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Abstract 

Commons are shared resources governed by the communities that depend on them and are 

arguably the most ancient and enduring  form of economy in human civilisation . Yet, we 

know little about the practicalities of making them. To address this challenge, I collaborated 

with several design researchers engaged in commons-making and began answering the 

question: What do communities need to make commons? 

While t he commons literature presents robust concepts that describe how successful 

commons operate, few of these concepts are used by design researchers. Part A of this thesis 

seeks to answer the question: What does the commons literature offer commons-making 

researchers? 

Studio, the signature pedagogy of design, provides the epistemological foundation for 

commons-making research, yet studio pedagogy remains poorly documented. Part B of this 

thesis seeks to answer the question: What does the design research literature offer 

commons-making researchers?  

I named my practice #commonize studio, a studio that designs commons, as a bridge 

between these questions. óCommonizeô defines a proactive process of commons-making; 

óstudioô treats economics as a design subject, economy design.  

#commonize studio translates the theoretical foundation developed in Parts A and B into 

reflective practice in Part C of this thesis, responding to the question: How can these two 

literatures support commons -makers? This empirical research layers several methodologies 

together, primarily action research performed through the lens of diverse economies, into a 

methodology called studio experiments for commons-making. Performing #commonize 

studio generated multiple insights for commons -making researchers, in particular the role of 

scaffolding, coaching, and infrastructuring.  

Finally, I argue for making the ógenerative turnô in commons research, a transition from 

purely analytical research of existing commons to generative research about commons-

making. Future research may further expand the two fields opened up by this research, 

which are studio experimentalism as a design methodology and commons-making as a 

distinct research approach.   
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Prologue 

Commons are all around us, they always have been, if weôre willing to see them. This thesis is 

about a way of living in the world, the commons or commoning, that is both ancient and still -

being-discovered. 

On the next page are two works of art that I hope set the scene for the research to come. They 

are works created by two generations of Britons, separated by centuries yet connected 

through time by their resistance to capitalist enclosure of humanityôs shared ócommon 

wealthô (Hardt & Negri, 2009) . 

The first work ( Figure 1) is an English folk poem from the 17th century, often referred to as 

óThe goose and the commonô. Between the 17th and 20th centuries, UK Parliament (n.d.)  

enacted 5,200 bills that enclosed one-fifth of England. Today, half of Englandôs land area is 

owned by less than one percent of the population (Shrubsole, 2020). 

The second work (Figure 2) is an image from  Freemanôs Wood in Lancaster UK, appearing in 

an article in The Guardian . The article abstract reads:  

For years, Lancaster locals treated Freemanôs Wood as common space ï until its 

Bermuda-registered owner submitted a development plan, and erected fencing to keep 

them out. Now the commoners are fighting back. (Garrett, 2016) 

The original image caption reads: óA poem painted on a defaced ñno trespassingò sign.ô. 
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English folk poem, 17th century  

 

They hang the man and flog the woman 

That steal the goose from off the common, 

But let the greater villain loose 

That steals the common from the goose. 

 

The law demands that we atone 

When we take things we do not own, 

But leaves the lords and ladies fine 

Who take things that are yours and mine. 

 

The poor and wretched don't escape 

If they conspire the law to break. 

This must be so but they endure 

Those who conspire to make the law. 

 

The law locks up the man or woman 

Who steals the goose from off the common, 

And geese will still a common lack 

Till they go and steal it back. 

 

Figure 1Φ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ Ŧƻƭƪ ǇƻŜƳΣ мтǘƘ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅΣ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ Ψ¢ƘŜ ƎƻƻǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳƻƴΩΦ 

 

Figure 2Φ CǊŜŜƳŀƴΩǎ ²ƻƻŘΣ [ŀƴŎŀǎǘŜǊ ¦YΣ нлмс (Garrett, 2016).  
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Introduction 

óHow is work created, assigned, and completed on large-scale, crowd-powered systems like 

Wikipedia? And what design principles might enable these federated online systems to be 

more effective?ô This is the beginning of a 2009 paper titled, óCoordinating tasks on the 

commons: Designing for personal goals, expertise and serendipityô (Krieger et al., 2009) . 

Despite using the term ócommonsô in the title, the authors appear either unaware or 

dismissive of the rich commons literature, including seminal works by Ostrom (1990) on 

commons governance and Benkler (2006)  on crowd-powered systems like Wikipedia. The 

authors also appear to be unaware or dismissive of the ódesign principles for managing 

commonsô, first published by Ostrom in Governing the Commons in 1990. Moreover, those 

reviewing this paper also appear to be equally unaware or dismissive of this literature at the 

time. Would the authors have benefitted from this knowledge? The research question that 

has driven me since the beginning of this research and persists today is: What do 

communities need to make commons? More specifically: What do communities need to 

make counter-hegemonic commons? This research could support researchers interested in 

most types of commons-making, but, as I detail in óChapter 5.2. Politics of the commonsô, my 

research focus is how communities make what we might otherwise label counter-capitalist  or 

anti -capitalist  commons.  

Fast forward to the 2020s, and there is a small but productive cohort of design researchers 

engaged with the commons literature. This cohort, mostly working in participatory design 

(often referred to as PD) at European universities, has initiated what I have termed óthe 

generative turnô in commons research, moving from analysis of existing commons to 

research into the making of commons, or commons-making. Researchers in this cohort have 

also bypassed the rich commons literature, reducing it to a handful of performative 

references. Is the 50+ years of commons literature, knowledge about what has made 

generations-old commons successful, useless to those of us interested in commons-making? 

I argue that it is worth trying to make this knowledge useful to design researchers, and I 

make some of the first attempts to do so in the form of #commonize studio, a studio that 

designs commons. 

This thesis is also a bridge between worlds, between commons research and design research. 

Commons research is historically rooted in the social sciences, e.g. economics and political 

science. Scholars in these fields generally turn to scientific pedagogies and epistemologies. 

The enduring outputs of such commons research are analytical constructs used to code how 

a commons functions over time. These constructs are diagnostic, used primarily to 

understand and make sense of an existing commons. They show us what to look for in a 



 
 

4 
 

successful commons, but they do not show us how to get there. In óPart A: Commonizeô, I 

review a number of the key constructs from the commons literature and show how they 

might be useful to design researchers. The principal research question underpinning Part A 

is: What does the commons literature offer commons -making  researchers? 

In the same way that commons literature is inaccessible and dismissed by design 

researchers, design pedagogy and practice is inaccessible and dismissed by commons 

scholars. In óPart B: Studioô, I review what defines studio pedagogy, the signature pedagogy 

of design, and I identify how this studio pedagogy contrasts with lab pedagogy to support 

commons-making. An emergent gap from performing this review is the absence of theory on 

what forms studio experimentation, the ócultural analogueô (Farías & Wilkie, 2018a) to lab 

experimentation. This research unwittingly became a novel foray into what studio 

experimentalism might mean and how studio experimentalism might better serve 

researchers engaged in commons-making, rather than attempting to shoehorn our research 

int o the container of the lab. The principal research question underpinning Part B is: What 

does the design research literature offer commons-making  researchers? 

The result of Parts A and B was naming my research practice #commonize studio, a type of 

ópoststructural interventionô (Gibson Graham, 2003)  unto itself, part of the diverse 

economies methodology guiding this research. óCommonizeô (or ócommoniseô), a word I 

created from this research, contests the binary choice we are often presented with between 

the state (nationalise) and the private market (privatise). Commonize gives shape to a 

proactive process of commons-making governed by neither the state nor the private market. 

óStudioô seeks to destabilize the understanding of óthe economyô as a singular reified object of 

study and, instead, treat economics as a design subject, óeconomy designô perhaps, which we 

frame and shape like any other design subject. For clarity, #commonize studio refers to how 

I named and communicated my research practice rather than a physical place or formalized 

organization. 

In óPart C: #commonize studio experimentsô, I apply my observations from Parts A and B in a 

set of experiments that include a comparison group, pilot experiments, and field 

experiments. Meeting the call for óthick descriptionsô (Gibson-Graham, 2014) from diverse 

economies scholars and óexemplary processes of inquiryô (Binder & Brandt, 2008)  from 

design research scholars, I have documented #commonize studioôs experimental processes 

as finely as possible within the parameters of this thesis. The value of #commonize studioôs 

experiments lies more in process than end result. These end results often failed to meet my 

likely -naïve goals; yet, these failures are crucial because they narrow the field, ever so 

incrementally, and direct our gaze to avenues of exploration that may be more fruitful. The 

principal research question underpinning Part C is:  How can these two literatures support 
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commons-makers? This research question also reflects a shift from theoretical research in 

Parts A and B to the needs of practitioners, commons-makers, in Part C. 

In the final section, óContributions and conclusionô, I outline four contributions that this 

research makes to the fields of commons, design, and diverse economies research. The first 

contribution is studio experimentalism as a potential methodology to guide both commons -

making and other design research. The second contribution is the methods and discourse 

created by #commonize studio that support this generative turn in commons research. The 

third and fourth contributions are more granular in nature, enriching the commons and 

diverse economies literature through this óresearch through commoningô. Concluding the 

research, I identify three indispensable capacities for researchers interested in further 

commons-making research: scaffolding (Part A), which is the construction of commons-

makersô knowledge in order to pursue commons-making independently; coaching (Part B), 

which is the role of researcher as a critical friend to commons-makers; and infrastructuring 

(Part C), which is the use of reflection-in-action to respond to the complex and evolving 

needs of commons-in-formation.  
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Part A: Commonize 

 

 

Part A asks: What does the commons literature offer commons -making  researchers? The 

commons literature dates back to the 1970s and offers Nobel Prize-winning research on how 

successful commons operate, yet almost none of the concepts (e.g. frameworks, models, 

tools) from the commons literature are being used by design researchers engaged with 

commons-making. Before dismissing the commons literature as useless, I  ask: Could any of 

this literature be useful in some way? Could this literature help design researchers, and the 

communities they work with, become more effective in commons-making, even just a little 

bit?  

In Chapter 2, óDefining and communicating commonsô, I review how I have defined and 

communicated commons during this research process as #commonize studio. Sharing these 

definitions serves two purposes: (a) to situate commons for those who are less familiar with 

this research area, and (b) to initiate sharing by other researchers about how they define and 

communicate commons so we can improve our practice collectively. 

In Chapter 3, óDesign research and commons literatureô, I ask: How do design researchers 

engage with the commons literature? I respond to this question by performing a 

systematised review of the design research literature to understand who design research 

scholars are citing for their understanding of commons and how they are in turn defining 

commons. I also use this systematised review to evaluate which concepts from the commons 

literature design researchers are using. While the review finds that design researchers are 

not engaging with most concepts from the commons literature, the review does find that 

design researchers are generating novel contributions to the common s literature in the 

development of óinfrastructuringô and óinstitutioningô. 

In Chapter 4, óCommons literature conceptsô, I revisit the commons literature to answer the 

question: What concepts from the commons literature might be useful to design researchers? 

I start with the design principles for managing commons, which are referenced by several 

design researchers, and then introduce other concepts from the commons literature that 

#commonize studio uses in its experiments: analytical frameworks, action situations, choice 

levels, and institutional grammar.  

In Chapter 5, óMaking the generative turnô, I return to the commons literature to ask: What 

discourse from the commons literature might be useful to design researchers? The earlier 
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review of design literature finds that design researchers are engaged in the ópolitics of the 

commonsô (Kioupkiolis, 2019) , particularly counter -hegemonic commons, but lack language 

to articulate this politics as a commons-making process. In response to this question, I 

perform a systematised review of the term ócommonismô as a counter-hegemonic politics of 

the commons. From this review, I created the term ócommonizeô to support what I have 

called the generative turn in commons scholarship, moving from analytical research on 

extant commons to generative research for commons-making. 

1. Political position statement 

I  make two position statements in this thesis that also happen to engage with the very gaps 

and challenges identified in the thesis. This first statement is a statement about my politics, a 

gap observed in the commons-making literature . I state in the Introduction (p. 3) that my 

political interest is counter -hegemonic commons-making. Counter-hegemony is an unwieldy 

word, defined in the Glossary as óCritiquing, confronting, or dismantling the legitimacy of the 

status quo, often labelled counter - or anti -capitalistô. In short, counter-hegemonic politics 

asserts that there is a diversity of valid economic systems, or economies, besides capitalism. 

The most profound impact of my political position on this thesis was the use of diverse 

economies as the research methodology for framing my research process and making sense 

of my research outputs. While I tried to present the research outputs so that others could 

make sense of them in other ways, the analysis in this thesis remains limited to the action 

research for diverse economies framework (Chapter 8.6). Chapter 4.2 further reviews how 

this political position inspired me to review how other researchers named this counter -

hegemonic politics of the commons, leading to the creation of the word ócommonizeô. Finally, 

I frame experiment success and failure in terms of the diverse economies framework, 

starting with an experiment I deem a failure, the comparison group in Chapter 14, through to 

reflection in the Epilogue.  

2. Defining and communicating commons 

What is a commons? How did #commonize studio define commons? Before moving forward, 

Iôd like to start with some definitions and the rationale behind those definitions. If thereôs 

one lesson learned from performing  #commonize studio, itôs that every person holds a 

different understanding of commons. Also, I want to present how #commonize studio 

communicated commons to others in the hopes it will spur others to do so. Absent from all of 

the design research papers in the review (Chapter 3) is how design researchers explained 

commons to the communities with whom they worked. In the spirit of studio 
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experimentalism, one ódata setô that is needed and missing is how to explain commons to 

various audiences. 

The version most commonly used by #commonize studio is: 

A commons is a shared resource that is governed by the community of actors (not the 

state or private market) who depend on or are affected by that resource.  

The next question people usually ask is, óCan you give me some examples?ô The types of 

examples #commonize studio provides have changed over time. Early on, #commonize 

studio drew on categories found in a variety of scholarship, e.g. ódigitalô commons like 

Wikipedia and ónatural resourceô commons like forests. Resonating with Helfrichôs (2013) 

call to ditch ócommon categorizationô, #commonize studio later referred to commons 

ódimensionsô to emphasise that commons contain many of these features (digital, physical, 

knowledge, etc.), even if one dimension might be more prominent. This approach is 

exemplified in a presentation slide ( Figure 3) from #commonize studioôs Hack4Blood 

project.  

 

Figure 3. The commons definition #commonize studio employed in the most recent studio project in this thesis, 
Hack4Blood. 

In projects taking place beyond this thesis, another working definition is:  

A commons is a shared resource governed by a community rather than the state or the 

private market. Commons can be anything from a community farm to a mobile app, 
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and most commons nowadays will consist of a physical, a digital, and a cultural 

dimension.  

