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Abstract: This paper examines the integration of intersectionality theory into design education to foster 
critical awareness. Intersectionality, which acknowledges the interconnectedness of multiple identities and 
systemic oppressions, challenges traditional design paradigms that often perpetuate biases and exclusion. 
This research aims to prioritise inclusive design, focusing on its integration into meta-design. In this context, 
"meta-design" indicates a methodological approach to reframing design briefs (problem-framing). Research 
on problem-framing, which directly influences decision-making, often incorporates biases that lead to 
superficial efforts to address inclusivity. It is imperative to address awareness, power dynamics and 
prejudices at the beginning of the design process to mitigate them. The paper is founded on three core 
concepts: meta-design, inclusive design, and intersectionality. The research objective was to evaluate the 
potential benefits and challenges of applying intersectionality theory to design practice. The findings from 
the didactic experience, involving 42 master's students in Product Design, together with insights from the 
literature, highlighted key benefits and challenges in applying intersectionality to design practices. The 
research demonstrates that integrating intersectionality theory with meta-design offers a transformative 
opportunity to rethink traditional design practices and outcomes, and that educators can empower 
students with the tools and perspectives necessary to tackle complex societal issues. This paper lays the 
groundwork for future research on the meaningful application of intersectionality in design practices, 
providing novel approaches to developing socially responsible design. 

Keywords: Intersectionality; Inclusive Design; Meta-design; Design Education, Didactic Experience 

Introduction  
Growing awareness of design's impact on social systems has prompted critical discussions about the skills and 
responsibilities of designers (Berry et al., 2022; D'Ignazio & Klein, 2020). All design outputs are inherently biased, 
shaped by the perspectives of their creators and the historical contexts in which they emerge (Holmes, 2020). These 
biases permeate the design process, embedding artefacts and materials that influence social consciousness (Del 
Gaudio & Chopra, 2023; Prochner, 2024). Consequently, even well-intentioned designs can perpetuate existing 
inequalities. This underscores a fundamental challenge: designers must move beyond intent, actively identify and 
address biases, mitigate exclusion criteria and foster genuine inclusivity (D'Ignazio & Klein, 2020). Even aspects of the 
environment perceived as "natural" often reflect human intervention (Norman, 2023). Consequently, the outcomes of 
design processes are intimately intertwined with the mechanisms of inequality, playing a central role in reinforcing 
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systemic oppression (Costanza-Chock, 2018). Ignoring these dynamics and attributing inequality solely to institutional 
politics diminishes the potential of design as a tool for liberation (Costanza-Chock, 2018). Recognising these 
challenges, however, creates opportunities for new perspectives. 

Treviranus (2018) highlights that exclusionary practices often persist even within movements that address inclusion. 
The author describes social exclusion as a vicious cycle: when individuals cannot participate, their interests are 
overlooked, perpetuating exclusion and normalisation. Recognising that systemic issues lack single solutions, small 
interventions to increase inclusion can initiate virtuous cycles (Treviranus, 2018). To initiate this process, it is essential 
to ask reflective questions, such as: "Who am I forgetting? Which assumptions are inadequate? Which beliefs are 
misguided?" (Walker, 2016). Walker (2016) underscores the importance of adopting an intersectional perspective to 
tackle exclusion, emphasising attentiveness and openness to critique. This approach enables designers to identify 
blind spots and unintended consequences of poorly informed, well-intentioned actions. Design education serves as a 
fertile ground for cultivating such reflections. Acknowledging privilege and oppression, including one's own, is 
fundamental to building a foundation for equitable design (Goodwill et al., 2021). By fostering this awareness, 
designers can enhance the relevance and impact of their work. The increasing focus on equity has driven scholars to 
address these issues within the design context actively, highlighting the need for new principles to break cycles of 
exclusion and promote inclusive progress (Costanza-Chock, 2020; Holmes, 2020; Prochner, 2024). This growing 
recognition of equity's importance in design contexts has led scholars and practitioners to reevaluate established 
frameworks and broaden their scope.  

