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This paper deals with an explorative student 

project which was conducted as part of a consumer 

research project on gender in design. In the project 

master students in design explored and reflected on 

gender issues through practice, and the resulting 

objects were assembled into a public exhibition. 

Departing from gender theory we describe and 

reflect on the experiences of the students and the 

reactions to the objects and the exhibition.  

INTRODUCTION 
 

Scholars have shown how objects are “gendered by 

design” (e.g. MacKenzie & Wajcman 1985, Cockburn 

& Ormrod 1993, Green, Owen & Pain 1993, Wajcman 

1993, Oudshoorn, Rudinow Saetnan & Lie 2002; 

Sparke 1995). However, despite the significant 

consequences this may have on gender equality and 

usability etc., research that investigates the relationship 

between gender and design is still scarce within the field 

of design research (Gislén & Harvard 2007).  

This paper presents a study of a student project in 

design where the intention was to explore and reflect on 

how gender is expressed in design, and to reflect on this 

through design for an exhibition on design and gender. 

This project was part of the interdisciplinary research 

project Gender and design [Genus och Design] (CFK 

2009-02-20), in which four researchers participated, 

representing design, marketing, ethnology and gender. 

The research aimed to emphasize the possibilities of 

giving gender equality a commercial dimension through 

design. Within the research project the study of the 

student project was contrasted with other studies of how 

professional designers have dealt with gender issues in 

commercial contexts (e.g. Jahnke 2006; Mörck & 

Petersson 2007a; 2007b; Petersson & Mörck 2007).   

The student project consisted of three related stages, 

first a seminar series in which the issue of design and 

gender was explored. The discussions and explorations 

of the seminars were then used as a foundation for the 

second stage, the design of discursive objects for the 

exhibition on gender equality and design. Finally, the 

design of the exhibition itself. This exhibition was part 

of a public program discussing gender and feminism 

through films, seminars and other events during the 

winter of 2006 at the culture center Blå Stället in 

Angered - a typical 60‟s concrete suburb of Gothenburg. 

Our research objective was to observe how design 

practitioners “to-be”, and “in action”, would make sense 

of and relate to the topic of gender as reflections 

through practice. And also how gender could be 

negotiated and re-constructed through discursive  

objects. For this reason the students were both observed 

during the process and interviewed at the end of the 

project. Such an approach, to study design practice 

ethnographically, is for the most part lacking in the 

already scarce research on design and gender. 
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The purpose of this paper is to describe the student 

project by outlining the processes involved, and to 

present and briefly analyse the designed objects and 

their reactions.  

First we begin by presenting an introductory theoretical 

section on design and gender research as a contextual 

background to the project. This is followed by a 

description of method. After this we discuss the three 

stages of the project and then end the paper with a 

reflection on experiences of the project. 

DESIGN AND GENDER RESEARCH 
 

Within STS, Science and technology studies, and 

feminist theory literature, the centrality of gender 

relations to the social shaping of technology has been 

explored for some time now (Wajcman 1993; 

MacKenzie & Wajcman 1985). Unlike a deterministic 

view of technology, STS shows how technology is not 

just influencing society but is also being shaped by the 

same. In this context gender has come to be an 

important perspective and some studies include design 

aspects as well (e.g. Oudshoorn et al. 2002; Cockburn & 

Ormrod 1993; Green et al. 1993; Wajcman 1993).  

An interesting case described in this context is that of 

the microwave oven. Its entire life trajectory, from 

design to consumption has been outlined by Cockburn 

and Ormrod (1993). It was shown how the microwave 

was transformed in terms of design, function and selling 

strategies when the target group was changed from male 

to female users. It went from a brown, complicated 

looking high-tech heating gadget, sold in so called 

brown goods stores together with stereo equipment and 

such, to be sold in white goods stores with other kitchen 

appliances, and marketed as a perfect and easy to use 

cooking instrument for the housewife, now white and 

with simple pictograms etc. During its life-cycle it has 

thus changed gender or genderscript (Oudshoorn et al. 