These definitions will satisfy some and infuriate others. The word óresourceô is increasingly 

problematised in commons scholarship (Escobar, 2015; Esteva, 2014; OôDonovan, 2015) 

because the term resource ótransmogrifies them [commons] into economic goods, 

commodities, imposing on them a regime of public or private property and the 

corresponding normsô (Esteva, 2014, p. i155). What alternative words should we use? Bollier 

(2021) has offered óself-organized social systemsô, though #commonize studio did not try this 

term in any projects so far. The next deliberate word choice is órather than the state or the 

private marketô. One learning point from early studio projects was that the use of the word 

ómarketô proved confusing to people. The full title of Bollier and Helfrichôs first book is The 

Wealth of the Commons: A World Beyond Market & State , a phrasing that is repeated in 

several papers in this review; however, markets are ancient and not unique to capitalism. 

óPrivateô has been added to modify the word ómarketô to clarify that we mean private 

capitalist markets.  

A second approach to defining commons has been a formula, a more visual way to present 

the commons. This approach to presenting commons as a formula is derived from the 

German discourse made accessible by Euler (2016). The formula originally developed by 

Meretz (2012) is:  

Commons = Resources + Communities + Rules & Norms 

Two versions of this formula used by #commonize studio are: 

Commons = Resource + Community + Rules 

Commonized resource = Resource + Community + Rules 

The first version is a simplification of Meretzôs formula. The second version is an attempt to 

more clearly connect commons as an alternative to the ómarket and stateô by building on the 

term commonize. 

Finally, Iôd like to present three definitions by influential commons scholars. You will see 

that they are variations on a theme, the same theme that is captured in the formula above. 

Communicating commons means trying different wordings because every person processes 

knowledge differently.  

¶ Bauwens: óThe commons are three things at the same time: a resource (shared), a 

community (which maintains them) and precise principles of autonomous 

governance (to regulate them).ô (Manouvrier, 2019)  
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¶ Vivero-Pol: óItôs a collective way of managing a resource. So you have a resource, you 

have a community that is managing that resource and you have the governance.ô 

(Schweizer, 2021) 

¶ Bollier: óa shared resource, co-governed by its user community according to the rules 

and norms of that communityô (Bauwens et al., 2019, p. 3; Bollier, 2011) 

These three definitions define commons as a living entanglement between resources 

(commons), people (community or commoners), and rules.  

3. Design research and commons literature 

How do design researchers engage with the commons literature?  In my initial surveys of 

the design research literature, I noticed that design researchers were not using any of the 

concepts from the commons literature, concepts that I thought might be useful. I followed up 

this anecdotal observation with a systematised review of the design research literature to 

understand how design researchers have been engaging with the commons literature so far. I 

was particularly curious to know which scholars design researchers sourced their 

understandings from, how they were defining commons, and which concepts, if any, they 

used from the commons literature to support their commons -making research. 

3.1. Systematised review design 

This review is, to my best knowledge, the first of its kind. Entering this new territory came 

with challenges. The two principal challenges in conducting this review were: 

¶ What qualifies as design research? Design research is published in many journals and 

conference proceedings. 

¶ How to perform a keyword search for ócommonsô? The term ócommoningô produces 

relevant results; however, ócommonsô is problematic. Most databases search 

ócommonô as well, generating millions of irrelevant results. 

The systematised review entailed five steps:  

1. Keyword selection  

2. Journal identification  

3. Journal search using Scopus  

4. Search expansion to conference papers 

5. Search expansion using the DRS digital library 
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Keyword selection. The search across all steps used two keywords, ócommoningô and 

ócommonsô. For all searches, records were limited to appearance in title, abstract, or 

keyword. While óthe commonô is used in a limited number of papers, this term was too 

generic to generate useful results; however, several papers using this term were included in 

the review because they used one of the other keywords. 

Journal identification . A subjective decision in such a review is which research qualifies as 

design research. A first search for ócommoningô in Scopus in the title, abstract, or keyword 

fields yielded over 600 records, and the top five journals by number of records were 

primar ily geography journals: Antipode  (radical geography); International Journal of the 

Commons (which skews towards social sciences); Capitalism, Nature, Socialism  (political 

ecology); Geoforum (human geography); and Environment and Plann ing E (human 

geography). I would have needed to create a highly contestable rubric to assess these 

abstracts as being design research or not. A search using ócommonsô, which Scopus searches 

as both ócommonô and ócommonsô yielded 3.5 million results. To address this challenge, I 

limited results to design journals, which reasonably means any records found can be 

presumed to be design research. Presence in these journals also signifies a level of 

mainstream acceptance in the design research community. But what constitutes design 

journals? I used two design research rankings papers as a basis for selecting the ótopô design 

research journals. Friedman et al. (2008)  ranked journals based on how scholars identified 

leading journals in the design field. Mansfield (2016) produced a more recent ranking based 

on the 2004 UK Research Excellence Framework (REF), ranking journals based on the 

articles submitted by academics for review as part of the REF. Between these two rankings, I 

ultimately searched 16 journals.  

Journal search using Scopus. I searched these 16 journals using Scopus, once using the term 

ócommoningô and once using the term ócommonsô, anywhere in the title, abstract, or keyword 

fields. The search using the term ócommoningô generated nine records (Table 1). 
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Table 1. Scopus results for 'commoning' in top design research journals. 

Friedman et al. (2008) Records  Mansfield (2016) Records 

     
Design Studies 1  Art History ς 

Design Issues ς  The Design Journal ς 

International Journal of 

Design 
ς 

 

Design Issues 
ς 

The Design Journal ς  Oxford Art Journal ς 

Journal of Design History ς  Applied Ergonomics ς 

Journal of Design Research ς  Visual Culture in Britain ς 

Engineering Design ς  Third Text ς 

CoDesign 5  Journal of Design History ς 

Artifact ς  Performance Research 2 

Journal of Engineering Design ς  Design Studies 1 

 

The search using the keyword ócommonsô is less precise. There were many more records, but 

most records contained ócommonô rather than ócommonsô. Examples of ócommonô in 

abstracts that were eliminated from the review include:  

¶ common causes 

¶ common patterns 

¶ common phenomenon 

¶ common desires 

¶ common needs 

¶ common challenges 

¶ common methods

After filtering out these irrelevant records, the search using the term ócommonsô generated 11 

records (Table 2). 
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Table 2Φ {ŎƻǇǳǎ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ŦƻǊ ΨŎƻƳƳƻƴǎΩ ƛƴ ǘƻǇ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭǎΦ ¢ƻǘŀƭ ŎƻƭǳƳƴ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǘŀƭ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎ 
ŦƻǳƴŘ ŀƴŘ /ƻƳƳƻƴǎ ŎƻƭǳƳƴ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǘŀƭ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ ΨŎƻƳƳƻƴǎΩ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ΨŎƻƳƳƻƴΩΦ 

Friedman et al. (2008) Total Commons  Mansfield (2016) Total Commons 

       
Design Studies 64 1  Art History 17 ς 

Design Issues 4 ς  The Design Journal 41 3 

International Journal of Design 23 ς  Design Issues 4 ς 

The Design Journal 41 3  Oxford Art Journal 12 ς 

Journal of Design History 8 ς  Applied Ergonomics 176 ς 

Journal of Design Research 22 ς  Visual Culture in Britain 4 ς 

Engineering Design ς ς  Third Text 21 ς 

CoDesign 12 3  Journal of Design History 8 ς 

Artifact ς ς  Performance Research 49 ς 

Journal of Engineering Design ς ς  Design Studies 64 1 

 

Search expansion to conference papers. I knew from previous research and experience that 

many relevant papers are contained in the Participatory Design Conference (PDC) 

proceedings, which are published by the Association for Computing Machinery (ACM). I 

performed the same Scopus search limited to conference papers. The search using the term 

ócommoningô yielded 16 records, which were all reviewed. The search using the term 

ócommonsô yielded over 5,000 records. To narrow these results, I further limited the search 

to óACM International Conference Proceedingsô, which I knew contained PDC papers, and 

óConference on Human Factors in Computing Systems Proceedingsô (CHI conferences), 

where I also knew some papers existed. These two conference proceedings yielded 66 

records, of which 25 were relevant (they contained the word ócommonsô rather than 

ócommonô). Future reviews might expand this search to other conference proceedings. I 

noticed that my own conference papers for the European Academy of Design (EAD), 

Interna tional Association of Societies of Design Research (IASDR), and Design Research 

Society (DRS) did not show up in Scopus results, which led to the final step. 

Search expansion using the DRS Digital Library . To search these other conference papers, I 

searched the DRS Digital Library using the same two terms. This search yielded four records 

from DRS ó16, when there was a track theme named óThe politics of commoning and 
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designingô, and one record from DRS ó22. Finally, I added three journal papers I have cited in 

previous papers that are outside the 16 top journals used. These three papers contain the 

term ócommonsô but not ócommoningô and were published in other journals.  

This review generated 43 records across all steps, which are listed in full in óAppendix 1. 

Designing commons databaseô so that future researchers may adapt this emergent database 

for their own research. The two tables above convey the concentration of results in a single 

journal , CoDesign. The other concentration is authorship, which I visualise in a world cloud 

(Figure 4). The four largest names (and number of papers authored) ïTeli (9), Marttila (4), 

Seravalli (3), and Baibarac (3) ï represent 41 percent of the papers in this review. One 

implication of this concentration  is a type of path dependence. Modern design research on 

commons has, on one hand, inherited  a healthily complex understanding of commons 

developed by this scholar group. On the other hand, negation of commons literature 

concepts by this scholar group has removed it from design research discourse. Tellingly, the 

three papers that do engage with the design principles for managing commons are by none of 

these top-producing authors.  

 

Figure 4. Word cloud representing authorial concentration in systematised review. 

3.2. Sources for understanding commons 

The first part of this systematised review was observing how design researchers understand 

commons. Which scholars do they draw their definitions from? Is this the reason why design 

researchers do not use any concepts from the commons literature? 
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The review found five scholars most commonly cited by design researchers (Table 3): 

¶ Ostrom (25 papers) 

¶ Bollier and Helfrich (15 papers)  

¶ Benkler (11 papers) 

¶ Hardt and Negri (10 papers) 

¶ Linebaugh (9 papers) 

Table 3. Most cited commons scholars by design researchers. 

Source Records Ostrom Bollier/Helfrich Benkler Hardt/Negri Linebaugh 

CoDesign 7 3 5 2 2 3 

The Design Journal 2 - - 1 - - 

Design Studies 1 1 1 - 1 1 

PDC proceedings 13 8 4 3 3 3 

ACM conferences 3 1 1 1 1 1 

CHI conferences 9 5 - 2 - - 

DRS Digital Library 5 5 2 - 2 1 

Manually added 3 3 2 2 1 - 

 

Based on Papadimitropoulosôs (2017, 2020) work that aims to surface and categorize the 

politics of the commons, this short list represents the full spectrum of commons politics. 

Ostrom and Benkler belong to the neoliberal category, Bollier and Helfrich belong to the 

reformist category, and Linebaugh and Hardt and Negri belong to the counter-hegemonic 

category. Beyond these most frequently cited scholars, the pool of papers in this systematised 

review cover many seminal critical works in th e commons literature, with two or more 

papers citing litera ture about:  

¶ Marxist/postcapitalist commons (De Angelis, 2017; Harvey, 2012)  

¶ Urban commons (S. Foster & Iaione, 2019)  

¶ More-than-human commons (Bresnihan, 2015) 
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In short, design researchers engage with a robust diversity of the commons literature. The 

popularity of Bollier and Helfrich, Linebaugh, and Hardt and Negri indicate a widespread 

interest in counter -hegemonic commons. The two most popular references are Ostromôs 

books, which contain all but one of the key commons concepts I review later. We cannot 

assume that all authors are reading these books in full, but this does mean that design 

researchers are aware of the literature that contains these concepts. Below are the definitions 

that these authors provide about commons that inform design research. 

Ostrom . While most papers cite Governing the Commons, few papers draw from this book 

for explaining commons. Ostromôs early definitions of commons are directed towards peer 

economists and remain obtuse, so this decision is understandable. The most concise 

definition from Governing the Commons is: óa natural or man-made resource system that is 

sufficiently large as to make it costly (but not impossible) to exclude potential beneficiaries 

from obtaining benefits from its useô (1990, p. 30). Ostrom produced a simpler definition in 

Understanding Knowledge as a Commons , cited by some papers, as óa resource shared by a 

group of people that is subject to social dilemmasô (Hess & Ostrom, 2006, p. 3). 

Bollier and Helfrich . The collective works by Bollier and Helfrich, who write for a more lay 

audience than Ostrom, are cited next most frequently. The trilogy by this duo includes: The 

Wealth of the Commons: A World Beyond Market & State (2012); Patterns of Commoning 

(2015); and Free, Fair, and Alive: The Insurgent Power of the Commons (2019). Many 

papers also cite Bollierôs earlier book, Think like a Commoner  (2014). The authors offer a 

number of definitions of commons over the years. The most frequent verbatim citation 

among the papers in the review comes from the last book Free, Fair, and Alive: óCommons 

are living social systems through which people address their shared problems in self-

organized ways.ô. 

Benkler. Benkler shows up repeatedly because many of these papers engage with digital 

commons, an area opened up by Benkler in The Wealth of Networks: How Social 

Production Transforms Markets and Freedom  (2006) . In this book, Benkler coined the term 

ócommons-based peer productionô (or CBPP), which the author defines as óan emerging 

innovative model of production characterized by peer-to-peer collaboration for the creation 

or maintenance of shared resources, which are freely accessible and reusable by anyone.ô 

(Benkler et al., n.d.). The term ópeer-to-peerô or ópeer-basedô has been picked up by numerous 

scholars and is included, for example, in Helfrichôs (2013) outline for a ócommons-creating 

peer economyô. 

Hardt and Negri . Commonwealth by Hardt and Negri (2009)  adds another layer to 

commons articulated as óthe commonô. The most frequently cited definition by design 
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researchers is: óThis common is not only the earth we share but also the languages we create, 

the social practices we establish, the modes of sociality that define our relationshipsô (2009, 

p. 139). The common again moves away from commons as inert resources to commons 

(whether we call it commons, commoning, or the common) as an ensconcing reproducible 

ómode of socialityô. This concept bears resemblance to what other scholars conceive of as 

habitus (Bourdieu, 1977, 2008) or social imaginary (Castoriadis, 1987). 

Linebaugh . Linebaugh is a popular reference among these papers for originating the term 

ócommoningô in The Magna Carta Manifesto: Liberties and Commons for All  (2008) . The 

sentence frequently quoted by design researchers is:  

To speak of the common as if it were a natural resource is misleading at best and 

dangerous at worst ð the commons is an activity and, if anything, it expresses 

relationships in society that are inseparable from relations to nature. It might be better 

to keep the word as a verb, an activity, rather than as a noun, a substantive. (2008, p. 