Inclusive Design has established itself as a valuable framework, though it continues to evolve in scope and 
interpretation. Historically, Inclusive Design aimed to address the needs of older adults and disabled people (Clarkson 
& Coleman, 2015; Lillegård et al., 2021), reflecting societal trends such as ageing populations (Szlavi & Guedes, 2023). 
The Inclusive Design Research Centre has expanded this framework to encompass the full spectrum of human 
diversity, acknowledging that exclusion often results from mismatches between design and individual needs (Nickpour 
et al., 2024). While initially focused on disability and ageing, Inclusive Design has broadened to address diverse 
dimensions, including race, gender, social status, and sexual orientation. This evolution aligns with intersectionality, 
introduced by Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989), which examines the complex interplay of privilege and oppression. Despite 
gaining traction in other fields, intersectionality remains underexplored in design education (Berry et al., 2022). More 
research is needed to explore how students navigate intersectional biases (Berry et al., 2022), and educators require 
practical guidelines to teach these concepts effectively beyond theoretical discussions (Costanza-Chock, 2020). This 
paper addresses this gap by investigating how intersectionality can raise awareness and inform design practices. 

This research is part of a PhD project to prioritise Inclusive Design within design education by integrating it into meta-
design. In this context, meta-design refers to a methodological learning approach focused on redefining design briefs 
through problem-framing (Arquilla & Caruso, 2024; Deserti & Meroni, 2018). Research on problem-framing reveals 
that biases can significantly influence decision-making, often resulting in superficial efforts to promote inclusivity 
(Holmes, 2020). Addressing awareness, power dynamics, and biases early in the design process is crucial for 
deconstructing prejudice (Costanza-Chock, 2020). Inclusive design is often overlooked or narrowly associated with 
ageing, neglecting other attributes contributing to exclusion (Donahue & Gheerawo, 2021). This research 
demonstrates that an intersectional understanding of Inclusive Design could help move beyond the age-ability axis to 
recognise human diversity across social contexts such as ethnicity, gender, class and religion (Holmes, 2020). By 
addressing power dynamics and positionality early in the design process (Costanza-Chock, 2020), this paper advocates 
for an intersectional approach that can allow reflection on biases and foster more equitable design outcomes. 

The paper is divided into two main sections: 

1. Theoretical background 
This section lays the groundwork for the research by focusing on three central themes: 

a. Meta-Design: the first paragraph examines meta-design, mainly its role in problem-framing, which is 
crucial to the design process and its educational value; 

b. Principles of Inclusive Design: the second paragraph briefly explores inclusive design, emphasising its 
evolving paradigms and perspectives and the perspective adopted for the research; 

c. Intersectionality in Design: an introduction to clarify key terms and provide foundational definitions. 
It explores how intersectionality can be applied to challenge dominant design and the illusion of 
neutrality. 
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Together, these themes provide a theoretical framework for understanding the core concepts, guiding the 
exploration and supporting the findings discussed in the paper. 

2. Interpretation and results 
This section presents action research results that integrated insights from a literature review with participatory 
action research methods consisting of didactic experiences with students. These results investigate the role of 
intersectionality in design, highlighting the opportunities and challenges of applying intersectionality in design 
practices. 
 

Theoretical background 
This section outlines the theoretical foundation of this research, focusing on three key concepts: meta-design, 
Inclusive Design principles and intersectionality.  

Meta-Design: a framework for adaptive and collaborative innovation 
The term "meta-design", first introduced in industrial design by Van Onck (1965), has evolved across various 
disciplines, from biological (Maturana, 1997) to techno-social domains (Fischer et al., 2017). At its core, meta-design 
focuses on "designing the design" (Bentz & Franzato, 2017), transforming complexity into opportunities for innovation 
(Wood, 2022) while fostering cultural growth and uncovering new design possibilities (Fischer et al., 2017). This 
approach expands traditional design by emphasising co-adaptation between users and systems, enabling users to 
become active participants (Giaccardi & Fischer, 2008).  

The Greek "meta" means shifts in place, order, or nature, encapsulating reflection and transformation (Giaccardi & 
Fischer, 2008). Meta-design involves three interpretations of "meta" (Giaccardi, 2005): 

• "Behind": designing the design process, tools, and principles; 
• "With": empowering users to act as designers; 
• "Between/Among": creating participatory and relational spaces. 

Meta-design allows for ongoing stakeholder participation, extending systems beyond their initial scope (Ehn, 2008). It 
shifts control from designers to collaborative processes, where creating conditions for participation is as important as 
crafting the artefact itself (Giaccardi, 2005). The iterative "seeding, evolutionary growth, and reseeding" model 
outlines this process (Fischer & Ostwald, 2002): 

• Seeding: providing foundational concepts for user-driven evolution; 
• Evolutionary Growth: decentralised development through user engagement; 
• Reseeding: centralised refinement and organisation of user contributions. 

This reflective and iterative approach highlights meta-design's potential for tackling complex challenges by prioritising 
adaptability and user involvement (Fischer & Ostwald, 2002). 