2002). This transformation can be explained by the 

inscriptions of traditional representations of gender that 

was made by designers, engineers, marketers etc. In 

both incarnations, different competences, skills, tastes 

etc. were by designers actively ascribed to male and 

female users based on norms and values. These were 

then reflected in the design of the object. 

However, studies show that an object‟s genderscript is 

in no way fixed. Users can modify and change the 

script, i.e. they do what Akrich (1992) calls “de-

inscriptions”, and may create new meanings and uses of 

the object, regardless of the designer‟s intention.  

The gendering of objects has been addressed in the 

design field as well. An example is the work of 

Ehrnberger (2006) who made visual the gender coding 

of products by exchanging the expression of a power 

drill with that of a food hand mixer and vice versa. A 

traditional power drill is tough-looking, green or red 

with black rubber surfaces, and other functionally 

related details. After the swop, the drill suddenly seems 

easier to use, more harmless, and more feminine if you 

like. The mixer on the other hand, which is traditionally 

white or in light colours and with organic shapes, now 

looks powerful, more “professional” and masculine. In 

reality, both tools are rather easy to use but can also 

become dangerous if used carelessly. Together with the 

example of the micro-wave oven this reveals how 

design elements like form, colour, texture, etc. create 

very different expressions for products in traditionally 

female domains (e.g. the kitchen) and male domains 

(e.g. the construction industry and the electronics 

business). This also influence the value of the objects 

since the traditional masculine taste is valued higher 

than the female (Oudshoorn et al. 2002). The same 

tendencies also concern functionality, for example in the 

case of crash test dummies. These have until recently 

been solely modelled on average male proportions and 

weights etc. This has resulted in car seats designed 

according to a narrow representation of the user, leaving 

out smaller users. A direct consequence is a 100% 

higher risk of whip-lash injuries among female drivers 

(Jahnke 2006). 

Also design historian Sparke (1995) shows how gender 

is marked in forms and tastes of either males or females. 

The traditional dichotomy of gender is evident in 

strategies of differentiation, not least in the classic 

„shrink it, and pink it‟ strategy to reach female 

consumers. This kind of strategy is challenged by 

Barletta (2004) and Learned and Johnson (2005) who 

argues that this approach is an insult to the real needs of 

women. However, they still argue in terms of the 

traditional dichotomy of gender without reflection. The 

logic is to act on and enhance perceived differences 

between women and men.  

Instead, we want to push for diversity and a cultivation 

of a more inclusive and open interpretation of gender in 

design. Our research is based on an understanding of 

gender as socially and culturally constructed but 

negotiable and not stable – a more post structuralist 

approach. Such a perspective implies that gender does 

not exist beyond the acts, postures and gestures that 

supposedly „express‟ gender, and which we perform 
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everyday (Ambjörnsson 2004). To wear a skirt or sit 

with your legs crossed are thus acts that contribute to 

the ‟doing‟ of gender – in this case often interpreted as a 

female gender. But these acts need to constantly be 

iterated to be experienced as believable and fixed – 

gender is not a statical condition but a continuosly 

ongoing process (Ambjörnsson 2004). 

This view is inspired by Butler who sees gender as a 

discursive practice or „performance‟, and argue that 

gender and the heterosexual position cannot be 

predefined (1990, 1993). The female and male is thus 

only categories of gender and not something essentially 

natural or biological. This means that gender can always 

be done differently than the way it is performed in a 

particular context.  

Gender thus remains contingent and open for 

interpretations which invites subversive action. 

However, the space for such actions is not wide open. 

Gender is always enacted within defined cultural frames 

where norms and representations guides our acts and 

what is considered right or wrong. The idea of 

heteronormativity is for instance deeply rooted in our 

culture and queer has become a reaction towards this 

(Ambjörnsson 2006). Queer can be used as a strategy to 

“open up” for the unexpected and subvert conventional 

and normative thinking of gender identities.  