279) 

3.3. Design researcher definitions 

How do design researchers define commons in their own language? Few papers include 

original definitions by design researchers. Instead, authors tend to present the definitions 

above in their literature review. Several papers do paraphrase scholarly definitions, offering 

some insight into designerly language.  

óTowards commons design in participatory designô (Marttila et al., 2014) , is credited with 

originating interest in commons research in the participatory design field (Bettega et al., 

2022)  and is cited by nine papers in this review.  The authors do not offer their own 

definition but instead present Hess and Ostromôs (2006)  definition for commons quoted 

earlier. This early participatory design  paper recognises the living entanglement between 

commons, people, and rules presented by modern scholars above, which has influenced 

future participatory design  research. In this respect, design research has leapfrogged 

commons scholarship, starting with a complex understanding of commons that has taken 

commons scholars decades to develop. 

Another frequently cited design research paper is a workshop abstract, óCommoning design 

and designing commonsô (Botero et al., 2020) . In this abstract, the authors offer the 

following definition : óCommons are often referred to as resources or resource systems that 

are nurtured and shared by heterogeneous groups of people. Such resources are vulnerable 
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to social dilemmas and require that the community develops various mechanisms and rules 

to sustain themô (2020, p. 178). 

I also looked at papers co-authored by Teli, the most prolific design researcher in this review, 

to see how definitions might have evolved over time. An early definition, drawing on Ostrom 

and Bollier, is:   

More specifically, the commons is a third-way institutional arrangement to manage 

specific resources, be they natural or digital, that is neither the state or the market, but 

rather a collective effort of the people directly interested in managing the resources 

through means that are based on democracy more than on hierarchies. (Teli et al., 

2015, p. 19) 

In a more recent paper, Teli and co-authors offer this much shorter definition, citing Bollier 

and Helfrich (2019, p. 17) as inspiration: óCommons are living social systems through which 

people address their shared problems in self-organized ways.ô (Bettega et al., 2022, p. 134). 

The authors go on to synthesise definitions by commons scholars with more accessible 

language into arguably the best definition offered by design researchers so far: ó1) a 

collectively managed resource, the commons; 2) a group managing the resources, the 

commoners; and 3) the practices of managing something together, the commoning 

practices.ô (Bettega et al., 2022, p. 134). This terminology is drawn from De Angelisôs (2017) 

definition of commons: ósocial systems that comprise three elements: common resources, 

governed by a community of commoners who also regulate their own relations, and 

processes of commoning, of social cooperation or communal doing.ô. 

Alongside these definitions, a handful of scholars offer their own versions. Marttila (2016) 

defines commoning as óas an ongoing collective action for meeting shared goals and needsô. 

Two scholars invoke the term óvalue productionô, a term associated with CBPP as 

championed by Benkler. Seravalli (2018, p. 2) writes:  óToday, the concept of commons is 

used to describe different kinds of initiatives where sharing (of different kinds of resources) 

and collaboration (among participants) enable processes of value production and the 

management and preservation of different kinds of resources.ô Schaeper et al. (2022)  relate 

value production in commons to co-design: óCommons can be understood as deeply 

collaborative arrangements for value production based on participatory principles that 

resonate well with the idea of co-design aspirations.ô. 

Finally, several papers engage in the ópolitics of the commonsô (Kioupkiolis, 2019)  or the 

ópolitical economyô of commons (Bettega et al., 2021; Lyle et al., 2018), in their definitions. 

Baibarac and Petrescu (2017, p. 229) define a óñnew commonsò movement, which is 

concerned with communal management of land and resources as a project of resistance to 
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privatisation and globalisationô. A variation on this definition is óactivist/practitioner 

movement, which treats commons as a vehicle for social change and democratic governanceô 

(Marttila et al., 2014) . These definitions of commons and the popularity of counter -

hegemonic commons scholars for sourcing definitions indicate a discipline-wide interest in 

counter-hegemonic commons. 

3.4. Engagement with commons concepts 

Which concepts from the commons literature do design researchers use? The only concept 

from the commons literature found in the systematised review was the design principles for 

managing commons. Nearly one quarter of the papers mention the design principles, though 

only three papers conduct any form of empirical research using the design principles, which 

are reviewed in more detail below: 

¶ óSustaining Open Data as a Digital Common ï Design Principles for Common Pool 

Resources Applied to Open Data Ecosystemsô (Linåker & Runeson, 2022)   

¶ óSocial Commoning as a Way to Transition towards Alternative Systems by Designô 

(Schaeper et al., 2022) 

¶ óAlgorithmic Food Justice: Co-Designing More-than-Human Blockchain Futures for 

the Food Commonsô (Heitlinger et al., 2021)  

The first two papers present a similar methodology. In these papers, the authors explore how 

the design principles might inform a future design of a hypothetical commons.  

Linåker and Runeson (2022)  consider how the design principles might be revised to inform 

future open data ecosystems (ODE). The authors perform this thought experiment in three 

steps. First, they review what other scholars observe about similar ODEs, primarily 

Wikipedia and Drupal,  using each principle as a lens for this review. Second, they apply these 

observations to three ODE cases. Third, they revisit and revise the design principles for 

ODEs based on these observations. The important insight of this process with respect to 

ODEs is that the óbrain timeô to manage the commons is the limited resource that requires 

governance.  

Schaeper et al. (2022)  consider how the design principles might inform the design of a 

marine protected area (MPA) in South Africa. The authors undertake this analysis in three 

steps. First, the authors use the design principles as a lens to review the current state of the 

MPA based on the literature. Second, they politicise stakeholder definitions for the MPA, 

expanding stakeholders to include local communities and non-human óocean ecosystem, fish, 

seabirds, & marine speciesô. Third, they revisit the design principles and propose revisions 
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based on this revised stakeholder understanding. The result of this process is a set of óStarter 

questions for using commoning in the context of systemic designô, an approach to commons-

making that mirrors óDesign questions for data commonsô (Bloom et al., 2021) by commons 

scholars. 

In design research terms, these papers might be considered research for design. Neither 

paper entails direct commons-making but rather a preliminary stage of design research, 

working through how the design principles might be adapted for use in future comm ons-

making. A gap left by both papers is how to translate such óstarter questionsô into meaningful 

interactive infrastructure for communities, a gap that #commonize studio explores.  

In the third paper, Heitlinger et al. (2021) employ game design and speculative design 

methods to explore how the design principles might support posthuman design (Forlano, 

2017) of decentralised autonomous organizations (DAOs). The authors develop these 

speculative DAO prototypes through three workshops with members of a city farm. In the 

first workshop, participants map stakeholders using four categories ð human, creature, 

natural environment,  infrastructure ð an approach to politicising stakeholders similar to 

Schaeper et al. (2022). Participants identified the ómatters of careô (Puig de la Bellacasa, 

2017) for the more-than-human stakeholders, an approach used in other design research 

papers (Fritsch et al., 2022; Huybrechts et al., 2022) . In the second workshop, participants 

turned these matters of care into scenarios related to each of the design principles through 

live action role play. In the third workshop, participants developed paper -based DAO 

prototypes based on the scenarios, each of which tokenised different caring behaviours, e.g. 

caring for soil health, waste, or other stakeholders. This research stands as the most robust 

attempt in design research to engage with the design principles. This research is also 

dependent on long-term research partnerships and deep expertise. Echoing a call among 

participatory design  researchers (Baibarac et al., 2021; Botero et al., 2020; Marttila et al., 

2014), how might we translate this research into infrastructure for other designers and 

communities? 

Why are the design principles for managing commons, which seem a natural fit for design 

research, under-utilised by design researchers? The remaining papers that cite the design 

principles do not develop them in any way to support commons-making (Cila et al., 2020; 

Franz & Elzenbaumer, 2016; Krieger et al., 2009; Marttila, 2016; Marttila et al., 2014; 

Seravalli, 2018). In their early and influential paper, Martilla et al. (2014) dismiss the design 

principles as a generative foundation for design research: óAlthough these design principles 

were not intended to provide a model for designing a commons, they can help PD 

[participatory design] to develop a more nuanced understanding of design agency and its 

interplay with multiple mechanisms of collective action.ô.  
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This opinion stands in contrast with how other scholars are using the design principles to 

design commons. In the International Journal of the Commons , for example, Poblet and 

Sierra (2020)  use the design principles to guide design iteration of a Spanish app and mutual 

help community called uHelp , while Sinner et al. (2022)  use the design principles to guide an 

action research project with Mƃori communities to create water catchment commons. In the 

International Journal of Integrated Care , Robert et al. (2021) use the design principles to 

explore a speculative commons called CO-SHARE (Co-design of Services for Health and Re-

entry). The scholars in these three papers do not describe themselves as design researchers, 

yet they are performing design research. Making the generative turn in commons scholarship 

may, therefore, entail building a sense of community among these disparate researchers. 

3.5. Contribution to commons scholarship 

An emergent observation from the review was that design researchers are developing their 

own methodologies for commons-making that feed back into commons scholarship. The 

systematised review revealed several important contributions, specifically the development 

of óinfrastructuringô and óinstitutioningô. These two terms do not appear in any papers in the 

International Journal of the Commons , marking a unique and important contribution by 

design research to the generative turn in commons scholarship. 

Infrastructuring  

Infrastructuring is the more robust and developed term of the pair. The following definition 

by Le Dantec and DiSalvo (2013, p. 247) captures the gist of infrastructuring in design: 

óInfrastructuring, then, is the work of creating socio-technical resources that intentionally 

enable adoption and appropriation beyond the initial scope of the design, a process that 

might include participa nts not present during the initial design.ô. A pithy explanation that 

nicely materiali ses these otherwise enigmatic óresourcesô is: óactivities that aim to redesign 

components, relations, and routinesô (Penuel, 2019). 

Scholars in this review most commonly cite the foundational work of Star (Bowker & Star, 

2000; Star & Ruhleder, 1994), who describes infrastructure as a ófundamentally relational 

conceptô or órelational propertyô that óbecomes infrastructure in relation to organized 

practicesô (Star & Ruhleder, 1994, p. 113). As a relational concept, infrastructure is about how 

something becomes infrastructure and for whom. Papers in this review cite a diverse but 

consistent group of scholars for developing their lenses on infrastructuring, in particular:  
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¶ Design Things (Binder et al., 2011; Björgvinsson et al., 2010, 2012) 

¶ Publics (DiSalvo, 2009; Le Dantec & DiSalvo, 2013)  

¶ Alignment (Hillgren et al., 2011; Karasti, 2014) 

¶ Strategies and tactics (Bødker et al., 2016, 2017)  

Healy and Krogh (2022, p. 79) propose a new term, óarchitecturingô, as a subset of 

infrastructuring activity that is óconcerned with building [physical] structures that dictate 

how and by who or what something can be usedô. This idea of architecturing is similar to 

ócommonist affordancesô proposed by Miyazaki (2019). The experimentation with language is 

welcome and important at this developmental stage of commons-making, helping to render 

visible the many ways in which the politics of counter -hegemonic commons are formed, 

contested, and reproduced. 

Institutioning  

Institutioning is a newer and less developed concept than infrastructuring in design 

research. Most papers cite óInstitutioning: participatory design, co-design and the public 

realmô (Huybrechts et al., 2017) as the seminal paper originating this term. The authors 

develop this term based on Castell (2016), who calls the process óinstitutional framingô. 

Castell has in turn drawn this term from Schºn and Reinôs (1994) three-level model of policy 

frames, institutional action frames, and metacultural frames. Castellôs design case for 

institutional framing happens to be a classic commons, though this term is not used. Castellôs 

design case is a ócommunity-led initiativeô where people óshare common problems and 

resources which may be a ground for collective actionô and resolve these collective action 

problems through ócollective processes started and led by residents to improve living 

conditions in the place where they liveô (2016, p. 309). Huybrechts et al. (2017, p. 151) carry 

forward the model developed by Castell and advance the term institutioning to ódraw 

attention to institutions as active sites of change which play a role in framing PD and Co-

Design processes, rather than existing as inert backdrops.ô. The authors consider 

institutioning to be politicised work, ócomprised of gradual processes of altering 

(consolidating or challenging) existing frames of institutionsô. 

Development of this term involves a consistent group of scholars building out the field 

together, most often including: Cibin, Foth, Huybrechts, Lyle, and Teli (Cibin et al., 2019; 

Foth & Turner, 2019; Huybrechts et al., 2022; Teli et al., 2018, 2022) . Each paper explores 

different dimensions of institutioning, but these papers are consistent in pursuing 

institutioning in the manner set out by Huybrechts et al. (2017). That is, institutioning is 

about institutions as organi sations, or óinstitutions as actorsô (Lodato & DiSalvo, 2018, p. 11). 
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Teli et al. (2022)  discuss intermediation as a form of institutioning, particularly how 

designers can avoid creating separate ódesignerly spacesô for design activities and instead 

support the institutions involved to embed these practices in ways that make sense to them. 

Teli et al. (2018, 2022) also discuss óinstitutioning the commonô to articulate óthe 

combination of these perspectives, looking at how the institutioning work in PD practices 

can actually intersect with practices and processes nourishing the commonô (2018, p. 2). The 

authors also point to the need for a more órefined theoretical toolboxô to engage with óvertical 

and horizontal movements that define the process of institutioningô (2018, p. 10). 

#commonize studio has adopted institutioning based on how design researchers define this 

term, but this meaning conflict s with how commons scholars from the social sciences define 

institutions. A pithy definition by North (1990, p. 5), who received the 1993 Nobel Prize in 

Economic Sciences for his work on institutional change, is óinstitutions are the rules of the 

gameô. A more informative definition by North (1991) is: óInstitutions are the humanly 

devised constraints that structure political, economic, and social interaction. They consist of 

both informal constraints (sanctions, taboos, customs, traditions, and codes of conduct), and 

formal rules (constitutions, la ws, property rights).ô. Ostrom advances this definition of 

institutions in Governing the Commons:   

óInstitutionsô can be defined as the sets of working rules that are used to determine who 

is eligible to make decisions in some arena, what actions are allowed or constrained, 

what aggregation rules will be used, what procedures must be followed, what 

info rmation must or must not be provided, and what payoffs will be assigned to 

individuals dependent on their actions. (1990, p. 51) 

This definition is important to new institutional economics (NIE), where much of Ostromôs 

work is situated. Foth and Turner (2019) are the only design researchers in this review who 

explore NIE. While they do provide rationale for limiting institutioning to formal 

institutions, most commons scholars understand institutions from the same NIE lens as 

Ostrom.  