The Didactical Value of Meta-Design  
Meta-design has been extensively debated in the literature, particularly regarding its varying interpretations across 
regions. On one hand, the term has gained prominence internationally; on the other, it holds unique significance in 
Neo-Latin countries, especially within Italian and Brazilian design traditions (Van Onck, 1965; Vassão, 2017). In these 
contexts, meta-design is often conceptualised as a methodological learning approach in design education, 
emphasising the redefinition of the design brief, or "problem-framing" (Arquilla & Caruso, 2024; Deserti & Celaschi, 
2007; Deserti & Meroni, 2018). 

For this research, meta-design is positioned within the domain of design education. It is defined as a "project-based 
learning" methodology that focuses on framing the problem to be solved (Giaccardi, 2005). This approach equips 
students with competencies to manage the critical initial phase of the design process, acting as a "generator" of 
design actions (Caruso & Arquilla, 2025). Meta-design operates on multiple levels, establishing constraints and 
guidelines to foster the emergence of innovative scenarios (Giaccardi, 2005). Meta-design stands out as a reflective 
methodology, emphasising critical thinking about the purpose and constraints of design. It seeks to generate open-
ended solutions rather than finalised outcomes (Nold, 2022). This process involves defining "rules and grammar" for 
the project and laying the groundwork for subsequent design phases (Arquilla & Caruso, 2024; Deserti & Celaschi, 
2007; Deserti & Meroni, 2018). By engaging people and observing real-world contexts, meta-design fosters meaning-
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driven outcomes that address specific needs while broadening perspectives. It begins with exploring the project's 
context (Arquilla & Caruso, 2024; Collina, 2005).  

Meta-design's emphasis on framing problems underscores its importance in design education. Research shows that 
how a designer frames problems significantly impacts project outcomes and subsequent progress (Dorst, 2019). 
Integrating Inclusive Design into meta-design presents a valuable opportunity because addressing power dynamics, 
biases, and awareness early can help mitigate prejudices and promote more equitable solutions (Arquilla & Caruso, 
2025; Costanza-Chock, 2020), fostering designers' ability to prioritise inclusivity.  

Overview of Inclusive Design and Perspective Adopted for the Research 
Inclusive Design has undergone significant evolution since its origins in the 1950s. Initially, it focused on addressing 
the needs of disabled and older people, emerging as part of a broader international trend to integrate these groups 
into mainstream society (Clarkson & Coleman, 2015). Known as "Design for All" in Europe and "Universal Design" in 
the United States, this movement represented an effort to integrate accessibility into mainstream design practices, 
aiming for environments and products that serve diverse users (Clarkson & Coleman, 2015). Maeda (2021) traces the 
origins of Inclusive Design practices to this period, when designs catering to disabled people, such as typewriters, 
telephones, and curb cuts, began to be mass-produced. Initially intended to improve individual lives, these 
innovations eventually benefited society through broader industrialisation. 

The aftermath of World War II played a crucial role in shaping the Inclusive Design landscape, marking a pivotal 
moment in the pursuit of social and political justice and contributing to the establishment of welfare states in the UK 
and other nations (Holmes, 2020). The experiences of wounded veterans from both World Wars heightened the 
demand for accessibility accommodations (Kille-Speckter & Nickpour, 2022). Around this time, Henry Dreyfus 
published "The measure of man", which emphasised the importance of anthropometry as an indispensable tool for 
designers (Holmes, 2020; Lupton & Tobias, 2021). This concept was rooted in the belief that measurable average 
characteristics were essential for supporting industrial projects. Much of this thinking can be traced back to the 19th-
century Belgian mathematician Adolphe Quetelet, whose research on the average size of the human body suggested 
measuring people to determine a "perfect average". From this comparison, a person's degree of "abnormality" could 
be estimated. Diversity and variation in human beings were thus treated as deviations from the ideal (Holmes, 2020). 
The ideas of Dreyfus and Quetelet strongly influenced the development of the "one-size-fits-all" approach to design. 
This approach aimed to create products and environments tailored to the average person, with those that conflict 
with these standards considered exceptions (Holmes, 2020; Lupton & Tobias, 2021). A dangerous concept of normality 
emerged from the representation of the bell curve, in which most people were seen as part of the average condition 
(Holmes, 2020). This idea proved both pervasive and enduring. Holmes (2020) argues that simplifying who can use and 
accept a solution generates exclusion patterns. Therefore, it is crucial to prioritise incorporating diverse human 
experiences in the design process.  

