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Summary

This article presents the results of experi-
mental research conducted as part of a pro-
ject concerning a didactical tool named “De-
sign/Gender/Design” which is to be used to 
introduce gender issues into the training of 
young designers. The article describes the ex-
perimental set-up and students’ results. The 
intention is to stimulate a discussion about 
how design should integrate a gender per-
spective in theory and practice. By observing 
design as a process of exchange of values and 
meanings, we aim to understand its respon-
sibility in the diffusion of gender stereotypes, 
how these gender stereotypes are incorpo-
rated into design projects and how they act 
within and through them, as well as through 
the sensitivities of designers. Students were 
asked to respond to design questions con-
cerning gender in order to compile catego-
ries of signs targeted at her, him and every-
body and covering different aspects (e.g. sha-
pes and sizes, colours, patterns and textures, 
and typographic elements). Being typical of 
action research, the experiment allowed stu-
dents to reflect on the use of gender codes in 
design and it provided data for researchers to 
verify assumptions regarding those associa-
tions which are implicit when gender is a va-
riable in the design process.
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Zusammenfassung

Methodische Vorschläge zur Einführung ei-
ner gendersensiblen Praxis in der Designaus-
bildung 

Der Artikel präsentiert die Ergebnisse experi-
menteller Forschung, die durchgeführt wur-
de, um ein didaktisches Werkzeug zu ge-
stalten, das wir „Design/Gender/Design“ 
genannt haben und mit dem die Kategorie 
Gender in die Designausbildung eingeführt 
werden soll. Design und Designausbildung 
müssen sich für die Auflösung von Gender-
stereotypen einsetzen. Wir fragen deshalb, 
wie solche Genderklischees im Design im-
plementiert sind und wie sie durch die Sen-
sibilität von Designer_innen in einem Design-
projekt beeinflusst und beseitigt werden 
können. Studierende wurden gebeten, De-
signfragen mit Bezug zu Gender zu beant-
worten. Daraus ist ein Katalog von Zeichen 
entstanden, die auf sie, ihn oder auf jede_n 
Einzelne_n abzielen (Formen und Größen, 
Farben, Muster und Texturen, typographi-
sche Elemente etc.). Diese Art der Aktions-
forschung erlaubt es den Studierenden, den 
Gebrauch von Gendercodes im Design zu re-
flektieren, und stellt so die notwendigen Da-
ten zur Verfügung, um herauszufinden, wel-
che impliziten Assoziationen sich einstellen, 
wenn Gender zu einer relevanten Variable im 
Designprozess wird. 

Schlüsselwörter 
Poststrukturalismus, Designausbildung, Gen-
derstereotype, visuelle Kritik, reflektierende 
Praktiken
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1 Introduction

This article focuses on how design contributes to the reiteration (or contradiction) of 
gender stereotypes, starting from the analysis of how visual codes and configurations of 
design artefacts  depict gender in our (western) society.1 

The study is part of wider research on the relationship between design (more spe-
cifically communication design) and gender. The aim is to understand to what extent 
the discipline is co-responsible in the process of the social, cultural and psychological 
construction of gender identity.

The research is consistent with the feminist post-structuralism discourse on gen-
der (Lazar 2005; Butler 2004; Weedon 1996). If masculinity and femininity are the 
consequence of a socio-cultural construction and not simply the result of a natural and 
biologic expression,2 then gender can be “performed” (Butler 1990; Butler 1988) dif-
ferently depending on the period and context. Taking this view, gender is an unstable 
concept which is always undergoing change and is open to interpretation; then design, 
as a process of representation, can be part of a transformation process (Bosley 1992; 
Buckley 1986). 

The gender analysis needed in the design field3 requires the definition of specific 
(theoretical and practical) tools to raise awareness of the issue. These tools can be de-
scribed metaphorically as “antibodies” for the discipline (Baule/Bucchetti 2013: 24). 
In the following we will present findings from experimental research on a tool for inves
tigating how gender codes are part of the design process, starting with the sensitivities 
of design students.

Our research objective was to observe how artefacts are gendered by designers in 
order to discuss the possibilities of a more inclusive and open interpretation of gender 
despite the traditional dichotomy.

1.1  The gender dimension in design research

The increasing attention being given to the presence of gender stereotypes in society 
is evidenced by the numerous (public and private) actions and initiatives for fostering 
gender equality globally.4

This increased interest is also in evidence in the field of design,5 as manifested in the 
numerous research projects, teaching activities and studies which are being conducted 

1 “Design artefacts” here refers to the design of objects, from the product itself to its communica-
tion.

2 We follow the cultural approach to the study of gender (Rudman/Glick 2008) to avoid the ten-
dency of gender essentialism.

3 Despite some pertinent references, there is as yet little literature on design research.
4 “Achieve gender equality and empower all women“ is the Goal 5 in the document entitled “Trans-

forming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development” adopted by the United Na-
tions General Assembly on 25 September 2015.

5 See the research project “Design innovation for gender equality (DIG Equality)” of the Iceland 
Academy of the Arts, the Oslo National Academy of the Arts and the Norwegian Centre of Design 
(Norsk Form); the International Gender Design Network founded by Uta Brandes (Professor of 
Gender & Design and of Design Research at the Köln International School of Design) and Simone 
Douglas (Director MFA Fine Arts, Associate Professor of Photography, School of Art, Media and 
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