Just as interpretations of masculinity and femininity are 

unstable, so are interpretations of gendered objects. We 

argue that objects as materialized representations are 

part of the performativity of gender, which makes 

design a tool for gendering as well as for gender-

bending.  

As we have seen, the gendering of products play with 

foreseeable ways of being men or women and that this 

involves the designer. Relating to these implications we 

believe that it is important to study the practice of 

design “in action”, as a complement to post-facto 

studies. Although the project we have studied is not 

representative of a commercial design process, we argue 

that this approach enables us to get close to the 

challenges, considerations and reflections when in this 

case designing with gender in mind. 

METHOD 

CATEGORY OF DESIGN 
The type or character of design that this project 

concerns could be argued to fall into either of the 

categories of “critical” or “conceptual design”. 

However, we find that the more recently proposed 

concept of “discursive design” (core77.com, 2009-02-

20) somewhat better reflect the ambitions of the project. 

According to Tharp and Tharp, discursive design refers 

to the creation of utilitarian objects that are tools for 

thinking that intends to raise awareness and 

understanding of debatable issues of psychological, 

sociological, and ideological consequence (ibid.). The 

primary driver, the intention of the designer, is to 

express ideas. It is thus the objects‟ discursive voice that 

contitutes the raison d´être. This is certainly aligned 

with conceptual design as inspired by conceptual art 

(Robach 2005). This concept however has the drawback 

of, on the one end of the spectrum, easily being 

mistaken for more traditional conceptual design of 

industry, and on the other end might connote a too close 

relation to art.  

Critical design as a concept could also have been used. 

The problem is in how “critical” has a tendency to be 

understood as a solely negative position. And even 

though this is a quite narrow understanding of critical, 

discursive has the advantage of being understood as 

more inclusive – the ambition to engage in discourse. 

Tharp and Tharp (n.d) argue that critical design falls 

into the realm of discursive design. All in all, 

discoursive design seems to better match the design 

concerned, with its intent of opening up for discussion 

through utalitarian-like objects.  

PROJECT CONTEXT 
Seven first year master students in design at HDK, the 

School of Design & Crafts, participated in the project. 

The project was not compulsory and competed with 

other projects at the school that were possible to engage 

in. The time-span of the project was one semester and 

the intensity about half time.  

The more specific brief for the students was to 

participate in a seminar series and by drawing from this, 

through reflection and explorations, design individual 

objects for an exhibition on gender and design. The 

students were also asked to collectively design the 

exhibition framework.  

FIELD WORK  

Our research is inspired by ethnography (Hammersley 

& Atkinson 1983). The paper is based on collected field 

material that consist of observations carried out during 

student seminars and workshops; the objects included in 

the exhibition; photos of objects; observations of 

visitors to the exhibition site; and interviews with the 

participating master students.  
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THE STUDENT PROJECT 

THE SEMINAR SERIES   
The seminars were held every second week during a 

period of about two months in the fall of 2005. Each 

seminar, which lasted about three hours, had a theme 

which was defined as part of the process. For example, 

when the discussion seemed to steer in the direction of 

how gender is expressed in marketing, the theme for the 

next seminar would be Gender in Marketing, and an 

exercise would be to study commercial messages in 

shops and magazines and bring examples to discuss at 

that seminar. Such assignments also included to search 

for stereotypical objects, gender neutral objects, to 

observe presentations of objects in stores, to scrutinize 

media images etc. The samples brought back, for 

example in the shape of products, photos, clippings etc, 

and the observations made, were also presented and 

discussed in the seminars.  

 

 
Razors, for men and for women – an example provided by students 

Source: Gillette 

 

In addition to this, a suitable text to read was also 

chosen and authors covered were for example Butler, 

Sparke and Landström.   