The paradigm is shifting as Inclusive Design increasingly addresses broader and more complex forms of exclusion. Two 
critical factors are reshaping this landscape: the growing awareness that good intentions alone are insufficient (Del 
Gaudio et al., 2020; D'Ignazio & Klein, 2020), and the recognition that exclusion encompasses more than just physical 
accessibility (Donahue & Gheerawo, 2021). A heightened awareness of unconscious biases is central to this evolution. 
These biases, often learned, instinctive, and deeply embedded, can subtly influence decision-making processes 
without designers' awareness (Costanza-Chock, 2020; Wachter-Boettcher, 2018). As Holmes (2020) succinctly notes, 
"exclusion happens when we solve problems using our biases". Designers must identify and confront their biases to 
avoid tokenistic inclusivity and embrace community-driven, collaborative approaches that challenge traditional power 
dynamics (Place, 2022). 

The literature highlights the need to broaden the definition of exclusion, extending beyond traditional concerns 
related to accessibility (Lillegård et al., 2021; Szlavi & Guedes, 2023). While issues such as ageing have been 
addressed, there is an increasing urgency to focus on other critical concerns and push research toward more holistic 
approaches (Donahue & Gheerawo, 2021). Inclusive Design must account for various characteristics such as race, 
gender, social status, sexual orientation, and others, embracing the concept of intersectionality. Intersectionality 
acknowledges the interconnectedness of various forms of oppression (Crenshaw, 1989). By becoming more aware of 
how privilege and oppression (including their own) operate in their design contexts, designers can challenge inequities 
and patterns of oppression, reflecting on their decisions (Goodwill et al., 2021). 
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Intersectionality in Design: brief definition and related terms  
Scholars and activists have long focused on various forms of injustice and oppression. Feminist movements, 
particularly, have played a significant role in highlighting systemic inequality, violence, and oppression, especially 
toward women (Canlı & Martins, 2016). 

Black feminist legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw first coined the term "intersectionality" in 1989, developing the 
concept within a legal framework to argue that a "single-axis framework" often fails to address the compounded 
forms of discrimination faced by Black women (Crenshaw, 1989). Intersectionality challenges this narrow analysis, 
showing how race, gender, class, ability, and other identities intersect to create complex, multi-dimensional 
experiences of oppression and privilege (Costanza-Chock, 2020; Crenshaw, 1989). 

"Intersectionality" exposes how different systems of oppression, such as racism, sexism, ableism, and others, are 
interconnected, with individuals facing multiple, simultaneous forms of discrimination (Crenshaw, 1989). This theory 
emphasises that individuals' unique positions within these intersecting oppressions provide distinct perspectives on 
social phenomena. Similarly, the "matrix of domination" (Collins, 2017) helps us understand how different forms of 
power and privilege are institutionalised and intertwined. Every social actor belongs to multiple social groups and 
presents advantages or disadvantages based on their context and the intersecting nature of identity axes such as race, 
class, gender identity, sexuality, and ability. 

Key concepts related to intersectionality include: 

• Power and privilege: power refers to the ability to influence or control others, while privilege refers to unearned 
advantages granted based on membership in dominant social groups. A tool used to understand these concepts 
is Sylvia Duckworth's Wheel of Power/Privilege (Duckworth, 2020), which visually maps social categories that 
grant varying degrees of privilege or marginalisation, helping to visualise how power dynamics operate across 
different social contexts (Collins, 2017); 

• Four domains of power: the matrix of domination is organised into four key domains, which help us analyse how 
power operates at different levels (Collins, 2017; Del Gaudio & Chopra, 2023): 

1. Structural: this domain focuses on large-scale institutions such as the education system, media, legal system, 
and healthcare, which reproduce or enforce exclusionary practices through policies and procedures; 

2. Disciplinary: refers to how institutions use hierarchical organisation and surveillance techniques to manage 
and control individuals. It excludes certain groups not through explicit policies but through organisational 
practices; 

3. Hegemonic: connects social institutions and organisational practices to everyday social interactions. It involves 
the cultural and ideological practices that justify power dynamics and inequalities. An example is the 
mainstream beauty standards perpetuated by mass media, which affect self-perception, especially among 
marginalised groups; 

4. Interpersonal: refers to everyday interactions and the personal, micro-level experiences of individuals dealing 
with forms of oppression in their daily lives. It manifests through routine social practices and the way people 
interact with one another on an interpersonal level. 

