, and return migrants. In Finland, the population with immigrant backgrounds is annually 

examined by statistical studies based on their citizenship, country of birth, and languages (Statistics Finland, 

2022). 

Immigration to Finland has increased significantly during the past decades. From 1990 to 2021, the number of 

moves to Finland almost tripled from 13,558 to 36,364 (Statistics Finland, 2022). The increasing immigration has 

gradually changed the population structure of Finland. In population statistics, the data of one’s native language 

and country of birth are both used to record the demographic structure. During 2021, the number of foreign-

language speakers grew by over 25,000 persons in Finland, which reached its highest record since 1981 

(Statistics Finland, 2022b). The share of the population with foreign backgrounds has also risen from around 0.5 

per cent to nearly 8 per cent between 1990 and 2020 (Statistics Finland, 2022b). Regarding the regional 

distribution, almost 50 per cent of the persons with foreign backgrounds lived in Greater Helsinki (Statistics 

Finland, 2022b). The population with foreign backgrounds counts both persons who have themselves 

immigrated to Finland from other countries and those whose parents have been born abroad (Statistics Finland, 

2022a). Figure 2 below shows the statistical comparison between the population with Finnish background and 

foreign backgrounds. 
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Figure 2. Population by origin, country of birth and language (Statistics Finland, 2021) 

Though the classifications regarding the country of birth and native languages cover some basic population 

information, they are not sufficient for public agencies and researchers to learn about the living conditions 

among the population with foreign backgrounds. In 2014, the National Institute for Health and Welfare (THL) 

conducted a survey to understand the employment and well-being of the immigrant population (UTH-survey). 

This survey covers the individual’s intent of moving, employment status, language skills, education, health and 

wellbeing, possible experiences of discrimination, and need for services (Statistics Finland, 2017).  

As mentioned previously, immigrants should not be assumed as a homogenous bloc. The findings of the UTH 

survey also revealed the complex socio-economic situations among the immigrant population. An individual’s 

situation can be influenced by multiple factors such as gender, education level, and country of origin in addition 

to the immigrant identity. For example, persons of foreign backgrounds reported the experience of mental 

stress at a similar level to the whole population of Finland. Yet, within the whole population with foreign 

backgrounds, persons of Middle Eastern and North African origins had mental stress more often than the whole 

population and other groups with foreign backgrounds. Meanwhile, the population with foreign backgrounds 

living in Greater Helsinki answered that they had experienced more insecurity than those living elsewhere in 

Finland (Statistics Finland, 2017). 

The data collected through the UTH survey was stated to be used in advancing the integration progress and 

enhancing public services (THL, 2015; Statistics Finland). The integration policy of Finland defined the integration 

process as an “interactive development” for both the society and the immigrant, whereby the immigrant can 

eventually perceive themselves as an active and full member of the society (Ministry of Economic Affairs and 

Employment of Finland, 2016). This interactive development process distinguishes “integration” from other 

cultural adaption approaches for immigrants, such as “assimilation,” “multiculturalism,” and “cultural 

segregation.” Unlike the emphasis on mutual learning in integration, “assimilation” requires the immigrant to 
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discard their distinctive cultural characteristics to become an indistinguishable member within the whole 

population, while “multiculturalism” refers to the co-existence of ethnic communities and the majority 

population. In “cultural segregation,” immigrants are completely separated from the host society’s culture 

(Council of Europe, 1997).  

The definition of integration forms the basis of integration policy and the metrics of monitoring system (Council 

of Europe, 1997). The Finnish Government Integration Programme for 2016-2019 has listed four focus areas for 

the immigrant integration in Finland (Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment of Finland, 2016):  

1) using immigrants’ cultural strengths to enhance Finnish innovation capacity,  

2) enhancing integration through cross-sectoral measures,  

3) increasing cooperation between the State and municipalities in the reception of beneficiaries of 

international protection, 

4) promoting a humane national discussion culture on immigration policy that will not tolerate racism. 

Apropos the interactive development, the integration program for 2016-2019 stated that public service should 

consider the needs of immigrant population in design and development. The cross-sectoral measures in focus 

area 2 cover a range of services to support the integration in education, labour market position, and 

participation in leisure activities (Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment of Finland, 2016). These public 

service development measures correspond to the integration indicators in Finland. Currently, Finland adopts a 

five-theme monitoring system based on the EU and OECD integration frameworks, which consists of the 

following indicators (Kotoutuminen.fi, 2021): 

1) employment, 

2) education and skills, 

3) health and wellbeing, 

4) public participation, and   

5) two-way integration. 

These indicators cover at least four dimensions of an immigrant’s identity regarding the social, economic, 

cultural, and political roles they may play in society. Indeed, public services for employment, education and 

lifelong learning, and leisure activities promote the first three dimensions of integration. However, the political 

dimension of integration may appear to be irrelevant for some – shall one with a foreign citizenship be granted 

political rights? 

Public participation has globally been the weakest area in integration policies. This is partially due to the limited 

opportunities granted to immigrants, as well as the gap in available information on civic engagement (Migrant 

Integration Policy Index, 2020). Political opportunities vary tremendously across countries.  Nordic countries, 

including Finland, have granted relatively inclusive voting rights to immigrants. In municipal elections, non-EU 

citizens can not only vote but also be nominated as candidates. On the contrary, Bulgaria, Lithuania, Romania 

and Slovakia do not include political participation in their integration strategies despite the European norms. 

In fact, participation in political or civic life has been assessed as a strong indicator of integration (OECD, 2018). 

Immigrants’ participation reflects one’s sense of belonging in the host society (Ahokas, 2010). The matter of 

ownership and the opportunities to realise one’s potential are fundamental for immigrants to become an 
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integral part of the new environment (Ahokas, 2010). Adequate opportunities for participation imply social 

cohesion between the immigrant population and the host society (OECD, 2018). 

In 2020, Finland ranked first in terms of policies enabling immigrants’ political participation (Migration 

Integration Policy Index, 2020). Nevertheless, despite the granted voting rights, the population with foreign 

backgrounds still have a lower voter turnout compared with the whole population (Ministry of Justice of Finland, 

2022). Immigrants are underrepresented in Finnish politics, not only in voting but also in other civic activities. A 

report published by the Finnish Ministry of Justice (2022) has observed a “democratic deficit” in electoral 

participation as well as in direct and participatory democracy. This report noticed that the barriers to 

immigrants’ participation often intersect, such as the lack of accessible communication, insufficient recognition 

and collaboration with existing communities, and structural and open racism. An example of structural racism is 

that persons with foreign backgrounds are often only perceived as a representative of the “immigrant” identity, 

with interest and expertise only in immigration-related issues. 

This government report (Ministry of Justice of Finland, 2022) regarding participatory democracy may provide an 

angle for this thesis to study the political dimension of immigrant integration. In this report, participatory 

democracy refers the form of governance where citizens and residents are discussing and deciding not only 

political agendas but also organisational or community issues that affect their daily (Ministry of Justice of 

Finland, 2022). With an emphasis on life in the community, this “latent” form of political participation seems to 

be equivalent to the concept of “civic engagement,” in which one participates to better the conditions for others 

or to help shape the community’s future (Adler & Goggin, 2005; Ekman & Amnå, 2012). 

The participative tools of design have been increasingly employed by the governments and cities. In the City of 

Helsinki, design activities conducted in the public sector contains 23 distinct types, which can be grouped under 

six themes: 1) the design of service solutions, 2) design in the built environment, 3) design in the development of 

an organization, 4) design know-how and training, 5) design in participation and collaborative work, and 6) 

design in strategy and branding work (Pirinen et al., 2022). Methods of participatory design have been applied 

across divisions and types of projects. 

By involving city residents who interact with the public services or spaces in everyday life, these participatory 

design activities provide channels for individuals to influence the social development and better their living 

conditions through creative means. Thus, individuals’ design participation in public service and urban 

development now can also be considered as a form of the civic engagement. To understand how participatory 

design can further support especially immigrant residents in their civic life, the next part of this literature review 

will study the principles of participatory design, the modality of working, challenges related practices, as well as 

designers’ roles throughout the process. 

 

2.2 Participatory Design and Design for Participation 

Participatory design seemingly covers various practices of collective creativity, such as “co-creation” and “co-

design.” However, these two terms encompass different scopes in the design development process. According 

to Sanders & Stappers (2008), co-creation refers to a broad spectrum of creativity shared by two or more 
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people, while co-design is a specific instance of co-creation. In a co-design situation, both design professionals 

and non-designers are working together in the development process.  

According to Robertson & Simonsen (2012), participatory design can be described as a collective reflection-in-

action, where multiple participants understand, construct, develop, reflect upon, and support each other’s 

learning throughout the process. Two principal roles are playing in this mutually supportive process: one is the 

designers who aim to learn about the users’ realities, the other is the users who aim to express their visions and 

learn how to actualise them (Robertson & Simonsen, 2012). At the core of participatory design, the “genuine” 

participation requires a trustful relationship between all participating parties, where users’ everyday knowledge 

and their own interests should be formally acknowledged in the design process (Robertson & Simonsen, 2012b). 

Thus, the participating users’ role fundamentally transforms from merely informants to active design partners, 

who own legitimate power in decision making (Sanders & Stappers, 2008). 

To facilitate the genuine participation in design, Kensing & Greenbaum (2012) suggested six principles to guide 

the practices of participatory design: 

1) Equalising power relations – support those who are less vocal in the existing power structure, 

2) Democratic practices – construct practices and role models of equality among the stakeholders, 

3) Situation-based actions – work directly with people in the actual settings instead of through formal 

abstractions, 

4) Mutual learning – facilitate the knowledge development among different actors on the same ground 

with common practices, 

5) Tools and techniques – adopt necessary tools and techniques to assist participants to articulate their 

aims and needs, 

6) Alternative visions about technology – allow ideas that generate alternative expressions of technology 

choices. 

This set of principles are closely interlinked. For example, in the practice of equalising power relations, designers 

should find measures to give voice those who are neglected or weaker in the power structures. By doing so, this 

principle is an indispensable prerequisite to democratic practices, where designers should put in effort in 

educating and engaging participants to express and act on both their own interests and the common good 

(Kensing & Blomberg, 1998). Though these principles were developed largely based the pioneering examples of 

workers’ movements about information technology (IT) in workplaces during the 1970s, however, the sixth 

principle regarding alternative visions about technology is not only applicable to participatory design for IT 

systems in workplace, but also relevant in public sphere and everyday life. As discussed in Björgvinsson et al. 

(2012), the dominant authority and consensus is potentially challenged by the passionately engaged publics in 

the participatory design with agonistic approach. The concept of “agonistic democracy” reflects a polyphonic 

scene or participation, where mutually powerful yet tolerant debates emerge from the highly motivated and 

involved participants.  

Beneath the principles and practices of participatory design, there lies an ethical stand that design indeed bears 

accountability to the worlds it creates as well as the conditions of the inhabitants (Robertson & Simonsen, 

2012a). For designer, facilitating participation and working in genuine partnership with future users can be a 

way to undertake this responsibility. However, despite all the promising democratic intentions, Bannon & Ehn 
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(2012) worried that participatory design may face the risk of becoming a market-driven commodification 

process. 

Similar to citizen participation (Arnstein, 1969), without the effort in actual practices and actionable results, 

design participation may also become a form of tokenistic community involvement (Lee, 2008). Focusing on the 

practical and pragmatic issues, Lee (2008) reflected on their experience in action research projects and 

identified three areas of challenges in participatory design practices: 

1) how to enunciate the core competence of design professionals, the recaptions of aesthetic elements, 

through design participation for sustainable development, 

2) how to bridge the knowledge and practices of design research by social science experts and by creative 

professionals, 

3) how to operate in the pragmatics of knowledge with users’ participation rather than to follow the 

command of the system. 

Also based on action research, Hussain et al. (2012) systematically summarised four categories of factors that 

can lead to challenges in design participation practice under a cross-cultural setting. Figure 3 below shows the 

exact factors in terms of: 1) human aspects, 2) social, cultural, and religious aspects, 3) financial aspects and 

timeframe, and 4) organisational aspects. 

 

Figure 3. Factors that can lead to challenges in participatory design projects (Hussain et al., 2012) 

These four categories of challenges are experienced by designers in a longitudinal project in a rural area of 

Cambodia. In this project, researchers realised that participatory design approach from the Scandinavian 

workers’ movement setting was not fully applicable in a “developing country, marginalised people situation.” In 

a cross-cultural setting, the preconditions of participatory design, such as the common understanding of 

participatory democracy, cannot be assumed for granted. To overcome the challenges and achieve psychological 

empowerment, researchers in this project learnt about the participants’ cultures and values, and thus built 

trustful relationships and transferred design methods and other relevant knowledge, and eventually developed 

the capacity of participation (Hussain et al., 2012). 
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In the project of Hussain et al. (2012), designers’ responsibility is more than ideating and producing the 

solutions. Instead, designers need to actively organise the process and educate the stakeholders. As the 

participatory approach of design has been increasingly applied to address complex social issues, design activities 

and the responsibilities of expert designers have expanded accordingly. Regarding a collectively creative and 

proactive process, Manzini (2014b) described the role of designers as “to make things happen, to listen to the 

feedback, and to reorient the action.”  

Within the statement above, there lies a multi-faceted role of expert designers. In the practice of design 

participation, designers are commonly recognised as the facilitator of the process. However, just as what Lee 

(2008) noted in the challenges of design participation, the responsibility in facilitation is more than 

administrative tasks, designers should still enunciate their core competence in creativity and design knowledge 

to conceive and actualise the design games and the corresponding devices Manzini & Rizzo (2011). 

Therefore, Manzini (2014b) considered the management of the balance between the needs of presenting ideas 

and collating ideas from participation as the core capacity of design experts. With this core capacity, Manzini 

(2014b) listed four modalities of designers’ working: 1) facilitator, 2) activist, 3) strategist, and 4) cultural 

promoter. 

As mentioned above, facilitator may be the most obvious aspect of designers’ roles, where design experts 

introduce scenarios and proposals into the discussion and utilise tools and techniques to foster the convergence 

and thus lead to a more motivated decision among all alternatives. Compared to the modality of facilitator, 

activist may appear to be less obvious but in fact widespread and significant in social innovations. In this 

modality, designers trigger or even initiate new collaborative organisations, fruitful discussions, and hopefully, 

actions. To advance systematic changes, designers can also work in the mode of strategist, where design experts 

utilise the strategic capabilities to create collaboration and synergies across different scales and interweave the 

socio-cultural issues with the economic and technical ones. Finally, designers may feed the reflection-in-action 

of socially meaningful design with their own experience and specific cultures. By doing so, the designer operates 

as a cultural promoter. 

Manzini (2014b) specified that these four modalities do not exist as clearly independent ways of working. In 

reality, design experts act with various combination of these four modalities with their individual sensitives and 

capabilities. Through the lens of these four modalities, the qualitative research part of this thesis will examine 

the roles of designers in supporting immigrants’ civic engagement with empirical examples. 

 

2.3 Key Insights from the Literature Review 

Through studying policy documents and previous design research, this literature review obtained a general 

understanding of immigrant integration in Finland and the pragmatics of participatory design. 

In the Finnish context, immigrant integration has been commonly defined as a two-way process, an “interactive 

development,” where both the host society and the immigrant need to actively learn from each other and adjust 

themselves accordingly (Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment of Finland, 2016).  
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Within the government integration scheme, public participation has been assessed as a crucial indicator for 

integration. The increasing application of participatory design in the public sector provides an alternative angle 

to engage immigrant residents in civic life.  

Yet, civic participation and design participation seem to share similar challenges. The Finnish government report 

on the democracy deficit mentioned that immigrants may face structural racism in participation by being treated 

as only tokenistic representatives with interests only in immigration-related topics (Ministry of Justice of Finland, 

2022). Similarly in design participation, participatory processes regardless the pragmatic issues may become 

merely tokenistic community involvement (Lee, 2008). Especially in a cross-cultural setting, designers cannot 

assume a common understanding of power relations and participatory democracy for granted (Hussain et al., 

2012).  

Since design has been applied in addressing complex social issues, design activities and the roles of designers 

have also expanded. Manzini (2014b) thus proposed four modalities of design experts in social innovations: 

facilitator, activist, strategist, and cultural promoter. These four modalities are not isolated from each other, 

instead, design experts often operate with their own combinations of these modalities at practices. 

As described in the main research question, this thesis aims to investigate the role of design in supporting 

immigrants’ civic engagement in Finland. To answer this inquiry, this thesis will research into the application of 

participatory design (Sub-RQ1) in this context and current challenges (Sub-RQ2) through a series of interviews 

with designers. Figure 4 visualises the research inquiry of this thesis based on the literature review. 
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Figure 4. Visualisation of the key insights from the literature review  
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3. RESEARCH APPROACH 

For navigating this inquiry on the role of design in supporting immigrants’ civic engagement, the qualitative 

research adopted semi-structured expert interviews as the data collection method. Design experts who have 

adopted participatory approaches in projects with immigrants were invited to the interviews. The following 

sections will explain the design and sampling for the expert interviews and the thematic analysis process for the 

interview data. 

 

3.1 Semi-structured Expert Interview 

With the goal of gaining design professional’s empirical knowledge about the research topic, I adopted expert 

interview as my main research method. Rather than to generate theory, the semi-structured expert interview in 

this study followed a problem-centred approach to capture the implicit dimensions of expert knowledge 

(Döringer, 2021).  

For the recruitment, I applied three criteria to guide the interview participant selection: 

1) The expert should have worked as a designer in at least one project with immigrants in Finland, 

2) The project should include at least one public agency as its stakeholder, 

3) The design process of this project should incorporate participatory approaches. 

I identified potential interview candidates through online academic or media publications about public 

participatory design projects in Finland and snowballing sampling. Afterwards, I contacted these experts through 

email with a brief explanation about this thesis’ research topic and the key topics of the upcoming interview.  

The interview was designed with a general-to-specific pattern. The opening question of the conversation was 

planned to stimulate the participant to relate their own perspective on the research topic and provide 

contextual information about their individual experiences (Döringer, 2021). After that, the main interview 

consists of three key topics: 1) context of the specific project, 2) planning of participatory activities, and 3) 

evaluation and reflection on the actual conduct of the participatory processes and the overall working 

experience. Figure 5 below is an excerpt of the interview questions; the complete discussion guide can be found 

in the Appendix 2. 
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Figure 5. An excerpt of the interview discussion guide - Topic 1 

Each discussion topic consists of one to two open-ended questions to guide the flow and encourage further 

discussions (Ryan et al., 2009). The flexible application of questions allowed the researcher to explore 

unexpected topics emerging from the conversation and hence interactively create interpretative knowledge. At 

the end of interview, the guide reserves approximately 5 minutes for comment and possible question 

clarification before closing the discussion. 

In this thesis, eight subject matter experts agreed to participate in the interview. The interviews were conducted 

individually online (via Zoom) or in person from February to April in 2023. Each of the interview lasted around 55 

to 75 minutes. Table 1 below summarises the professional information of the interviewed designers. 

Table 1. A summary of eight interviewed designers 

# Designer Expertise Professional 

experience 

(years)* 

Relevant project (description) Interviewed designers’ 

involvement in the 

project 

1 Service and interaction 

design, design research 

21 – 25 Alternative master plan for Meri-Rastila, 

a neighbourhood in East Helsinki 

January 2012 – June 2012 

2 Service design, design 

research 

21 – 25 Employment services for international 

talents in Espoo 

February 2020 – March 
2021 

3 Service and UX design, 

design research 

6 – 10  Employment services for international 

talents in Espoo 

Autumn 2020 

4 Service design, 
facilitation 

11 – 15  Using service design in participatory 
policy making with immigrants and 
public servants in Finland 

Spring 2021 – Autumn 
2022 
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5 Strategic design, service 
design, organization and 
process transformation 
design 

21 – 25  Service design and research for public 

playgrounds in Helsinki 

Summer 2020 – Spring 
2021 

6 Urban design, 

placemaking, public art 

11 – 15  Placemaking project with the city for 

Meri-Rastila 

Part 1: Summer 2016 

Part 2: Summer 2017 

7 Service and graphic 

design, user research 

6 – 10 City website reform for international 

families in Helsinki 

October – December 2021 

8 Service design, 

psychology 

11 – 15  Service design and research for socially 
excluded young adults in Espoo     

Autumn 2021 

Note. 
*The professional experience is counted from the first relevant experience including internship and part-time jobs. 

 

As mentioned above, all these designers have adopted participatory approaches in their projects with immigrant 

participants. However, the application of participatory activities and the emphasis on participants’ immigrant 

backgrounds varied across these projects. Two designers working in the contexts of course project, Designers 3 

and 8, they only hosted collaborative workshops with the service providers. Designer 3 explained that the public 

sector stakeholder perceived the international master’s students in the course as potential users of the 

employment service under development. Hence, students expressed their needs and proposed solutions to the 

city as both designers and international talents. As for Designer 8, they mentioned that the project team initially 

planned to recruit youth from the target group for the workshop activities. Yet, due to the project timeframe 

and other constraints, the design team only managed to conduct in-depth interviews with the target group 

users. Though the project experience of Designers 3 and 8 differed from the rest, their experiences and learnings 

still contribute valuable insights for this thesis, which will be further elaborated in the Findings and Discussion 

sections. 

 

3.2 Ethical Aspects 

The intention of the research and the usage of qualitative data were communicated textually through the 

invitation email and the consent form, and verbally at the beginning of the interview. Oral consent was recorded 

in all the interviews. Signed written consent forms were either collected on-site or returned through emails. 

In ethnographic and qualitative research, anonymity has been applied as an ethical norm to protect participants 

and organisations involved from any potential harm deriving from the publication. Though Walford (2005) 

questioned the feasibility of perfect anonymity, the anonymisation strategy affects the research quality in terms 

of ontology, analysis, and independence (Vainio, 2013). Vainio (2013) argued that anonymisation ontologically 

distinguishes research participants’ textual data from references. In the analysis process, anonymisation helps 

researchers to abstract the data with theoretical frameworks instead of focusing on particularities of cases.  