The ramifications of choosing the design research definition of institutioning are not yet 

visible for #commonize studio. Using the term óinstitutionô in this way removes it from being 

used to describe the spectrum of rules, norms, and customs that commons researchers 

intend. In #commonize studio experiments, we tended to use words like órulesô or ócustomsô 

to name this wider spectrum of institutions. This compromise has thus far felt appropriate 

and certainly less daunting than trying to convince communiti es that institutions are the 

órules of the gameô. 
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3.6. Scaffolding 

The term scaffolding is not mentioned in any of the papers in this systematised review, yet 

many authors speak about processes that could be considered scaffolding. Marttila and 

Bottero (2017) propose the role of the installed base for commons-making, which several 

other papers cite (Lyle et al., 2018; Seravalli, 2018; Seravalli et al., 2017). This term comes 

from Star, who, in reference to infrastructuring, explains that óInfrastructure does not grow 

de novo; it wrestles with the inertia of the installed base and inherits strengths and 

limitations from that base.ô (Star & Ruhleder, 1994, p. 113). Where does this base come from, 

and how do design researchers modify it? Several papers describe a multi-year collaborative 

process with communities (Barbosa et al., 2016; Heitlinger et al., 2021; Marttila, 2016; 

Seravalli, 2018), often aimed at developing óguiding principlesô (Marttila, 2016, p. 4076)  or 

óshared values and interestsô (Bettega et al., 2021, 2022). Martilla (2016, p. 4076) suggests 

that design researchers óshould work through infrastructuring a ñcommons cultureòô. These 

processes seem to fall under metacultural frames rather than institutional frames.  

Foth and Turner (2019) correlate policy frames with infrastructuring and institutional 

frames with institutioning, while metacultural frames are correlated with ócommoningô 

(Figure 5). However, people must first see themselves as commoners engaged in commoning 

for this metacultural frame to work. The experience of #commonize studio accords with the 

experience of the design researchers above, where developing a ócommons cultureô is 

paramount to commons-making. We might call this ómetaculturingô or óbase installationô, but 

the term óscaffoldingô is probably a more useful starting point. 

 

Figure 5Φ Ψ5ŜǎƛƎƴΩǎ ǘǊƛŀŘ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǎŎŀƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŦǊŀƳƛƴƎΩ (Foth & Turner, 2019). 
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What is the difference between infrastructuring and scaffolding? Cozza and De Angeli (2015) 

provide the most thorough comparison between infrastructuring and scaffolding within 

design research. They draw principally on Orlikowski (2006)  for scaffolding and Star 

(Bowker & Star, 2000)  for infrastructuring  (Table 4). 

Table 4. Features of scaffolding and infrastructuring (Cozza & De Angeli, 2015, p. 111). 

Scaffolding Infrastructuring 

Temporary Embedded 

Flexible Transparent 

Portable Reach or scope 

Numerous forms Taken-for-granted 

Heterogeneous Linked with conventions of practice 

Emergent Standardized 

Generative Built on an installed base 

Dangerous Visible upon breakdown 

Constitutive Incremental 

 

The authors summarize the relationship between the two concepts as: óScaffolding enables 

the socio-technical infrastructuring. However, the occurrence of this turning point cannot be 

planned or predictedô (Cozza & De Angeli, 2015, p. 111). How do we know when weôve made 

the turning point between scaffolding and infrastructuring? In addition to being unplanned 

and unpredictable, my own practice as #commonize studio found this boundary to be 

moveable and fuzzy. 

One way #commonize studio attempts to delineate these two processes is by using the term 

scaffolding as it is generally employed across education, drawing on key theorists like Bruner 

(1978) and Vygotsky (Vygotsky & Cole, 1978): 

éa metaphor to describe the type of assistance offered by a teacher or peer to support 

learning. In the process of scaffolding, the teacher helps the student master a task or 

concept that the student is initially unable to grasp independently. The teacher offers 
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assistance with only those skills that are beyond the studentôs capability. (West et al., 

2017, p. 20) 

Benson (1997, p. 126) offers the metaphor of scaffolding as óa bridge used to build upon what 

students already know to arrive at something they do not knowô. The bridge metaphor is 

useful because, in the tradition of critical pedagogy (Freire, 2014), a bridge is two-way, 

meaning that this process can move in the student-to-teacher direction too.  

The experience of #commonize studio has been that scaffolding, in the most conventional 

use of that term, has been critical to commons-making. Time spent scaffolding exceeded 

what was anticipated in most studio projects. The papers in this review do not use this term 

but discuss this challenge using other language. #commonize studio wove scaffolding into 

infrastructure, e.g. the discourse used in infrastructure like the commoner persona (versus 

user persona), and increasingly approached scaffolding as a dedicated activity. Naming 

scaffolding as a process also directs the designerôs gaze towards the politics of the commons, 

seeking first to develop an óinstalled baseô or shared ómetacultural frameô called commoning 

from which infrastructuring may emerge.  

4. Commons literature concepts 

In the previous review of how design research engages with commons literature, we saw that 

the design principles have found some traction in three papers, but other concepts have not. 

In this section, I briefly review several long -standing concepts from the commons literature 

that I believe may be useful to design researchers and that have informed #commonize 

studio experiments. We might also call these concepts the raw materials for scaffolding, 

infrastructuring, and institutioning in commons -making. #commo nize studio has pursued 

one approach. In making this generative turn, these raw materials can be transformed in 

countless ways by others. 

4.1. Design principles for managing commons 

The design principles for managing commons are the most known concept from the 

commons literature  among design researchers and more broadly.  

Ostrom (1990, p. 90) first articulated these eight design principles in Governing the 

Commons after years of research (Table 5). The principles have largely remained intact after 

decades of interrogation by scholars. Foster and Iaione (2019; 2022) have developed 

different principles for the óurban commonsô, which several design researchers reference but 

donôt use, so these principles will be considered complementary to rather than a substitution 
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for the design principles for managing commons. The design principles provide a checklist of 

sorts for what a functional commons must contain, but a community must still figure out 

how to use these design principles to make commons. 

Table 5. Design principles for managing commons, as originally articulated by Ostrom (1990, p. 90). At this 
ǘƛƳŜΣ hǎǘǊƻƳ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨŎƻƳƳƻƴ-Ǉƻƻƭ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜΩ ό/twύΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜ ǿƛƭƭ ǘǊŜŀǘ ŀǎ ǎȅƴƻƴȅƳƻǳǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻƳƳƻƴǎΦ 

Principle Description 

1 Clearly defined boundaries: Individuals or households who have rights to withdraw resource 
units from the CPR must be clearly defined, as must the boundaries of the CPR itself. 

2 Congruence between appropriation and provision rules and local conditions: Appropriation rules 
restricting time, place, technology, and/or quantity of resource units are related to local 
conditions and to provision rules requiring labor, material, and/or money. 

3 Collective-choice arrangements: Most individuals affected by the operational rules can 
participate in modifying the operational rules. 

4 Monitoring: Monitors, who actively audit CPR conditions and appropriator behavior, are 
accountable to the appropriators or are the appropriators. 

5 Graduated sanctions: Appropriators who violate operational rules are likely to be assessed 
graduated sanctions (depending on the seriousness and context of the offense) by other 
appropriators, by officials accountable to these appropriators, or both. 

6 Conflict resolution mechanisms: Appropriators and their officials have rapid access to low-cost 
local arenas to resolve conflicts among appropriators or between appropriators and officials. 

7 Minimal recognition of rights to organize: The rights of appropriators to devise their own 
institutions are not challenged by external governmental authorities. 

8 Nested enterprises: Appropriation, provision, monitoring, enforcement, conflict resolution, and 
governance activities are organized in multiple layers of nested enterprises. 

 

I have rephrased this language in several papers by synthesising several posts from the 

website Medium to reflect how these principles are explained today to mass audiences (Table 

6).  A short explanation of each of these principles follows below. 

  



 
 

28 
 

Table 6. Design principles for managing commons based on language in Medium posts (Sacks & Galabo, 2022).  

Principle Description 

1 Define clear group boundaries.  

2 Rules need to fit local circumstances.  

3 Those affected by the rules can participate in modifying the rules.  

4 Rule-making rights of community members are respected by outside authorities. 

5 Rules are enforced by effective and accountable monitoring.  

6 Use graduated sanctions for rule violators.  

7 Provide accessible, low-cost means for dispute resolution. 

8 Commons may be part of nested ecosystems within larger commons. 

 

Define clear group boundaries . A frequent misinterpretation of commons is that commons 

are óresources that can be shared by all members of societyô (Dinnage et al., 2022). 

Historically, most commons are not shared by all members of society. Even when a resource 

could be shared by all of society, there are many examples where such commons are limited 

by certain commoners. For example, credit rating data is shared between vendors and credit 

rating agencies but not with you. 

Rules need to fit local circumstances. The essence of this principle is that rules should make 

sense for the community involved. The nature and scope of rules for a regional delta will look 

different than rules for a neighbourhood toy library. While this principle might feel obvious, 

the language of this principle counters tendencies to create singular solutions, which you 

have likely encountered under the banner of terms like órationalizeô, óstreamlineô, or óunifyô. 

Those affected by the rules can participate in modifying the rules . This principle resonates 

strongly with co -design principles and proved to be a good starting point in #commonize 

studio partner discussions. The word ómodifyingô differentiates commons from most co-

design projects because it means that commoners have the ongoing ability to govern, not just 

participate in the design phase of a project. 

Rules are enforced by effective and accountable monitoring . Commons that endure 

generations depend on more than goodwill. Huron (2015, p. 974) notes, for example, that 
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housing cooperatives are initially sustained by a ócore of members who remember the fight to 

purchase the building in the first placeô, but that óSomeday the people who are committed to 

the commons may die, or move out, or change their minds.ô. Designing methods for 

monitoring and enforcing rules is important to combatting the inevitable fading of such 

collective memory. Monitoring and enforcement are typically undertaken by the commoners, 

rather than outsourced beyond the community.  

Use graduated sanctions for rule violators . In the commons literature, there must be 

enforceable consequences for violating rules. Since rules are monitored and enforced by peer 

commoners, enforcement must feel fair to all commoners. Similar to the households most of 

us grew up in, successful commons generally deploy escalating punishments for rule 

violation, starting perhaps with a ófree passô and escalating to expulsion from the community.  

Provide accessible, low-cost means for dispute resolution . Disputes will arise. A defining 

feature of most Indigenous governance systems is a freely accessible means for dispute 

resolution. These systems often take the form of village meeting space, such as the Botswana 

kgotla in the Hack4Blood #commonize studio project (Chapter 18.2), ensuring that óconflicts 

could be transformed before escalatingô (Moumakwa, 2011, p. 2). 

Rule-making rights of community members are respected by outside authorities . Commons 

are defined by possession rather than ownership. A simple example of this difference is the 

staff kitchen, which staff usually have the right to manage but rarely own outright. Most 

commons do require outside authorities to permit their right to exist, or at least not to 

actively deny that right. This design principle is in tension with counter -hegemonic 

commonism. How can we make commons that may challenge or threaten the stateôs 

monopoly on legitimacy? 

Commons may be part of nested ecosystems within larger commons . Ostrom reminds us 

that ócomplexity is not the same as chaosô (2010, p. 644). Ostromôs early work on police 

forces found that óMetropolitan areas with large numbers of autonomous direct service 

producers achieved higher levels of technical efficiencyô (Ostrom & Parks, 1999, p. 290). A 

commons may not only be nested within larger commons, but it may also overlap with like -

minded commons. Ostromôs original language was that commons may be nested in other 

óenterprisesô. From #commonize studioôs counter-hegemonic perspective, the purpose of 

commons-making is to nest commons within other commons, rather than subjugate 

commons to capitalist systems. 
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4.2. Analytical frameworks 

Commons scholarship is rooted in social sciences and accordingly emphasises scientific 

analysis of óinstitutions for collective actionô. The Institutional Analysis and Development 

(IAD) framework ( Figure 6) and the Socio-Economic Systems (SES) framework (Figure 7) 

are enduring analytical constructs for commons researchers. The purpose of both 

frameworks, and the numerous iterations they have spawned, remains the same: to analyse 

institutions for collective action.  

 

Figure 6. Institutional Analysis and Development (IAD) framework as presented in Sacks and Galabo (2022). 
Source: (Ostrom, 2010, p. 646; Ostrom et al., 1994, p. 37). 

The IAD framework is explained in two papers (Galabo & Sacks, 2021; Sacks & Galabo, 

2022). The excerpt below comes from óA framework for infrastructuring commons creationô 

(Sacks & Galabo, 2022): 

The IAD framework is one of most robust and respected frameworks in commons 

scholarship for understanding commons infrastructure. The IAD framework was first 

published by Ostrom (1990). Since the initial publication of the IAD framework, 

scholars, including Ostrom, have adapted the IAD framework and created additional 

frameworks (see Cole, Epstein & McGinnis (2019) for coverage of the principal 

frameworks over time). This paper uses the revised IAD framework by Ostrom (2010, 

p. 646) as it is both clear and respected. As the name implies, the IAD framework 

provides a framework for analysing the development of óinstitutionsô that communities 
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use to govern and sustain a commons. In economics, óinstitutionsô are not physical 

buildings but rather óthe prescriptions that humans use to organise all forms of 

repetitive and structured interactionsô (Anderies & Janssen, 2013, p. 28), which can 

range from social norms to artefacts. 

We can divide the IAD framework into three sections: contextual factors, action 

situations, and interactions and outcomes. The three contextual factors on the left side 

are the foundation for a commons: resources (Biophysical Conditions) people 

(Community Attributes), and formal and informal rules (Rules -in-Use). The Action 

Situation in the middle of the framework can be thought of as a co-design scenario 

where ótwo or more individuals are faced with a set of potential actions that jointly 

produce outcomesô (Anderies & Janssen, 2013, p. 43).  The actors in a commons likely 

face multiple action situations that they must resolve to sustain the commons. The 

three boxes on the right side depict Interactions and Outcomes resulting from the 

Action Situation. The dotted lines leading from Outcomes back to the Contextual 

Factors and to the Action Situation illustrate the iterative nature of the IAD framework. 

People learn from the outcomes of their interactions in an action situation, which may 

alter their behaviour in the future and/or lead to chang es to the contextual factors. 

From a design perspective, the IAD framework succeeds at system visualization reasonably 

well. From my experience, once people know what these words mean, the flow and 

interaction between the elements of the IAD framework appear logical. 

The Socio-Ecological Systems (SES) framework (Figure 7) is presented in óUser research to 

design a more-than-human food commonsô (Sacks, 2022a) without significant explanation. 

The framework was developed years after the IAD framework in response to several 

concerns, namely the desire to standardize commons analysis and to account for the 

complexity of ecological systems (McGinnis & Ostrom, 2014; Ostrom, 2009) .  