The discussions that evolved departed from issues of 

colour and form related to gender. For example how 

different shapes reflect current norms, and how a 

perspective of power reveals a higher or lower value of 

certain colours, of ornament, usability etc.  

This lead on to a close look at marketing and sales 

messages, including shop displays, advertisement, 

commercials etc. The quite massive impression of a 

stereotypical way of depicting men and women as a 

common strategy exposed the role of the designer. One 

student expressed: “Am I educating myself to become a 

cog in this consumer society? It is a question you ask 

yourself all the time. It´s just a flood of material 

products.” 

Personal stories were added such as one student‟s 

discouraging experience of attempting to raise gender 

issues when working for a children‟s clothing company. 

An engaged discussion was ignited, not least by the 

ambition of the students to find strategies on how to 

reconcile their practice with their personal values and 

beliefs. Implications of how stereotypical design may 

restrict both expression, accessibility and function were 

probed and challenged the students to search for other 

ways of working through design to avoid the 

stereotypical and also to improve situations for 

neglected users. In relation to this, human behaviour 

was discussed at length and whether for example sitting 

positions or toilet habits of men and women, and the 

traditions behind different behaviour, are socially 

constructed or essential, and how to relate to this as a 

designer. This discussion also connected to related areas 

such as heteronormativity and ethnicity.  

 

 
 

An observation photographed and brought to the seminar by Alves 

 

In the discussions the students argued that stereotypes 

and strictly binary perspectives restrict freedom of 

creative expression and solution space. Instead, 

strategies and inspiration could be found in the mixing 

of attributes as well as in „bending‟ established norms 

through exaggeration, humor or provocation – to go 

beyond gender. Or even to circumvent problematic 

areas and when possible avoid unnecessary gender 

connotations by connecting to the immediate purpose 

instead. For instance, why is an extra large parking 

space marked with a “family sign” (see photo above) 

when it could be marked with a “P+” sign? 

 

THE DISCURSIVE DESIGN PROCESS 

The students‟ own design processes started gradually 

during the seminars and after about two months the 

attention was shifted to the individual design projects as 

well as to the exhibition design project. The sessions 

became collective tutoring sessions. In addition to this, 
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personal tutoring was also conducted with members of 

the research team as well as with teachers of the school. 

In the tutoring sessions not least issues related to 

discursive design were probed and discussed. The 

intention to for example convey a specific message, 

provoke a question or express an experience, became 

central and the students together discussed different 

options. The indvidual projects are presented briefly 

below with an emphasis on the intention of the student 

as well as the outcome as experienced by some of the 

visitors to the exhibition, in this case pupils of the 

Angered high school. 

This story begins with three seating concepts. As it 

turned out, a common interest of three of the students 

was reflections on gender and sitting, about postures, 

space and behaviour. These concepts evolved as a 

dialogue between these three students and can thus be 

seen as related but also, and perhaps therefore, offering 

quite different results.  

 

Stiletto by Sigrid Strömgren 

The purpose of Stiletto was to convey an experience of 

“walking in high heels” - an attribute strongly linked to 

femininity and beauty. Sigrid meant that wearing such 

shoes restrains the freedom of movement, and that the 

wearer has to engage in an unnecessary and 

uncomfortable balancing act. This she expressed in the 

text plaque that was composed by each designer for 

their piece, as:  

“Men are generally physically stronger than women. 

Products aimed at men enhance this. They are practical 

and comfortable and allow freedom of movement. 

Female attributes tuck in, straighten out and push up. At 

the same time as they beautify they limit freedom of 

movement. Please sit on the Stiletto and experience how 

it feels to balance on unsteady shoe. What would society 

look like if it were men instead of women who wore 

unstable stilettos?” 