I anonymised all the interviewed designers with the consideration of ethical importance, quality of data analysis, 

and research neutrality. For this thesis, identifying information such as name, gender, specific years of 
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experience, and the actual project title have been removed. However, for readers to gain a contextual 

understanding of each project, necessary information regarding the project locations and each designer’s 

expertise are remained in the thesis (See Appendix X for the consent form template). 

 

3.3 Thematic Analysis 

Thematic analysis is chosen due to the diverse and context-dependent interview data. In this study, designers 

from various participatory projects have been invited to the interviews. Though they have all worked with 

participants with immigrant backgrounds in projects, the variances in project contexts and design disciplines 

resulted in the different uses of terminology in describing the same or at least similar situations. Regarding this 

set of context dependent data, the flexibility of thematic analysis allows the researcher to comprehend the 

common threads of topics from the various subjects generated from the discussions (DeSantis & Ugarriza, 2000). 

In this thesis, the flexibility of thematic analysis helped me to obtain an overview from various designers’ 

experience of applying participatory design approach in immigrants’ civic engagement. 

According to Braun & Clarke (2006)’s guide, thematic analysis typically consists of six phases: 1) familiarising 

with data; 2) generating initial codes; 3) searching for themes; 4) reviewing themes; 5) defining and naming 

themes; 6) producing the report. However, it is important to acknowledge that the analysis did not proceed 

linearly (Ely et al., 2003). Rather, recursion happened throughout the entire analysis, especially between phase 4 

and 5 when reviewing and refining the themes. Therefore, I will combine these two phases into one and 

elaborate my working process following these five phases in the following parts.  

 

3.3.1 Familiarising with data 

At the first phase of the analysis, the main task is to search for initial ideas through actively reading the 

transcribed interview data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). In preparation for the thematic analysis, I obtained both 

verbal and signed consents from my interviewees to record the audio. The in-person interviews were recorded 

with the Voice Memos application on an iPhone, while the online interviews were captured by Zoom’s in-built 

recording function. The transcriptions were generated shortly after each interview with modification using 

Microsoft Word for Designers 1, 2, and 3, and Otter, an AI-aided transcription application, for Designers 4, 5, 6, 

7, and 8. I edited the automatically generated text to correct the grammars and spellings, especially for Finnish 

words mentioned in the interviews. During the process of polishing transcriptions, I have already highlighted 

interesting sentences as potential codes and noticed certain recurring topics across interviews (see Figure 6). 
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Figure 6. Highlighted text as potential coding ideas 

 

3.3.2 Generating initial codes 

With the noted interesting features and initial ideas, I started systematically coding across the entire dataset 

using Atlas.ti, a qualitative analysis software. I mainly adopted In Vivo Coding in the first cycle of analysis. The 

initial codes were extracted from the actual phrases found in the interview transcripts (See Figure 7). By coding 

terms and concepts stated in the qualitative data record, researchers are more probably to grasp the inherent 

meaning in interviewees’ experience (Saldaña, 2016). 

 

Figure 7. Examples of initial codes 

 

3.3.3 Searching for themes 

With a list of initially coded and collated data, I started categorising and condensing the codes into potential 

themes. I identified emergent themes I adopted with references to the research questions. Based on the 

clusters, I applied Pattern Codes to summarise and explain the inferential meanings of the data segments 

(Saldaña, 2016). Pattern Coding was used as the primary method at this phase of analysis following an inductive 

approach. Figure 8 is a draft thematic map that shows emergent themes and sub-themes under the topic 

“Designers’ Challenges.” 
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Figure 8. Part of a thematic map in progress, showing four main themes regarding the topic of “designers’ challenges” (final analysis 
presented in the Findings section) 

3.3.4 Reviewing and refining the themes 

At this stage, Braun & Clarke (2006) mentioned that there are two levels of reviewing and refining happening: 

within the coded extracts and across the whole dataset. When examining the entire interview dataset, I sorted 

data that were missed in the initial round of coding according to the refined themes. Meanwhile, a codebook 

has been developed to guide the coding process, which documented the description, criteria, and examples of 

the themes (Roberts et al., 2019). Figure 9 below shows an excerpt of the theme description section of the 

codebook. 



   

 

 27  

 

 

Figure 9. Sample codebook layout - theme description 

 

3.3.5 Producing the report 

From the finalised set of themes, representative extracts are selected to demonstrate the relations back to the 

research questions and the prior literature review (Braun & Clarke, 2006). In the previous two phases, I used 

thematic maps and the theme description as tools to document and guide the coding process. A detailed 

account of codes and themes and their hierarchical relationships will be presented in the final codebook (see 

Appendix 4). Figure 10 below presents an excerpt from the final codebook. 
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Figure 10. Final codebook layout - data extracts 

 

The topics and themes from the interview will be presented with example quotes in the Findings section. The 

Discussion and Conclusions section will further explain the findings and their implications considering the 

research questions and previous literatures.  
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4. ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS 

Although the qualitative research consists of eight interviews with designers, Designers 2 and 3 indeed worked 

under the same project with different context – one as the commissioned design researcher by the city while 

one as a student designer in a course project. Thus, there are in total seven projects analysed in this thesis. In 

this section, I will first describe the seven projects identified from the interviews and then present the themes 

within the interview data. Based on these, I will summarise the overarching patterns across the cases at the end 

of this section. 

 

4.1 Project Description 

Based on the interview data and the desktop research prior to the personal discussion, seven projects were 

identified and summarised with their goal, public agency involved, project context, and the project outcomes 

(see Table 2). 

Table 2. A summary of the seven cases of participatory design with immigrants and public agencies in Finland 

# 

Project 

Project # 

Designer(s) 

Goal Public 
agency 
involved 

Context & 

Interviewed 

designers’ 

involvement in 

the project 

Project outcome 

A Alternative 

master plan for 

Meri-Rastila, a 

neighbourhood 

in East Helsinki 

1 To create an alternative to 
the mast plan drafted by the 
City of Helsinki’s Planning 
Department, with a focus to 
preserve the local natural 
environment and utilise the 
knowledge of the local 
community 

City of 
Helsinki 

Commissioned 
work, initiated 
by a local 
activism group  
 
(January – June 
2012) 

An alternative master 
plan of Meri-Rastila area. 

This urban planning 
proposal was presented 
to the city by the local 
activism group. Though 
the proposal did not pass 
the voting, the city’s own 
planning committee 
decided to adopt several 
features from this 
alternative master plan. 

B Placemaking 

project with 

the city for 

Meri-Rastila 

6 To enhance the quality of 
public space and create a 
positive identity for Meri-
Rastila neighbourhood 

City of 
Helsinki 

 

Commissioned 
work, initiated 
by designers 

(Part 1: Summer 
2016 

Part 2: Summer 
2017) 

A route marked with 

playful signages from the 

metro station to the 

seaside and two 

community gardens in the 

Meri-Rastila square and 

the seaside park 

C Service design 

and research 

for public 

5 To increase the 
attractiveness and 
accessibility of public 
playgrounds, especially for 

City of 
Helsinki 

Commissioned 

work, initiated 

by the city 

The solution consists of 

three parts:  
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playgrounds in 

Helsinki 

families with immigrant 
backgrounds 

 (Summer 2020 – 
Spring 2021) 

1. a set of design 

guidelines for Helsinki 

public playgrounds, 

2. an element set to 

enhance the 

attractiveness of 

playgrounds,  

3. communication guide 

--- 

Instead of a unified 

implementation from the 

city, each playground will 

configure and implement 

the element set according 

to their own needs. 

D Employment 

services for 

international 

talents in 

Espoo 

2 and 3 To develop employment 
services that supports highly 
educated immigrants for job 
seeking and professional 
competence building 

City of 
Espoo 

Initiated by the 
city: 

Designer 2 - 
Commissioned 
work (February 
2020 – March 
2021) 

Designer 3 – 
Master level 
course project 
(Autumn 2020) 

A one-stop portal that 

offers services 

encompassing career 

counselling, support in job 

seeking, career 

development events and 

programmes, language 

courses, and studies in 

the jobseeker’s 

professional field 

E Using service 
design in 
participatory 
policy making 
with 
immigrants and 
public servants 
in Finland 

4 To explore the potential of 
design and virtual workshop 
in participatory policy making 

Ministry 
of the 
Interior, 
Finland 

Master thesis 
work, initiated 
by the ministry  

(Spring 2021 – 
Autumn 2022) 

Three co-created 
prototypes of tools – two 
for policy makers to 
design participatory policy 
making processes and one 
for immigrant participants 
to provide key 
information during policy 
making 

F City website 

reform for 

international 

families in 

Helsinki 

7 To provide information that 
supports the international 
families in Helsinki for the 

City of 
Helsinki 

During 

designer’s 

internship, 

initiated by the 

city 

(October – 

December 2021) 

(Within the interviewed 
designer’s scope of work) 

Redesigned website 
sections about education 
in Helsinki based on the 
needs of international 
families 
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G Service design 
and research 
for socially 
excluded young 
adults in Espoo 

8 To supports socially excluded 
young adults in Espoo 
through (digital) services 

City of 
Espoo 

Master level 
course project, 
initiated by the 
city 

(Autumn 2021) 

A set of five working 
principles for supporting 
socially excluded young 
adults, instead of a new 
digital service as 
suggested by the client. 

--- 

Some of the youth 
participated in the project 
expressed their 
willingness to continue 
the initiative as a steering 
group. 

 

These seven projects addressed different yet all socially meaningful issues, including neighbourhood 

environment development (Projects A and B), public playground services (Project C), immigrant employment 

(Project D), policy making (Project E), education (Project F), and social support for youth (Project G). Across 

these projects, the emphasis on the population with immigrant backgrounds varied. Projects D, E, and F clearly 

indicate their intentions for immigrant integration, while some other projects may not show self-explanatory 

relations to the immigrant population’s participation. To clarify, Projects A (2012) and B (2016 & 2017) both took 

place in Meri-Rastila, a district in East Helsinki that contains a high percentage of residents with immigrant 

backgrounds. In 2011, around 28.7% of the residents in Meri-Rastila spoke foreign languages as their mother 

tongues (The City of Helsinki, 2012). This high proportion of foreign language speaking residents remained in 

2016 (The City of Helsinki, 2017). Especially in Project A, the design team aimed to engage the immigrant 

populations, less affluent populations, and semi-integrated populations’ participation as an integral part of the 

city planning process. For Project C, the initiative from the city stated its intention to strengthen the connections 

between immigrant families and local communities through public playgrounds. The brief of Project G did not 

focus on the youth with immigrant backgrounds, but the design team discovered that factors including the 

insufficient social support and structural racism often intersect and thus lead to the social exclusion for youth 

from immigrant backgrounds. Therefore, in Project G, the student design team indeed worked with some young 

adults with immigrant backgrounds in their field works and interviews. 

The initiating party in these projects also varied. Five of the seven projects were initiated by the public agencies, 

either the municipality or the ministry (Projects C, D, E, F, and G). For the rest two projects, Project A was 

initiated by a grassroots activism group with the goal to replace the master plan drafted by the city; while in 

Project B, it was the designers that approached the municipality with their placemaking proposals. Such 

difference in initiating parties may result in the varied roles of designers in the process so as the levels of agency 

from participants. For example, in Project A, instead of design experts, it was the grassroots activism group that 

owned and presented the alternative master plan to the city council. 

These seven projects produced a diverse spectrum of outcomes, such as elements in the physical environment 

(Projects B and C), digital service portal (Projects D and F), as well as proposals and prototypes (Projects A, E, and 

G). Some of the project outcomes were accepted and implemented and have been released to the public, such 
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as Projects B, C, D, and F. For the rest, the alternative master plan for Meri-Rastila produced by Project A did not 

pass the voting in city council – even though the city adopted some of the ideas from the proposal. For Projects 

E and G – which are both student projects – the public agencies have not yet updated the progress of these 

proposals. 

 

4.2 Themes from the interviews 

Responding to the research questions raised in the Introduction section, the outcome of the thematic analysis 

consists of three main topics: 1) Designers’ challenges, 2) Designers’ practices, and 3) Designers’ roles. The 

following sections will present the findings for each topic with the support of extracted data.  

 

4.2.1 Topic 1: Designers’ challenges 

Based on the categorisation from Hussain et al.’s research (2012), this study grouped the interview findings of 

designers’ challenges in a similar manner. The themes and factors were modified according to the findings 

gathered in this study. Four main themes were identified and defined as follow: 

1) Human aspects – factors related to individual constraints and interpersonal relationships, such as the 

lack of proficiency in certain languages, limited capacity for the participation, the risk of emotional 

burnout for both participants and designers, and the relationship building with the target group, 

2) Social, cultural, and political aspects – obstacles that hinder the participation, with a special focus on 

the cultural norms as well as the existing social and political structures, 

3) Time and other resources – factors that concerns the availability of time and other resources such as 

human resources and budget, 

4) Organisational aspects – hinderance from the public sector, including stakeholders’ predetermined 

objectives for the project, structures between service actors, and the working cycle of the public sector. 

Table 3 below summarises factors within each category that may cause challenges in participatory design 

projects regarding immigrants’ civic engagement. 

Table 3. A summary of factors that can cause challenges in participatory design projects 

Theme Factors 

1. Human aspects a. Language barriers 
b. Participants' capacity to participate 
c. Emotionally heavy subjects 

d. Limited access to the target group 

2. Social, cultural, and 
political aspects 

a. Differences in socio-cultural customs 
b. Conversions between everyday knowledge and professional frameworks 
c. Complexity and sensitivity of the subjects 

d. Participants' distrust towards the existing systems and/or design professionals 

e. Different working methods and beliefs among designers 
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3. Time and other 
resources 

a. Time available for researching and gaining trust 
b. Budget for acquiring additional expertise and material 

4. Organisational 
aspects 

a. Stakeholder’s predetermined objectives 
b. Structures between service actors 
c. The working cycle of the public sector 

 

1) Human aspects 

The category “human aspects” refers to factors about personal limitations and interpersonal relationships. 

Under this category, four factors of challenges are mentioned in the interviews: a) language barriers, b) 

participants’ capacity to participate, c) emotionally heavy subjects, and d) limited access to the target group. 

 

a) Language barriers 

Except Designers 2, 3, and 4, five out of eight interviewed designers mentioned language barrier as an obstacle 

in their projects. With immigrant participants, language barrier has posed difficulties in both the recruitment 

and facilitation phases. For instance, Designer 5 mentioned that their project released a survey on the city’s 

website to collect citizens’ opinion about the public playground services. The survey received plenty of 

responses from the Finnish or Swedish speaking citizens, however, citizens who speak other languages had a 

much lower response rate. Designer 5 described that due to the absence of response, the target group with 

immigrant backgrounds could be falsely assumed as a “silent group.”  

I think it's a little bit sad that these are maybe what we call the "silent groups". People may have 

assumptions that, for example, immigrant people think this or that, but quite rarely they are approached 

as it's not that easy. You might not have a shared language; it might be a little bit more challenging to 

reach them or get them in the same place. (Designer 5, personal interview, 2023) 

The language barriers not only restrained the design initiatives from reaching the target group, but also limited 

designers to connect with the potential participants. In Designer 8’s scenario, most of the design team members 

could not speak Finnish. Thus, they had to search for participants who are willing to be interviewed in English. 

However, when the design team looked for interviewees in libraries, some of the potential participants seemed 

“overwhelmed” as “there are quite a few people who didn't feel comfortable communicating in English” 

(Designer 8, personal interview, 2023).  

If the financial or human resources allow, designers may be able to work with interpreters. In Designer 8’s case, 

the Finnish speaking teammates became responsible to contact with the target group. Yet, the additional layer 

of interpretation increased the level of complexity in the communication. Language barriers may also increase 

the complexity at the workshops. Designer 1 described that when they facilitated a workshop for around fifty 

people, the conversation was “chaotic.” In this workshop, Designer 1 had to translate and facilitate at the same 

time. Moreover, there were a group of participants needed translations in another language 

Facilitation and translation for fifty people with groups of people that also talked a third language (was 

chaotic) ... Because I had to translate from English to Finnish and from Finnish to English. Also, we had a 
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group of fifteen people that couldn't speak any Finnish (or English), so they were with their own 

translation in Somali. It was a kind of a challenging situation. (Designer 1, personal interview, 2023) 

Just as Designer 1 described, the difficulties in finding a common language cannot be simply considered as a 

struggle between the Finnish official languages (Finnish and Swedish) and English. Designers sometimes need to 

prepare for the communication in the third, fourth, or even more languages. Designer 6 concluded that finding 

the mutual language(s) cannot be simplified based on if one speaks a certain language, but also if the group can 

communicate and discuss on complex topics. 

It's not only about the language, whether it's Finnish or English or other language. It's also the 

vocabulary and how to give examples of these more complex topics in everyday experiences. For 

instance, what does it mean (by the concept). (Designer 6, personal interview, 2023) 

 

b) Participants' capacity to participate 

Designers 3, 4, 5, 6, and 7 raised that people’s capacity for participation as one of the factors that can cause 

challenges in participation. The capacity to participate includes the participant’s schedule, digital literacy, and 

their familiarity with the discussion topics.  

Scheduling the time for design activities is often challenging. Designers 4, 5, and 7 all mentioned the challenges 

in arranging a convenient time and a suitable duration for participants. In projects with families, Designers 5 and 

6 reminded the importance of considering the life situation and daily routines of the family. Even though the 

children sometimes are not the direct participants, participants with young children might not be able to 

participate due to childcare duties if the workshop only caters for the parents alone. 

In addition to scheduling, Designer 6 noticed that the unfamiliarity with the surrounding social context also 

limits the capacity to participate.  

I just said to them (the stakeholders) that it's not an ideal setting in my eyes that for people who maybe 

not have lived here long yet and are learning their language. This is maybe not the time to start 

discussing politics of the public space. (Designer 6, personal interview, 2023) 

 

c) Emotionally heavy subjects 

Designers 2, 3 and 8 revealed that heavy emotions might emerge from the design process, especially with 

personal or sensitive subjects. For instance, in Project D, Designers 2 and 3 noticed the stress from some 

international jobseekers, as they might have encountered frustrating or even discriminating situations. 

Facilitating discussion regarding participants’ personal experience may pose the risk of emotional burnout for 

both designers and participants. Working on the topic of social exclusion, Designer 8 encountered emotionally 

painful situations, especially when one client of the service provider took their life in the end. Because of this 

difficult situation, the design process then had to pause for a while. Designer 8 further reminded that designers 

should be aware of the possible emotional pain from the participation and prepare measures to protect the 

participating parties. 
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I think that's another reason that participatory design is really great, and the intentions are really good, 

but I think you also have to be really aware of the fact that what you're asking people can bring up really 

painful things for them. (Designer 8, personal interview, 2023) 

 

d) Limited access to the target group   

Designers 4, 5, 6, and 8 stated that it was challenging to access and connect with the target group users. Both 

Designers 4 and 5 mentioned the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on their projects. Due to the pandemic 

situation, designers’ access to the target groups were limited to mostly digital channels. Yet, the process of 

building interpersonal relationships and gaining trusts often require community visits, fieldworks, and other in-

person means. As mentioned above, factors such as language barriers, participants’ digital literacy and 

availability, and potentially emotional topics all can result in inadequate communications between the designers 

and the participants. Designer 5 stated that “…if we're talking about people with possibly a different cultural 

background or different language, it's very important to interact face to face” (Designer 5, personal interview, 

2023). 

Designer 4 further elaborated that the online communication might intrinsically exclude some potential 

participants – only people who owns accesses to these online platforms can be reached. Designer 4’s master’s 

thesis lasted from Spring 2021 to Autumn 2022. During this period, they could only recruit the workshop 

participants through the internet. With the intention to gather a diverse participation group, Designer 4 

contacted through social media platforms and NGOs to search for potential participants with a mix of age, 

gender, ethnicity, and the duration of living in Finland, etc. Despite their efforts in the recruitment, the actual 

participants were still a relatively homogenous group. 

…I was limited to those immigrants who had access to the internet, and who had some basic 

understanding of digital tools like Zoom, and other stuff. So, that definitely narrowed down who I could 

include. (Designer 4, personal interview, 2023) 

 

2) Social, cultural, and political aspects 

On the social, cultural, and political aspects, designers’ challenges consist of five elements: a) differences in 

socio-cultural customs, b) conversions between everyday knowledge and professional frameworks, c) 

complexity and sensitivity of the subjects, d) participants' distrust towards the existing systems and/or design 

professionals, and e) different working methods and beliefs among designers. 

 

a) Differences in socio-cultural customs 

In interviews, Designers 1 and 5 mentioned that the cultural differences among the participating stakeholders. 

Designers 1 and 5 realised that some cultures follow certain norms when interacting with external parties. For 

example, the residents would only respond after the design team received an approval from the community 

leader. Such customs can affect participants’ willingness to participate. 
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…In certain families, you should approach maybe the entire family when the father is also present. Or do 

you approach through, for example, an imam. Maybe, there is a leader in the community, that gives an 

okay, and then everybody knows that it's okay to respond to this, that this is okay thing. So, there could 

be this (convention that) makes people a little bit careful to answer. (Designer 5, personal interview, 

2023) 

 

b) Conversions between everyday knowledge and professional frameworks 

Designers 1, 4, 6, and 7 mentioned that non-designers encountered difficulties to express their opinions using 

the design tools. For example, Designer 1 shared this situation where participants did not understand how to 

read an urban planning map and misplaced the building on top of the forest. The extracted quote below 

exemplified the confusion when participants had to frame their everyday knowledge into the professional 

frameworks: 

It was the first time for them to see something like that. So, they took the Legos and all the wooden 

pieces, and they built everything on the top of the forest because they thought, “OK, there is no building, 

we can move things (here).” And then, one of the activists saw that and he was like “you are building on 

the top of the forest, so you don't enjoy the forest.” They were like, “Yes, we enjoy the forests! We go for 

walks in the evening. We really love the forest!” But they couldn't understand the drawing. I mean, it's 

something that a lot of us will take it for granted that is a type of drawing that everybody understands. 

(Designer 1, personal interview, 2023) 

Such confusions happened not only in using physical artefacts, but also in adopting digital tools and theoretical 

concepts. To clarify the confusions, the workshop may take more time than planned. For instance, Designer 7 

spent additional time to onboard participants with the online ideation platform, which was new to most of the 

participants at that time. For Designer 4, some of the participants wish the session could be longer with more 

specific examples, as context-specific topics “for some immigrants that was difficult to grasp” (Designer 4, 

personal interview, 2023). 