The SES framework is a visible relative of the IAD framework. The contextual factors have 

been transformed into four overall variables. Biophysical context becomes resource systems 

and resource units, community attributes becomes actors, and rules-in-use becomes 

governance systems. Interactions and outcomes have been rolled into the action situation, 

which is now a set of focal action situations. The major innovation of the SES framework is 

the development of second-tier variables that researchers can use to code data from their 

institutional analysis ( Table 7).  
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Figure 7. Socio-Ecological Systems (SES) framework (McGinnis & Ostrom, 2014). 

Table 7. A selection of second-tier variables in the SES framework. Scholars code observations against these 
variables (McGinnis & Ostrom, 2014; Ostrom, 2009). 

Resource Units (RU) Actors (A) 

Resource unit mobility Number of relevant actors 

Number of units History or past experiences 

Spatial and temporary distribution Technologies available 

Governance Systems (GS) Interactions (I) 

Network structure Information sharing 

Property-rights systems Networking activities 

Operational-choice rules Monitoring activities 
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Later, Cole et al. (2019) propose a Combined IAD and SES (CIS) framework (Figure 8). 

While the CIS framework was not directly used in any studio experiments, the simplified 

representation may prove useful to other design researchers. As designers, we can appreciate 

that these frameworks are all forms of system design; that is, they each attempt to visualize 

and make sense of commons as a system. Commons scholars typically use these frameworks 

to analyse and diagnose how a commons functions, and how a commons changes over time.  

 

 

Figure 8. Combined IAD-SES (CIS) framework, which seeks to visualize the recursive nature of the IAD 
framework alongside the variable categories of the SES framework (Cole et al., 2019). 

There have been numerous proposed adaptations of these frameworks over the years, which 

is to say that these frameworks are discursive rather than prescriptive. Nevertheless, these 

frameworks all seek to visualize the key components of commons, as understood by social 

scientists. These frameworks all pose the same challenge to design researchers: They 

represent complete and functional systems but donôt tell us how to get there. 

4.3. Action situations 

The IAD and SES frameworks visually treat all of the elements with equal weight. The action 

situation is in the centre of both frameworks, but the boxes are the same size. A clear 

learning outcome from #commonize studio is that the action situation is the most important 

feature of these frameworks for commons-making. If we were to re-draw these frameworks 

based on where to focus commons-making energy, the action situation would enlarge greatly 

in size. The commons literature for the action situation is grou nded in game theory and 

rather obtuse. The most accessible visual framework for the action situation (Figure 9), 

shows how the actors in an action situation interact and make decisions based on seven types 

of rules.  
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Figure 9. Diagram that shows how seven rule types enter the action situation (Ostrom, 2005, p. 189). 

The language used here is confusing but describes the mundane. I had planned to use the 

action situation rules in several experiments, but the projects moved in different directions. I 

will, therefore, summarize the seven rules of the action situation here but not expand on 

them.  

¶ Position rules determine what positions commoners can hold in the commons 

¶ Boundary rules determine how commoners enter or exit the commons 

¶ Choice rules determine what each commoner's options are in a given situation 

¶ Aggregation rules determine how decisions are made by the community 

¶ Information rules determine who can know what in a group  

¶ Payoff rules determine rewards and sanctions for behaviour 

¶ Scope rules determine what range of outcomes commoners can expect if they comply 

with the rules  

What mattered most for the #commonize studio experiments recorded in this thesis was the 

centrality of action situations as the locus for all commoner interaction. Based on feedback 

from more recent projects, we might also refer to action situations as ócollective action 

situationsô. 
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4.4. Choice levels 

Choice levels describe how commons governance takes place at multiple levels. The following 

explanation of choice levels comes from óA framework for infrastructuring commons 

creationô (Sacks & Galabo, 2022): 

The rules guiding the action in the action situation take place at three levels of óchoiceô 

(Ostrom, 1990, p. 53). We use the term óchoice levelsô in this paper, though óarenas of 

choiceô (McGinnis, 2011, p. 52) is an alternative term. Choice levels describes how 

different groups of people are involved in different types of decision -making. If you 

think about an association or community group, maybe one you are part of, you may 

participate in rulemaking for a spe cific committee as well as vote on group-wide issues. 

The three choice levels are:  

¶ Constitutional choice rules determine who can participate in managing a 

commons,  

o Collective choice rules determine how decisions are made, and 

Á Operational choice rules address everyday management.  

These three choice levels are shown as cascading because constitutional choices affect 

who can participate in making collective -choice rules, and collective-choice rules affect 

who can modify operational -choice rules. Operational-choice rules tend to change 

more easily and more often, while changing constitutional -choice rules is more difficult 

and less frequent. 

In óBotswana Blood Commons: Visualizing Blood Services as a Public-Commons Partnershipô 

(Sacks et al., 2022), we exemplify these choice levels in the context of a speculative public-

commons partnership between the central government and the Indigenous village 

governments called kgotla. In this speculative system, the kgotla federate to form a Kgotla 

Association that participates in a partnership with the government called a Blood Service:  

In this example, each kgotla (constitutional -choice level) might elect a group of people 

to participate in the Kgotla Association (collective -choice level), and one person from 

this group may then participate in regular Blood Service meetings (operational -choice 

level). In other words, choice levels help us concretely identify who is involved in which 

decisions. 

Similar to the language of the IAD framework and action situation, choice levels describe 

ideas that we all know and experience but may not name or have words for. A source of 
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friction in many community organisations, frictions you have probably experienced, is 

confusion or disagreement over who should be making which decisions, i.e. choice levels. 

4.5. Institutional grammar 

Institutional grammar was not overtly used in studio projects in this thesis, so I will keep this 

review brief. I do wish to present it here because, in combination with the other concepts 

presented, you now have an overview of the most valuable concepts from the commons 

literature for commons -making. 

Institutional grammar addresses the different types of rules that commoners create to 

sustain commons. The word ógrammarô is invoked because rules are constructed of distinct 

units, the way language is constructed of verbs, nouns, etc. This institutional grammar 

applies to the seven action situation rules. Institutional grammar is organised around an 

acronym, ADICO, explained in Table 8. Institutional grammar was originated by Crawford 

and Ostrom (1995) and has since developed into its own research area. 

Table 8. Institutional grammar summary. 

¶ A = Attributes = Which commoners does this rule apply to?  

¶ D = Deontic = What type of obligation or permission is this? A suggestion or 

requirement? 

¶ I = aIms = What action is this rule addressing? 

¶ C = Conditions =Under what circumstances does this rule apply? When and 

where? 

¶ O = Or else = What are the consequences for not following the rule? 

An óinstitutional statementô is the equivalent of a sentence. An institutional statement can 

contain any combination of these grammar elements. There are three types of institutional 

statements:  

¶ Rules (ADICO) 

¶ Norms (ADIC)  

¶ Strategies (AIC) 

The difference between these three statements is the full (or less-than-full) presence of 

ADICO. Rules contain all of ADICO, norms contain ADIC, and strategies contain AIC. The 

absence of óOô (óOr elseô) is a common cause for commons failure. Commoners donôt follow 

rules because the rules are either unenforced or enforced inconsistently or unfairly. Similar 

to the action situation rules, institutional grammar gives design researchers a starting 
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framework to guide thinking about what types of rules are important for commons -making 

as well as for diagnosing problems during commons-making. 

5. Making the generative turn 

Making the generative turn means more than moving between research epistemologies. This 

generative turn also requires language and concepts that capture the intersection of these 

worlds. Infrastructuring is one discourse example that has been developed by design 

researchers that may be brought into this generative turn. As I close out Part A, which 

focuses on what the commons literature can bring to commons-making, I finally disclose the 

etymology of the word ócommonizeô.  

Across all of the literature review performed in Part A, I observed that design researchers 

and commons scholars alike struggled to succinctly describe the politics of counter-

hegemonic commons, or óto grope for words to name whatôs actually newô (Steger, 2009, p. 

1). Design researchers have proposed terms like ónew commonsô (Baibarac & Petrescu, 2017) 

or óactivist/practitioner movementô (Marttila et al., 2014) . Commons researchers have 

produced more articulate but decidedly un -catchy phrases like ócommons-creating peer 

economyô (Helfrich, 2013)  and ócommons-centric societyô (Bauwens et al., 2019). What 

discourse from the commons literature might be useful to design researchers  interested in 

counter-hegemonic commons? These observations prompted me to conduct a second 

systematised review around the use of the term ócommonismô.  

5.1. Systematised review summary 

The review entailed searching both Scopus and Google Scholar for the term ócommonismô 

followed by snowballing, and a repeat of the search using the terms ócommonizedô and 

ócommonistô. I scanned over 400 records, most generated by Google Scholar, and read 52 

records in full. Of these 52 records, 17 records contained identifiable articulations of 

commonism (Table 9). In óAppendix 2. Commonism systematised review databaseô, I present 

an expanded table of all records alongside quotations that each inform the understanding of 

commonism as a counter-hegemonic politics of the commons. 
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Table 9. Most relevant records reviewed with definitions of commonism, as of 2020, organized chronologically. 

Author/s Year Record Title 

Dyer-Witheford 2007 Commonism 

Dyer-Witheford 2009 The Circulation of the Common 

Pusey 2010 Social Centres and the New Cooperativism of the Common 

Laermans 2011 Artistic Collaboration and the Promises of Commonalism 

Siefkes 2011 The Emergence of Benefit-Driven Production 

Hitchcock 2011 Commonism 

Neary & Winn 2012 Open Education: Common(s), Commonism and the New Common Wealth 

Kunkel 2013 {ǇŜŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ όά¢ƘŜ CǳǘǳǊŜ ƛǎ /ƻƳƳƻƴƛǎǘέύ 

Shantz 2013 Commonist Tendencies: Mutual Aid Beyond Communism 

Teivainen 2014 Brazilian Socialist Roots and Global Commonist Horizons in the World Social 
Forum 

Parker 2015 Taking Power Back: Putting People in Charge of Politics 

Bell & Scott 2016 Reimagining Citizenship: Justice, Responsibility and Non-Penal Real Utopias 

Brie 2017 Karl Polanyi in Dialogue: A Socialist Thinker for our Time 

Parr 2017 Birth of a New Earth: The Radical Politics of Environmentalism 

Gielen 2018 Common Aesthetics: The Shape of a New Meta-Ideology 

Swinnen & Bauwens 2018 Commoning Art, Democracy, and the Precariat, a Dialogue 

Fuchs 2019 Appropriation of digital machines and appropriation of fixed capital as the 
ǊŜŀƭ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ōŜƛƴƎΥ wŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ ¢ƻƴƛ bŜƎǊƛΩǎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ 
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In short, scholars seek to mark commonism as ónewô in two ways: first, as an ideological 

break with communism that is explicitly not state -led; and second, as a proactive resistance 

to capitalist subsumption of commons.  

First, scholars use commonism to assert a clear ideological break with communism. 

Castoriadis (1987, p. 465), an originator of the concept of the social imaginary, explains that 

óa signification is indefinitely determinable é although that does not mean that it is 

determinedô. Communism as a signification is determinable, but a number of scholars 

conclude that communism does appear to be determined at this point in history. Waterman 

(2003, p. 10) sums up the pragmatic fork in the road that scholars must choose between:  

What are we to call this new Utopia, if not Communism? Commonism? 

Commonerism? It cannot be called Communism any more, or not at present. That was 

a utopia of the national -industrial -capitalist era. Many people and peoples are 

alienated é from óCommunismô. And the effect of its contemporary use ð if not the 

intention of those who still use it ð is to isolate them from those many others who are 

contributing to a reinvention of the commons.  

A number of scholars in this systematised review distinguish  commonism from communism 

in terms of the role of óthe peopleô versus the state. Scholars describe this commonist politics 

as a ódemocracy of the multitudeô (Hitchcock, 2019, p. 76), a ónonstate-centric approachô 

(Teivainen, 2014, p. 28), óa place that passionately values social progress, but is deeply 

sceptical about the idea that statism can deliver itô (S. Parker, 2015, p. 123), and ónon-

authoritarian partnerships and networks of cooperation and collaborationô (E. Bell & Scott, 

2016, p. 60). 

Second, scholars use commonism to combat the seeming hegemony of capitalism, seeking to 

fight the hegemony of an -ism with the counter -hegemony of another -ism. Dyer-Withefordôs 

(2009)  early articulation influences many future scholars:  

óCommonismô would thus be a social order assembled from a connection or circulation 

of different commons, preventing the capitalist cooption and subsumption of current 

and new commons by linking them up, attaining a critical mass that counters the 

weight of established relations. If capital is an immense heap of commodities, 

commonism will be a multiplication of commons é. 

This critical mass or counterweight is necessary to fight the ócommunism of capitalô 

(Bauwens & Kostakis, 2014), or the ócommonism in capitalismô (Caffentzis, 2010, p. 31). 

Linux is an oft -cited example, open-source software that is the product of commoning, which 

numerous large companies exploit and enclose for profit, e.g. Apple (iCloud), Google 
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(Chrome), TiVo, and IBM. Clare and Habermehl (Clare & Habermehl, 2016, p. 109) 

introduce a ótheory of commonizationô that clearly resonates with the counter-hegemonic 

commons: ówhile commons are a necessity for any form of (anarchist) communist society é 

they are not inherently anti -capitalist é and it is therefore important to differentiate between 

different types of commons, and ensure that those developed are anti-capitalist.ô In 

summary, scholars use commonism to mark an ideology that opposes both the 

commodification of capitalism and the state dominance of communism.  

5.2. Politics of the commons 

These findings regarding commonism accord with recent commons scholarship led by 

Kioupkiolis (2017, 2019, 2022) that identifies the ólack of the political in the commonsô 

literature and advocates for the development of a counter-hegemonic politics of the 

commons. Papadimitropoulos (2017, 2020) performs initial sensemaking about this 

counter-hegemonic politics by organizing commons research into three broad categories:  

¶ Liberal  

¶ Reformist  

¶ Anti -capitalist  

For the most part, these three categories are differentiated by how the commons relates to 

the state.  

The liberal commons óplace[s] the development of the Commons in parallel with the state 

and market operationô and óneo-feudalise[s] the Commons under the marketing buzzword of 

a so-called ñsharingò economyô (Papadimitropoulos, 2017, p. 564). The liberal ideology is 

where work by Ostrom and Benkler tends to be located, where the commons is positioned as 

a complement to capitalism.  

Reformist commons seek to óreplace capitalism from withinô, gradually replacing óthe 

accumulation of capital with the circulation of the Commonsô (2017, p. 570). 

Papadimitropoulos places commons scholars such as Bollier, Bauwens, and Kostakis in this 

category. Outside of the commons discipline, Raworthôs (2017) Doughnut Economics, 

Mazzucatoôs (2013) entrepreneurial state, and Wrightôs (2010) social democracy might fall in 

this category.  