That a chair would be used to express this balancing act 

was at first not certain. This choice rather evolved as a 

combination of the experimentation with different 

concepts and an interest in the chair as an object in 

itself. The solution came to be a two-legged chair, with 

the legs in parallel, like the soles of a shoe. From behind 

it also resembles a high heeled shoe. The two legs 

makes it necessary to balance sideways, like when 

wearing high-heeled shoes. 

This balancing act was also what came into focus during 

the exhibition. As an interactive piece of furniture, not 

immediatley understood when laid down and passive, it 

demanded to be raised, tested and experienced. Sigrid 

had placed the chair on a soft round carpet in front of a 

textile drape with the image of an intentionally 

androgynous person sitting on the chair (see illustration 

below). The idea was that the “active” image would 

contrast with the passive expression of a “resting”, or 

perhaps even a discarded chair.   

 

 
 

Stiletto/Stiletto 

 

For some pupils that visited the exhibition, the 

balancing act was perceived as implying an imbalance 

between men and women - if society had been equal, 

the chair would have had four legs. Another reaction 

was that Stiletto was surprisingly comfortable to sit on, 

not as unstable as would have been expected. Some felt, 

this contradicted the intention of the designer. The black 

colour was considered a male colour, but if it had been 

pink it would have been for females, some said. That the 

chair invited interaction ensured many discussions and 

laughs.  

 

Slothfully 2006 by Markus Grip 

As mentioned, several students were interested in 

stereotypical sitting positions, for example how men 

claim space by sitting with legs spread, while women by 

crossing their legs and keeping them together take up 

less space.  

With a somewhat provoking and ironic tone, the chair 

Slothfully 2006, commented on this and enhanced the 

masculine expression and made it visible. Its aesthetics 

was inspired by hotrod cars; the tubular steel “frame” 

resembling the “roll cage” with sharp angles, a rough 

surface, visible welds and flat “primer” paint. A small 

inconspicuous pillow forces the legs apart. 

The idea was to that the chair would invite you, 

irrespective of your sex, to sit as a man. It further 
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commented on the male slacker, which was enhanced 

by the picture on the drape behind the chair (see below) 

and as expressed in the title. In the exhibiton, a TV set 

showed a film with car racing to further strengthen the 

message.    

 

 
 

Slashas 2006/Slothfully 2006 

 

However, for Markus it was not straightforward to 

arrive at this design. Initially he instead attempted to 

design a gender neutral chair.  

“During the process it was really hard to do something 

that didn’t feel strained, but something that felt neutral 

in some way” 

Markus however felt that to make a unisex chair became 

too forced and non-inspiring. Instead he played around 

with the styles and expressions he himself favoured, 

such as car design, and found that by tweaking his own 

preferences, and connect those with a traditional male 

sitting style, via the cushion that forces the legs apart, he 

could make a comment on stereotypical male behaviour. 

“… then I chose to just go back and exaggerate instead. 

That was an easier solution in one way.” 

 

 
 

Girls sitting in Slashas 2006/Slothfully 2006 at the exhibition 

 

This strategy worked for some at the exhibition. For 

others Slothfully 2006 was viewed as a chair for guys. 

Yet others thought the flat red primer colour was 

“girlish”. For some pupils there were no problems with 

sitting straddle-legged. For one of the girls, it was not 

even seen as a typical male way of sitting any longer. 

But for another it felt gross to sit like that, it was just not 

possible – too revealing and too vulnerable. This was 

the more common reaction among girls and women.  

 

Duel by Ulrika Hegårdh 

Duel was conceived of as a public piece of furniture 

with a hidden function that would force people to 

actively choose how to sit. Ulrika was disturbed by 

traditional ideas of male and female sitting. 

“I began by looking at male and female sitting, but I 

didn’t like it … and that thought. Instead I believe that 

we are people and individuals …. And then I wanted to 

erase the question of gender and see how we … what 

space we take up as a single person … or if we are two 

or more…” 

This reflection was also translated into a shape and 

colour which she aimed for to be neutral and “blend in”. 