 

c) Complexity and sensitivity of the subjects   

Designers 1, 3, 4, and 8 indicated that challenges might arise from the complexity and sensitivity of the subject. 

Especially about immigration, Designer 3 noticed that fellow designers and other stakeholders felt hesitant to 

discuss the subjects as they did not want to “cross the line or have conflicts within the team” (Designer 3, 

personal interview, 2023) 

 

d) Participants' distrust towards the existing systems and/or design professionals    

Based on the learnings from their projects, Designers 2, 3, 4, 5, and 8 all acknowledged that target group 

participants’ previous frustrations with the existing might lead to misunderstanding or distrust towards the 

public agencies or even the design professionals, and thus lower their agency and hinder the collaboration. 
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Designers 2 shared an experience where one participant was joining to express their unsatisfaction with the 

social services instead of to discuss the design initiatives.  

In addition, Designers 4 and 8 noticed that the lack of longevity and sustainment also discourages the target 

group from participating. Particularly in Designer 8’s project, they observed that though the city often works 

with design students in course projects, the participating residents seldom see their inputs being acknowledged 

or implemented in actual projects. Designer 8 described that some of the youth they approached felt that they 

would just waste their time to participate in the project. 

… We realise that saying that we were master’s students from the university doing a project kind of 

made them a little bit like, like "more students doing their stupid projects." (Designer 8, personal 

interview, 2023) 

 

e) Different working methods and beliefs among designers 

Within the highly collaborative process, designers also experienced conflicts that are derived from different 

working methods and beliefs among the professionals. Designer 1, 3, and 7 all provided examples where design 

team members hold distinct opinions regarding working methods. In Designers 1’s scenario, they planned a 

session with two architects to explain the participatory workshop outcomes. However, the architects preferred 

to study the demographics with desktop research and showed little interest in residents’ input. “They don't 

believe that from the participatory process, they could take some insights that they can use in their own work.” 

(Designer 1, personal interview, 2023) Such conflicting beliefs in design hindered the implementation and 

representation of the participatory effort. 

 

3) Time and other resources 

The challenges about time and other resources contain two parts: a) time available for researching and gaining 

trust, and b) budget for acquiring additional expertise and material  

a) Time available for researching and gaining trust 

Designers 3, 4, and 8 felt that the overall duration of the projects were not sufficient for designers to thoroughly 

research into the design issues or build trust with the participants, especially for Designer 3 and 8, who 

conducted the relevant projects within six weeks for master’s level courses. Designer 3 expressed that the tight 

project schedule had created a “dilemma” for student designers in class. 

There was such a dilemma of whether we should ask the most important question that will define 

wherever our solution will go, or we should rather use our time and effort and energy in delivering a 

good project outcome which will make us look good when in comparison to other groups. (Designer 3, 

personal interview, 2023) 

 

b) Budget for acquiring additional expertise and material 
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Designers 1, 3, 6, and 8 expressed that they faced the need to acquire additional material or support from other 

expertise, such as translation, sociology, social work, and psychology. Yet, some of the needs were limited due 

to the project budget. 

 

4) Organisational aspects 

On the organisational aspects, interviewed designers encountered the following three types of challenges: a) 

stakeholders’ predetermined objectives, b) organisational structures, and c) the working cycle of the public 

sector. 

a) Stakeholder’s predetermined objectives 

In both Designer 3 and Designer 8’s contexts, they felt that stakeholders were reluctant to designers’ alternative 

proposals due to their set objectives. For example, in Designer 8’s project, the client was giving the brief with an 

intended outcome – a digital application. As the research proceeded, the design team realised that a set of 

working principles might be more beneficial than a digital application at that stage. However, it took some effort 

for the designers to negotiate and clarify with the stakeholders. 

 

b) Structures between service actors 

Designers 2, 3, 5, 6, and 7 recognised that the often-siloed structures between service actors may cause 

obstacles for the communication, collaboration, and design iteration. For instance, Designer 7 was working in 

the city as a service design intern. Though they wished to collaborate with colleagues from other units in the co-

creation workshops, the operational division made the sharing process more difficult than expected.  

 

c) The working cycle of the public sector 

Lastly, five of the eight designers mentioned that the working cycle of the public sector may also become a 

hinderance for the participatory projects, especially in the project sustainment (Designer 2, 3, 4, 5, and 8, 

personal interview, 2023). Designer 2, 3, and 5 acknowledged that design solutions in services and strategies 

may not immediately be taken into action. For Designer 8, the project had been paused due to the change of 

funding or strategies. In these scenarios, it became challenging for designers to further follow up the progress of 

implementation and sustainment. 

 

4.2.2 Topic 2: Designers’ practices 

In response to the challenges encountered, designers shared about tools and methods they have employed to 

address the difficulties and support the design process. Six practices have been observed and summarised from 

the interview data (see Table 4). 
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Table 4. A summary of designers' practices based on the interviews 

Distribution 
(# of 
interviews) 

Designers’ practices 

8 Collaborate with other experts and organisation 

7 Adopt tools besides workshops to engage the target group 

7 Contextualise the design activities with target groups’ routine activities 

3 Create a trustful environment for (critical) discussion 
3 Frame boundaries for sensitive discussions 

2 Acknowledge the expertise of participants 

 

As shown in the table above, the first three practices seem to be common across all the projects, while the last 

three may depend on the specific project context. This section will explain each of the practices with extracted 

quotes from the interviews.  

 

1) Collaborate with other experts and organisation 

In all the interviews, designers mentioned that they collaborated with experts and organisations during the 

projects. For example, Designer 1 closely worked with a social worker to build the relationship with the 

community.  

She (the social worker) did a lot of this type of work. There was a Kurdish association there. She also 

went there several times, even before we agreed to have the workshops with the Kurdish Association. 

You know, she has spent a lot of time and effort in order to outreach the immigrants in that area. It was 

like a social worker type of work, and she knew how to do it -- she was with the priest and with these and 

with the others. She did a lot of work that I don't even know. (Designer 1, personal interview, 2023) 

Other than social workers and sociology researchers, designers also collaborated with organisations during the 

process. For instance, Designer 6 planned the activities together with cultural institutions who were doing 

outreach work in Meri-Rastila. 

 

2) Adopt tools besides workshops to engage the target group 

Seven of the eight designers mentioned the usage of tools besides workshops to engage the target group, 

including surveys, in-depth interviews, and field visits (Designers 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, and 8). Designer 6 mentioned 

that they would adjust the form of participation according to the target group’s capacity. One example is the 

“talkootyö (work meeting)” style free form working session: 

We had this planned "talkootyö," people who passed by, were able to just help with their will. There was 
some coffee and juice and all that - very low key, not with an agenda. Such things are important in terms 
of getting people along for whom were not interested to join some resident association meeting or being 
in official events. This is a nice way to get people involved with low thresholds. (Designer 6, personal 
interview, 2023) 
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3) Contextualise the process with target groups’ routine activities  

Considering participants’ capacity, Designers 1, 2, 4, 5, 6, 7, and 8 mentioned about planning the design 

activities based on target groups’ life routine. For example, Designer 6’s activities in the community garden 

matched the youth summer programme in Meri-Rastila. Designer 5 highlighted the significance of context and 

atmosphere in participatory design during the interview. 

For example, with families, it's really nice to be in a place where the kids have something to do. And, 

maybe we don't bother them (the families) out of their daily routines… It's better to go where people are, 

make it very easy for them to participate, and have a relaxing atmosphere. (Designer 5, personal 

interview, 2023) 

 

4) Create a trustful environment for (critical) discussion 

Similar to what Designer 5 mentioned above, Designers 1, 5, and 6 talked about how they created a welcoming 

environment where the participants felt safe to ask for clarifications and even be critical in the discussion. 

 

5) Frame boundaries for sensitive topics 

Regarding the potential heavy emotions (see Topic 1.1.c), Designer 2, 4, and 8 prepared certain protocols or 

measures to address the sensitive subjects. In one of the participatory workshops, Designer 2 used personas as a 

tool for the immigrant participants to discuss the change of career path (due to immigration). 

With the persona, we aimed to make the discussion easier and more focused on the situation we had 

created. (Designer 2, personal interview, 2023) 

 

6) Acknowledge the expertise of participants 

In Designer 1 and 8’s projects, the participating citizens were perceived as experts instead of only information 

providers. For Designer 1’s project, the local activism group was considered the owner of the alternative master 

plan and they presented the proposal to the city council. In Designer 8’s project report, the design team 

acknowledged the expertise from the youth. 

In the report, instead of saying that we did this work and found this out, it was more that, they were the 
ones who were the experts in the area and that the learnings are coming from them and synthesised 
from their insights. (Designer 8, personal interview, 2023) 
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4.2.3 Topic 3: Notes on Topics 1 and 2 

When discussing the events and challenges happened in the projects, designers also reflected on the process 

and questioned if the challenges and working methods were specific to the target groups. Codes clustered this 

topic can be seen as a note on Topics 1 and 2. Six of the eight designers highlighted the importance of not 

assuming the target groups based on stereotypes (Designers 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, and 8). For example, Designers 2, 3, 4, 

5, and 6 mentioned that their principle of working would not differ by target groups. For design projects with 

participants from diverse cultural backgrounds, challenges in languages and socio-cultural customs may often 

occur. However, Designer 5 stated that designers should not assume the conditions on behalf of participants. 

So, really finding out and listening (to people) is needed because the experience can be quite different 

than what we think. And once we engage in this conversation, then it's quite typical that we find things 

that we didn't expect to find. So do not assume things on behalf of others is maybe the thing that I think 

is most important. (Designer 5, personal interview, 2023) 

 

4.2.4 Topic 4: Designers’ roles 

Based on the designers’ descriptions and reflections, the role of designers in a highly dynamic process has been 

recognised at three levels: a) as the facilitator of collaboration, b) as the trigger of change, and c) as an individual 

(who is also embedded in the social fabric). The section below will elaborate on these points with supporting 

quotes. 

1) Designer as the facilitator of collaboration 

In all eight interviews, designers talked about how they connected the discrete stakeholders for collaboration 

and transferred knowledge across disciplines. A quote from Designer 1 summarised this aspect of designers’ 

role. 

My role is to think, to design this participation with citizens, with different stakeholders, and then 

present the result in a way that the others can find it actionable. (Designer 1, personal interview, 2023) 

 

2) Designer as the trigger of change 

However, just as what Designer 1 implied in the quote above, designers work more than merely the facilitators, 

but also the ones who should be responsible for an “actionable” outcome (Designer 1, personal interview, 2023). 

In the interviews, all eight designers mentioned that designers can inspire changes through the participatory 

process. Such changes range from participating stakeholders’ preconceived opinions to the organisational ways 

of working, or even new initiatives. For example, Designer 2 mentioned that how the participatory process 

changed the working model within the public agency. 

The city is one stakeholder in this case, also the service developers. So that they would see in situ, how 

the participatory design is done. And what I've had now as feedback is that this way of engaging the 



   

 

 42  

 

users has now been growing in the organisation. They’ve started to do it themselves. They hired a 

service designer. (Designer 2, personal interview, 2023) 

Furthermore, the design process may motivate the participating citizens to create socially meaningful initiatives. 

In Designer 8’s project, the participants expressed to the design team that they wished to form a steering group 

to continue the project. 

 

3) Designer as an individual (who are embedded in the social fabric) 

Apart from the professional identities, six of the eight designers shared about their personal relations to the 

design subjects when reflecting on their practices (Designer 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, and 8). Designer 8’s quote explained 

their opinion on how designers’ personal life experience should be acknowledged in the professional setting. 

I feel that you can't work without your own life experience influencing you... I think in cultural 

anthropology, there is a really interesting way of talking about it, that is your “positionality.” Like, I come 

at this topic, with this background, and this is what I will bring into it - because I know that's what I'll 

bring into it, and then I can be a bit more honest about where I'm going to and what I'm working with. 

(Designer 8, personal interview, 2023) 

 

4.3 Mapping the thematic analysis findings to the cases 

Based on the findings from thematic analysis, the table below maps the themes with the project context (see 

Table 5). The distribution and possible pattern of themes will be elaborated in the following Discussion section. 

Table 5. A map of connections between each case and the findings of thematic analysis 

Project A B C D E F G 
Designer 1 6 5 2 3 4 7 8 

Topic 1: Designers’ challenges 

Theme 1: Human aspects 

1.1.a. Language barriers         
1.1.b. Participants' capacity to participate         

1.1.c. Emotionally heavy subjects         

1.1.d. Limited access to the target group         
Theme 2: Social, cultural, and political aspects 

1.2.a. Differences in socio-cultural customs         
1.2.b. Conversions between everyday knowledge professional frameworks         
1.2.c. Complexity and sensitivity of the subjects         

1.2.d. Participants' distrust towards the existing systems and/or design professionals         
1.2.e. Different working methods and beliefs among designers         
Theme 3: Time and other resources 
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1.3.a. Time available for researching and gaining trust         
1.3.b. Budget for acquiring additional expertise and material         
Theme 4: Organisational aspects 

1.4.a Stakeholder’s predetermined objectives         
1.4.b. Structures between service actors         
1.4.c The working cycle of the public sector         
Topic 2: Designers’ practices 

2.1 Collaborate with other experts and organisations         
2.2 Adopt tools besides workshops to engage the target group         
2.3 Contextualise the design activities with target groups’ routine activities         
2.4 Create a trustful environment for (critical) discussion         
2.5 Frame boundaries for sensitive discussions         
2.6 Acknowledge the expertise of participants         
Topic 3: Notes on Topics 1 and 2 

3.1. Avoid assumptions on the target group         
Topic 4: Designers’ roles 

4.1 Designer as the facilitator of collaboration         
4.2 Designer as the trigger of change         
4.3 Designer as an individual (who is also embedded in the social fabric)         
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5. DISCUSSION 

5.1 Design with immigrants’ civic engagement in Finland  

By interviewing eight designers, I acquired their empirical knowledge and insights from seven projects in Finland 

that facilitated immigrants’ civic engagement through participatory design methods. In these projects, designers 

employed tools and techniques to learn the residents’ needs and delivered a wide spectrum of design solutions. 

As presented in previous section (see Table 2), two of these projects, Projects A and G, gathered the 

participants’ command and delivered solutions that rejected the predetermined objectives from the authorities. 

Such dispute reflects the tolerance for plural alternatives and agonistic democracy in participatory design 

(Björgvinsson et al., 2012; Robertson & Simonsen, 2012b). 

After mapping the analysis findings about designers’ challenges in this context, I identified both resemblances 

and deviations compared with the results in Hussain et al. (2012). The challenges experienced by the 

interviewed designers were grouped in a similar four-aspect structure in the study of Hussain et al. (2012). Since 

both studies focus on the application of participatory design in a cross-cultural setting, language barriers and 

different cultural customs remained to be hindrances for designers in this study. However, the constraints from 

organisational aspects were less experienced in the projects of the interviewed designers. Such a difference 

might be because participatory approaches are better accepted by the public sector in Finland. In addition, some 

challenges experienced by designers reflected the hindrances for immigrants in participatory democracy 

(Ministry of Justice of Finland, 2022). 

Even so, Designers 2, 3, 4, and 7 who were working on services based on digital platforms seem to experience 

almost no challenges in languages and socio-cultural customs (see Figure 11). For Designer 7, their difficulties in 

languages happened within the organisation instead of with the target groups. This pattern might be a result of 

the project scope. For instance, Project D deliberately chose to use English as the common language to work 

with highly skilled international job seekers. However, this commonality may also be due to the timing of these 

projects – all of them took place during the Covid-19 pandemic. As Designer 4 mentioned, they had limited 

access to connect with the target group, mostly through online channels. Without on-site research, potential 

issues in languages and socio-cultural norms might have been masked behind the limited communication 

channels. 
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Figure 11. Highlighted challenge areas in digital service projects 

Depending on the project context, some factors were more obvious in certain projects. For example, in all three 

student work projects – Project D-Designer 3, Projects E and G – designers felt the overall duration of the project 

was insufficient for them to research thoroughly into the issues or establish trustful relationships with the 

participants (see Figure 12). Especially for Designers and 8, their projects followed the course schedule, which 

lasted for around six to seven weeks. One may claim that such a limitation is inevitable, as projects within 

academic institutions have to follow the curriculum calendar. However, the actual social issues will probably 

persist, and the participants remain living in their realities even after the closure of the course. Disregarding the 

impacts on participants created by the design process seems to deviate from the ethical stand of participatory 

design (Robertson & Simonsen, 2012a).  

 

Figure 12. Highlighted challenge in student projects 

When discussing the challenges of participatory design, Lee (2008) mentioned the difficulties for designers to 

recapture the aesthetics from design participation and produce socially sustainable development. Designer 8 
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mentioned that the lack of longevity and sustainment from educational projects might also decrease the social 

sustainability of these civic initiatives. As discussed previously, educational projects usually follow the academic 

calendar, and the proposals are often not implemented by the public sector – even if so, the updates may not be 

shared to the student designers. This obscurity of information might made participants feel hopeless about the 

participation and cause the distrust from some participants towards the existing systems and upcoming 

participatory initiatives (Theme 2 - 1.2.d). In the action research of Hussain et al. (2012), designers had 

experienced difficulties to build trust in a cross-cultural setting with socially marginalised communities. A trustful 

relationship is essential for genuine participatory practices (Kensing & Blomberg, 1998), yet delicate at the same 

time. This situation might need to be considered when planning educational projects, and thus the insinuations 

can better prepare student designers to become socially accountable design experts. 

Compared to Hussain et al. (2012), this thesis has adjusted the categorisation of the challenges according to the 

researched projects. Especially regarding the clash between professional practices and everyday knowledge, the 

effort of educating participants using design tools was highlighted as “conversions between everyday knowledge 

and professional framework” instead of being part of the “participants’ capacity to participate.” As mentioned in 

the principle of democratic practices (Kensing & Blomberg, 1998), designers should regard participating users as 

legitimate partners with their own expertise in everyday activities. Thus, the unfamiliarity towards design 

artefacts, such as the urban planning map in Designer 1’s project, might not always be a lack of design capacity 

or design literacy, but a mismatch between the culture of expert design and diffuse design.  

 

5.2 Designers’ role in immigrants’ civic engagement 

The existing limitations and working practices together shape the role of design and/or expert designers in 

supporting immigrants’ civic engagement in Finland. Just as mentioned in Manzini (2014), the roles of design 

experts in actual working practices cannot be clearly defined under one specific modality, but often hybrids of 

multiple modes. Based on the interview findings and literature reviews, four layers of designers’ role have been 

identified in this context: 

1) Designer as the facilitator of collaboration 

As described in Manzini (2014), the facilitator role of design experts was recognised in all eight interviews. Yet, 

the facilitator of collaboration can be seen as a combination of facilitator and strategist based on the four 

modalities from Manzini (2014). As shown in the findings about challenges, when working on complex social 

topics under cross-cultural settings, designers often experienced language barriers (Designers 1, 5, 6, 7, and 8), 

limited access to the target group (Designers 4, 5, 6, and 8), unfamiliarity with different socio-cultural norms 

(Designers 1 and 5), and the complexity and sensitivity of the design subjects (Designers 1, 3, 4, and 8).  

Nevertheless, such limitations in designers’ capabilities can be addressed through incorporating various tools 

and techniques (facilitator) as well as collaborating with other expertise and organisations (strategist). In all 

eight interviews, designers actively and proactively partnered with interpreters, social workers, experts across 

disciplines, and various associations. At workshops, designers apply creative tools to foster the conversations – 

though it is not always smooth to convert participants' everyday knowledge into the professional frameworks 

(Designers 1, 4, 6 and 7). Through the effort in facilitation and collaboration, designers connect previously 
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scattered or siloed service actors and generate new applications of participatory design (Lee, 2008; Manzini & 

Rizzo, 2011)  

2) Designer as the trigger of change 

This role as the trigger of change combines the activist and strategist modalities from Manzini (2014). During the 

interviews, designers described that how design experts launched or inspired changes throughout the projects. 

In Project A, Designer 1 and the team partnered with the local activism group and drafted an alternative master 

plan that expressed immigrant residents’ commands. In Project B, Designer 5 and their working partner initiated 

a socially meaningful placemaking project to the city. Designers 2, 4, 7, and 8 also mentioned how their practices 

in the participatory process had influenced the service actors’ ways of working. To inspire these changes, 

designers combined efforts in putting forward actions (activist) and seeking systemic changes (strategist). 

3) Designer as an individual (who is also embedded in the social fabric) 

In six interviews, designers synthesised their own life experiences into their working practices (Designers 2, 3, 5, 

6, 7, and 8). In the applications of design to social issues, design professionals may inevitably find themselves 

personally connected to the design problem – after all, design professionals are also individuals that are 

embedded in the surrounding social fabric. Designer 8 used the term “positionality” from cultural anthropology 

to describe how designers’ own identity and relation to the social topic may influence, and potentially bias, their 

understanding of and outlook on the design subject.  

This personal aspect of designers’ roles may seem to be irrelevant for the professional setting. Yet, the reflection 

on one’s own culture and experiences prepares designers to work in the mode of the cultural promoter 

(Manzini, 2014). 

4) Designer as the interpreter between cultures 

Working in the mediatised economy of signs and artefacts, designers’ operation has expanded to the 

interpretation of cultural changes and the creation of new cultural forms (Kimbell, 2011). In the context of 

immigrants’ civic engagement, designers are navigating through multiple forms of culture. For one, designers 

are facilitating the two-way process of integration. By employing design artefacts, designers bridge the 

immigrant participants from various cultural backgrounds to the civic cultures of Finland. For another, designers 

are mediating the frequent cultural clashes between professional practices and everyday knowledge (Projects A, 

B, E, and F), between the ordinary residents and the public agencies (Projects A, C, D, E, F, and G), and among 

the design community (Projects A, D, and F).  
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6. CONCLUSIONS 

This section will summarise the key findings of the research in response to the research questions, reflect on the 

limitations of this study, and provide suggestions based on these limitations. 