Anti -capitalist commons place óthe Commons in a constant class struggle with capitalism, 

aiming at the creation of a Commons economy against and beyond capitalismô 

(Papadimitropoulos, 2017, p. 572). Scholars that consistently fall under this category include 
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De Angelis, Caffentzis, Federici, and Hardt and Negri. Papadimitropoulos (2020, p. 28)  

summarizes the differences between these three approaches as follows:  

éthe liberal argument underestimates the reformist insight that technology has the 

potential to decentralise production, thereby forcing capitalism to transform into post -

capitalism. While the reformists argue for the cooperation of the commons with the 

state and friendly capital, the anti -capitalists argue for the autonomous development of 

the commons against and beyond capitalism and the state. 

In plain language: liberal commons support a capitalist -oriented state, reformist commons 

seek to morph the state from a capitalist to commons orientation, and anti -capitalist 

commons aim to create an alternative commons-oriented society outside of the state.  

For the remainder of this thesis, these three terms have been re-named as follows: 

¶ Liberal becomes neoliberal. I made this change because liberal has diverse meanings 

to people; whereas neoliberal is more readily understood as a capitalist economics. 

¶ Reformist does not change. 

¶ Anti -capitalist becomes counter-hegemonic. I made this change to align further 

analysis through the lens of diverse economies, the methodology used for this 

research. 

These container terms ï neoliberal, reformist, counter -hegemonic ï enable us to make the 

politics of the commons visible to ourselves and the people we work with as we perform 

commons-making research. I created the term ócommonizeô from this literature review, as óa 

new enough bottle into which to pour what I hope will be some new wineô (Kunkel, 2013). 

5.3. The generative turn 

Commons scholarship has thus far been analytical. The concepts from the literature and the 

knowledge in the field is based on engaging with extant commons. These decades of 

analytical research have generated numerous, profound insights into how commons function 

and change. The key concepts that scholars have developed based on these insights, however, 

cannot be used in their current form to support a community that wants to create or improve 

a commons, a subject of interest not only to design researchers but also to commons-making 

researchers in fields such as geography, healthcare, information sciences, and law (Chapter 

3.4).  
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Making the generative turn means moving from inductive reasoning and analytical 

frameworks to abductive reasoning and generative infrastructure. Making the generative 

turn also means engaging with the politics of the commons. Designing or making commons, 

like any design process, requires framing, and framing is inherently political (Prendeville et 

al., 2022). More specifically, óThis generative turn requires translating and transforming the 

theories and frameworks from the commons field into tools and infrastructure that 

communities can use.ô (Sacks, 2022a). This thesis marks my attempt to initiate a generative 

turn in commons research by showing how this marriage between commons theories and 

frameworks and design research approaches and methods can answer research questions 

being posed by researchers in both worlds. 

Part A has shown that design researchers are already engaged in commons-making but are 

not drawing on commons literature to inform their commons -making research. I hope that 

#commonize studio can provide a lightning rod of sorts for other design researchers and 

activists. By unearthing these concepts for others and showing how they might be used in 

commons-making research, other researchers may consider how they wish to experiment 

with the commons literature too.  

Part A concludes as a dual invitation: an invitation to commons researchers to consider how 

their research can be transformed and put to use in service to commoners, and an invitation 

to design researchers to consider how they can improve the efficacy of their commons-

making practices using the commons literature.  
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Part B: Studio 

 

 

Part B asks the inverse of Part A: What does the design research literature offer commons-

making researchers? The contention of Part A is that key concepts from the commons 

literature that might support commons -making are inaccessible to design researchers. The 

contention of Part B is that studio pedagogy and studio experimentation, the signature 

pedagogy and epistemology of design research, might support commons-making but are 

equally inaccessible to commons-making researchers. 

In Chapter 8, óStudio pedagogyô, I ask: What is studio pedagogy? I review two influential 

scholars and their philosophies of studio pedagogy, Schºnôs reflective practicum and 

Shulmanôs signature pedagogies. I then review a range of sensemaking frameworks 

developed by design scholars to make studio pedagogy more accessible to others, each of 

which has influenced the development of #commonize studio. 

In Chapter 9, óStudio experimentalismô, I dig deeper to ask: What are studio experiments? 

This methodological concern emerged during my research process, observing that other 

institutions performing similar work called themselves labs. I first define laboratory 

experiments and perform a systematised review looking at the use of the term óstudio 

experimentô. Based on this review, I propose a tentative set of components for studio 

experimentalism that clearly demarcate it from lab experimentalism, and I illustrate this 

contrast with a speculative case study. 

How do other studios (even if they call themselves labs) perform experiments in counter-

hegemonic óeconomy designô? In Chapter 10, óEconomy design studios and labsô, I review the 

practices of three comparable institutions engaged in óeconomy designô against McLainôs 

framework for studio pedagogy. I show how these institutions are in actuality conducting 

studio experiments and consider how these practices might inform #commonize studio.  

Chapter 11, óCommons-making methodologiesô, builds up the methodological layers of 

#commonize studioôs studio experimentalism. At its core, #commonize studio performs 

action research, a methodology used by most other design researchers engaged in commons-

making. This action research is performed through the lens of the diverse economies 

methodology, óthe political economy of possibilityô (Cameron & Gibson-Graham, 2022). I 

further modify this action research in two ways. First, I position this research as óaction 

research through designô, a mashup of action research and research through design that 
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emphasises learning through making that must be with others. Second, I structure this 

research as action research for diverse economies, a specific type of action research with 

three strategic aims: activate language, shift subjectivities, and enhance collective action.  

6. Epistemological position statement 

Whereas my first position statement articulated my political position, this position statement 

describes my epistemological position. Just as Part A argued for a counter-hegemonic 

politics for commons -making research and practice, Part B argues for an artistic 

epistemology for commons-making research and practice, and for design research more 

broadly. I named my research practice #commonize studio, which I thought to be an entirely 

uncontroversial choice based on prior educational experience in architecture. I soon 

discovered that design research faces epistemological conflict. I am using this opportunity to 

initiate an epistemological position statement in design research. 

Below are two longer quotations from Studio Studies, observations by design research 

authorities that affirm my own observations and experiences with peer design researchers: 

We cannot fail to notice a marked tendency to imagine and shape studios as 

laboratories in diʡerent ýelds of creative practice. Michael Century (1999) has 

described the óstudio laboratoryô as a post-Manhattan project trope characterizing art ï 

technology innovation engagements. In the ýeld of design, for example, óliving labsô 

(Bjºrgvinsson et al. 2010) and óculture labsô (see Born and Wilkie, Chapter 9 in this 

volume) are imagined as settings for the design and innovation of computational 

technologies, whilst the label ódesign labô is indicative of an epistemic þinch in which 

the term ólabô or ólaboratoryô aʡords legitimacy and authority to institutional milieus for 

knowledge production and innovation practices involving design. Also in the 

contemporary visual arts, artists are increasingly conceiving and conýguring their 

studios as experimental systems akin to laboratories (see Farías, Chapter 12 in this 

volume). (Farías & Wilkie, 2018a, p. 8) 

Design professor Alex Wilkie goes on to state more plainly the current epistemological 

conflict in an interview with anthropologist and musicologist Georgina Born : 

What youôve outlined also raises the epistemic status of studios. My studies of design 

research in universities ï and maybe this is also evident in your work on music and art 

ï science studios ï shows that designers routinely and explicitly invoke the term  ólabô 

to designate the epistemic conditions in which work is conducted. Itôs actually very rare 

that you ýnd an academic research group that uses the term óstudioô. (Born & Wilkie, 

2018, p. 144) 
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I have found myself on many occasions meeting a design scholar at their ólabô to discover that 

their lab was simply a piece of paper taped to their door. Nothing else has changed, just the 

paper on the door. This paper simply but meaningfully signals to us the world that we are 

entering, in literally the same way that my childhood restaurant sign signified to my parents 

that they were entering a restaurant (where I was of course the head chef). My exploration 

into studio and studio experimentalism revealed one important epistemological question  or 

litmus test  for design researchers: Do you believe you are solving a scientific  (analytical) 

problem or an artistic  (creative) problem? This research is emphatically artistic because I 

believe the question I am answering ï What do communities need to create commons? ï is 

an artistic problem, not a scientific one . I consequently name this approach to economic 

problem-solving óeconomy designô to frame economics as an artistic problem. Like many of 

my peers, I taped #commonize studio to my door to signify that those meeting me were 

entering an artistic space. 

7. Methodology 

Part B presents the entanglement between established and exploratory methodologies that I 

develop through the course of my research. In this chapter, I disentangle the established 

aspect of my methodology (action research for diverse economies) from the exploratory 

aspects of my methodology (studio pedagogy and studio experiment), which I ultimately 

combine and call óstudio experiments for commons-makingô (Chapter 12). While conducting 

the empirical research in Part C using action research for diverse economies, I pursued an 

unanticipated second subject of enquiry that became studio experimentalism. Consequently, 

I undertook a third systemati sed review and constructed a research methodology that 

combined my tentative findings from this review with the established methodological 

approaches used earlier in my research.  

7.1. {ǘǳŘƛƻ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƭŀōƻǊŀǘƻǊȅΩǎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŀƴŀƭƻƎƻǳǎ 

óStudio as the laboratoryôs cultural analogousô is how design educators Ignacio Far²as and 

Alex Wilkie (2018a, p. 2) propose approaching the study of studio pedagogy and what I have 

called studio experimentalism (they call it studio studies). This phrase embodies the heart of 

the epistemological and ontological challenges this thesis grapples with and the rationale for 

methodological selection. As the previous chapter, Epistemological position statement , made 

clear, this research is decisively artistic and qualitative in intent. Yet, it also strives to 

eventually become an approach that is consistent and rigorous enough that a doctoral 

researcher in some near-distant future would select it as their research approach. This tug-

of-war between creative and rigorous resulted in a mixture of approaches and methods 
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seeking to create a transparent, replicable research approach for recording, sharing, and 

evolving creative experiments. 

7.2. Research question 

Research methodology adjusts to fit the research question. My research question evolved 

over the course of research, and the methodology adjusted with it. The two time points worth 

capturing are the research question at the time of my PhD upgrade and the research question 

in this thesis:  

¶ What do communities need to imagine and practice postcapitalist, pluriversal 

commoning? (PhD upgrade) 

¶ What do communities need to make commons? (PhD thesis) 

There are two shifts visible in the questions above that relate to my evolving methodology. 

The first is the removal of óimagineô from the research question, focusing instead on making. 

For this reason, I moved from considering approaches like serious game design (Abt, 1975) 

and speculative design (Dunne & Raby, 2013) to action research (Elliott, 1998) . The second 

is the removal of modifiers in the research question, e.g. postcapitalist, pluriversal. This 

change was an outcome of my engagement with the diverse economies literature. And, on a 

pragmatic level, I needed to keep the research question simple to engage action research 

partners rather than confuse or antagonise them. 

7.3. Literature reviews 

The literature reviews in this thesis look a bit different than most design research theses I 

have read as they are intended both to contextualise the research within the existing work 

and to support other researchers in the field. There are three literature reviews in this thesis, 

two in Part A and one in Part B, relating to the following questions : 

¶ How do design researchers engage with the commons literature? (Chapter 3) 

¶ How do scholars use the term ócommonismô and why? (Chapter 5) 

¶ What is a studio experiment? (Chapter 9) 

I construct each literature review as a systematised review (Grant & Booth, 2009)  with a 

focus on two review components: the search process and the results generated. I took this 

approach for two reasons. The first reason is that I wanted to make my search process 

transparent and defensible. Each of these reviews entered novel territory. I had to make 

informed but subjective decisions about search parameters, such as which phrases and 
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journals to search. Ultimately, the reader decides if the literature review is robust, and the 

detail in my systematised review allows the reader to decide this for themselves. Also, future 

researchers may see opportunities to expand my search parameters to find additional 

literature. The second reason is that these reviews generated valuable original databases. 

There had never been, to my knowledge, a database of design research literature on 

commons-making, and this database may assist future researchers. The level of detail of my 

systematised reviews also enables others to conduct even more sophisticated reviews in the 

future, such as systematic reviews. 

7.4. Action research for diverse economies 

The established core of my research methodology is action research for diverse economies. 

This method is detailed in the book chapter, óAction research for diverse economiesô 

(Cameron & Gibson, 2020) in The Handbook of Diverse Economies (Gibson-Graham & 

Dombroski, 2020) . I review this method in more detail in Chapter 11.6, Action research for 

diverse economies. Action research for diverse economies provides not only a clear structure 

for performing research (action research) but also a clear epistemological and ontological 

lens through which to perform this action research  (diverse economies). 

In simpler terms, diverse economies is so named because those of us engaged in this 

research start with the recognition that diverse economic practices already exist, and that our 

role is to understand how these practices can be made visible and coherent. In more 

academic terms, diverse economies is rooted in poststructuralist and anti-foundationalist 

epistemologies and anti-essentialist ontology, emphasising the role of discourse and 

performance. Diverse economies is also materialist and privileges doing diverse economies 

over isolated theorising about them. To this extent, there is a natural fit between diverse 

economies and practice-oriented design research. I introduce the diverse economies 

approach in Chapter 11.3, Diverse economies, and I review the epistemological and 

ontological features of diverse economies in Chapter 11.4, Diverse economies origins and 

Chapter 11.5, Diverse economies as performative research. 

Diverse economies permeated the entire research process and impacted not only the 

research methodology but also overall research development. As mentioned in Part A, the 

development of the term commonize is a diverse economies strategy of queering and 

ontological reframing that is then used throughout the empirical research process. The 

diverse economies concept that most visibly impacted the empirical research is thick 

description and weak theory, resulting in detailed accounts of each experiment to enable 

others to form their own weak theories. The discourse genealogy I perform at the end of the 
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comparison group experiment is an important research strategy from diverse economies. 

Finally, the emphasis on the role of the researcher in enacting or performing diverse 

economies impacted my focus throughout the empirical research on my role in these 

experiments.  

Action research for diverse economies is action research that follows the familiar action 

research cycle with an emphasis on three strategies: activating new languages, shifting 

subjectivities, and collective action. The authors do not prescribe how these strategies may 

be employed in action research, so I incorporated them into the Observe phase of the action 

research cycle. 

7.5. Modifications for studio 

I modified this core established methodology to account for my finding s from my exploration 

of studio pedagogy (Chapter 8) and my systematised review of studio experimentalism 

(Chapter 9). The resultant method, studio experiments for commons -making, is thus a 

combination of the established methodology of action research for diverse economies and 

these modifications. I made three visible modifications, which I detail in Chapter 11.2, Action 

research through design (ARtD). 