The intentionally hidden backrest function was inspired 

by the backrest on a bench she had seen on a boat in 

Thailand, which could be flipped over depending on 

how many that wanted to sit close together, for example 

a couple or a family – the space could be divided in 

different ways. In Duel - if one person sits alone, the 

backrest, which is free-turning, forces you to sit in a 

central position and take space. If another person wants 

to sit and also use the backrest, you have to cooperate - 

to give and take space. However it does not necessarily 

mean that you find an equal and balanced sitting. 

 

 
 

Duell/Duel 

 

One way to sit is for one person to take almost all the 

space and another to sit on the side not using the 

backrest at all (see photo below).  

Duel surprises you in the moment of interaction because 

the fact that the backrest can turn is only experienced  
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once you try to lean backwards. One common 

interpretation was that we have to work together to sit 

comfortably and to achieve equality – a tool for talking 

about equality through embodiment. 

 

 
Pupils sitting in Duell/Duel at the exhibition 

 

In the interaction with Duel, some pupils described Duel 

as both a girl and a boy couch, as it was possible for two 

persons to sit on it, or maybe for snuggling as you easily 

fell on each other when trying to sit on it. Another 

playful interpretation was that it could be used to find 

out who is the strongest.  

 

Only Humans by Erika Carnbäck 

One of the objects was more conceptual than the others, 

an altar-like piece named Only humans. 

“I chose this, that we are only humans. Perhaps it 

seems banal, that was what made it so difficult, that one 

didn’t want to make it into something banal, but … as 

something nice and beautiful, that one is equal and have 

the same needs”  

Erika argued that our similarities are more important, 

even if they are sometimes felt as invisible behind all 

the layers of expressed identity. Erika used two series of 

Babuschka dolls to mediate these hidden similarities. 

Her inspiration however came from onions and sallad – 

from the layers of leaves and layered structures making 

up the whole. 

Her choice of not making a product-like piece was 

motivated by a feeling that this would be a more direct 

communication, that her solution was: 

“… not a form of product, like a chair with a function, 

but rather something to provoke thoughts … like some 

thing which strikes down…” 

The “sacral” expression was motivated by the wish to 

be “clear”. Some felt that it was a bit “strict”. Erika 

retorted that: 

“Things doesn’t always have to be funny, and this 

choice of black and white, these colours say hardly 

anything, or, they are black and white, and that was 

what I strived for.” 

 

 
 

Bara människor/Only humans 

 

Occupied by Mariana Alves, Karolina Larsson, and 

Josefine Lindgren 

Occupied started as an idea between three of the 

students, to design a unisex urinal for public spaces. The 

intention was to adress a self-experienced problem area 

– the lack of public toilets for women. But the 

complexity of the matter of public toilets grew when the 

students, during the seminar series, explored the issue 

by visiting such spaces and also by conducting 

interviews with different people about the situation. 

They found an abundance of stories that could be 

related to a perceived lack of gender perspective in 

architecture, city plannning and design. So instead of 

making a kind of solution attempt, the group felt that 

they wanted to communicate these stories to raise 

awareness. 

“It was an every day problem area that we were 

provoked by, and that many seemed to relate to. And if 

we then, with our tools, can expose what is problematic 

to more people, who might also be provoked and start 

reflect themsleves…” 

So to expose these perceived shortcomings and 

problems, they enlisted a photographer and “actors” to 

stage some of the situations that had been picked up as 

stories. 

The resulting fictuous photos were arranged as a photo 

suite on a black board extending four meters in width. 

In the exhibition the photo suite generated a lot of 

discussions and the factor of recognition was great 

among the visitors. A typical response was to comment 

on the effectiveness of images to expose something of 

which a lot is written, but often with little emotion 

attached – that the problems comes alive with images. 
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Presentation of Upptaget/Occupied at Blå Stället 

 

However others demanded a solution and wondered 

why the design students had not made an object. As a 

contrast, some of the pupils, all boys, wondered if the 

students wanted to ban urinals.  