 

6.1 Conclusions 

To conclude, this thesis study focuses on the application of participatory design in immigrants’ civic engagement 

and purposefully studied seven relevant projects in Finland through eight expert interviews with designers. By 

mapping the data analysis findings to the project context, this thesis produced a diagram that visualises the 

overall patterns regarding designers’ challenges and common practices for participatory design in this context. 

Based on the literature review and qualitative research, this study further identified four aspects of designers’ 

role in immigrants’ civic engagement. 

Findings synthesised from the qualitative data respond to the research questions raised in the introduction. The 

findings are summarised as follows. 

 

Sub-RQ 1: How (participatory) design has been employed in the context of immigrants' civic engagement? 

As indicated in Table 2, the participatory tools of design have been applied across a wide spectrum of projects 

with immigrant residents, ranging from public service to urban environment development. The initiating party of 

these projects are not limited to public agencies, but also the grassroots organisations and the design experts. 

Furthermore, some of these design initiatives were offered to design students as their course or thesis projects. 

Combining participatory workshops with other tools and techniques, the interviewed designers facilitated 

immigrant participants’ expression of commands. Together with the participants, designers proposed actionable 

solutions to address various social issues, which are often inseparable aspects in the integration, such as 

employment, education, and well-being (Kotoutuminen.fi, 2021).  

Among these seven projects, some design initiatives have been implemented and released to the public while 

some others were postponed or discontinued due to organisational or other factors. Despite the diverse project 

contexts and varied results, six practices of designers have been observed in these projects: 

1) Collaborate with other experts and organisations – designers work with experts to overcome 

limitations in languages or community relations, as well as collaborate with other projects and 

organisations to create synergies, 

2) Adopt tools besides workshops to engage the target group – designers utilise various tools and 

techniques to connect with the target groups and facilitate the mutual learning process,  

3) Contextualise the design activities with target groups’ routine activities – designers plan the schedule, 

venues, or platforms for communication and design activities according to target groups’ routines and 

preferences,  

4) Create a trustful environment for (critical) discussion - designers ensure the participants that they are 

welcome to join the activities, where their critical opinions will be respected, 
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5) Frame boundaries for sensitive discussions – designers set buffering for intense emotions emerging 

from the process, 

6) Acknowledge the expertise of participants – designers openly and positively represent the non-

designer participants as experts in their own field. 

These six practices reflected the working principles raised by Kensing & Greenbaum (2012) and address several 

challenges experienced by designers in practice. 

 

Sub-RQ 2: What challenges were identified by designers who have been engaged in the context? 

Table 3 has summarised four aspects of factors that can lead to challenges in the context of facilitating 

immigrants’ civic engagement with design in Finland. Referring to Hussain et al.’s research (2012), this study 

modified the four-theme categorisation based on the research findings: 1) human aspects, 2) social, cultural, 

and political aspects, 3) time and other resources, and 4) organisational aspects. The design context in this thesis 

is similar to Hussain et al. (2012) in terms of the cross-cultural setting, where designers should not assume the 

common understanding of social systems, power relations, and democratic practices for granted. In general, the 

projects studied in this thesis experienced fewer obstacles from the organisational aspect than in Hussain et al. 

(2012).  

This list of challenges may not be exhaustive, but still, it highlights areas for future designers to pay attention to 

when working in a similar context. The distribution of challenges varied across projects according to the social 

circumstances and the specific project setting. Designers who have been interviewed in this thesis emphasised 

on the importance of not to assume on behalf of the target group users. 

This set of challenges experienced by designers indeed reflects certain obstacles for immigrants in civic 

engagement including but not limited to the lack of accessible communication and insufficient collaboration 

with existing communities (Ministry of Justice of Finland, 2022). This correspondence can be explained by 

unpacking the roles of designers in supporting immigrants’ civic engagement through design participation. 

 

Main RQ: What role design might play in supporting/facilitating immigrants' civic engagement in Finland? 

Framed by both the praxis and limitations, design professionals are acting with a multi-faceted role in supporting 

immigrants’ civic engagement in Finland. Stemming from combinations of the modalities raised by Manzini 

(2014b), this thesis further identified four layers of the designers’ role in this context based on the qualitative 

research: 

1) designer as the facilitator of collaboration, 

2) designer as the trigger of change,  

3) designer as an individual (who is also embedded in the social fabric), and 

4) designer as the interpreter between cultures. 
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These outcomes of this thesis constitute a general overview for designers who wish to advance immigrants’ civic 

engagement through participatory methods in Finland. Furthermore, through the lens of design, this thesis 

provides an alternative angle to study the political dimension of integration, which has been conventionally 

examined through electoral activities and membership associations (Ekman & Amnå, 2012). Learnings from this 

study may also inspire creative initiatives to strengthen immigrant integration in Finland and other countries. 

 

6.2 Limitations  

Throughout this thesis process, I studied designers’ experience in the context of civic engagement through eight 

interviews. This research process gathered a diverse spectrum of projects and provided rich and insightful data 

for my research. However, it is challenging to capture and discuss all the details about these projects’ 

similarities, and differences within the bachelor’s thesis timeframe.  

In this thesis, most of the sampled projects were conducted in the Greater Helsinki Region, specifically in 

Helsinki and Espoo. As mentioned in the literature review, almost half of the population with foreign 

backgrounds are residing in Greater Helsinki (Statistics Finland, 2022b). Within the same region, several projects 

were related to each other through the city’s strategical planning or the geographic boundaries. The connections 

among projects in some way benefited the analysis and the comparative discussion. However, it is necessary to 

study projects from other municipalities and cities to form a comprehensive understanding. 

Furthermore, this thesis deliberately chose to focus on designers’ experiences and insights in the research 

context. But the perceptions of designers’ practices and roles may differ in the non-designer participants’ 

experiences. Due to the limited time availability in bachelor’s thesis, this study did not manage to acquire the 

research permission from the city offices. Accordingly, the data analysis lacked sufficient information to 

objectively assess the level of participant involvement, the sustainment afterwards, and the perception from the 

public agencies.  

The interview inquiries and data analysis for designers’ practices and roles can be enhanced by applying existing 

frameworks. For example, the design modalities by Manzini (2014a) or the six principles of participatory design 

(Kensing & Blomberg, 1998) could have been utilised to guide the coding of design praxis. 

Due to my limited proficiency in the Finnish language, I mostly referred to the English versions of government 

reports on immigrant integration. However, the report released by the Ministry of Justice on participatory 

democracy was published in Finnish. I utilised DeepL Translator, a neural machine translation service, to 

translate the document. This language barrier in my practice may have also resulted in some unseen areas in the 

research. 

Within the scope of this thesis, each projects’ political implications were not examined and discussed. Future 

design researchers may collaborate with experts in political science and social welfare to conduct an in-depth 

study regarding this dimension. 
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6.3 Suggestions for future studies 

In general, this thesis inquired about an overview of participatory design in supporting immigrants’ civic 

engagement in Finland. From this overview emerged several intriguing topics that are worth separate in-depth 

investigations, such as the emotions in design participation, the trust-building process, online versus on-site 

communication, as well as the compatibility between everyday knowledge and professional frameworks. The 

limited time availability experienced by student designers posed challenges and opportunities for design experts 

to study and reflect on the social sustainability of educational projects. 

As framed by the scope of this thesis, the qualitative research mainly focused on the relationships between the 

population with immigrant backgrounds, the public agencies, and the design experts. However, Designer 3 

mentioned their collaboration with the industry (i.e., human resources companies) in designing the city’s 

employment services for international employees. Service actors from the industry and their influence on the 

integration can be included or reviewed in future research. 

In the discussion about designers’ roles, designers’ personal relation to the subject has been highlighted as one 

element of their professional roles. The positionality of designers can also be further explored regarding the 

ethnographical aspects of participatory design. 

To further explore the potential of participatory design in supporting immigrants’ civic engagement, future 

researchers should study the immigrant participants’ experience, motivations, frustrations, and insights from 

the design participation. 

 

  



   

 

 52  

 

References 

Adler, R. P., & Goggin, J. (2005). What Do We Mean By “Civic Engagement”? Journal of Transformative 

Education, 3(3). https://doi.org/10.1177/1541344605276792 

Ahokas, L. (2010). Promoting immigrants’ democratic participation and integration. In EPACE theme publication. 

https://ec.europa.eu/migrant-integration/sites/default/files/2011-04/docl_19984_14684396.pdf 

Arnstein, S. R. (1969). A Ladder Of Citizen Participation. Journal of the American Planning Association, 35(4). 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01944366908977225 

Bannon, L. J., & Ehn, P. (2012). Design: Design matters in participatory design. In Routledge International 

Handbook of Participatory Design. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203108543 

Björgvinsson, E., Ehn, P., & Hillgren, P. A. (2012). Agonistic participatory design: Working with marginalised social 

movements. CoDesign, 8(2–3). https://doi.org/10.1080/15710882.2012.672577 

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3(2). 

https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa 

Council of Europe. (1997). Measurement and indicators of integration. Directorate of Social and Economic 

Affairs. 

https://www.coe.int/t/dg3/migration/archives/documentation/Series_Community_Relations/Measureme

nt_indicators_integration_en.pdf 

DeSantis, L., & Ugarriza, D. N. (2000). The concept of theme as used in qualitative nursing research. Western 

Journal of Nursing Research, 22(3). https://doi.org/10.1177/019394590002200308 

Döringer, S. (2021). ‘The problem-centred expert interview’. Combining qualitative interviewing approaches for 

investigating implicit expert knowledge. International Journal of Social Research Methodology, 24(3). 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13645579.2020.1766777 

Ekman, J., & Amnå, E. (2012). Political participation and civic engagement: Towards a new typology. Human 

Affairs, 22(3). https://doi.org/10.2478/s13374-012-0024-1 

Ely, M., Vinz, R., Anzul, M., & Downing, M. (2003). On Writing Qualitative Research: Living by Words. In On 

Writing Qualitative Research: Living by Words. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203451427 

Hussain, S., Sanders, E. B. N., & Steinert, M. (2012). Participatory design with marginalized people in developing 

countries: Challenges and opportunities experienced in a field study in Cambodia. International Journal of 

Design, 6(2). http://www.ijdesign.org/index.php/IJDesign/article/view/1054/455 

Kensing, F., & Blomberg, J. (1998). Participatory Design: Issues and Concerns. Computer Supported Cooperative 

Work, 7(3–4). https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1008689307411 

Kensing, F., & Greenbaum, J. (2012). Heritage: Having a say. In Routledge International Handbook of 

Participatory Design. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203108543 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1541344605276792
https://ec.europa.eu/migrant-integration/sites/default/files/2011-04/docl_19984_14684396.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/01944366908977225
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203108543
https://doi.org/10.1080/15710882.2012.672577
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://www.coe.int/t/dg3/migration/archives/documentation/Series_Community_Relations/Measurement_indicators_integration_en.pdf
https://www.coe.int/t/dg3/migration/archives/documentation/Series_Community_Relations/Measurement_indicators_integration_en.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/019394590002200308
https://doi.org/10.1080/13645579.2020.1766777
https://doi.org/10.2478/s13374-012-0024-1
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203451427
http://www.ijdesign.org/index.php/IJDesign/article/view/1054/455
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1008689307411
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203108543


   

 

 53  

 

Kimbell, L. (2011). Rethinking Design Thinking: Part I. Design and Culture, 3(3). 

https://doi.org/10.2752/175470811x13071166525216 

Kunz, S. (2016). Privileged Mobilities: Locating the Expatriate in Migration Scholarship. Geography Compass, 

10(3). https://doi.org/10.1111/gec3.12253 

Lee, Y. (2008). Design participation tactics: the challenges and new roles for designers in the co-design process. 

CoDesign, 4(1). https://doi.org/10.1080/15710880701875613 

Manzini, E. (2014a). Design in a changing, connected world. Strategic Design Research Journal, 7(2). 

https://spatialmirror.files.wordpress.com/2016/02/manzini-2014_-design-in-a-changing-connected-

world.pdf 

Manzini, E. (2014b). Making things happen: Social innovation and design. Design Issues, 30(1). 

https://doi.org/10.1162/DESI_a_00248 

Manzini, E., & Rizzo, F. (2011). Small projects/large changes: Participatory design as an open participated 

process. CoDesign, 7(3–4). https://doi.org/10.1080/15710882.2011.630472 

Migration Integration Policy Index. (2020). Migration Integration Policy Index 2020: Political Participation. 

https://www.mipex.eu/political-participation 

Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment of Finland. (2016). Government Integration Programme for 2016–

2019 and Government Resolution on a Government Integration Programme. 

https://julkaisut.valtioneuvosto.fi/bitstream/handle/10024/79156/TEMjul_47_2016_verkko.pdf?sequence

=1 

Ministry of Justice of Finland. (2022). Korjataan maahanmuuttaneiden ja monikielisten suomalaisten 

demokratiavaje : Työryhmän raportti ja suositukset. Ministry of Justice. 

https://julkaisut.valtioneuvosto.fi/bitstream/handle/10024/164204/OM_2022_27_ML.pdf?sequence=1&is

Allowed=y 

Pirinen, A., Savolainen, K., Hyysalo, S., & Mattelmäki, T. (2022). Design Enters the City: Requisites and Points of 

Friction in Deepening Public Sector Design. International Journal of Design, 16(3). 

https://doi.org/10.57698/v16i3.01 

Roberts, K., Dowell, A., & Nie, J. B. (2019). Attempting rigour and replicability in thematic analysis of qualitative 

research data; A case study of codebook development. BMC Medical Research Methodology, 19(1). 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12874-019-0707-y 

Robertson, T., & Simonsen, J. (2012a). Challenges and opportunities in contemporary participatory design. 

Design Issues, 28(3). https://doi.org/10.1162/DESI_a_00157 

Robertson, T., & Simonsen, J. (2012b). Participatory design: An introduction. In Routledge International 

Handbook of Participatory Design. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203108543 

Saldaña, J. (2016). The Coding Manual for Qualitative Researchers (No. 14). Sage. 

https://doi.org/10.2752/175470811x13071166525216
https://doi.org/10.1111/gec3.12253
https://doi.org/10.1080/15710880701875613
https://spatialmirror.files.wordpress.com/2016/02/manzini-2014_-design-in-a-changing-connected-world.pdf
https://spatialmirror.files.wordpress.com/2016/02/manzini-2014_-design-in-a-changing-connected-world.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1162/DESI_a_00248
https://doi.org/10.1080/15710882.2011.630472
https://www.mipex.eu/political-participation
https://julkaisut.valtioneuvosto.fi/bitstream/handle/10024/79156/TEMjul_47_2016_verkko.pdf?sequence=1
https://julkaisut.valtioneuvosto.fi/bitstream/handle/10024/79156/TEMjul_47_2016_verkko.pdf?sequence=1
https://julkaisut.valtioneuvosto.fi/bitstream/handle/10024/164204/OM_2022_27_ML.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://julkaisut.valtioneuvosto.fi/bitstream/handle/10024/164204/OM_2022_27_ML.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://doi.org/10.57698/v16i3.01
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12874-019-0707-y
https://doi.org/10.1162/DESI_a_00157
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203108543


   

 

 54  

 

Sanders, E. B.-N., & Stappers, P. J. (2008). Co-creation and the new landscapes of design. CoDesign, 4(1). 

https://doi.org/10.1080/15710880701875068 

Statistics Finland. (2017). UTH-survey: Summary. https://stat.fi/tup/maahanmuutto/uth-

tutkimus/yhteenveto_en.html 

Statistics Finland. (2022a). Concepts and definitions. https://www.stat.fi/tup/maahanmuutto/kasitteet-ja-

maaritelmat_en.html#finnish-background 

Statistics Finland. (2022b, March 31). Number of foreign-language speakers grew by over 25,000 persons. 

https://www.stat.fi/til/vaerak/2021/vaerak_2021_2022-03-31_tie_001_en.html 

Statistics Finland. (2023, April 21). Finland in Figures: Population and Society. 

https://www.stat.fi/tup/suoluk/suoluk_vaesto_en.html#Migration 

The City of Helsinki. (2012). FOREIGNERS IN HELSINKI 2011: Helsinki Urban Facts. 

https://www.hel.fi/static/hel2/tietokeskus/julkaisut/pdf/12_02_16_Tilasto_en_6_Selander.pdf 

The City of Helsinki. (2017). Population with  foreign background  in Helsinki 2016. 

https://www.hel.fi/static/hel2/tietokeskus/julkaisut/pdf/17_01_16_Tilastoja_2_Hiekkavuo.pdf 

Vainio, A. (2013). Beyond research ethics: Anonymity as ‘ontology’, ‘analysis’ and ‘independence’. Qualitative 

Research, 13(6). https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794112459669 

Walford, G. (2005). Research ethical guidelines and anonymity. In International Journal of Research and Method 

in Education (Vol. 28, Issue 1). https://doi.org/10.1080/01406720500036786 

  

  

https://doi.org/10.1080/15710880701875068
https://stat.fi/tup/maahanmuutto/uth-tutkimus/yhteenveto_en.html
https://stat.fi/tup/maahanmuutto/uth-tutkimus/yhteenveto_en.html
https://www.stat.fi/tup/maahanmuutto/kasitteet-ja-maaritelmat_en.html#finnish-background
https://www.stat.fi/tup/maahanmuutto/kasitteet-ja-maaritelmat_en.html#finnish-background
https://www.stat.fi/til/vaerak/2021/vaerak_2021_2022-03-31_tie_001_en.html
https://www.stat.fi/tup/suoluk/suoluk_vaesto_en.html#Migration
https://www.hel.fi/static/hel2/tietokeskus/julkaisut/pdf/12_02_16_Tilasto_en_6_Selander.pdf
https://www.hel.fi/static/hel2/tietokeskus/julkaisut/pdf/17_01_16_Tilastoja_2_Hiekkavuo.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794112459669
https://doi.org/10.1080/01406720500036786


   

 

 55  

 

Appendices 

1) Informed consent form template 

2) Guiding questions for interviews 

3) Interview transcript sample 

4) Theme description 

5) Complete codebook (how the data were analysed to discover the findings) 

6) A map used in the interview for taking notes on the project process 



Mediate across cultures: empower immigrants from design participation to civic
participation 2 (2)
Consent to Participate

Participant’s Copy

Consent to Participate in a Research on “Mediate across cultures: empower immigrants from design
participation to civic participation.”

I, _____________________________________, have been clearly informed on the purpose and
procedures of the research led by Lu Chen at Aalto University School of Arts, Design and Architecture,
Espoo, Bachelor’s Programme in Design and have shown interest in participate in the studies developed by
the student cited above. I am aware and understand the contents of the research and how my participation
will occur.

This research includes
[ ] interview
[ ] other field works (specify)

I have been explained who are the different parties involved in the research that have access to my data. I
understand the practices of storing, protecting, and using the data. By signing this form I agree that:

● I am voluntarily taking part in this project. I understand that I don’t have to take part, and I can stop
the interview at any time;

● The personal information will be anonymised and the transcribed interview or extracts from it may be
used as described above;

● I have read the consent form.

[ ] I agree to participate [ ] I do not agree to participate

__/__/____ _____________________________
Date and Place

_________________________________________
Name of Participant

_________________________________________
Signature of Participant

_________________________________________
Signature of Researcher

Contact Information:
Lu Chen
lu.1.chen@aalto.fi
Tel. +358 46 682 4916

I volunteer to participate in the studies. I may choose to rescind or abort my participation in the studies at any time during the studies, by informing the
student cited above. Rescinding or aborting my participation will not affect my position at any point in time. I may also revoke this consent to participate in
the study, in which case information pertaining to me will not be used in the studies. Research results pertaining to me may be used in scientific reporting
(e.g. publications). This study follows the responsible conduct of research, legislation and guidelines available at
http://www.tenk.fi/en/resposible-conduct-research-guidelines

Aalto University
School of Arts, Design and Architecture
Bachelor’s Programme in Design

Postal address:
P.O. Box 31000
FI-00076 AALTO

Visiting address:
Otaniementie 14
Espoo, Finland

Telephone:
+358 46 682 4916

Lu Chen
lu.1.chen@aalto.fi
Bachelor’s Student

http://www.tenk.fi/en/resposible-conduct-research-guidelines
http://www.tenk.fi/en/resposible-conduct-research-guidelines
mailto:lu.1.chen@aalto.fi


Mediate across cultures: participatory design in empowering immigrants’ civic
engagement 2 (1)
Consent to Participate

Researcher’s Copy

Consent to Participate in a Research on “Mediate across cultures: participatory design in empowering
immigrants’ civic engagement.”

I, _____________________________________, have been clearly informed on the purpose and
procedures of the research led by Lu Chen at Aalto University School of Arts, Design and Architecture,
Espoo, Bachelor’s Programme in Design and have shown interest in participate in the studies developed by
the student cited above. I am aware and understand the contents of the research and how my participation
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understand the practices of storing, protecting, and using the data. By signing this form I agree that:

● I am voluntarily taking part in this project. I understand that I don’t have to take part, and I can stop
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Mediate across cultures: participatory design in supporting
immigrants’ civic engagement
Discussion Guide Ver 4.0

Researcher: Lu Chen

Date: ______/______/_______

Participant: ____________________

Set-up: [ ] In-person: _________
[ ] Remote

Research Questions:

1. How are immigrants in Finland being involved in public projects through participatory
design activities? (2023.03.08)

2. How do design practitioners or researchers’ work (with certain roles or methods) in civic
projects with immigrants? (2023.02.13)

3. What are the challenges and opportunities for designers working with immigrants in
participatory civic projects in Finland? (2023.02.02)

Introduction

Hi, my name is Lu. I’m a third-year Bachelor student studying Design at Aalto University. This
interview is part of my BA thesis research. The working title of my thesis is “Mediate across
cultures: participatory design in empowering immigrants’ civic engagement.”

My focus is to understand how participatory design is being adopted when working with
immigrants in public or community projects in Finland, and possibly to investigate the impact of
these activities on its participants, including immigrants and other less engaged residents.

May I record this interview for transcription and analysis later?

[ ] Yes [ ] No



Topic 0: Warm-up (5~7 min)

Objectives

● Gather the professional information of the participants, such as their title, pronouns,
research interests/specialised fields, professional experiences, years of experience, etc.