• Positionality: refers to the social and political context that shapes an individual's identity and influences their 
understanding of the world. It acknowledges how one's social position, based on factors such as race, gender, 
class, ability, and other identities, influences their biases, experiences, and perspectives. Recognising positionality 
is crucial for understanding how our identities shape our interpretations and actions in various contexts. It 
involves understanding how intersecting identities interact and influence our views, practices, and approaches to 
issues (Crenshaw, 1989). 

Understanding the interconnectedness of these concepts and domains helps to unpack the complex ways in which 
oppression and privilege operate across multiple dimensions of identity and social systems. 

Use of intersectionality to recognise the dominant design and the illusion of neutrality 
Designers are often trained to maintain "neutrality," presenting themselves as intermediaries between clients and 
audiences while suppressing their identities and subjectivities (Place, 2023). However, this perceived neutrality 
perpetuates power hierarchies, positioning designers as "experts" and relegating the public to passive "users" 
(Donahue & Gheerawo, 2021; Nickpour et al., 2024). Scholars argue that design artefacts inherently influence societal 
behaviours, perceptions, and practices, embedding specific realities into social structures, as artefacts have political 
implications (Escobar-Tello et al., 2021; Canlı, 2018; A. L. Place, 2023). 
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Critiques of dominant design practices point out their role in sustaining systemic oppressions, such as sexism, racism, 
and ableism, often with harmful consequences. For example, Perez (2019) demonstrates how ignoring gender in car 
safety design increases women's likelihood of injury by 47% and mortality by 17% in car crashes. These outcomes 
result from designing around a "default male", reinforcing systemic biases. Design serves as a mechanism of power, as 
its theory, practice, and materialised outcomes act as both forms of knowledge and instruments of discourse that 
prioritise particular worldviews over others (Del Gaudio & Chopra, 2023). 

Del Gaudio and Chopra (2023) identify three mechanisms through which dominant design sustains its influence: 

1. Institutionalisation: institutionalised knowledge imposes acceptable design practices, marginalising 
alternatives. Universities reinforce this by legitimising and disseminating dominant design knowledge globally, 
consolidating power (Noel, 2022; Schultz et al., 2018); 

2. Universalism: assumptions of universal applicability ignore cultural and contextual nuances. Generalised 
design methods and models spread unchecked, leading to inappropriate practices in diverse contexts 
(Prendeville & Koria, 2022); 

3. Solutionism: from the belief that technology can resolve societal problems without addressing root causes 
(Morozov, 2013). This mindset, rooted in early design theories, reduces social complexities to simplistic 
narratives (Costanza-Chock, 2020; Edwards et al., 2022). 

Design is never neutral; it reflects the biases of its creators and the historical contexts in which it emerges 
(Holmes,2020). These biases embed prejudices into artefacts, reinforcing stereotypes and inequities when deployed 
(Prochner, 2024). Acknowledging this dynamic is critical to fostering accountability and challenging traditional notions 
of neutrality and objectivity. 

The concept of neutrality often supports the status quo, favouring those in power. Design's focus on "solutionism" 
perpetuates this tendency by reducing complex issues to oversimplified problems (Place, 2022; Place, 2023). 
Traditional design practices frequently aim for singular solutions, overlooking the diversity of cultural, social, and 
regional experiences (Buckley, 2020). Inclusive design also faces the challenge of objectification, where individuals are 
treated as "test subjects" rather than valued contributors with diverse needs and perspectives. The term "user" 
dehumanises individuals, obscuring nuanced design requirements. Instead, designers should encourage peer-to-peer 
collaboration, treating individuals as experts and equal participants (Treviranus, 2018). Recognising design's role as a 
product and producer of societal values can drive incremental yet meaningful change. Intersectional approaches 
enable designers to confront power dynamics and injustices (Canlı & Martins, 2016). While initial efforts exist, 
systemic implementation of intersectional thinking remains underexplored, limiting its transformative potential 
(Martins, 2014). 

Research Question and Research Methodology 
The theoretical foundation of this paper shaped the research question: What are the implications of intersectionality 
theory for design, and how can it enhance awareness? 
The research aimed to evaluate, through a didactic experience, the potential benefits and challenges of applying 
intersectionality theory in design practice. 

To address this question, an Action Research methodology was adopted (Figure 1). This approach combined a 
literature review with participatory action research methods, including a didactic workshop involving 42 students. The 
emphasis was on direct engagement with participants to foster interaction and draw insights from their firsthand 
experiences and knowledge (Plack & Greenberg, 2005). 
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Figure 1. Overview of the research methodology. The research begins with problem formulation grounded in existing 
literature and theoretical frameworks, which informed an action research approach centred on a didactic workshop 
experience. In this workshop, students reflected on power, privilege, and the potential benefits of intersectionality in 

design practice. Findings emerged from both the literature review and qualitative analysis of workshop data, 
revealing key advantages and controversies surrounding the application of intersectionality in design, as discussed in 

the subsequent sections. 