 

 
 

Example of staged photo from Upptaget/Occupied 

 

Yet others were provoked that it was so serious. One of 

the designers retorted: 

 “Yes it was serious. Because I get agitated, really 

angry. Because the thing is, that sometimes you risk 

your life. Because for a girl, there are no public toilets, 

well there are, but they are locked at night, and then as 

a girl you have to go to a park or something… and that 

may mean rape and assault.” 

 

 
 

The centre piece of Upptaget/Occupied 

 

A kind of solution was indeed provided – a unisex 

lavatory, which was illustrated by an image placed at 

the sides of the photo suite, whereas a symbolic image 

of an unequal situation was placed in the middle.  

THE EXHIBITION DESIGN 

The exhibition concept was developed around the 

objects by the students themselves. The exhibition was 

initially to be limited by a representation of their 

personal reflections, i.e. with no demand for a more 

extensive representation of the scope of design and 

gender. However, once the students had visited the site, 

which is a situated in a building complex which also 

holds the social office as well as the high school, 

they were triggered to also attempt to convey a wider 

discussion on gender and design, not least to engage the 

pupils of the Angered high school that would pass the 

exhibition every day through the corridor. Thus, the 

over-arching theme of gender and design, in their 

interpretations, held the objects together. This was 

achieved in several ways. The title chosen was 

immediately directed towards the high school pupils and 

expressed the wider scope of the exhibition. After a 

session when many possible titles were “thrown up”, the 

choice fell on “Spelar Roll – en utställning om design 

och jämställdhet” (Spelar Roll – an exhibition on design 

and gender equality”. In Swedish “Spelar Roll” is a 

“double entendre” with the two different meanings of 

approximately “To play a role” and “Does it matter?” – 

thus the title asks the open-ended question if gender 

equality is important, but also suggests that gender is 

acted – the playing of roles.  

 

 
 

The exhibition title and logo 

 

A graphic profile was designed by two students. Black 

was chosen as the common theme, drawing on the fact 

that in several objects black dominated. Other reasons to 

go for black, was to actively move away from what they 

felt were problematic colours and also to express a more 

contemporary “look”. 

To play out the meanings of how gender roles are 

enacted, the students drew from the title and composed 

short questions, like “Spelar killar roll?” (Do boys play 

roles/matter?). These were taped all over the floor of the 

corriodor and also pointed in the direction of the 

exhibition area in an adjacent room.  

The students continued to develop the idea to 

“surround” the pupils of the high school with thought-

provoking questions, examples and images. Questions 

were composed and placed on the walls of the corridor 

together with images of commerical messages and 

images cut from magazines that had been enlarged, 
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printed and applied to boards. The questions included 

“What roles do toys create?” or “Is society more equal 

when men care about their beauty?”.  

 

 
 

Sample of questions and commercial ads on the walls of Blå Stället – 
“Do women grow older while men age with dignity?” 

 

In the middle of the corridor glass display cases were 

placed with samples of different objects, such as razors 

directed to female and male users respectively and girls‟ 

and boys‟ childrens‟ clothing.  

To provide context for their own objects and to spur 

interaction, these were photographed in front of a black 

background together with people interacting with them 

in different ways. These photos were then printed on 

textile „drapes‟ that were hung as a background to the 

physical objects they represented. This process in itself 

provided more insights about the messages of the 

objects when discussed in the context of the image. To 

add to this, poem-like texts were composed by each 

designer and were printed on small black plaques to 

accompany the object.  

When the exhibition was opended the design students 

held viewings for high school pupils. In these viewings 

the images, questions and products were used as 

examples to discuss design and gender more generally. 

DISCUSSION 
 

Already from the start of the project it became obvious 

how sensitive the issue of gender can be. This was 

probably a reason why a couple of students dropped out 

early on in the process. Some students also felt that 

others in the group were a bit too confrontational and 

“waved the feminst banner a bit too eagerly” as one 

student declared. This sensitivity might also be why 

other students did not consider the project and also why 

some teachers had problems with tutoring the students. 