Guiding Questions

● What is your research interest/working experience?
● What is your experience working with immigrants in design?
● May I ask, how would you describe your residential status in Finland?

○ When did you move here?
○ How well do you speak Finnish (or Swedish)?



Topic 1: Context of the Specific Case (10 min)

Objectives

Use this section to understand the specific project’s time, duration, goal, scope, outcome (if
applicable), and other relevant information.

If the project information is publicly available, use this section to clarify the uncertain or
ambiguous details of the project.

Guiding Questions

● How did you get involved in this project?
● Could you please briefly introduce me to the project timeline?



Topic 2: Workshop/Project Planning (20 min)

Objectives

Understand the planning process – the “design of participatory design.”

Guiding Questions

● What kind of participatory activities did you plan?
● Who and how were involved? (e.g., immigrants, municipalities, other stakeholders, etc.)

○ How were they recruited and informed?
○ At which stages did the immigrant participants involved?

● How did you prepare the participatory sessions (e.g., invitations, recruitment,
communication, tools and materials, language, etc.)?

● What was the goal of the participation?



Topic 3: Actual Conduct, Evaluation, and Continuation (20 min)

Objectives

Inquire into the actual participatory process, its deliverables, possible continuations afterwards,
and designers’ reflections.

Guiding Questions

● How did the actual participatory processes go compared to the plan?
● How were the outputs of the participatory activities used?
● How did the participants/stakeholders react/respond to the activities (e.g., emotions,

questions, suggestions, feedback, etc.)?
○ If so, how?
○ How were these being addressed (at the session or afterwards)?

● How does the process or working experience differ when working with immigrant
residents?

○ What do you think designers should be more sensitive when working with
immigrants in participation?

● How does your own life experience influence your work in this project?



Closing: Questions and Feedback (5 min)

Example Questions

● Is there anything you would like to add that I haven’t really thought about?
● Would you mind recommending some other subject matter experts for this research?
● Let them know that they can contact me if there’s any question or comment,

○ Or, if it is okay for me to contact them if there’s any further questions.
● Thank you for your time and sharing <3



Transcript Sample
(from Interview #1)

…

00:09:07 Participant-1

Because we believe that if we want the citizens of the area to influence the surroundings, you have to

make them participate. We wanted, I mean it's something that was part of our agenda to do something

in a participatory process, right? Like, I come from participatory design. For me, if I want to do things in a

way that is better for the people, I don't see how other things you can do other than involving them in

the process. Of course, some other things that you have to do because… of course you always have

some political agreements and some other things that are also necessary. But during the design process,

for me, it's super important to involve the people that are going to be the ones living in the area.

00:10:04 Researcher

But then how did you recruit all the participants?

00:10:11 Participant-1

Well, we had a social worker in our team that was [Name of the social worker], she has been crucial in

this. Because she was a social worker and knew how to do it. So, she went a lot to the area, she spent a

lot of time talking to different groups of people, trying to reach them and spent time understanding. For

example, she tried to reach the Somali group and then the Somali women, they couldn't talk to us if we

don't talk to one person first. So, we went to that person and then they accepted to come to a workshop

if we also have a translator, like someone that could translate because not all of them were talking in

Finnish. She did a lot of this type of work and then there was a Kurdish association there. She also went

there several times, even before we agreed to have the workshops with the Kurdish Association. You

know, she has spent a lot of time and effort in order to outreach the immigrants in that area. It was like a

social worker type of work and she knew how to do it -- she was with the priest and with these and with

the others. She did a lot of work that I don't even know. I mean, my role was to conduct these workshops

and to work together with them when they were already gathered, but there was a lot of background

work in order to make them come.

00:12:12 Researcher

So, the communication of the participatory workshop is also done by social workers or designers?

00:12:21 Participant-1

You mean, like telling them that we are going to (host a workshop)?

00:12:24 Researcher

Yes.

…



Topic Description Theme Definition Sub-theme Statement focus

1. Designers’ challenges (Response to Sub-RQ2)

Obstacles for designers to conduct 

participatory design acitivites with 

target groups with immigrant 

backgraounds

What is not:

- Participants' challenges in the design 

problems

1.1 Human aspects Factors related to individual constraints and interpersonal relationships, such as the lack of 

proficiency in certain languages, limited capacity for the participation, the risk of 

emotional burnout for both participants and designers, and the relationship building with 

the target group

1.1.a Language barriers Language barriers between designers and 

stakeholders, including the people with 

immigrant backgrounds and service actors

1.1.b Participants' capacity 

to participate

Participants' availability and capability for the 

activities, especially their schedules, familiarity 

of the discussion topics, etc.

1.1.c Emotionally heavy 

subjects 

The emotion toll that hinders individuals 

(including both design professionals and 

participants) during the design activities

1.1.d Limited access to the 

target group

Limited channels for design professionals to 

communicate with the target group for 

participatory activities

1.2 Social, cultural, and political 

aspects

Obstacles that hinder the participation, with a special focus on the cultural norms as well 

as the existing social and political structures

1.2.a.Differences in cultural 

customs and values 

1.2.b Conversions between 

everyday knowledge and 

professional frameworks 

The clash between participants' everyday 

knowledge and designer professionals' tools, 

artefacts, and ways of working

1.2.c Complexity and 

sensitivity of the subjects

The tension in design activities due to the 

complex and sensitive subjects, especially in the 

political context

1.2.d. Participants' distrust 

towards the existing systems 

and/or design professionals

Participants' distrust and resistance towards 

designers and the participatory activities

1.2.e Different working 

methods and beliefs among 

designers

1.3 Time and other resources Factors that concerns the availability of time and other resources such as human 

resources and budget

1.3.a Time available for 

researching and gaining trust

The insufficient overall  duration of the project 

for designers to thoroughly research into the 

design issues or building trust with the 

participants

1.3.b Budget for acquiring 

support from translations, 

social works, psychology, 

etc.

Wishes for specific type of expertise, which was 

absent in the process due to lack of budget

1.4 Organisational aspects Hinderance from the public sector, including stakeholders’ predetermined objectives for 

the project, structures between service actors, and the working cycle of the public sector

1.4.a Stakeholder’s 

predetermined objectives 

Stakeholders' reluctance to the design proposals 

due to their existing plans for the projects

1.4.b.Structures between 

service actors

The structures within and between service 

actors that hinder the communication, 

implementation, and sustainment of the 

participatory initiatives

1.4.c The working cycle of 

the public sector

The delay or discontinuance of the proposed 

changes due to the working cycle of the public 

sector



2. Designers’ practices (Response to Sub-RQ1)

What interviewed designers commonly 

did in their participatory projects

2.1 Collaborate with other experts and 

organisations

Designers work together with experts (e.g., social work, translation, and the specific 

subject matters) and organisations (e.g., activism groups, resident associations, or cultural 

instituitions)

2.2 Adopt tools besides workshops to 

engage the target group

Designers adopt various methords (e.g., interviews and surveys) to understand target 

groups' needs or provide different modes for target groups to be involved in the process

2.3 Contextualise the design activities 

with target groups’ routine activities

Designers contextualise the activities according to target groups' routine, such as the 

schedule, venues (physical), or platforms (digital)

2.4 Create a trustful environment for 

(critical) discussion

Designers assure the participants that the collaborative sessions are trustworthy and 

ordinary residents are safe to critise the existing system

2.5 Frame boundaries for sensitive 

discussions 

Designers clarify the focus of activities and provide buffer for potential heavy emotions

2.6 Acknowledge the expertise of 

participants

Designers acknowledge the participants as experts in the specific subject (instead of 

simply the informants)

3. Designers’ reflections on 

their practices and 

responsibilities

Designers' comments regarding their 

practices and roles in projects

3.1 Avoid assumptions on the target 

group

(Response to Sub-RQ1 and Sub-RQ2)

Designers questioned if these challenges or practices are only specific to the immigrant 

target groups.

4 Designers' roles in a 

collaborative process

(Response to Main RQ)

Designers described and reflected on 

their responsibilities in the projects.

4.1 Designer as the facilitator of 

collaboration 

Designers connect the often discrete stakeholders and facilitate the collaborative process

4.2 Designer as the trigger of change Designers inspire changes from the stakeholders (including both the public sectors and 

residents) through the participatory process

4.3 Designer as an individual (who is 

also embedded in the social fabric and 

other systems) 

Designers synthesise own life experience into their working



Topic Description Theme Definition Sub-theme Statement focus

Distribution 

(number of 

interviews)

Frequency 

(number of 

quotes) Designer # Quote # Data extracts / quotes

1. Designers’ challenges (Response to Sub-RQ2)

Obstacles for designers to conduct participatory design acitivites 

with target groups with immigrant backgraounds

What is not:

- Participants' challenges in the design problems

1.1 Human aspects Factors related to individual constraints and 

interpersonal relationships, such as the lack of 

proficiency in certain languages, limited 

capacity for the participation, the risk of 

emotional burnout for both participants and 

designers, and the relationship building with 

the target group

1.1.a Language barriers Language barriers 

between designers 

and stakeholders, 

including the people 

with immigrant 

backgrounds and 

service actors

5 20 1 1 I mostly conducted because they were in Finnish -- I mean the two ones 

that we did there, they were in Finnish and they (the social worker and the 

architect) couldn't speak Finnish.

1 2 Well, with the language question, it's a mess.

1 3 So, facilitation and translation for fifty people with groups of people that 

also talked a third language because I had to translate from English to 

Finnish and from Finnish to English. But also we had like a group of fifteen 

people that couldn't talk any Finnish, so they were with their own 

translation in Somali, so it was a kind of a challenging situation (laughing).

1 4 Well, it was fifty persons and I had to translate and facilitate the workshop. 

And, we have in them, like fifteen Somali women with their own translator, 

the activists are there and then the Kurds also. I mean, luckily the Kurds, 

they could speak Finnish, so, they were kind of mixed with the others. But it 

was a lot of people and then a journalist from Helsinki Sanomat came... It 

was just too many things going on at the same time.

5 1 Because, we also did quite a big survey online but identified that we will 

reach the Finnish speakers and the Swedish speakers much easier, but 

people who speak other languages or are not familiar with the service, we 

will need to use other methods.

5 2 I think it's a little bit maybe sad that these are maybe we call them the 

"silent groups". People may have assumptions that, for example, immigrant 

people think this or that, but quite rarely they are approached as it's not 

that easy. And you might not have a shared language, or it might be a little 

bit more challenging to reach them or get them in the same place.

5 3 in the playground project, as part of the communication package for 

individual playground, we strongly encourage them to, first of all, if they 

didn't have digital screens, but if they have a digital screen, they would have 

the basic information like welcoming, opening times, where to find more 

information, website things in the biggest language groups of the area. So, 

instead of just (standardisation), all areas have a little bit different 

(demographic), for example, it could be Russian, Estonian, Somali, or 

whatever around it in certain areas. So they would translate the key 

information and use the digital screens because you can't have that many 

languages in many signs at once. So, (we) try to encourage them to... 

Because quite often, the people that you're trying to reach out are not 

Finnish speakers, at least yet so. So making sure that they (can) find these 

things.

6 1 I just said to them that it's not an ideal setting in my eyes that for people 

who maybe not have lived here long yet, and are learning their language, 

this is maybe not the time to start discussing politics of public space. It's not 

because of the vocabulary, it's because of the cultural backgrounds and so 

on. It's very complex.

6 2 I think, of course, languages is a very big thing. How do we explain complex 

topics about democratic public space or the politics of public space (when 

we don't have a mutual language)? So the language. I'm not saying we have 

to use those words (the concept), but to formulate this (kind of 

conversations).

6 3 ...what I was saying that language is very crucial, of course. And we find the 

right words and the right ways to talk about these topics that might be quite 

complex to people regardless of their backgrounds, cultural backgrounds, 

or experience in living in any society, who might be not familiar with 

decision making or management of public space or so on. So yeah, language 

is one.

6 4 And I'm thinking, there has to be ways to communicate, that is accessible 

for everyone. And that applies, of course, to children and young people, 

the vocabulary, and explanations of all these topics are relatable and 

understandable. So it's not only about the language, whether it's Finnish or 

English or other language. It's also the vocabulary and how togive examples 

of these more complex topics in everyday experiences. For instance, what 

does it mean (by the concept).

6 5 But I'd say I think first and foremost is the way of communication. And then, 

how to work with this sort of language barriers, that's very challenging. I 

think those can have translators along.

6 6 ...languages, of course, it is a difficult issue. Because, for instance, if I've 

been meeting with a group of immigrants who are still learning Finnish, 

there are many, many levels of knowledge (proficiency) already in Finnish. 

And then also, within that group, maybe ten different languages. So what is 

the common? If we'd have like one translator, what language would that 

be? It still doesn't cover all the ten languages.

6 7 ...in (name of another neighbourhood) project now we are thinking that we 

have quite a lot of illustrations of the project thematics - that is also what 

we've been already doing. But, just to illustrate these topics and thematics 

rather than have it in many, many languages. Of course, it is one of the 

biggest limitations, I guess. And finding ways around it would be really 

great.

7 1 Well, yeah, like the one I did was in English. And the other workshop they 

did was in Finnish. So I think the language barrier was a bit hard that even 

the PO, she didn't really like, want to communicate with me because she 

didn't.

7 2 I got to know that. So they were having this meeting with a designer, other 

Finnish designers and a few other stakeholders, they were doing some 

meetings every week. And I didn't know this meeting even exist. I got to 

know it when I almost when I was about to leave my job. So I asked the PO, 

why didn't you tell me that you guys were having meetings? And they said, 

it's nothing personal, but just like they are not feeling comfortable to 

speaking English. I think if I could speak Finnish, or if they could, at least a 

bit of help, try to be more cooperate together, then I think it would be 

better. There were some of those challenges in way.

7 3 I would say because of my language barrier to Finnish, there was some sort 

of in the way of working in silos. Except me, all my colleagues at City of 

Helsinki was working with Finnish parents. And I was the only one working 

for international parents. So it was a bit hard that even though I tried to 

communicate my research findings with them, but still, usually it was like 

just new language introduced and such. I wish it could be more 

cooperative.

7 4 Because of this language barrier, I felt like working alone quite often 

although the service designers were also trying to communicate with me 

and involve me but I would say there was some difficulty in communication.

8 1 We only had one Finnish speaker, I think no, we had two Finnish speakers. 

The Finnish speakers were the ones who were talking to people on Discord 

and things like that. So I don't know as much about that part of the work 

because I don't speak Finnish. I was just using English. So for anyone I 

interacted with, we just spoke English, which, created a bit of issues 

because there are quite a few people who didn't feel comfortable 

communicating in English.

8 2 We went to libraries, and we asked people if they would speak to us they're 

like. And so then they tried to hunt down the one English speaker. It was a 

little bit, I think we overwhelmed them a little bit. But in the end, we found 

like quite a few people who were interested.

1.1.b Participants' 

capacity to participate

Participants' 

availability and 

capability for the 

activities, especially 

their schedules, 

technological skill, 

familiarity of the 

discussion topics, 

etc.

5 11 3 1 Unless of course, there is a language barrier, digital literacy barrier, or 

something like that.

4 1 The biggest limitation that I also mentioned in my thesis was accessing 

immigrants, because I was limited to those immigrants who had access to 

the internet, and who had some basic understanding of digital tools like 

Zoom, and other stuff.

4 2 For instance, when I worked with the ministry, actually, (remote meetings) 

turned out to be quite good. It was easy, you know, to schedule meetings. 

Everybody could join, no matter where they were, the sessions were 

productive. And so I think in terms of that, like working with other 

stakeholders, it was great, but particular working with immigrants, it was a 

limitation.

4 3 I think this is in general, in participation, if you think about it, the public 

sector and - I also write this in my thesis - the public sector, people who are 

part of the project, they get paid to be a part of this. And then when you 

have citizens or immigrants in this particular they have to do it for free in 

their own spare time. So they have to be very highly motivated to give a 

couple of hours in the afternoon of their free time for this, right? So, I think 

that's one big reason.

5 1 But I think the challenge is that, as a design professional utilising 

collaborative approaches, it's very important the atmosphere that you 

create, and also quite often that the context that you're in. So, for example, 

with families, it's really nice to be in a place where the kids have something 

to do. And, maybe we don't bother them (the families) out of their daily 

routines, it's nice that we maybe get more people to participate rather than 

if we have a workshop somewhere where we invite people and people 

have to go there. So it's better maybe to go where people are and make it 

very easy for them to participate and have relaxing atmosphere.

6 1 I just said to them that it's not an ideal setting in my eyes that for people 

who maybe not have lived here long yet, and are learning their language, 

this is maybe not the time to start discussing politics of public space. It's not 

because of the vocabulary, it's because of the cultural backgrounds and so 

on. It's very complex.



6 2 My suggestion at that moment was that there would be something, maybe 

like an open space in public space, where people can come in and 

experience these topics that we are talking about. It could be something like 

an open space, where you can just sit down and you don't have to buy 

anything and you can relax and meet others. And through this encounters, 

we can explore these issues together rather than trying to facilitate this 

(conversation).

6 3 And then still there, we need to identify what are the capabilities or abilities 

(for the communities) to take part in any of these things.

6 4 One of the capabilities is really to even have time to dedicate for some 

participatory process. For instance, I think quite well handled nowadays. 

For example, childcare provided at participatory workshops or something 

like that. So for families, for instance, for mothers, there're a lot of quite 

small but important factors to be taken into account.

6 5 ...languages, of course, it is a difficult issue. Because, for instance, if I've 

been meeting with a group of immigrants who are still learning Finnish, 

there are many, many levels of knowledge (proficiency) already in Finnish. 

And then also, within that group, maybe 10 different languages. So what is 

the common? If we'd have like one translator, what language would that 

be? It still doesn't cover all the ten languages.

7 1 [Researcher: What was challenging during the process?]

I think the arranging part, because everyone has different schedule.

7 2 Also, for some families, they preferred weekend, while the others wanted 

weekdays. The arrangement was a bit like, hard.

1.1.c Emotionally heavy 

subjects 

The emotion toll that 

hinders individuals 

(including both 

design professionals 

and participants) 

during the design 

activities

3 6 2 1 However, we are observing a phenomenon where the people are 

discriminated and do not get as much employment as non-immigrants in 

this case, which... of course, because employment is one part of the life 

well-being elements in Western world at least. So, in this setting, it will bring 

emotions or stress, and such things.

2 2 In this situation, when we talk about life change, well-being, stressful 

moments, or other things that might emerge strong emotions, then by 

reflecting through someone else, you don't need to tell your personal story, 

which might be embarrassing, or which might be something that you don't 

want to share with the people present.

3 1 there were a lot of constraints and there were a lot of like emotions in this 

project.

8 1 And, you know, there's a lot of really like, emotional kind of pain around 

some of these issues. So they often come out to service to city employees 

who are just trying to provide, like, one service. And so I think they were 

very afraid that we were just going to get caught up in the negativity.

8 2 This is actually really hard. Because a lot of the stories were really difficult. I 

don't know that we wrote it in the project report, but one of them was one 

of the service providers, one of his clients who actually took their life in the 

end. And it was very emotional for him. And then for us to hear that was 

(also) very emotional. So it was also...

8 3 But I think, yeah, it was both difficult for our participant to talk about this. 

But it was very clear also, that they really needed to talk about it. So if I 

were doing the project over again, I would have a list of resources, like all 

the mental health resources in Finland, which actually everyone involved 

knows about them. But I think it would also have been really good to kind 

of have some protocol for how to first take care of your participants, and 

then also take care of yourself when you're talking about emotionally heavy 

topics. And for us, we just kind of took a pause for a bit and all checked in 

on each other a little bit as well. But, I go to therapy regularly, so I discussed 

with my therapist, but not everyone does that. And you have to find your 

way of coping with when you're hearing difficult things. I think that's 

another reason that participatory design is really great and the intentions 

are really good, but I think you also have to be really aware of the fact that 

what you're asking people can bring up really painful things for them.

1.1.d Limited 

communication 

channels to target 

group

Limited channels for 

design professionals 

to communicate with 

the target group for 

participatory 

activities

4 9 4 1 The biggest limitation that I also mentioned in my thesis was accessing 

immigrants, because I was limited to those immigrants who had access to 

the internet, and who had some basic understanding of digital tools like 

Zoom, and other stuff. So that definitely really narrowed down who I could 

include.

4 2 Obviously, I only had the group of immigrants who had certain skills and 

certain access.

4 3 I tried to put a mix of age, gender, ethnicity, how long they've been living in 

Finland, etc. But unfortunately, as it turned out, it was very difficult to get 

people on board. So, at the end, basically, the people who showed up were 

my group.

4 4 ...getting people on board that was also difficult, like the actual execution 

was the easiest, but getting people like, I spent a lot of time creating social 

media, you know, posts and images. And I wrote to a lot of NGOs. And I got, 

you know, four people at the end. So I think in that way, you know, if I was 

in Finland, I could have gotten to an immigrant centre, or I could have 

stand, you know, stood at the I don't know, where they make ideas or 

something. But here, you're really distanced from the participants, so it 

makes it difficult.

4 5 ...one of the things that I would love to do, but I didn't have the opportunity 

is to go where the immigrants are, and be there physically, and observe and 

talk to them and get to know them. And I think that will help you get a 

better understanding of what the reality is like, because the things that you 

read, you know, in articles or on websites, are not a very reliable 

representation of reality. So for instance, when I was reading, like, different 

strategies and documents from the European Union, and from the Finnish 

government, and they're all about participation and inclusion, you know, 

and everything is written down. But then in reality, the things are not like 

that. So I think what would be useful is to experience it yourself, in a way.

4 6 ...if you can find a place where you can go take photos, you know, immerse 

yourself, I think I would have I would have loved to do that if I had the 

opportunity.

5 1 We did some interviews in September, October, maybe we did quite a bit of 

interviews. It was Corona times as well. So we had some challenges in being 

able to be present. Especially, if we're talking about people with possibly a 

different cultural background or different language, it's very important to 

interact face to face.

6 1 I think it's usually the social media groups of the area; on site, we had some 

signage of the future open event. And then through, of course, the city's 

own communications, since this was a city project. But these are limited. 