A didactic workshop engaged 42 master's students in Product Design through hands-on collaboration. The workshop 
aimed to foster critical reflection and meaningful dialogue on the effective integration of intersectionality principles 
into design practices. The format combined structured activities with open discussions, creating a safe and judgment-
free environment that encouraged authentic participation and sharing. Students formed 10 multicultural teams 
representing diverse countries and backgrounds, maintaining participant anonymity throughout the process (detailed 
student demographics are provided in Table 1). 

 

Table 1. Distribution of students by nationality. 
Nationalities Number of students 

Italy 17 
China 10 
Iran 3 

Brazil 3 
Turkey  3 
France 2 

Colombia 2 
Cuba 1 

Russia 1 
9 42 

 

The participants represented various provinces and backgrounds, facilitating reflection on privilege and dialogue 
about different social contexts. However, since the research took place in the Italian context, Italian students were 
overrepresented among the participants. 

One limitation of the study was the power dynamic between the first author, who conducted the workshop, and the 
participants. Although the first author was not the students' direct tutor, she collaborates closely with the second 
author, a professor in the students' program. This relationship could have influenced the data, as students may have 
felt constrained by the perceived power differential. However, this potential limitation was acknowledged from the 
beginning, and efforts were made to create adequate time and space for students to share their opinions freely. The 
session began with a theoretical introduction to intersectionality, laying the groundwork for subsequent activities. 
Discussions were guided by a pre-prepared Miro Board accessible at this link 
(https://miro.com/app/board/uXjVIqa7jbE=/?share_link_id=690658105509), which helped structure the conversation 
and allowed participants to document their reflections. 

 

https://miro.com/app/board/uXjVIqa7jbE=/?share_link_id=690658105509
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Figure 2. Miro board activities are used to guide the students' workshop. This board facilitated reflection on power 
and privilege using the Wheel of Power and Privilege as a tool. The inner circle corresponds to privilege in the wheel, 

while the outer circle represents the most oppressed groups. Identities are not fixed and may vary according to 
geographical context and other factors. As part of this reflection, consider the impact of privilege and oppression on 

their projects and how these dynamics inform design decisions. 

 

 

Figure 3. Miro board activities are used to guide the students' workshop. This board facilitated a brainstorming 
activity on intersectionality, inviting students to share their ideas and experiences freely on addressing 

intersectionality in design practices. 

 
 
Key workshop activities included: 

• Positionality Exercise: Students were asked to examine their personal identities, including race, class, gender, 
sexuality, and ability status, and reflect on how these contexts shape their perspectives, biases, and approaches 
to design. This activity aimed to foster a deeper understanding of how lived experiences influence worldviews 
and design practices. For fostering the reflection, the wheel of power and some questions derived from Design 
Justice (Figure 2); 
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• Brainstorming on Intersectionality in Design: Exploring the relevance and implications of applying intersectional 
principles to design practices (Figure 3). 

 

The workshop centred on two guiding questions: 

• What value could intersectional theory bring to design? 
• What are the main issues or challenges to consider? 

These activities encouraged critical thinking, collaborative engagement, and a deeper understanding of the subject. 
Qualitative data from the workshop were analysed by clustering insights from the 10 teams based on similarities and 
emergent themes. The data were examined using thematic analysis, a fundamental approach in qualitative research 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006), which focuses on identifying recurring patterns and 'thematic meanings' within the data. 
Students' responses were systematically grouped into thematic areas and analysed in relation to existing theoretical 
knowledge and findings from the literature. Through multiple rounds of review and refinement, key benefits and 
challenges emerged. These findings are presented in the following section. 

At the workshop's conclusion, participants were invited to complete a brief questionnaire designed to assess the 
workshop's overall effectiveness and its perceived impact on their learning. Students were specifically asked to reflect 
on the following: 

• Future Integration: to what extent they believed they would incorporate the knowledge and skills gained during 
the workshop into their future design activities. 

• Practical Application: how helpful they felt the knowledge acquired during the workshop would be in addressing 
real-world design challenges. 

The questionnaire assessed the workshop's success in fostering practical understanding and its relevance to 
participants' professional growth and design practices.  