This speaks in favour of the issues of gender to be made 

manadatory as a tendency is otherwise that only the 

already committed will participate.  

Another experience in relation to the “hot” topic of 

gender is that when the students had to deal with gender 

issues through their explorative and creative processes, 

they also had to deal with their own personal values and 

with the complexity of gender implications on design. 

This initially became a barrier to creativity. This 

complex situation was however turned into the very 

impetus for creativity once a personal perspective had 

been established. This migh be a reason in itself to use 

gender in the teaching of design, i.e. that it is a 

demanding perspective to consider. 

From a design process perspective, gender is interesting 

in the way in which the topic connects to both values 

and also personal experiences of the designer. This 

highlights the general tendency of designers to relate to 

themselves as the “user”, to deploy the implicit method 

of the so called “I-methodology”, even though they may 

not be aware of this fact (Akrich 1995). This is 

problematic and an interesting paradox in the case of 

gender and design. It was the very personal commitment 

that spurred the creative process, which was also in the 

nature of this discursive design project. However, this 

personal commitment might in more commercial design 

processes stand in the way of a more nuanced and well 

founded representation of the user through market 

surveys, consumer tests, and user feedback (Ibid).  

Not that this seems to be the big “problem”, since in 

most cases it is the unawareness, the neglect of a gender 

perspective, that is at the root of the problem. 

Concerning gender and gender equality specifically, we 

support a notion that equality can be advanced if gender 

is actively considered in the design of consumer objects, 

services, systems etc. The ability, as discussed above, to 

translate a complex issue into some do-able elements 

could be what is called for to be able to design less 

stereotypical, yet more equal, useful and attractive 

objects for the market place. So even though the issues 

of designing for an exhibition cannot be immediately 

translated to designing for the market, some issues are 

probably universal; the ability to open your eyes, to 

reflect, to turn a problematic situation into an 

opportunity and to embedd a constructive approach in 

your own design process.  

In this project, the fact that the result was an exhibition, 

and that this meant to engage with the “user”, both first 

hand, and through the objects, stimulated a discussion 

outside the ordinary design teaching context. This 

certainly meant surprising experiences for several 

students, not least when engaging with the minds of the 

young high school pupils. Not least were the students 

sensitized to the rather preconceived and stereotypical 

views of many of the pupils, and the fact that the users‟ 
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own interpretations counts as much as the intention of 

the designer. The latter is an important knowledge in 

understanding the gendering of objects (Oudshoorn et 

al. 2002).  

We were interested in how gender could be negotiated 

and re-constructed through discursive objects. To us it 

was interesting that students used quite different 

strategies to make “gender trouble”. For example, 

Markus used irony for Slothfully 2006. As it turned out 

this could just as well mean to contribute to a 

consolidation instead of questioning of existing gender 

stereotypes. The photo suite Occupied actualized a 

complex and hidden situation and initiated a discussion 

through visualization. This was spurred both by 

recognition and provocation. The intention of Duel was 

to avoid, or rather moving beyond, traditional positions 

and instead opening up for an experience. Here the 

reliance was more on the context and situation which 

was mediated through a clever and innovative solution. 

The effect was enhanced by the ambition to create an 

element of surprise which “positively provoked” 

interaction.  

To sum up, the implications of taking gender into 

consideration in design processes are complex and filled 

with contradictions and necessary trade-offs. This 

project managed to identify some such matters through 

the active observation of a process in the making. Our 

hopes are that more projects will engage in similar and 

complementary ways. This would help increase the 

understanding of the challenge of designers to engage in 

the design of products (including services and systems) 

where properties immediately connects to values and 

politics. And not least, to make evident that all design, 

one way or the other, has gender implications. 
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