
Abstract for presentation at the Mobilities and Design workshop, Lancaster University, 29 & 30 April 2014 

Theorizing Design of ‘Human Technologies’ 
Jesper Simonsen 

User-driven IT innovation 
Dept. of Communication, Business and IT 

Roskilde University 
Simonsen@ruc.dk 

 
Jørgen Lerche Nielsen 

Dialogic Communication 
Dept. of Communication, Business and IT 

Roskilde University 
jln@ruc.dk 

Morten Hertzum 
Royal School of Library and Inf. Science 

Faculty of Humanities 
University of Copenhagen  

vnj274@iva.ku.dk 
 

Søren Riis 
Science Studies 

Dept. of Culture and Identity  
Roskilde University 

soerenr@ruc.dk 
 

 
ABSTRACT 
Design is increasingly becoming a part of the university 
curriculum and research agenda. A theory about the pro-
cess and practice of design might be important to estab-
lish design as a main subject at universities. We believe it 
is in the interest of many design communities – including 
researchers interested in Mobilities and Design – to en-
gage in theorizing design, on the basis of our understand-
ing of design and design practices. This theory should be 
positioned as an alternative to other attempts to theorize 
design, for example the influential efforts of the Infor-
mation Systems (IS) community [1]. Reflections on aes-
thetics, ethics, values, connections to politics, and strate-
gies for enabling a better future should be recognized as 
legitimate. We invite you to engage in collective theory 
building, and we present a starting point (Figure 1) in-
tended to stimulate discussion across different domains, 
perspectives, knowledges, and ontologies, and to shed 
light on design as it is practiced in different contexts. 
At Roskilde University, we have since 2008 strived to 
establish a new main subject area – Designing Human 
Technologies [2] – alongside the three longstanding main 
subject areas: Natural Science, the Humanities, and Social 
Science. We approach design as “a process of investigat-
ing, understanding, reflecting upon, establishing, devel-
oping, and supporting mutual learning between multiple 
participants in collective ‘reflection-in-action’” [3, p. 2], 
and acknowledge that “everyone designs who devises 
courses of action aimed at turning existing situations into 
preferred ones” [4, p. 111]. 
A key activity has been engaging in collectively discuss-
ing and reflecting upon our different design project expe-
riences. This has led to two recent anthologies in which a 
total of 46 researchers (including colleagues from Lancas-
ter University) reflect on 33 different design projects. In 
spite of diverse backgrounds, our reflections have uncov-
ered a shared understanding of the design process depict-
ed in a general process model that emphasizes the emer-
gent properties of design [5] and in a collection of 18 
situated methods for design [6]. The framework (Figure 
1) is a preliminary suggestion for a ‘coordination mecha-
nism’ [7] based on our experiences so far. We propose it 

as a starting point for shared reflections toward a theory 
for the design of human technologies. 
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