Interpretation and Results 
Benefits of Intersectionality in Design 

The literature review and workshop findings helped identify the benefits and challenges of applying intersectionality 
to design practices. A key insight confirmed is that intersectionality discourages one-size-fits-all approaches, 
promoting tailored solutions that effectively address diverse needs. Its integration into design education is particularly 
valuable, as it encourages students to reflect and establish continuous feedback loops, enhancing both the design 
process and outcomes. The "seeding, evolutionary growth, and reseeding" model in meta-design (Fischer & Ostwald, 
2002) aligns with the focus on ongoing learning and unlearning in intersectionality (Shaw, 2019). Together, they create 
a cycle of reflection, adaptation, and innovation that actively challenges exclusionary norms and practices. This dual 
process includes: 

1) Learning to listen to diverse perspectives, gain insights from others, observe different contexts, and remain 
open to new approaches fosters an inclusive mindset. This respect for external viewpoints ensures that diverse 
experiences are incorporated into design solutions (Shaw, 2019); 

2) Unlearning: challenging existing assumptions and promoting critical reflection drives meaningful change. This 
involves questioning current evaluation practices, reflecting on past actions, learning from mistakes, and 
committing to improvement. This iterative cycle of reflection and growth ensures continuous progress (Shaw, 
2019).  

Students emphasise that talking about intersectionality could bring significant value to product design. By embedding 
intersectionality into design processes, designers can achieve a more inclusive, equitable, and reflective approach, 
delivering numerous benefits identified as follows; 

• Empowering Communities: recognising communities' unique challenges through an intersectional lens enables 
solutions that empower rather than exploit. Designs become sensitive to diverse needs and circumstances, 
promoting inclusivity and equitable outcomes (Costanza-Chock, 2020; Place, 2022). With a deeper understanding 
of people and a better understanding of contextual needs, as the students noted. 
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• Challenging binary paradigms: Intersectionality disrupts restrictive binary thinking in design, such as male/female 
or able/disabled categorisations. Embracing complexity and difference allows designers to move beyond 
stereotypes, acknowledge fluid identities, and highlight mismatches between needs and goals that anyone can 
experience (Bardzell, 2010; Wachter-Boettcher, 2018). Students see this approach as "bringing greater 
awareness and change to the old way of designing". 

• Reflecting on power dynamics in design: design is often shaped by dominant perspectives, perpetuating 
inequities and exclusion. Addressing this requires a critical examination of biases and oppressive patterns 
embedded in design processes. Recognising these power imbalances fosters equitable and inclusive practices 
(Place, 2022). 

• Practising self-awareness: designers must critically examine how their identities shape their perceptions, biases, 
and decisions. As highlighted in the literature, cultivating self-awareness is crucial for preventing the 
perpetuation of inequalities and shifting power dynamics, ultimately fostering more equitable cultures (Anaissie 
et al., 2021).  Students emphasised the value of the positionality exercise, noting that individuals are often so 
immersed in their own biases that they fail to recognise their privileges. This exercise encouraged them to engage 
with others and facilitated open, though sometimes uncomfortable, discussions. 

• Recognising and addressing biases: unconscious biases, often instinctual and unintentional, can lead to 
exclusion. Students recognise the need to broaden their viewpoint and apply a holistic approach. Designers must 
identify and address these biases to honour diverse identities and lived experiences, creating genuinely inclusive 
solutions. Exclusion happens when we solve problems using our biases (Szlavi & Guedes, 2023; Wachter-
Boettcher, 2018). 

• Learning from diversity: designers must actively learn from diverse human experiences, recognising their 
perspective as one of many(Del Gaudio & Chopra, 2023). Diverse teams help counteract cognitive biases and 
foster holistic designs. As Monteiro (2019) argues, "all the white guys in the room, even with the best intentions, 
will only ever know what it means to make white guy decisions". 

 
Controversial Aspects and Challenges of Intersectionality in Design 

In addition to the benefits, the research also aims to define the controversial aspects and their critical application. 
The controversial aspects that emerged from the research are as follows: 
• Risk of tokenism: intersectionality can be superficially adopted as a token without a genuine commitment to 

addressing inequalities. Marginalised group representatives may be involved in formalities rather than their 
experiences being valued and integrated into the process (Fox, 2015; Kelly et al., 2021). 

• Practical application difficulties: limited concrete guidelines exist for incorporating intersectionality into 
empirical research. Researchers often struggle to balance rigorous theoretical analysis with the complexity and 
fluidity of human experiences (Bardzell, 2010; Chopra, 2022). Students emphasised the lack of practical support 
as a key area for improvement. They suggested incorporating more design activities and practical tools to help 
apply the principles of intersectionality to specific design scenarios. This recommendation emphasises the need 
for workshops to balance theoretical discussions with practical applications, allowing students to refine their 
design approaches in contextually relevant ways. 