The first modification is the use of a neologism created by other scholars, ARtD, to describe 

the action research cycle (Gaete Cruz et al., 2022). ARtD explores the intersection of action 

research (AR) and research through design (RtD) . All #commonize studio experiments 

follow the familiar action research cycle of plan, act, observe, and reflect. Alongside these 

familiar words, I added language arising from my exploration of studio to provoke 

consideration of what delineates ARtD from b roader AR. The phase names became: 

¶ Plan/Design 

¶ Act/Make  

¶ Observe 

¶ Reflect/Critique  

The second modification is the organisation of the Observe phase of the ARtD cycle. The 

Observe phase is organised into four categories that draw on language from the 

aforementioned action research for diverse economies and Villariôs (2014) proposal for 

design action research. Villari also presents three strategies for design action research, which 

the author describes as ógiving shape toô relationships, new ideas, and artefacts. I found that 

two of these strategies aligned with two of the diverse economies strategies, so I structured 

observations around four categories: 
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¶ Languages/Ideas 

¶ Subjectivities/Relationships  

¶ Collective action 

¶ Artefacts 

The third modification is labelling these experiments as studio  experiments rather than 

simply experiments. Naming these experiments as studio experiments seeks to frame these 

experiments as creative experiments.  

Beyond these modifications, my exploration of studio pedagogy and studio experimentalism 

impacted how I organised and made sense of this research. In Part C, I organise my 

empirical research into three categories that respond to lab experimentalism (comparison 

group, pilot experiments, field experiments) . In Contributions , I reflect on and detail how 

this research informs future approaches to creative experimentation. In Conclusion, I find 

that coaching is one of three overarching design capacities that commons-makers need, an 

observation rooted in studio pedagogy. In Epilogue, I consider how these experiments might 

be evaluated as un/successful to inform how future studio experiments might be evaluated. 

Finally, I changed my thesis title, originally #commonize studio: Experiments in commons -

making , to reflect this methodological framing .  

The combination of action research for diverse economies with these modifications forms 

óstudio experiments for commons-makingô. I have hesitated to assert studio experimentalism 

or studio experiments as the methodology or method in this thesis because a coherent 

epistemology and ontology remain lacking, as I detail in Chapters 8 and 9. Instead, I offer 

studio experiments in commons-making as a methodological provocation paired with the 

clear and defensible method of action research for diverse economies.  

7.6. Empirical research structure 

The empirical research in Part C is organised into four groups: 

¶ Comparison group 

¶ Pilot experiments  

¶ Field experiments 

¶ Scaffolding commons-makership 

The first three terms are deliberately drawn from laboratory experimentalism, discussed in 

Chapter 9. Throughout my research and writing process, I made decisions about discourse, 

either to politicise existing language or to use new language. Each route presents 

opportunities and challenges. In Chapter 5 (Making the generative turn ), for example, I 
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substantiate my decision to propagate a new word, commonize, rather than use the existing 

word, communize, because multiple authors find the meaning of communize to be 

irrevocably determined or sedimented. The choice to politicise new language is a key 

research strategy of diverse economies. By contrast, Wilkie and Farías argue in Studio 

Studies: Operations, Topologies and Displacements that óthe notion of experiment can only 

describe some highly speciýc studio processes and is far from oʡering a more general 

heuristicsô (2018a, p. 9). The authors consequently reject the term óexperimentô for artistic 

research, a term that is used prolifically in design research, and propose óstudio studiesô 

instead. Another eligible term the authors reference is óopen inquiryô.  

In Part C, I opt to politicise existing meaning, a strategy of diverse economies research 

detailed in Chapter 11. The challenge in doing so is that these words may connote something 

different for some people. I opt to use this language because all of these terms are already in 

use in design research, albeit to different degrees. I originally used control group instead of 

comparison group but changed it based on peer review to reflect the more accurate scientific 

definition  (Kelemen et al., 2023), where control groups are randomi sed while comparison 

groups are non-equivalent or not randomised . The last bullet above, scaffolding commons-

makership, is used as it is generally employed across education and defined by key theorists 

in the field (Benson, 1997; Bruner, 1978; Freire, 2014; Vygotsky & Cole, 1978). 

7.7. Recruiting action research partners 

Recruiting action research partners was by necessity opportunistic. For me, the best action 

research project is the project that happens. The first systematised review found that other 

design researchers recruited action research partners through pre-existing memberships to 

groups, long-standing relationships with communities, or multi -year funded research 

projects. My time window was considerably smaller, my budget was zero, and the Covid-19 

pandemic stymied opportunities to embed myself with any communiti es. Ultimately, the 

experiments detailed in Part C were the product of two recruitment pathways: conference 

workshops and networking within ImaginationLancaster (department). The comparison 

group arose because I was invited by a peer researcher in my department to join a pre -

existing research group. The pilot workshops all took place at conference workshops, either 

as an invited guest or as a workshop I had submitted to the conference. I met Dr Wernli, the 

partner for the Soil Trust experiments at one of th ese conference workshops. I met Dr 

Nthubu, the partner for the Hack4Blood experiments through Dr Galabo, who I in turn met 

in my department.  
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7.8. Methods 

#commonize studio draws on a number of design research methods across all experiments. 

The rationale for method selection and the way these methods are used is discussed in the 

Plan/Design phase for every experiment in Part C. These methods draw from a range of 

design areas, such as service design and speculative design. Over time, #commonize studio 

developed its own design research method vernacular, which is discussed directly in the last 

experiment, óAction situation blocksô (Chapter 24).  

The methods for about one-third of the experiments were brought to the experiment by peer 

researchers not me. For the comparison group (Chapter 14), the design fiction method was 

determined by the group before I joined. I discuss the rationale and use of this method in 

Chapter 14 and several papers (Craigon et al., 2023; Jacobs et al., 2021). Chapter 15, 

Commonized design, is a conference workshop organised by other researchers with an 

unnamed method. I observe that this method combines speculative design with inventorying 

that is common to diverse economies research, so I name it inventory-based speculative 

design. Chapter 19, Scaffolding commons-makership, examines the scaffolding process of 

weaving commons scholarship into methods created by other design researchers. These 

methods are a co-design tool and service design tools developed by Dr Galabo (Galabo & 

Cruickshank, 2022; óTools & Toolboxesô, n.d.) and an ecosystem visualisation method 

developed by Dr Nthubu (2021). 

The methods used in the remaining two pilot experiments (Chapters 16, 17) use what are 

typically considered service design methods: user persona, user journey map, and service 

blueprint. All of these pilot experiments engage with more -than-human design, so the 

rationale for method selection was to use well-established and simpler methods that allowed 

me to focus on pushing them in new directions. I describe the rationale, adaptation, and use 

of these methods in more detail in these chapters as well as the paper óUser research to 

design a more-than-human food commons (Sacks, 2022a). 

The methods used in Chapter 20 (Commons model canvas), Chapter 21 (Action situation 

canvas), and Chapter 23 (#commonize studio design brief ) use what might be broadly 

considered design management methods. The commons model canvas is an adaptation of 

the Business Model Canvas popular for start-up development, and the action situation 

canvas is a further iteration of this approach to visualisin g a business (or commons) model 

on one page for collective engagement. The #commonize studio design brief is an adaptation 

of a design brief template that is tested with a commons-maker at a conference workshop, 

focusing on the types of language prompts that might be useful to a commons-maker as the 

óclientô. 
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I attribute the method in Chapter 22 (Body histories) to the peer researcher because he 

originated the idea, though we worked on it together. This idea emanated from multiple 

discussions and a participatory design conference workshop considering alternative ways to 

create a how-to manual for commoners. We explored how children could film their parents 

engaged in composting practices. I name this method ósocial practice designô because it aims 

to support social practices, a research approach that we engage with and is described further 

in the chapter. 

The final experiment, Action situation blocks  (Chapter 24), draws from prior experiments 

rather than referring to more established methods, particularly the language and design of 

the action situation canvas and the #commonize studio design brief. 

7.9. Other approaches 

The approach used in this thesis was selected and developed to meet not only the learning 

outcomes sought but also the exigencies of the Covid-19 pandemic. 

The overwhelming majority of research in this field is rooted in the participatory design (PD) 

community, so PD and to a lesser extent co-design are the most commonly cited research 

approaches. I discuss the crossover between PD, co-design, and this research approach 

throughout Chapter 3. I did not find PD or co -design to be a sufficient home for this research 

for two reasons. First, all of the examples I could find, at least in the reviews in this paper, 

were conducted in person. I could not find examples that demonstrated how one could 

perform PD or co-design (a) remotely (b) with a real community that physically exists 

elsewhere (c) that has never met the researcher. I did attempt this approach early on in the 

Covid-19 pandemic, but gaining trust and persuading a group to meet online proved very 

difficult. Second, in ontological terms, PD and co-design may have described how some 

commons-makers collaborated with their communities, but it was not how I performed as a 

design researcher. Most of my interaction was limited to a single indivi dual, the commons-

maker, through whom all information about the community was transmitted.  

Research through Design (RtD), which is proving to be an increasingly popular choice for 

design PhD theses, was what I originally planned to discuss in my research methodology 

before diving down the studio rabbit hole. This made sense at the start of my research when I 

expected to focus on artefacts. I anticipated that commonized design, which I discuss in 

Chapter 15, would be comprised of design tools similar to those I began developing in the 

pilot experiments in Part C, such as a commoner persona. However, relationality became a 

more important subject of enquiry than the artefacts created or even the process of making. 

As this evolution took place, the lines between research through design versus for or about 
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design as explained by foundational scholars like Frayling (1993) and Gaver (2012) became 

blurrier. Studio seemed to encompass the knowing-through -doing epistemology of RtD while 

also provoking thought about relationality, e.g. how I relate to the learner or communities.  

Beyond broad design approaches, ethnography is one of the more obvious methodological 

alternatives to action research to answer this research question. A few scholars in the 

commons-making field use ethnographic approaches, for example as embedded members of 

makerspaces (Fordyce, 2015; T. S. J. Smith, 2020). Ethnography is a popular method in 

design research and everyday practice because óthere is no alternative to hanging out with, 

joining in with, talking to and watching, and getting together the people concernedô 

(Schatzki, 2013). I had indeed planned to pursue ethnography with several communities, but 

the Covid-19 pandemic quashed opportunities to do so. There are some virtual ethnography 

methods (Postill & Pink, 2012) , but these methods share similar limitations as PD and co-

design. Virtual ethnography is intended for native online communities like social media and 

gaming groups rather than in -person communities being harassed to interact online with the 

researcher. 

Finally, it is worth summari sing two short -lived approaches I pursued because they remain 

valid and others may wish to pursue them. The first approach is game design. As briefly 

discussed in Chapter 4.3 (Action situations ), much commons literature is grounded in game 

theory. The intention was to embody this game theory in playable games to support 

commons-making communities, building on the ideas of procedural rhetoric developed for 

video games (Bogost, 2010). I felt, however, that this approach was best pursued in-person. 

The second approach was speculative design. In my first year of research, when the role of 

imagination was still part of the research question, I developed an approach grounded in 

speculative design and design fiction. I detail one experiment towards this approach in 

Chapter 15 and present a draft research approach based on this experiment in Figure 20 (p. 

100). Speculative design might have been used in subsequent interactions with some action 

research partners if they had progressed in a different direction.  

8. Studio pedagogy 

What is studio, and why is it so elusive? In Studio Use in Design Distance Education, design 

scholar Derek Jones sums up a common observation: óA persistent gap that recurred 

throughout the writing of this covering paper is the lack of definition of studio or even 

articulacy around its properties or conditions.ô (2022, p. 176). Farías and Wilkie posit that 

óthere is no easy access to the studio since the obstacles come in both empirical and 

theoretical formô (2018a, p. 2). #commonize studio encountered another challenge beyond 

empirical and theoretical considerations, which could be called sedimentation of meaning  
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(Jessop, 2010). While the lab colonizes ever more territory, studio remains fixed in the 

public imagination as the artistôs individual atelier or workshop (Cennamo, 2016; Pasin, 

2017). Over 20 years ago, Buchanan (2001) theorized the evolution and expansion of design 

research as four orders of design. The third order, óactionsô, is now a mature design research 

field that includes interaction design and service design. The fourth order, óthoughtsô, 

exemplified at that time by environmental design, has witnessed a range of emergent design 

research fields such as transition design and circular design. #commonize studioôs focus on 

counter-hegemonic economics, or economy design, could be said to belong to this fourth 

order. Yet, as design schools expand into these orders, they invariably call themselves labs 

not studios. By way of example, the relatively new field of circular design has inspired a 

Circular Design Lab at both Technische Universiteit Delft and University of the A rts London, 

but no university -based circular design studios. Commons-making requires not only a 

transformation of commons literature into accessible infrastructure but also a 

transformation of studio literature into a useable methodology.  

8.1. {ŎƘǀƴΩǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎǳƳ 

Within the design research literature, Schön is one of the most articulate and vocal advocates 

for elucidating studio pedagogy for non-designers. While The Reflective Practitioner  (1983) 

is probably Schºnôs most famous book, it is another book, The Design Studio: An 

Exploration of Its Traditions and Potential , where Schön (1985, p. 7) exhorts: 

In order for the lessons of the studio to be made accessible to other professions, 

however, studio masters must be willing to examine what they already know how to do. 

They must try to make systematic descriptions of their practice and coaching, and the 

knowledge and appreciations embedded in them, in spite of the factors that work 

against systematic self-reflection.  

Alongside this treatise on studio pedagogy, Schön also published two relevant papers around 

the same time, óThe architectural studio as an exemplar of education for reflection-in-actionô 

(1984) and óDesigning as reflective conversation with the materials of a design situationô 

(1992). 

Schön (1985, p. 94) describes studio pedagogy as an óeducation in making thingsô, my 

preferred way to explain design to outsiders, and suggests óreflective practicumô as a name 

for this system (1985, p. 89). The reflective practicum draws on several concepts, namely 

reflection -in-action as a process that depends on knowing-in-action as a capacity. Schön 

(1985, p. 87) describes reflection-in-action óas a kind of on-the-spot research processô in 

which ódesign expertise is built over time through engagement in immersive, authentic 
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activities and regular reflection both on -action, retroactively, and in -action, in the moment.ô. 

Reflection-in-action depends on a type of design knowledge, knowing-in-action, that is 

órevealed in and by actual designingô (1992, p. 131). Schön (1985, p. 24) elaborates on 

knowing-in-action:  

To begin with, the starting condition of reflection -in-action is the repertoire of 

routinized responses that skilful practitioners bring to their practice. This is what I call 

the practitioner's knowing -in-action. It can be seen as strategies of action, 

understanding of phenomena, ways of framing the problematic situations encountered 

in day-to-day experience. ... It is a dynamic knowing  process, rather than a static body 

of knowledge, in the sense that it takes the form of continuing detection and correcti on 

of error, on-line fine -tuning all within the framework of a relatively unchanging system 

of understanding.  