And then through the stakeholders, different associations and so on. But 

yeah, you can never reach maybe enough people in certain way.

8 1 The challenging (part) was just getting to people.

1.2 Social, cultural, and 

political aspects

Obstacles that hinder the participation, with a 

special focus on the cultural norms as well as 

the existing social and political structures

1.2.a Differences in 

cultural customs and 

values 

Different social and 

cultural norms, 

practices, or values 

that designers might 

not be aware of 

before the projects

2 6 1 1 For example, she (the social worker) tried to reach the Somali group and 

then the Somali women, they couldn't talk to us if we first don't talk to one 

person.

5 1 Even the "immigrant" term is perhaps wrong, it's maybe the people who are 

newly coming to Helsinki, for example. It maybe doesn't even matter if 

you're coming from abroad or if you're moving in from another city, but 

just taking the perspective of people who are not aware of the services or 

the institutions. And, of course, cultural differences and these kinds of 

issues (should be considered) as well.

5 2 ...it's this (name of the public scheme) social workers were part of the 

steering group and part of the experts. Also, they're working in the areas 

where we were going to the field and working together with the 

playground service employees and educators there. So they were also part 

of this, and they provided us quite important insights on the understanding 

the routines of families. And, because they work more with the families 

there, they explained certain things that I don't think that we would have 

covered and understood just by ourselves.

5 3 ...maybe the the one thing is that in some cultures that who can you ask, 

and is it okay to respond? So, quite often, it could be also that in certain 

families, it could be that the father of the family is the one that is giving (the 

approval). 

5 4 Also, this is maybe that the social research people know much better than 

me that, why in certain families you should approach maybe the entire 

family when the father is also present. Or, do you approach through, for 

example, an imam. Maybe, there is a leader in the community, that gives an 

okay, and then everybody knows that it's okay to respond to this, that this 

is okay thing. So there could be this (convention that) makes people a little 

bit careful to answer.

5 5 We're in Nordic, in Finland, we have certain (aesthetic or ideas that)  might 

be a little bit bizarre about places for (kids). It may look different or feel 

different (in a different culture). There are of course, differences between 

playgrounds. But for example, how playful could certain things be? Or could 

we have some themes in the, in the parks? And what would the themes be? 

But also, for example, the visuals.



1.2.b Conversions 

between everyday 

knowledge and 

professional 

frameworks 

The clash between 

participants' 

everyday knowledge 

and designer 

professionals' tools, 

artefacts, and ways 

of working

4 11 1 1 And that was very funny because then - I think that I described that in one 

of the papers - because then the group of Somali women, they had never 

seen a drawing - I don't know how you say it in English, you know, a layout 

of a city from the above. It was the first time for them to see something like 

that. So, they took the Legos and all the wooden pieces, and they built 

everything on the top of the forest because they thought, “OK, there is no 

building, we can move things (here).” And then, one of the activists saw 

that and he was like “you are building on the top of the forest, so you don't 

enjoy the forest.”

1 2 And then, they were like, “no! Yes, we enjoy the forests. We go for walks in 

the evening. We really love the forest!” But they couldn't understand the 

drawing. I mean, it's something that a lot of us will take it for granted that is 

a type of drawing that everybody understands. And when you say, “this is a 

building” then we said, “oh yes, of course, the building – it is a square.” 

Because you are (trained in design) ... I mean, we are so used to this type of 

representation that we don't question that.

1 3 I thought that was going to be a 5-minute thing: you put the dot there and 

that's it, right? And then it took a lot of discussions because they had never 

seen this type of drawing, or they were not used to that. So that took for 

them a lot of time to identify where they were, and where their house was.

1 4 ...for example, I gave them good pieces and Duplo Lego, you know, the big 

ones. And some of them, they were very nerdy and they were like, “well, 

this is not the right scale.”

1 5 They (the activism group) were happy that we brought new people into 

their idea, but they also were very “jealous.” So first we have a workshop 

only with the activist, and then we invited them, then we said, “OK, we are 

going to do the same with the immigrants.” And we thought that we could 

do it only with the immigrants and then all the activists, they also came and I 

said “well, but we are going to do exactly the same as we have done already 

with you.” But they also wanted to participate and take part.

4 1 There were suggestions to give more specific examples. Because we were 

talking about policy, right? Yes. And for some immigrants that was difficult 

to grasp.

4 2 There were some one was about the sessions being longer, which is funny 

enough.

6 1 I think, of course, languages is a very big thing. How do we explain complex 

topics about democratic public space or the politics of public space (when 

we don't have a mutual language)? So the language. I'm not saying we have 

to use those words (the concept), but to formulate this (kind of 

conversations).

6 2 So what I was saying that language is very crucial, of course. And we find 

the right words and the right ways to talk about these topics that might be 

quite complex to people regardless of their backgrounds, cultural 

backgrounds, or experience in living in any society, who might be not 

familiar with decision making or management of public space or so on.

6 3 And I'm thinking, there has to be ways to communicate, that is accessible 

for everyone. And that applies, of course, to children and young people, 

the vocabulary, and explanations of all these topics are relatable and 

understandable. So it's not only about the language, whether it's Finnish or 

English or other language. It's also the vocabulary and how togive examples 

of these more complex topics in everyday experiences. For instance, what 

does it mean (by the concept).

7 1 The other one comment is that at that time Miro was new to some, and 

quite a bit of time was lost on learning how to use it. Yeah, hence there was 

the overtime of workshop

1.2.c Complexity and 

sensitivity of the 

subjects

The tension in design 

activities due to the 

complex and 

sensitive subjects, 

especially in the 

political context

4 10 1 1 But then, for example, when the proposal was presented to the city, 

nobody talked in the media about the immigrants’ participation. Everybody 

talks about protecting the forest, but nobody (talked about immigrants). 

They could have given more weight to the proposal. The fact that (the 

proposal) was done together with the immigrants of the area.

1 2 That was something that I (wrote)... you have that in one of my articles, one 

that I wrote with (name of another researcher), in which we said like, “it's a 

pity that the media and the activist they only talked about protecting the 

area but they did not use the participatory process as one of the arguments 

for defending that proposal.

3 1 Indeed, I feel that it's a very good exercise, but for a more sensitive and 

secure racial and such like migration-based topic, we can't solve these 

problems based on the very first idea that we have and then also expect to 

deliver high quality work and make it look very polished. So, in that sense it 

was a bit of a short-sighted approach. It can still help in many ways, but for 

a timeline which was just six weeks, in my retrospection, it was not the best 

approach

3 2 For example, people are extremely uncomfortable to talk about topics 

related to race, topics related to injustice. Especially when you want to 

work as a team, you don't want to cross the line and not have conflicts 

within the team. It's a very delicate, like the balance of teamwork and 

individualism and individual beliefs.

3 3 It goes always like... So, if I'm talking to, let's say another brown person, 

maybe they are more open to talk about topics related to race because we 

know in no way we will offend each other - or maybe we would, but it's OK. 

The bar of “it's OK” is still higher. But if I have to talk to a black person or a 

white person about race, even I may like, be more careful and conscious 

before I choose my word. Because I don't want to offend them by any 

means, but I also do want to have a very productive conversation.

3 4 Also, sometimes I may not know what would offend them. Maybe in my 

opinion, I don't get offended so easily, but that may not apply to the person 

I'm talking to, to whom is next to me.

3 5 that was my frustration. Nobody wants to talk about it because, as I was 

telling you earlier, topics related to race (are sensitive), and people 

(hesitated)... I can talk to another brown person about it. But talking to a 

person of different ethnic group is a bit difficult because, again, it puts me 

also in a difficult spot. Even though I want to talk about it, but at the same 

time I don't want to say things that might offend somebody. And that too, 

talking about it in person and the person can see the whole body language. 

That's different. Because all of these happened online. OK, I can talk to you 

in person for two hours straight, but if you were talking online, after 30 or 

40 minutes, maybe I start draining energy. So, all of these (factors), limited 

conversations. It may also be influenced by the mode of communication.

3 6 In design, we always talk about to challenge our assumptions - you cannot 

assume just by the popular narrative that applies to (everything). But 

unfortunately, I felt that even it's such a simple thing and it's not like rocket 

science to understand - this simple thing "do not make assumptions.”

3 7 Always be sensitive maybe - I don't mind talking about my nationality and 

my country - but maybe some people don't want to disclose it. Maybe they 

don't want you (to form stereotype), because, if I say, oh, I have X 

nationality, people may try to already put me in a box.

4 1 Definitely, the narratives, woof. I got into a rabbit hole when I was 

researching immigration. And then I went to the level of, and this is, it's 

scary.

4 2 Challenging was the research part, because immigration in itself is a huge 

topic, and policymaking in itself is a huge topic. So I got lost at the 

beginning. Also, in terms of policy, it has a lot of lingo or, you know, specific, 

specific language that I had to get used to in order to understand. So I think, 

because these areas are really vast, it was difficult for me to focus and 

narrow down and sort of get a coherent understanding.

8 1 There's a lot of really like, emotional kind of pain around some of these 

issues. So they often come out to service to city employees who are just 

trying to provide, like, one service. And so I think they were very afraid that 

we were just going to get caught up in the negativity.

1.2.d Participants' 

distrust towards the 

existing systems and/or 

design professionals

Participants' distrust 

and resistance 

towards designers 

and the participatory 

activities

5 14 2 1 We did one workshop on this: how to suggest a change of profession. 

Because this seemed to be a very tricky question for the people I 

interviewed and a very sensitive topic which would often lead to 

miscommunication or misunderstanding, or the feeling of being 

underestimated.

2 2 What we observe is that the people expect the system to give them the 

empowerment and the system does not do it. So, there's a gap between the 

expectations and the reality. Or, the understanding of what the system 

should be doing is different from the two sides.

2 3 we just focus on immigrants because there's this systemic view, how people 

do not get the system, is even stronger in this user group because of not 

knowing the language, of course, is one thing, but also not knowing where 

to ask the help, not having the inside view of... OK, in Finland we have Kela, 

we have this employment service, then you have the unemployment funds, 

the worker unions. You would have personal networks and so on. There are 

these things and this is actually in the context of immigrants, but often 

turned towards people thinking, “is it because I'm an immigrant,” which is 

another topic of research. People who are worse off will sometimes 

reinforce the situation.

2 4 We had one participant who was, I think it was a... We didn't know that this 

person is like - how to say it nicely - like against our research somehow. So, 

they were trying to fight against the topic most of the time. Then in this 

group, the discussion was that, this person was so against of this change of 

career topic that they didn't want to discuss. They were just saying like that 

this is wrong, like why would I need to change career? And later I found out 

that this is someone who had a very bad experience and has been like 20 

years unemployed. They were trolling the event almost on purpose.



3 1 The whole narrative was so twisted like, “we are so good as a city, we are so 

open to people who are not from Finland. And we give them job 

opportunities” -- but inherently it's for their own benefit. I was so irritated 

by this narrative that how this kind of a white supremacist thinking just 

continues, even though, Finland particularly doesn't have a colonial history, 

but the white supremacy still is so profound. Also, on one hand, they are 

trying to call these highly educated people “migrants.” They are “migrants,” 

if they are brown skinned; but they are “expats” if they are white skinned. 

The negative connotation attached with the word “immigrant” was 

something I feel...

4 1 The second is also, maybe previous bad experience, or maybe they don't 

think that they can give anything like that was also the fact that they feel 

they have nothing to offer. Or, they feel that they can't influence anything. 

Or, maybe they don't understand, like, or cannot imagine, like, how would 

that look like? And they're maybe scared of that. So, isn't there a lot of 

reasons why people don't participate?

4 2 If you're not paying people, you're asking them, that they offer their free 

time and their knowledge and their experience and their opinions with you. 

And in order for these participatory processes to be successful, you need 

some level of trust between all of these people who are participating, and 

trust is built slowly.

5 1 And there might be misunderstanding, so it's a little bit more work.

8 1 And I think that going into certain communities and expecting them to 

participate in programmes where they're not represented in the 

organisation side is part of the problem. Maybe it doesn't feel very nice if 

you are a group of Somali women and you have some white Finnish guy 

come in and say, we want you to participate. I think that, I feel, sometimes 

the spaces aren't very inviting for people who maybe have better ways to 

be spending their time.

8 2 I think with this specific target group, it's because like - why would they 

care? This is my feeling. If you were a young person who is really like 

slipping through the cracks of society, you have  depression or anxiety; or, 

maybe... quite a few of them have like substance abuse issues or something 

like that. Then I don't know if they maybe see the value in participating with 

something like that with us. And also, I don't know that. Like, we are 

necessarily the best people to be approaching them either.

8 3 But then on the other hand, we realise that saying that we were masters 

students from the university doing a project kind of made them a little bit 

like, like "more students doing their stupid projects."

8 4 One of the things that the service providers were saying, especially, is that 

the city does a lot of these things where they involve us, but then they 

leave, and they don't do anything and nothing comes of it. So they felt a 

little like, you could feel a bit of like frustration and annoyance of being like, 

you always ask for input, but then you don't take it anywhere. And that's 

what like these these student projects feel like is people coming in to. So, 

that the city can say, we did this design project with this university and this 

target group, and so like, we're so great, but then nothing is implemented 

beyond that.

8 5 So that was, I think, kind of interesting side finding that we didn't discuss 

much in the final report was that when you're approaching people, it gives 

you some weights to say that you're from the university, but at the same 

time, it makes them like, question if you if anything will actually come of it. 

Or if they're just wasting their time...

8 6 (For them) it feels like, give your all and share and you do the workshop and 

then afterwards, nothing happens. It feels also...

1.2.e Different working 

methods and beliefs 

among designers

3 6 1 1 One of the things that happened is that the architects that were in charge 

of drawing the master plan, were not participatory design architects.

1 2 ...we went through these workshops in which we were all together, going 

to analyse that. And they were like, “yeah, it's not necessary to analyse that 

now. We could go to them to the demographics of the area. The architects, 

they were not very interested in the results of the workshops, and they 

were not very eager to listen to what have happened during this 

participatory process.

1 3 But some of the architects, they don't think, I mean, they don't believe that 

from the participatory process, they could take some insights that they can 

use in their own work. They don't believe that this is food for their work. A 

lot of the education of architecture does not contemplate having citizens 

involved in the processes.

3 1 but this particular person (colleague) was more interested in designing in 

the sense of UI/UX and not so much about (the social issues behind this 

project)… (so these discussions were not in the focus,) let's talk about it, 

what is the theory, what's the politics, and so on.

7 1 I see of Helsinki, usually, because of the limited time they (colleagues) don't 

do workshops. And they had some worries when I told them, this is the 

plan. They said, we might not have enough time, but actually, after we did 

it, it went well.

7 2 They usually do the surveys first then interviews. And also in this project. I 

told them like, it would be better to do interviews first then the surveys. 

Because usually, when you get the survey answers, you don't know what's 

the background - like, when you just see the answers, did you get the right 

information? you need to ask them questions like, why did you prefer the 

visuals like this? Or, why did this problem happen? So that's why I felt that it 

is better to do interviews first so that you can get familiar with the context 

and the subject.

1.3 Time and other 

resources

Factors that concerns the availability of time 

and other resources such as human resources 

and budget

1.3.a Time available for 

researching and gaining 

trust

The insufficient 

overall  duration of 

the project for 

designers to 

thoroughly research 

into the design 

issues or building 

trust with the 

participants

3 9 3 1 it was a very intense course, but it was for only six weeks or at the very best 

seven weeks - it depends on how you count it. And I think in a way that it 

was also the disadvantage of the course which is trying to especially solve 

such a critical problem. We did not get enough space in the first three 

weeks that we should have got to challenge this kind of narrative.

3 2 in that space we get enough time to think, to raise questions, to challenge 

the norm and so on without the pressure of primarily just having to deliver. 

Because, especially at the master level students who have already gained 

some years of experience, also they can pull off delivering the solution even 

in the last three weeks or last one month or something like that, but and 

what's more important to truly be able to innovate something in an 

academic context is research, research, research, question, and challenge.

3 3 There was such a dilemma of whether we should ask the most important 

question that will define wherever our solution will go, or we should rather 

use our time and effort and energy in delivering a good project outcome 

which will make us look good when in comparison to other groups.

3 4 Indeed, I feel that it's a very good exercise, but for a more sensitive and 

secure racial and such like migration-based topic, we can't solve these 

problems based on the very first idea that we have and then also expect to 

deliver high quality work and make it look very polished. So, in that sense it 

was a bit of a short-sighted approach. It can still help in many ways, but for 

a timeline which was just six weeks, in my retrospection, it was not the best 

approach

4 1 I think the limitation of only spending two hours, you know, three times 

doesn't give you a lot of room to play with. But I wish I had more time, you 

know, to get to know people better. To understand better, where they 

coming from, etc.

4 2 Why to get more familiar with (the participants)? Because I think I could 

have gotten better data. And I could have asked the better questions. You 

know,

4 3 If you're not paying people, you're asking them, that they offer their free 

time and their knowledge and their experience and their opinions with you. 

And in order for these participatory processes to be successful, you need 

some level of trust between all of these people who are participating, and 

trust is built slowly.

4 4 And I think one of the things that is missing is this longevity of projects, you 

know, that it's not just, Oh, we're doing this project now for three months, 

and we want to be participatory, and then nothing. Right? It has to be an 

ongoing thing.

8 1 It was really hard to find anyone who is willing to participate. Yeah. And that 

was actually why the city gave us the brief is because they had tried and 

failed. And I think we got further than they did, especially with using 

Discord. But I don't think that... I felt like the project, like a six week course 

was not enough time, because it would have been really great to be able to 

go sit in Iso Omena or Leppävaara. And actually, talk to people as they walk 

by, and things like that. But the length of the courses didn't give us a lot of 

opportunity to do that.

1.3.b Budget for 

acquiring additional 

expertise and materials 

Wishes for specific 

type of expertise, 

which was absent in 

the process due to 

lack of budget

4 7 1 1 ...they (a group of participants) accepted to come to a workshop if we also 

have a translator, like someone that could translate because not all of them 

were talking in Finnish.

3 1 It would have been nice to have somebody from the background of social 

science. But also in this course, there were mostly designers working - 

people who are more interested in designing websites or applications. So 

yeah. I think if this course could e more interdisciplinary or multidisciplinary 

- I don't really know the difference between the two – it would have been 

more enriching for sure.

6 1 But I'd say I think first and foremost is the way of communication. And then, 

how to work with this sort of language barriers, that's very challenging. I 

think those can have translators along.



6 2 ...languages, of course, it is a difficult issue. Because, for instance, if I've 

been meeting with a group of immigrants who are still learning Finnish, 

there are many, many levels of knowledge (proficiency) already in Finnish. 

And then also, within that group, maybe ten different languages. So what is 

the common? If we'd have like one translator, what language would that 

be? It still doesn't cover all the ten languages.

6 3 But definitely, I think that if such project would have resources, like 

translations in six language, or all that, of course, would be helpful. So that 

we had like, small short information in Finnish, Swedish and English. So to 

have maybe three more languages, of course, would help the people 

understand.

6 4 This kind of ad-hoc participation is quite nice and interesting. And, of 

course, it is really reaching to those who happen to walk past the time. But 

at times it happened that we had something going on. Residents came there 

and thought, Oh, this is nice, then went to tell their neighbours and called 

them, hey, we have this thing here, join us. So it's quite organic and 

momentary. But with more resources would be possible to do this more 

often, of course.

8 1 But I think, yeah, it was both difficult for our participant to talk about this. 

But it was very clear also, that they really needed to talk about it. So if I 

were doing the project over again, I would have a list of resources, like all 

the mental health resources in Finland, which actually everyone involved 

knows about them. But I think it would also have been really good to kind 

of have some protocol for how to first take care of your participants, and 

then also take care of yourself when you're talking about emotionally heavy 

topics. And for us, we just kind of took a pause for a bit and all checked in 

on each other a little bit as well. But, I go to therapy regularly, so I discussed 

with my therapist, but not everyone does that. And you have to find your 

way of coping with when you're hearing difficult things. I think that's 

another reason that participatory design is really great and the intentions 

are really good, but I think you also have to be really aware of the fact that 

what you're asking people can bring up really painful things for them.

1.4 Organisational aspects Hinderance from the public sector, including 

stakeholders’ predetermined objectives for 

the project, structures between service 

actors, and the working cycle of the public 

sector

1.4.a Stakeholder’s 

predetermined 

objectives 

Stakeholders' 

reluctance to the 

design proposals due 

to their existing plans 

for the projects

2 4 3 1 But because that was a client project which the city of Espoo had paid the 

university, there was this kind of pressure to deliver an idea which is 

executable. So that was a bit limiting...

3 2 Even if I wanted to raise questions or start a conversation, I felt that kind of 

environment was not there because it was so driven (by the deliverables).

8 1 I guess it's a six week course. We got the brief the first week from the city 

project team. And the first thing we did was really go through the brief, and 

then did kind of a re briefing with them, because it wasn't really clear what 

they were looking for. Actually, the final learnings from the project, one of 

the big ones was about standing your ground, with with the brief, give her 

because we felt like they were really pushing us to like create digital 

services. But what they weren't realising was that the approach in general 

wasn't going to work, you know. So that was part of it.

8 2 In the beginning, they were not too excited about our ideas, and there was 

a lot of pushback that they said that they knew that the city isn't supporting 

young people well enough or that like people are struggling, and they don't 

want just more complaining to happen.

1.4.b Structures 

between service actors

The structures within 

and between service 

actors that hinder 

the communication, 

implementation, and 

sustainment of the 

participatory 

initiatives

5 12 2 1 And there is very limited amount of what we could call a service offered in 

this setting. The counsellors of the employment office are there only to 

observe if you work or not, they do not have the time and resources to 

suggest potential career paths, potential ways to look at work, potential 

ways to develop your career. Of course, this is a strong critique of the 

system. This is how it goes. Especially, often in the case of highly educated 

people, the amount of specific knowledge that it would require to guide 

someone on their career when it comes to experts, it's even too much 

demanded from one person who is an employment service clerk and 

working there just to fill in the papers and such.