• Definition and measurement challenges: the complexity of intersectionality makes it challenging to define and 
measure. Simplistic approaches risk overlooking the intricate interactions between identities and power 
structures, thereby complicating the creation of practical, analytical, and evaluative tools (Costanza-Chock, 2020).  

• Balancing systemic and incremental change: addressing systemic issues in design and education requires 
complex, multifaceted solutions. However, small, targeted interventions can initiate virtuous cycles that 
contribute to broader transformation (Treviranus, 2018). For this reason, students also emphasised the 
importance of balancing power dynamics within the classroom. Educators play a crucial role in fostering 
inclusivity, and students highlighted the need for educators to reflect on their biases and adopt flexible teaching 
approaches to address the diverse needs of students. At the same time, they acknowledged the difficulties 
educators face, particularly when managing large groups of students. This response underscores the dual 
responsibility of educators: to foster inclusivity through self-awareness and adaptive teaching methods, while 
navigating the practical challenges of diverse classroom dynamics. 

 

Conclusions and future opportunities 
The didactic experience served a dual purpose: it was both a method for collecting research data and an educational 
experiment to encourage students to reflect on the pedagogical value of an intersectional approach in their learning. 
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A short questionnaire conducted at the end of the workshop provided valuable insights into the students' perceptions. 
As illustrated in Figure 4, students rated their experience on a scale from 1 (Not at All) to 5 (Very Significantly). Out of 
42 respondents, 18 students (approximately 43%) indicated that they believed they would incorporate the knowledge 
and skills gained during the workshop into their future design activities. Similarly, 43% of the students felt the 
knowledge acquired during the workshop would be valuable in addressing real-world design challenges (Figure 5). 
These results indicate a positive reception to the workshop, while also identifying opportunities further to enhance its 
impact on practical and professional applications. 

 

Figure 4: Results of the post-workshop questionnaire completed by students to assess the overall effectiveness of the 
workshop and its perceived impact on their learning. Students were asked to evaluate on a scale from 1 (not at all) 

to 5 (Very significantly) how they plan to integrate the knowledge acquired in their future activities. The graph 
shows that 18 out of 42 students responded with a rating of 4 out of 5, and 5 students rated 5 out of 5. This means 

that more than 50% of participants intend to apply these concepts in their future activities. 

 

 
Figure 5: Results of the post-workshop questionnaire completed by students to assess the overall effectiveness of the 
workshop and its perceived impact on their learning. Students were asked to evaluate on a scale from 1 (not at all) 
to 5 (Very significantly) how the workshop changed their perspective on design. The graph indicates that 18 out of 

42 students responded with a rating of 4 out of 5. 

 

 
 
In conclusion, this didactic experience highlighted the potential of integrating intersectional theory and meta-design 
within design education. By operating at the meta-design level, this approach offers a strategic opportunity to embed 
Inclusive Design principles directly into core design methodologies, rather than treating them as supplementary 
considerations. This anticipatory approach ensures that inclusivity and equity become foundational elements, 
encouraging students to critically reflect on their positionalities and the systems of power that influence design 
decisions. The integration of intersectionality further deepens this reflection, ensuring that design processes are 
inclusive, contextually relevant, and socially responsible. 

The research emphasised the importance of reflection and adaptability in design education. Through environments 
that promote co-design and continuous iteration, meta-design nurtures a culture of collective growth and innovation. 
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As seen in the workshop, activities such as positionality mapping and tools like the “Wheel of Power and Privilege” 
help students examine their biases and perspectives, leading to a deeper understanding of how personal identities 
influence design practices. 

However, this process is not without its challenges. Issues such as tokenism, the absence of concrete implementation 
guidelines, and the complexity of balancing systemic change with incremental improvements require ongoing 
commitment from both educators and designers. It is crucial for both groups to critically assess their own biases, 
privileges, and positionalities to cultivate a culture of accountability and empathy. 

Integrating intersectional theory and meta-design presents a transformative opportunity to redefine traditional design 
practices, ultimately fostering more inclusive, equitable, and impactful outcomes. By embedding these principles into 
design education, educators can equip students with the tools and perspectives necessary to address complex societal 
challenges and contribute to a more inclusive and just design landscape. This research serves as a starting point for 
further exploration of how intersectionality can be meaningfully applied in design practices, ultimately supporting the 
development of more socially responsible and reflective designers. 
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