3 1 ...a lot of services already exist – some are from the City of Espoo, some are 

from the university, but they are not marketed (enough) or they don't have 

enough publicity for people - well, including myself - to know that it even 

exists, to know that is something I can reach out to for help or to suggest to 

a friend or something like that. So, our final suggestion was that the City of 

Espoo becomes a centre point who orchestrates these scattered services 

and creates a one-stop service point

3 2 There are these key stakeholders, including students, student associations, 

the university student union, career services from universities, and 

employers. The situation is that they are disconnected. With the City of 

Espoo as the partner, we wanted to bring them together - their students 

and their employers.

3 3 OK, so currently, if there are just these services, then how could they be 

upgraded? And then who is responsible? Because for a lot of these things, 

like employing internationals, is it a responsibility of the city, is this the 

responsibility of the university, or is it the responsibility of companies to be 

more inclusive and all of that? This kind of distinction in this very blurred 

zone was also one of our outputs. So, we clearly defined, what exactly is the 

role of the City of Espoo because they were our client, and we could only 

tell them what your roles are and what should be for other people. As of 

now, if they (the stakeholders) are so disconnected, the goal is to bring 

them together and keep them in the loop.

5 1 Unfortunately, we don't have a view of how it has happened in individual 

playgrounds. But this is our idea also that rather than us to finish a project, 

it's better that they take charge and take control of the things and the 

content that we have created together.

5 2 I think 2021. Once we had completed the project in the fall of 2021, the 

kindergarden teacher situation was so bad in Helsinki, they had to close 

down many of the playgrounds because they need the staff to be 

transferred from the playground. It was a little bit crisis situation quite 

quickly after we finished our project. So there was a unfavourable turn of 

events that happened. I think that the mood at the playgrounds was also a 

little bit not positive, because of this change. And their attention went a 

little bit to tackle this challenge also.

6 1 ...with multicultural aspect of - multicultural background - participation in 

Meri-Rastila, there are some challenges, for instance, this resident 

associations are very open, very welcoming to different cultural 

backgrounds. But I think that maybe they're not so known amongst the 

multicultural community, or the system is not so clear how it works.

7 1 I would say because of my language barrier to Finnish, there was some sort 

of in the way of working in silos. Except me, all my colleagues at City of 

Helsinki was working with Finnish parents. And I was the only one working 

for international parents. So it was a bit hard that even though I tried to 

communicate my research findings with them, but still, usually it was like 

just new language introduced and such. I wish it could be more 

cooperative.

7 2 Because of this language barrier, I felt like working alone quite often 

although the service designers were also trying to communicate with me 

and involve me but I would say there was some difficulty in communication.

7 3 Of course, Finnish parents and international parents would have some 

different difficulties, but I felt like it (the ways of working) was divided.

7 4 Well, yeah, like the one I did was in English. And the other workshop they 

did was in Finnish. So I think the language barrier was a bit hard that even 

the PO, she didn't really like, want to communicate with me because she 

didn't.

7 5 I got to know that. So they were having this meeting with a designer, other 

Finnish designers and a few other stakeholders, they were doing some 

meetings every week. And I didn't know this meeting even exist. I got to 

know it when I almost when I was about to leave my job. So I asked the PO, 

why didn't you tell me that you guys were having meetings? And they said, 

it's nothing personal, but just like they are not feeling comfortable to 

speaking English. I think if I could speak Finnish, or if they could, at least a 

bit of help, try to be more cooperate together, then I think it would be 

better. There were some of those challenges in way.

1.4.c The working cycle 

of the public sector

The delay or 

discontinuance of 

the proposed 

changes due to the 

working cycle of the 

public sector

5 7 2 1 Based on those insights, we actually went to the strategy level then where 

we would tell the city managers: “OK, this is not working. We should be 

doing this. The law needs to be changed and such things.” Of course, (the 

legislation changes) did not happen yet, no one has changed the law so far. 

But based on this, then we did something, some other things that we would 

try to see that how we can change on strategy level. But us being one 

researcher, this is not maybe very easy to do (laughing).

3 1 I don't think so. I don't know. Even if they were, I don't think we will get any 

credit for that. Because a lot of these things are also “soft powers”, it's not 

like, “OK, I designed this phone case and tomorrow it will be in the 

production line.” A lot of these are also oftentimes taken as suggestion. And 

then it takes many years or many weeks to implement it.

4 1 I think that, in general, working with the public sector, works with citizens, 

so immigrants and non-immigrants. I think one thing that's really missing is 

longevity and sustainability of these projects.

5 1 So, once we had the ready solutions, only a few of them went right away 

into into action. I'm not sure if they collected the feedback for this.

8 1 As far as I can find, now, I think the project is on hold. So I don't know if 

they went any further with it. But because of that, I've been sharing the 

project all over the place, because there's several other ongoing projects in 

the city that have to do with immigration and digital services.



2. Designers’ practices (Response to Sub-RQ1)

What interviewed designers commonly did in their participatory 

projects

2.1 Collaborate with other 

experts and organisations

Designers work together with experts (e.g., 

social work, translation, and the specific 

subject matters) and organisations (e.g., 

activism groups, resident associations, or 

cultural instituitions)

8 29 1 1 We had a social worker in our team that was (name of the social worker), 

she has been crucial in this. Because she was a social worker and knew how 

to do it. So, she went a lot to the area, she spent a lot of time talking to 

different groups of people, trying to reach them and spent time 

understanding.

1 2 She did a lot of this type of work and then there was a Kurdish association 

there. She also went there several times, even before we agreed to have 

the workshops with the Kurdish Association. You know, she has spent a lot 

of time and effort in order to outreach the immigrants in that area. It was 

like a social worker type of work and she knew how to do it -- she was with 

the priest and with these and with the others. She did a lot of work that I 

don't even know.

1 3 I mean, my role was to conduct these workshops and to work together with 

them when they were already gathered, but there was a lot of background 

work in order to make them come.

1 4 Three of us were kind of conducting and thinking in these workshops.

1 5 It was super good because then it was like a dialogue between different 

residents in the area.

1 6 We brought them together. But they have the same interest at the end, so 

there were no (conflicting interests). We just make them work together in 

order to present something that could suit the needs of everybody.

2 1 Of course, this was done together with the employment service people 

who know about the service, who know what is possible, who know what is 

legally doable and keeping in mind the city’s strategy that what is their aim.

2 2 We would then write a report of all these, which would then be discussed 

with the service developers from the city side where we would highlight 

certain points: “this is the most crucial thing; these are the most important 

things; this you should take into consideration; this is the order we 

recommend you to do the things.”

2 3 We had the experts participating as well, and this is very important. So, they 

were observing by themselves in the workshops that, “Aha, this is how 

people do, and this is what people said.”

2 4 The city is sort of one stakeholder in this case, but also the service 

developers. So that they would see in situ, how the participatory design is 

done. And what I've had now as feedback is that this way of engaging the 

users has now been growing in the organisation. They’ve started to do it 

themselves. They hired a service designer.

3 1 We were mostly consulting with experts. So, for example, experts like HRs 

were one of the few experts whom we had spoken to.

3 2 There are these key stakeholders, including students, student associations, 

the university student union, career services from universities, and 

employers. The situation is that they are disconnected. With the City of 

Espoo as the partner, we wanted to bring them together - their students 

and their employers.

4 1 But I think the public servants who were also part of the process, I think 

they already learned throughout the process, and gained some things that 

they might be using in their work. Even if there were not (using the) explicit 

outputs of the project, I got feedback that like just talking to each other, 

getting to know each other - (as) I also had a joint session so together with 

immigrants and with public servants - and I think those insights, and the 

experience in itself sort of influenced how they work and how they think 

about the topic.

4 2 I basically, access those immigrants through other platforms, like NGOs, 

who work with immigrants, and like Facebook groups. So I did not - I would 

just say - I did not target a particular group of immigrants, as in - let's say, I 

don't know - women, or from this country, or in this sort of social economic 

position. But I tried to get a diverse group of people.

5 1 When the parents have the possibilities (to join) and a good time, they 

would come and discuss with us and and we had translators that were with 

us since we didn't have a common language. So we had people there who 

maybe more familiar with them already, and could maybe explain things to 

us because they knew each other already.

5 2 ...it's this (name of the public scheme) social workers were part of the 

steering group and part of the experts. Also, they're working in the areas 

where we were going to the field and working together with the 

playground service employees and educators there. So they were also part 

of this, and they provided us quite important insights on the understanding 

the routines of families. And, because they work more with the families 

there, they explained certain things that I don't think that we would have 

covered and understood just by ourselves.

5 3 Well, actually, the "(name of the public scheme)" social workers, they're in 

the field and providing the social service. The research was maybe coming 

from the expert interviews. So we had the hands-on experience of the 

people who are working in the field, as well as the knowledge of the studies 

and so on.

5 4 We did the communication plan for the playground. So what we did was 

that all 65 playgrounds, staff members participated in creating the 

communication plan for their own area. (Based on) what we did, they then 

started improving their own communication and reaching people in their 

area. So we wanted to, instead of us doing that, they took charge of the 

implementation of the ideas that we did. So I think that an individual 

playground is a level, they started collecting more customer insight and 

feedback, and started developing the service further.

5 5 Unfortunately, we don't have a view of how it has happened in individual 

playgrounds. But this is our idea also that rather than us to finish a project, 

it's better that they take charge and take control of the things and the 

content that we have created together.

5 6 This is maybe that the social research people know much better than me 

that, why in certain families you should approach maybe the entire family 

when the father is also present. Or, do you approach through, for example, 

an imam. Maybe, there is a leader in the community, that gives an okay, and 

then everybody knows that it's okay to respond to this, that this is okay 

thing.

6 1 Throughout the process, we collaborated with some cultural institutions 

who do outreach work. This is a model that takes place in Helsinki - I think 

it's kind of copied from France where they've had good experience with 

this.

6 2 Basically, cultural institutions are doing outreach work in different areas. 

Back then, they were doing it in Meri-Rastila. So we had also planned 

together with this cultural instituition.

6 3 With multicultural aspect of - multicultural background - participation in 

Meri-Rastila, there are some challenges, for instance, this resident 

associations are very open, very welcoming to different cultural 

backgrounds. But I think that maybe they're not so known amongst the 

multicultural community, or the system is not so clear how it works. But, we 

wanted to tackle this a little bit in that community garden. One of the 

(solutions is that) there were these big garden boxes and one of them was 

for a small association of mothers of Somalian background...

6 4 I think it's usually the social media groups of the area; on site, we had some 

signage of the future open event. And then through, of course, the city's 

own communications, since this was a city project. But these are limited. 

And then through the stakeholders, different associations and so on. But 

yeah, you can never reach maybe enough people in certain way. But then, I 

think one really important things is that when it's happening, it (should) feel 

like anyone who passes is welcome to join.

6 5 The key contact now is quite often the social workers, or they have a 

community liaison officer. Now they have the study a lot from the 

participatory budgeting, they have dedicated person for each area, the 

district, and they are helping to identify local stakeholders.

6 6 I think that it's quite important to differentiate that what are the objectives 

of the project. It's like we're trying to do some kind of social work ourselves 

or tackle the very (specific) and quite serious problems these districts have. 

So (it is important to) identify which level we are working on, and what are 

the realistic objectives we are (aiming).

7 1 One person from the education division was in the workshop even though 

she was Finnish, I mean, not all Finnish were (resent from speaking English) 

and she was like some communication specialist.

7 2 Because the purpose of the workshop here is co-creation. That's it. You will 

get people from different backgrounds to one place and let them just share 

their ideas. And I will say it was good, because in interviews you usually 

don't know what others think about. In the workshop, there were parents 

and other people like designer and the education specialist. Because of 

that, I would say (the workshop is) not just getting citizens' voice heard, but 

also at the same time from this, like education specialist, she said wouldn't 

have worked in this way. So she also experienced to see how to use service 

design approach in this.

8 1 The workshop we did was actually with other service providers for young 

people. So the library, the youth library workers, the social workers, the 

youth centre workers, like these Nuori centres. And we brought a bunch of 

different people who are actually working with those target groups 

together and did a workshop with them about defining service principles 

for interacting with this target group.



2.2 Adopt tools besides 

workshops to engage the 

target group

Designers adopt various methords (e.g., 

interviews and surveys) to understand target 

groups' needs or provide different modes for 

target groups to be involved in the process

7 16 2 1 We analyse what impacts it, who are all the stakeholder groups, and which 

stakeholder groups we think relevant to include in the first research phase. 

Then we would do interviews. First, there's desktop research. And with 

certain stakeholders, we would do interviews. Particularly, in this case, the 

interviews were done or focused on the highly educated immigrants - 

employed, employed, people from Espoo, and people from the 

neighbouring cities - as some people might live in Helsinki and work in 

Espoo or the other way around. And then based on those interviews, we 

would do insights on the service failure points or service success points. 

And we would choose that to which we would focus - that which would be, 

in our opinion, crucial.

3 1 We had expert interviews with the HRs and we also had interviews with 

people from outside of the EU or out outside of Finland who were in the 

job market - in the Finnish job market, but not essentially in Espoo.

4 1 So the questionnaire that I did, sort of helped me gather immigrants who 

were interested in participating.

5 1 We did some interviews in September, October, maybe we did quite a bit of 

interviews. It was Corona times as well. So we had some challenges in being 

able to be present. Especially, if we're talking about people with possibly a 

different cultural background or different language, it's very important to 

interact face to face.

5 2 We started working with the City of Helsinki before the summer. And we 

did some customer insights and visited some of the playgrounds during the 

summer and in August, and so on.

5 3 We also did quite a big survey online but identified that we will reach the 

Finnish speakers and the Swedish speakers much easier, but people who 

speak other languages or are not familiar with the service, we will need to 

use other methods.

5 4 The research was maybe coming from the expert interviews. So we had the 

hands-on experience of the people who are working in the field, as well as 

the knowledge of the studies and so on.

5 5 We did that as a participatory (session) but we did a similar survey at the 

same time where we asked this for much larger population. So we 

combined qualitative and quantitative studies there, and we were able to 

reach out to different groups.

6 1 So my suggestion at that moment was that there would be something, 

maybe like an open space in public space, where people can come in and 

experience these topics that we are talking about. It could be something like 

an open space, where you can just sit down and you don't have to buy 

anything and you can relax and meet others. And through this encounters, 

we can explore these issues together rather than trying to facilitate this 

(conversation).

6 2 What I'm saying is that there are many ways to integrate participation, and 

there has to a lot of  sensitivity to (decide) what are the right methods, and 

what are the topics that are close to the people we work with.

6 3 That's why I also think that placemaking interventions and projects (should) 

happen in a place people can join in with their own capability and their 

interest level and so on. There's many ways to participate.

6 4 (It is important) to provide many ways to participate. (This) is one key 

aspect in our work to increase the inclusivity.

6 5 We looked into the surveys that the city had conducted. There was high 

number of people who have responded into some surveys about the area, 

about assets or things to be developed and so on.

6 6 Through this kind of concrete action, it's easier to take part in that project 

rather than joining a meeting, where you have to really verbally agile and 

explain (to make participants) understand what is this city planning process 

all about and so on.

6 7 We had this planned "talkootyö," people who passed by, were able to just 

help out with their will. There was some coffee and juice and all that - very 

low key, not with an agenda. Such things are important in terms of getting 

people along for whom were not interested to join some resident 

association meeting or being in official events. This is a nice way to get 

people involved with low threshold.

6 8 I think there is different settings where (the participation) it's more relevant 

and where it's less relevant. For instance, in that community garden, I think 

it's relevant. Because they (the residents) are the ones who are using it. But 

in that square, we can facilitate the residents wishes and hopes into some 

forms in that space, which reflects the community but also still allows 

people to make out of that space, something they would like to. That's what 

I see as a key thing in placemaking. We're now creating a design that the 

people can (just) fill in, but we're more like creating a platform for 

exchange. Also, if there would have been ideas from the community to 

organise something, that's totally, (we are) open for that.

6 9 And then of course, these workshops with the cultural institutions. Quite a 

lot of things, but they are with different levels of required involvement.

7 1 The interviews I did was to define the challenges then later, through the 

workshop, we prioritised some ideas and the ideas were from the citizens 

like those parents.

8 1 It was difficult to actually meet reach kids. And the easiest way we found to 

do that was actually Discord. So we ended up one of our members ended 

up joining a Discord channel that was facilitated by a youth worker. And 

they had said that during the pandemic, especially a lot of young people, 

they were having trouble reaching them. So they were trying new things, 

and Discord turned out to be like one of the best places to reach them. So 

we did some interviews via Discord.

2.3 Contextualise the 

process with target groups’ 

routine activities

Designers contextualise the activities 

according to target groups' routine, such as 

the schedule, venues (physical), or platforms 

(digital)

7 17 1 1 ...We had one (workshop) with the students in the school.

2 1 I asked through Facebook groups. There are several ones where... I was 

trying to reach different kinds of people, including also those who are less 

active. But this is always the problem that the ones who are less active, it's 

not very easy. Then we reached out to through LinkedIn also.

4 1 This was an a LinkedIn post and then see this is Finland International. And 

like different ExpatFinland emails, here more, Foreigners in Finland, 

ExpatHelsinki, etc. But it was basically about "yo help improve immigration 

policy." That was what, was the exact. And then for the workshops, I would 

actually just write specifically, "today, we're gonna review some ideas and 

I'm gonna ask you for feedback."

5 1 We also we took ourselves to places where we knew that we would find 

immigrant families and people with with different backgrounds. We did 

these discussions and interviews and visited the "(name of the language 

study activity)." I'm not sure if you're familiar with that.(Name of the 

language study activity) is a project and service that Helsinki is offering for 

people who don't have Finnish as their first language. And they have babies 

so it's meant for babies and their parents who are still at home. So babies, 

children below year and a half. And the idea is that you together play and 

sing together and learn Finnish also at the same time. So the idea is that 

parents and the children are learning Finnish at the same time. It's quite a 

nice service. And it's happening in libraries, for example, in Oodi and a few 

other libraries. So, for example, into those places, we went and visited and 

interviewed families there and discuss these issues with them.

5 2 I think that it's creating the right atmosphere and choosing the right 

methods so that you don't... (?) Also, maybe just making sure that the 

people have time and they know what we are doing, they are notified 

earlier. They know that tomorrow there will be these people who will be in 

the playground. They know it's safe to talk to us and these kind of issues.

5 3 For example, with families, it's really nice to be in a place where the kids 

have something to do. And, maybe we don't bother them (the families) out 

of their daily routines, it's nice that we maybe get more people to 

participate rather than if we have a workshop somewhere where we invite 

people and people have to go there. So it's better maybe to go where 

people are and make it very easy for them to participate and have relaxing 

atmosphere. Through this informal discussions, maybe we can understand 

where people are spending time, all together for families with kids. We did 

some participatory sessions, we went to the playground buildings, and we 

had some tasks and we spent time there for longer time.

5 4 For example, in particular, there is a playground where there's a lot of 

multicultural families in the area. It was very easy to to speak to a number 

of families at the same time.

5 5 Through this informal discussions, maybe we can understand where people 

are spending time, all together for families with kids.

6 1 These were all happening in the first summer along with a few community 

events. And they're projects aligned with with summer work projects for 

young people. So they were coming along to this project to take care of the 

urban garden.

6 2 We had this planned "talkootyö," people who passed by, were able to just 

help out with their will. There was some coffee and juice and all that - very 

low key, not with an agenda. Such things are important in terms of getting 

people along for whom were not interested to join some resident 

association meeting or being in official events. This is a nice way to get 

people involved with low threshold.

6 3 And then the youngsters of course, who were taking care of garden as their 

summer work, but it was programmed also for the reason that there's a 

regular activity by young people on that square, so that are kind of more 

visible.

6 4 And not like interviewing them, but to discuss what are their interests and 

objectives, where they are active in and to find ways they can participate.



7 1 I just wrote on Facebook and LinkedIn, we're doing this research, if you're 

interested, you can join and I found a lot of people are very, they were 

willing to share the experience.

8 1 It was difficult to actually meet reach kids. And the easiest way we found to 

do that was actually Discord. So we ended up one of our members ended 

up joining a Discord channel that was facilitated by a youth worker. And 

they had said that during the pandemic, especially a lot of young people, 

they were having trouble reaching them. So they were trying new things, 

and Discord turned out to be like one of the best places to reach them. So 

we did some interviews via Discord.

8 2 We just like when we went to the library, and we asked people if they 

would speak to us they're like. And so then they tried to hunt down the one 

English speaker. It was a little bit, I think we overwhelmed them a little bit. 

But in the end, we found like quite a few people who were interested.

8 3 Well, one of them was "meet me where I am," when we expanded this to 

mean that the they can't basically create a platform and expect people to 

come to them, they have to understand where people already are. And 

that's why like discord and other channels, I think they should consider how 

to use other things than just their own platform.

8 4 But the initial first thing we did was we actually went to the locations we 

went to Iso Omena, to the library. Then we went to Sello, also to the library 

there. Then we happened to go to this. I think it was the librarians who told 

us to go to this Ojamotalo, which is like this youth centre. And then I 

actually don't know how we ended up on the discord channel. If we were 

just like searching like youth, channels and Helsinki and we found it.

2.4 Create a trustful 

environment for (critical) 

discussion

Designers assure the participants that the 

collaborative sessions are trustworthy and 

ordinary residents are safe to critise the 

existing system

3 6 1 1 Well, we just opened up the discussion. Like, we asked, “do you really mean 

to build on the top of the forest?” And they thought it was very stupid. I 

mean, of course, they didn't want it to be built upon the forest. So we just 

opened up and asked, “hey, can you show it? What do you do in the forest? 

Are you using the forest in which way? What would you like to (have in the 

area)?” You know. They couldn't understand the exercise, right? But the 

conversation by itself was super good.

5 1 I think that it's creating the right atmosphere and choosing the right 

methods so that you don't... (?) Also, maybe just making sure that the 

people have time and they know what we are doing, they are notified 

earlier. They know that tomorrow there will be these people who will be in 

the playground. They know it's safe to talk to us and these kind of issues.

5 2 They don't know what we're actually doing. It could wiser for us to 

sometimes go around this and say that we are actually just interested in 

what the moms of the family think. But it might be, they need to know that 

it's okay and what the situation is, for example, that it is a safe situation and 

they know where this information will be used, who are we. As we're 

coming from a company called "(name of the design agency)," which (can 

be) very suspicious, we will say that we're working for the City of Helsinki, 

that's quite neutral.

5 3 Also, if we're meeting them in the playground building, they know that we 

have permission to be there. All these kinds of things can have an influence 

on people and how openly they discuss things, and if they feel that they can 

be critical (to the topics).

5 4 So it's, like I said, you have to create the atmosphere of trust, and also 

explain that there are no wrong answers. We are here to learn and we're 

interested in your opinion, and you can be also critical.

6 1 But then, I think one really important things is that when it's happening, it 

(should) feel like anyone who passes is welcome to join.

2.5 Frame boundaries for 

sensitive topics

Designers clarify the focus of activities and 

provide buffer for potential heavy emotions

3 7 2 1 We made them work through a persona so that they would be reflecting on 

it. But of course, people would always be reflecting from their personal 

view on how they would like to address (the situation). But with the 

persona, we aimed to make the discussion easier and more focused on the 

situation we had created.

2 2 But I would say that, however, we always talk about our own experiences 

or own opinion through the persona a little, depending (on the context), 

maybe. I'm not sure whether there is some research on that, but.

2 3 When we discussed was more related to the usage of persona, which can 

help to lessen (stress or tension) if there are emotional events.

2 4 What I do, for example, is that I always send an e-mail afterwards to - of 

course, thank the participants - but to tell them that how do you like (the 

workshop), what were your feelings, how did you experience it, do you 

have some other questions, do you want to comment something... Sort of 

to offer them a way to express if something was happening or these ways. 

In a way, making sure also that I offer them a moment to discuss further if 

they felt like there's something needs to be discussed.

4 1 To sort of avoid any potential conflicts, I did this. So I write I wrote what this 

session is "not about." Right? So discussing challenges analysing existing 

going into depth about existing challenges of immigrants. Right? Yes. So in a 

way, I sort of guided them like, this is what we want to focus on today. And 

we're not focusing on this today. This is not what this session is about. It 

may be that also helped, you know, to be very, very strict and clear on why 

are we here today.

8 1 But I think what we did really well is we took these insights that were maybe 

like negative and turn them into something like something positive, 

something empowering...

8 2 But what we were able to do is really reframe that in a constructive way, 

like you said, in a way that could help them make decisions. To kind of 

negate that negative feeling and when that people have towards the city.

2.6 Acknowledge the 

expertise of participants

Designers acknowledge the participants as 

experts in the specific subject (instead of 

simply the informants)

2 3 1 1 So that was the deal like. They went there and they presented it as their 

own proposal, right? This is how it worked.

8 1 The feedback for the information that they gave to us was, included, in kind 

of, as they were experts. Instead of in the report, maybe saying that we did 

this work and found this out, it was more that, they were the ones who 

were the experts in the area and that the learnings are coming from them 

and synthesised from their insights.

8 2 They were positive, they really appreciated that we had, positively 

represented what they had given to us, and that we had taken it into 

consideration in the project. I think they would have really liked to take it 

further, I think they would have really liked to become like a steering group 

for the project.

3. Designers’ reflections 

on their practices and 

roles in the projects

Designers' comments regarding their practices and roles in the 

projects

3.1 Avoid assumptions on 

the target group

(Response to Sub-RQ1 and Sub-RQ2)

Designers highlighted the importance of not 

assuming the target groups based on 

stereotypes.

6 23 2 1 When people come from different backgrounds, different systems, 

different social structures, different experiences. On a personal level, there 

are many reasons to move to Finland, and it is not out of own choice often. 

If it is about their spouse’s work or crisis, or whatever it is, then to 

understand the system is not easy. There is often a misunderstanding in the 

beginning. This is something we are observing.

2 2 If I would do the employment service development for (non-immigrants), of 

course, the setting would be different, but I mean the methods would be 

pretty much similar.

2 3 But I would argue that in a good participatory design, the choice of user 

group is of course taken into consideration in all the stages. But it's maybe 

all tightly woven in the process, that it is difficult to somehow get it out. 

Maybe we would need to go and look in detail step by step. Like, what kind 

of invitation did I write, how did I choose the words, and how did I make it 

(design the process) so that it's not biased?

2 4 I think one question is this, how to not be biased and how to do your 

research in the way of not making assumptions. Whatever the user group 

would be, so this is not only about immigrants, but of course, how to have a 

good representation of the user group, but that's also in general speaking.

3 1 I think that's also one of the challenges that so far people have tried to put 

labels or box things like, OK, “black”, “woman”, plus “person of colour” 

equals “vulnerable.” It's not so black and white. A person of colour who's a 

woman could indeed even have more privileges than somebody who's 

white, who's a man. So, this kind of very rigid labelling is not a very mature 

approach.

3 2 Finnish companies do put a certain level of effort into recruiting. For people 

to get the first job in Finland, even if it's for Finnish people, it's a very 

painstaking process. So, obviously the employer also doesn't want you to 

leave the company for a good number of years, and many employers fear 

that if they employ people who are not citizens of Finland, they may leave 

soon because they may have personal reasons such as starting a family, 

getting married, going back to see old parents, or something like that. So, 

this is just kind of a cultural assumption that they had: if they hire a non-

Finnish person, they (the employee) will leave soon, and it will not be good 

value for their money. Because onboarding and everything takes time. Also, 

with small companies, it happens that they may not have in-house HRs. 

They may hire services of HR, so it costs them in that way. They want to also 

make the most value from their money.

3 3 We should acknowledge these biases and try to look beyond these kinds of 

subconscious biases.

3 4 In design, we always talk about to challenge our assumptions - you cannot 

assume just by the popular narrative that applies to (everything). But 

unfortunately, I felt that even it's such a simple thing and it's not like rocket 

science to understand - this simple thing "do not make assumptions.”

3 5 I think that, first of all, just this kind of broad understanding of terminology 

should be brought on the table. For example, of course, nowadays it's so 

nice that people are asking what are your preferred pronouns and stuff like 

that for such a topic, especially while targeting a large audience, it would 

also be nice to ask would you prefer to be called as “immigrant”, “refugee”, 

or “expat” - what's your preferred description?



3 6 Always be sensitive maybe - I don't mind talking about my nationality and 

my country - but maybe some people don't want to disclose it. Maybe they 

don't want you (to form stereotype), because, if I say, oh, I have X 

nationality, people may try to already put me in a box.

3 7 I think that what kind of methodologies we use would be determined with 

what direction we want to get the output or what are our research 

questions. What kind of methodologies define will help us get those results 

in the best documented and best efficient way. So yeah, I don't think that 

would vary. Unless of course, there is a language barrier, digital literacy 

barrier, or something like that.

4 1 Maybe also it's a very, very diverse group. You also have many different 

cultures, values, and maybe in terms of that is a bit more challenging, right.

4 2 One of the things that I would love to do, but I didn't have the opportunity 

is to go where the immigrants are, and be there physically, and observe and 

talk to them and get to know them. And I think that will help you get a 

better understanding of what the reality is like, because the things that you 

read, you know, in articles or on websites, are not a very reliable 

representation of reality. So for instance, when I was reading, like, different 

strategies and documents from the European Union, and from the Finnish 

government, and they're all about participation and inclusion, you know, 

and everything is written down. But then in reality, the things are not like 

that. So I think what would be useful is to experience it yourself, in a way.

4 3 I think that, in general, working with the public sector, works with citizens, 

so immigrants and non-immigrants. I think one thing that's really missing is 

longevity and sustainability of these projects.

5 1 Even the "immigrant" term is perhaps wrong, it's maybe the people who are 

newly coming to Helsinki, for example. It maybe doesn't even matter if 

you're coming from abroad or if you're moving in from another city, but 

just taking the perspective of people who are not aware of the services or 

the institutions. And, of course, cultural differences and these kinds of 

issues (should be considered) as well.

5 2 People may have assumptions that, for example, immigrant people think 

this or that, but quite rarely they are approached as it's not that easy.

5 3 If you're doing some user-driven design, immigrants are users like anyone 

else, so just taking into consideration that the different circumstances and 

different equalities of the people that you're designing for. So I don't think 

that it differs (from any other groups). But quite often, we as design 

professionals, we should emphasise for our customers to think of this 

perspective.

5 4 Having a family member who's not originally Finnish, it's quite important 

that we don't assume to know how Finland and the Finnish institutions and 

services function.

5 5 So, really finding out and listening (to people) is needed because the 

experience can be quite different than what we think. And once we engage 

in this conversation, then it's quite typical that we find things that we didn't 

expect to find. So do not assume things on behalf of others is maybe the 

thing that I think is most important.

6 1 It varies a lot between different age groups from different cultural 

backgrounds. I work a lot with children and young people. Where I see that 

whether or not their background is from different countries or cultures, 

they're more sharing maybe the same framework, I'd say like that. Same 

issues with teenagers or children with Finnish nationality. As they're 

growing within this culture and society, they're sort of growing into the 

same issues.

6 2 I don't try to differentiate between Finnish native background, and then 

multicultural background. Because I see, with children and young people, 

there's a lot of blending, so to say, and I want to be open to their thematics 

and issues that are rising.

6 3 Also, a lot of the time in this kind of participatory processes, we might have 

some assumptions ourselves, and I'm very careful not to bring them on.

6 4 When I'm working with a community, I'm going in with a very open mind 

and an open setting to really listen and get the information from the 

community.

8 1 I think, also, when you speak of, like immigrant communities and things like 

that. I think as I am an immigrant, but I have a much easier time being an 

immigrant in a lot of places, because I'm from a Western country... I'm 

white, and I'm educated.

4. Designers' rolesin a 

collaborative process

(Response to Main RQ)

Designers described or reflected on their responsibilities in the 

projects.

4.1 Designer as the 

facilitator of collaboration 

Designers connect the often discrete 

stakeholders and facilitate the collaborative 

process

Designers acquire and transfer knowledge 

across disciplines, for example, from design to 

civil services, from sociology research to 

service design, and from citizens to civil 

servants, etc.

8 23 1 1 I mean, my role was to conduct these workshops and to work together with 

them when they were already gathered, but there was a lot of background 

work in order to make them come.

1 2 My role is to think, to design this participation with citizens, with different 

stakeholders, and then present the result in a way that the others can find it 

actionable.

1 3 As for the activists, they were very happy that we had this idea of involving 

the immigrants in the area. For them, it was like whatever you want to do 

that could support our work then is fine, right? So, they were happy that 

we brought new people into their idea

1 4 What we didn't have at that moment, were like immigrant (activists)… or, 

people that are were of immigrant background and they were not activists, 

right? So, we brought them together. But they have the same interest at the 

end, so there were no (conflicting interests). We just make them work 

together in order to present something that could suit the needs of 

everybody.

1 5 And it was a workshop that I wanted to conduct in order to give these two 

architects a lot of food for thought. For example, the students, they said 

that they wanted to have some areas to plant. And, you know, like the 

Somalis said that they wanted a big cultural centre because they have very 

numerous families. When they want to meet with others, they need 

gathering places in which they can have 100 people together or 50 people 

together at least. Because their families are super big, they cannot have 

them at home - at home there is not enough space.

1 6 At the end, some of the ideas they have taken anyway, from that 

(participation) and the students, they were analysing that material.

2 1 The city is sort of one stakeholder in this case, but also the service 

developers. So that they would see in situ, how the participatory design is 

done. And what I've had now as feedback is that this way of engaging the 

users has now been growing in the organisation. They’ve started to do it 

themselves. They hired a service designer.

3 1 There are these key stakeholders, including students, student associations, 

the university student union, career services from universities, and 

employers. The situation is that they are disconnected. With the City of 

Espoo as the partner, we wanted to bring them together - their students 

and their employers.

3 2 With the client, we did have workshops. One was online. I think we had two 

main workshops, one was online, and then we also had one in person. We 

had expert interviews with the HRs and we also had interviews with people 

from outside of the EU or out outside of Finland who were in the job 

market - in the Finnish job market, but not essentially in Espoo.

3 3 For this project, we did not (have workshops with both target group users 

and clients) because we were mostly consulting with experts. So, for 

example, experts like HRs were one of the few experts whom we had 

spoken to.

4 1 I think that gave me a better understanding of the complexity and maybe 

the role of the designer in such sessions, where I see that you are much 

more a facilitator and trying to bring different people in and help them 

communicate and express and then you know, work with that, then 

designing something, if you know what I mean, it's more of taking people 

through a process of co creation, collaboration.

4 2 ...Usually it's a very positive experience, and it brings down some barriers 

and assumptions and I really, I truly honestly believe in this being one of the 

ways for world - for design in general, but for humans as well.

4 3 And as a designer, I'm more helping facilitate, and I'm not the expert of the 

process, maybe the methods.

4 4 It depends on the public sector entity, right? So we know that those people 

that we have worked with, that they do work differently, even after the 

projects, because one of the things that we emphasise when we're working 

with the public sector is that we teach them how to use these methods, and 

how to work with this mindset. So it's essentially about culture change, you 

know, and how people view the world.

4 5 I spent the first couple of months doing research. So, I did a lot of 

interviews and desktop research, like to get familiar with the topic because I 

was not familiar neither with the topic of immigration or policymaking. So, 

that was quite an important part.

5 1 I think that it's maybe about how we understand the the research results, 

how are we able to utilise the insights, and how to complement and 

transfer this knowledge into the interviews. Maybe in the discussions, we 

try to understand that why are these things happening?

5 2 If you're doing some user-driven design, immigrants are users like anyone 

else, so just taking into consideration that the different circumstances and 

different equalities (?) of the people that you're designing for. So I don't 

think that it differs (from any other groups). But quite often, we as design 

professionals, we should emphasise for our customers to think of this 

perspective.

5 3 Maybe it's our capability, quite typically, that report what we're reading and 

(bring in the) background information.



6 1 I think that it's quite important to differentiate that what are the objectives 

of the project. It's like we're trying to do some kind of social work ourselves 

or tackle the very (specific) and quite serious problems these districts have. 

So (it is important to) identify which level we are working on, and what are 

the realistic objectives we are (aiming).

6 2 But in that square, we can facilitate the residents wishes and hopes into 

some forms in that space, which reflects the community but also still allows 

people to make out of that space, something they would like to.

6 3 We're now creating a design that the people can (just) fill in, but we're more 

like creating a platform for exchange. Also, if there would have been ideas 

from the community to organise something, that's totally, (we are) open for 

that.

7 1 Because the purpose of the workshop here is co-creation. That's it. You will 

get people from different backgrounds to one place and let them just share 

their ideas. And I will say it was good, because in interviews you usually 

don't know what others think about. In the workshop, there were parents 

and other people like designer and the education specialist. Because of 

that, I would say (the workshop is) not just getting citizens' voice heard, but 

also at the same time from this, like education specialist, she said wouldn't 

have worked in this way. So she also experienced to see how to use service 

design approach in this.

8 1 The workshop we did was actually with other service providers for young 

people. So the library, the youth library workers, the social workers, the 

youth centre workers, like these Nuori centres. And we brought a bunch of 

different people who are actually working with those target groups 

together and did a workshop with them about defining service principles 

for interacting with this target group.

4.2 Designer as the trigger 

of change

Designers inspire changes from the 

stakeholders (including both the public 

sectors and residents) through the 

participatory process

8 14 1 1 My role is to think, to design this participation with citizens, with different 

stakeholders, and then present the result in a way that the others can find it 

actionable.

1 2 But the City Council said to the architects of the city, you have to follow the 

master plan that was done by these people. So even though they didn't 

want to take the proposal and say, “OK, we are going to continue with this 

one,” which is in my opinion a big loss, right? Because it was the first time 

ever that the citizens of Helsinki, they have another proposal that is not the 

one done by the architects of the city. They (the City Council) did not pick it, 

but they said to the architects of the city to follow some of the principles, 

but...

2 1 (The employment services project) this is a question of supporting people's 

well-being and sort of “saving the world.”

2 2 But in public services, there's always this social responsibility. And this is 

something that I think is very relevant for the designer to understand as 

well: what's the social responsibility and how does that reflect when you 

work.

2 3 The city is sort of one stakeholder in this case, but also the service 

developers. So that they would see in situ, how the participatory design is 

done. And what I've had now as feedback is that this way of engaging the 

users has now been growing in the organisation. They’ve started to do it 

themselves. They hired a service designer.

3 1 In design, we always talk about to challenge our assumptions - you cannot 

assume just by the popular narrative that applies to (everything). But 

unfortunately, I felt that even it's such a simple thing and it's not like rocket 

science to understand - this simple thing "do not make assumptions.”

3 2 I think that no matter what, a designer is always also working as an 

educator. So that is the role. Even if we do not think of ourselves as 

teachers, doesn't matter, but our role is to educate and update people and 

create more awareness at the very baseline. Especially as service designers.

3 3 For them, that discovery was really good. Just the understanding of what 

exactly needs to be their role and how could they work internally into 

making those goals more actionable. I think that was a higher point, the 

biggest take away for them - it was like not (just) an interface design class. 

Luckily, we didn't have this pressure to just create an app, create a website 

forcefully, because we genuinely felt that we do not need another 

application or website or something like that.

4 1 But I think the public servants who were also part of the process, I think 

they already learned throughout the process, and gained some things that 

they might be using in their work. Even if there were not (using the) explicit 

outputs of the project, I got feedback that like just talking to each other, 

getting to know each other - (as) I also had a joint session so together with 

immigrants and with public servants - and I think those insights, and the 

experience in itself sort of influenced how they work and how they think 

about the topic.

5 1 Quite often, the services are primarily developed to native Finnish or 

Swedish speakers or people who are coming from this culture. So, we need 

to emphasise this perspective and bring it up, and enforce the inclusivity 

through this approach, and make the extra effort to look at the different 

perspectives.

5 2 We were talking about the "silent group." We need to remind that the 

(existence of the) "silent groups." Quite typically, you easily hear the more 

vocal ones and the ones who already have the (means to participate). Those 

who are most vocal and who have best access to information, and we're 

already influencing a lot of the decisions. So that's typically the easy ones to 

be included in a participatory process, but making sure that we have a place 

to reach the other ones, and it can be for different reasons.

6 1 In Meri-Rastila, the square was regarded - I don't know if it is still - back 

then one of the issues was that there were alcoholics or some unemployed 

people who always stayed there in the same spot, and other people don't 

feel so invited to hang around on that square. And we wanted to change 

this by bringing different different elements and graces the visit the square 

again. I think that actually worked, worked really well.

7 1 Because the purpose of the workshop here is co-creation. That's it. You will 

get people from different backgrounds to one place and let them just share 

their ideas. And I will say it was good, because in interviews you usually 

don't know what others think about. In the workshop, there were parents 

and other people like designer and the education specialist. Because of 

that, I would say (the workshop is) not just getting citizens' voice heard, but 

also at the same time from this, like education specialist, she said wouldn't 

have worked in this way. So she also experienced to see how to use service 

design approach in this.

8 1 They were positive, they really appreciated that we had, positively 

represented what they had given to us, and that we had taken it into 

consideration in the project. I think they would have really liked to take it 

further, I think they would have really liked to become like a steering group 

for the project.

4.3 Designer as an individual 

(who are also embedded in 

the social fabric and carries 

social responsibilities) 

Designers synthesise own life experience into 

their working

6 13 2 1 But in public services, there's always this social responsibility. And this is 

something that I think is very relevant for the designer to understand as 

well: what's the social responsibility and how does that reflect when you 

work.

2 2 I'm not a native English speaker, however, I learn and well, since I started at 

the University, of course there's big development on that. But in that case, 

it's a choice that we do focus only on those who are able to speak English. 

However, I would also say that pretty much all the highly educated 

immigrants who live in Finland do speak English.

3 1 They felt that we (the students) are also the stakeholders for which the 

solution will apply to. So maybe that was the thinking of not giving enough 

research time, but it (this approach) had its shortcomings. But I don't want 

to, like, criticize too much on this pedagogical approach.

3 2 I think that was also good exercise to do because they (the city) saw us not 

only as problem solvers but also as customers, they thought it would not be 

“the worst idea”, if not the best to have this kind of early - because we are 

the receiver of the problem.

3 3 We should acknowledge these biases and try to look beyond these kinds of 

subconscious biases.

3 4 ...where to draw the line was a bit difficult. Because in a way the clients saw 

us who were trying to solve the problem as also the stakeholder whose 

problem the client wanted to solve. So, sometimes yeah, I feel it's great, but 

trying to solve problems for yourself for a client, that's a bit... It's complex.

5 1 I'm originally from Helsinki, I was born here. But actually, I see myself as also 

sort of being an immigrant family... Within our family, we always had the 

experience also that, how to say that, in Finnish you say "maahanmuuttaja," 

immigrant family, so I maybe personally even have experiences from 

childhood, from having a family member who's not a Finn.

5 2 And it's a phase of life where all families are in the same situation, because 

they have same age children. So this is a really big opportunity for people to 

become closer communities in this certain area. And I noticed this myself 

that, for example, I live in (name of a neighbourhood). When I walk around 

on the streets, I say hi to very many people, because my own kids have 

gone to kindergarten here, they've gone to school, and now they have 

hobbies, and so on.

5 3 ...maybe coming back to where I started. Having a family member who's not 

originally Finnish, it's quite important that we don't assume to know how 

Finland and the Finnish institutions and services function.

6 1 Of course, during that studies, and also some projects afterwards, working 

and studying in London, it itself is a very multicultural background or 

setting.



7 1 I think (my experience) has helped me to relate more... as I as a foreigner, 

what's natural for Finns are not natural for us, like we need some help to 

get some permission documents. I think that's why I could empathise on 

this and understand better about their situations. Also, this motivated me 

to (work in the project), I felt more engaged.

8 1 I feel like you can't work without your own life experience influencing you. 

But I think it's really actually, like, I think it's more realistic to acknowledge 

that your life experience is going to influence you, and understand how it's 

going to influence your work and your the way you see things rather than 

try to be 100% objective, because you never will be.

8 2 I think anthropology, like cultural anthropology, has a really interesting way 

of talking about it, that it's your positionality. Like, I come at this topic, with 

this background. And this is what I will bring into it. And because I know 

that's what I'll bring into it, and then I can be a bit more like, honest about 

where I'm going and what I'm working with.
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