Schºn layers óconversations with the situationô (1985, p. 26, 1992) onto knowing -in-

action, which emphasises that, óDesigning is primarily socialô and conducted through 

óactive sensory appreciation of actual or virtual worldsô (1992, p. 132). Another feature of 

the reflective practicum is uncertainty, which Shulman also identifies in signature 

pedagogies. Schön (1985, p. 57) observes that the design student finds themselves in an 

emotionally challenging situation:  

In the context of the studio there is a double paradox: on the one hand, the student 

cannot initially understand what he needs to learn; on the other hand, he can only 

learn it by educating himself, and he can only educate himself by beginning to do it. 

Finally, Schºn argues that studio pedagogy is as rigorous and important as scienceôs 

technical rationality. Reflection -in-action relies on óon-the-spot experimentingô for óproblem-

settingô to convert óñmessesò into the well-formed problemsô to which science may then apply 

scientific techniques (1985, pp. 16, 57). The role of the design educator is that of coach, 

inviting students to participate in this process of experimentation, or rather, ópractice as 

experimentationô (1985, p. 80). These ideas continue to resonate today. The deference to lab 

over studio in counter -hegemonic economy design institutions reflects the ongoing tug of 

war between reflection-in-action and scientific technical rationality as modes of 

experimentation.  

8.2. {ƘǳƭƳŀƴΩǎ ǎƛƎƴŀǘǳǊŜ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎƛŜǎ 

The second major philosophical lens on studio is studio as the signature pedagogy of design 

education. As several scholars point out, the concept of signature pedagogy shifts the 
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emphasis of understanding away from content and curriculum towards ways of knowing, or 

epistemology, that are essential to that discipline (Osmond & Tovey, 2015, p. 50; Shreeve, 

2015). The term signature pedagogy originates with Shulmanôs 2005 paper, óSignature 

pedagogies in the professionsô. In this paper, Shulman (2005, p. 52) observes that, 

particularly in professional schools like architecture, students learn how óto think, to 

perform, and to act with integrityô or, in another phrasing, they develop óhabits of the mind, 

habits of the heart, and habits of the handô (2005, p. 59). Shulman developed three 

dimensions, or structures, of signature pedagogies:  

¶ Surface structures, which comprises operational acts of teaching and learning; 

¶ Deep structures, which comprises assumptions about how to impart knowledge and 

skills; and 

¶ Implicit structures, which comprises beliefs, values, and attitudes, and this is often 

called the óhidden curriculumô (Crowther, 2013, p. 55).  

Two additional features mentioned my Shulman that design researchers consistently find 

important are: public student performance and emotional uncertainty (Crowther, 2013, p. 

21; Schrand & Eliason, 2012, p. 56; Shulman, 2005, p. 57). Shaffer (2007, p. 103) re-named 

Shulmanôs dimensions as:  

¶ Surface structures  

¶ Pedagogical activities 

¶ Epistemology 

These alternative names appear to be popular with design researchers and used in several 

papers on studio pedagogy (Brandt et al., 2013; Cennamo, 2016; Gray, 2016).  

Studio pedagogy continues to be recognized as the signature pedagogy of design education 

(Boling et al., 2016; Farías & Wilkie, 2018b), but making sense of this pedagogy for others 

outside design remains rare (McLain, 2022, p. 1639; Oh et al., 2013, p. 303; Sawyer, 2018, p. 

142). Across the formal and grey literature, four papers have been selected that reflect 

different approaches to studio pedagogy sensemaking that have informed thinking about 

#commonize studio.  

8.3. Framework for studio pedagogy 

McLainôs paper, óTowards a Signature Pedagogy for Design and Technology Education: A 

Literature Reviewô (2022) , is the most recent and robust synthesis of literature concerning 

design pedagogy. McLain (2022, p. 1643) describes signature pedagogies not as a way to 

define or confine pedagogy but rather as a discursive tool ófor recognising, discussing and 
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critiquing pedagogical approaches, or a lens by which to examine them.ô. McLain does not 

name this signature pedagogy as studio verbatim, but the four themes of this signature 

pedagogy ð design studio, design thinking, design critique, and design projectð are familiar 

features of every studio course in higher education. McLain first develops themes that 

comprise signature pedagogies across literatures:  

¶ Locations 

¶ Capability 

¶ Uncertainty  

¶ Challenges 

McLain then develops four themes for designôs signature pedagogy based on these themes:  

¶ Design studio 

¶ Design thinking  

¶ Design critique  

¶ Design project 

Finally, McLain (2022, p. 1629) draws on previous literature (Irving -Bell et al., 2019; 

McLain, 2020)  that ties design activities across three activities:  

¶ Ideating or Designing  

¶ Realizing or Making  

¶ Critiquing or Evaluating  

I noted the resemblance between these activities and the phases of action research cycles, a 

methodology used for #commonize studio experiments. In Part C, I present these action 

research phases using both the typical action research language alongside the terms 

proposed by McLain to see if they help provoke more designerly considerations in action 

research.  

The phases become:  

¶ Plan/Design 

¶ Act/Make  

¶ Observe 

¶ Reflect/Critique  

Below are short reviews of McLainôs proposed themes for a signature pedagogy for design 

education, which I refer to in this paper as studio. For each of these four themes, I present 

McLainôs explanation alongside other notable scholars: 
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Design studio. McLain describes design studio primarily as a physical location, óa liminal 

space between the theoretical and the practical aspects of the discipline.ô (2022, p. 1636). 

Studios are consistently defined by open spaces, no obvious front or back, and large desks 

assigned to individual students that they can use close to 24 hours of the day (Cennamo et 

al., 2011, p. 13; Gray, 2016, p. 271; Leiboff, 2010). Studio classes tend to be 2-4 hours long 

(sometimes longer) several times per week (Cennamo et al., 2011, p. 13; Skaggs, 2013). These 

surface features of the design studio mean that students are doing their work during the class 

itself with the instructor/s present to answer questions or engage in critique (Schrand & 

Eliason, 2012, p. 60), a type of formative feedback. These surface features also generate 

unique social practices or óa way of beingô (Fallman, 2007, p. 4)  that are at once connected to 

the physical while extending into the other categories of McLainôs framework. Fallman 

observes that studio culture ópromotes a style of learning that is based on continuous 

dialogue, conversation, asking questions, and giving and receiving critiqueô (2007, p. 3). The 

Covid-19 pandemic, when #commonize studio performed all experiments remotely, raised 

the question: What is studio pedagogy without a physical studio? Gray argues that 

privileging surface features risks ignoring óthe historic epistemological underpinnings of 

surface and pedagogical features entirelyô (2022, p. 1642). 

Design thinking . McLain defines design thinking as óa disciplinary form of knowledge in 

actionô (2022, p. 1642), recognizing that óthought and action cannot be separated in design 

ñthinkingòô and that ódesign thinking is more about acting than about remembering specialist 

knowledgeô (2022, p. 1640). McLainôs understanding of design thinking aligns best with how 

Cross explains ódesignerly ways of knowingô (1982) and ódesign intelligenceô (2011) or Schön 

explains óknowledge-in-actionô (1985, p. 24). This theme is carried out in the wider literature 

and pithily synthesized as: óWithin the studio learning environment, students do not learn a 

body of content knowledge and then apply it but, instead, they learn about design while 

doing designô (Cennamo, 2016, p. 256; Lawson & Dorst, 2009; Nelson & Stolterman, 2012). 

Scholars consistently position design thinking as the purpose of studio pedagogy, not the 

things created by that thinking. For example, in a presentation to non -designers, Skaggs 

explains that óStudio instruction generally focuses much more on the studentsô thought 

process than on the implementation of a final idea.ô (2013). Sawyer offers a definition of 

studio pedagogy that greatly informs #commonize studio, and it is one that I use to explain 

studio experimentalism to non -designers: óthe primary intended learning outcome is to 

enhance the ability of students to consistently generate successful creative worksô (2018, p. 

170). Sawyerôs definition speaks directly to studio experimentalism, pointing to success as 

the ability to consistently generate successful creative works, rather than to duplicate them 

as in a lab. 
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Design critique. McLain describes design critique óas a staged presentation for expert and 

peer feedbackô (2022, p. 1640). The conception of critique as performance is echoed by other 

scholars (Crowther, 2013; Dannels et al., 2008; Schön, 1984; Schrand & Eliason, 2012), and 

Schön even refers to the role of the instructor in his example of a desk critique as a óvirtuoso 

performanceô (1984, p. 5). Schrand and Eliason, educators in an English department, observe 

that, óThe public performances and oral feedback we observed in these critiques contrast 

strongly with the feedback procedures found in the liberal arts courses that we teach.ô (2012, 

p. 52). For this reason, many scholarly works exemplify critique through snippets of 

instructor -student dialogue (Dannels et al., 2008; Schön, 1985; Shaffer, 2007). Several 

scholars have tried to make sense of critique using other frameworks. Dannels et al. (2008)  

set out an initial ócommunicative blueprintô for studio, but this blueprint does not capture the 

skills of the instructor. Oh et al. (2013) attempt to diagram critique from the instructor 

perspective, but this framework then struggles to exemplify the dynamism of performance 

articulated by other scholars. Nevertheless, attempts to elucidate critique for others remains 

important because critique remains óthe primary means through which studentsô design 

knowledge is refinedô (Cennamo et al., 2011, p. 33). 

Design project. McLain describes design projects as ócomplex and comprised of common 

elementsô that include resources, teaching methods, contexts, and activities (McLain, 2022, 

p. 1644). Cennamo et al. argue that studio can be considered a type of problem-based 

learning, placing the design project at the heart of this óstudio-based learningô (2011, p. 13). 

Shreeve et al. also consider studio to be a form of problem-based learning that is about 

óreplicating the experience of being a practitionerô (2010, p. 129). What differentiates a 

design project, as a type of problem-based learning, from problem-based learning in other 

fields? Cennamo defines the term ódesign briefô, a term familiar to most design educators, as 

óa design challenge that is intentionally brief and open-endedô (2016, p. 248). This open-

ended uncertainty applies to design instructors as much as students. Boling and Schwier 

describe studio teaching as ówalking into a situation where é they may be called on to help 

students work through problems they, the instructors, do not kno w immediately how to solve 

themselves.ô (2016, p. 8). This condition in which designers operate goes by many terms: 

wicked problems (Rittel & Webber, 1973), design abductive reasoning (Dorst, 2015), and 

solutioning (Osmond & Tovey, 2015, p. 52), to name a few. What these terms all speak to is 

that, in contrast to problem -based learning where the problem is clearly defined, studio 

problems are óill-definedô (Cross, 1982). 
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8.4. Sensemaking frameworks 

While sensemaking approaches to studio remain a gap, these three examples reflect a 

spectrum of approaches that affected #commonize in some way. 

¶ Framework for understanding the design studio (Brandt et al., 2013) 

¶ Theoretical framework of design critiquing in architecture studios (Oh et al., 2013)  

¶ Instructional strategy for studios (Eberly Center, n.d.)  

Brandt et al. (2013) propose a óframework for understanding the design studioô that 

emphasizes the academic studio as a staging ground (a ópractice communityô) for 

participation in the professional community of design (the community of practice). In other 

words, there are two communities of practice, the academic and the professional, and the 

studio is the bridge between these two communities (Figure 10) ð a community that is 

practicing entering these communities of practice. The authors credit Barab and Duffy 

(2000, p. 33)  for the concept of a practice community, though it also strongly resembles 

Loganôs work on the creation of óoverlapping ñcircles of practiceòô between education and 

work in graphic design (2006, p. 331). The concept of communities of practice draws from 

more familiar literature by Lave and Wenger (1991). The authors then propose a table with 

these three communities (professional community of practice, studio bridge as practice 

community, and academic community) along one axis and Schafferôs signature pedagogy 

categories (surface structures, pedagogical activities, epistemological beliefs) along the other 

axis. The idea of the studio as a bridging practice community resonates with #commonize 

studio, as a place where the commons-maker and their community practice commoning.  

Oh et al.ôs ótheoretical framework of design critiquing in architecture studiosô seeks to make 

critiquing more explicit, in order to support óstudio instructors to systematically plan and 

examine their critiquing practice.ô (2013, p. 302). The authors develop this framework 

because óno systematic attempt has been made to develop a descriptive theory that can 

account for the complexity of critiquingô. Based on their literature review, the authors 

develop a framework for critiquing practice consisting of 11 factors that focuses on critiquing 

conditions and methods (Figure 11). This framework is too complex for #commonize studio 

right now, but the schematic relationship between critiquing conditions and methods is 

useful. How do we design researchers explain critique to commons-makers who have not 

experienced design critique in a studio setting? If we think of commoning as a form of 

constant co-design (Galabo & Sacks, 2021), and the sites of commoning as the design studio, 

how do we support commoners to develop these critiquing capacities? 
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Finally, the Eberly Center for Teaching Excellence and Educational Innovation at Carnegie 

Mellon University (CMU) presents a high -level óinstructional strategyô (Table 10). The 

introductory text to this instructional strategy offers what I found to be the simplest way to 

delineate studio from lab, namely the delineation between scientific and artistic problem -

solving: óLabs and studios provide opportunities for students to learn procedural skills in a 

setting where they can observe, practice, explore, solve problems (whether scientific or 

artistic) , and gain mastery through hands-on use of disciplinary tools and techniques.ô 

(Eberly Center, n.d.) [emphasis mine]. The instructional strategy for studios is described as a 

ógeneral model for teaching procedural skills that can be adapted for different studio 

contexts.ô (Eberly Center, n.d.). The CMU instructional strategy for studios outlines a clear 

picture of studio as a more holistic process in language that is understandable to most 

people, including non-designers. The seven stages offer a reasonable entry point for making 

implicit studio pedagogy explicit; however, the strategy omits methods that instructors could 

use at each stage. This digestible approach informed #commonize studioôs development of 

scaffolding, infrastructuring, and institutioning.   

 

 

Figure 10Φ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘǳŘƛƻ ŀǎ ŀ ōǊƛŘƎŜΣ ƻǊ ŀ ΨǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩΣ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ 
of practice (Brandt et al., 2013, p. 338). 
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Figure 11Φ ! ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ŦƻǊ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳƛƴƎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ Ψ! ǎǘǳŘƛƻ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊǎ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ 
ǎŜƭŜŎǘǎ ŀ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳƛƴƎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ǘƻ ƻŦŦŜǊ ŦŜŜŘōŀŎƪΦΩ (Oh et al., 2013, p. 318). 

  



 
 

63 
 

Table 10.  Instructional strategy for studios (Eberly Center, n.d.). 

Stage Instructor actions Student actions 

Situating Situates the particular exercise or task 
within the context of the course and 
discipline, so that students can see its 
relationship to other core concepts, 
practices, etc. 

Listens, thinks, answers questions 

Modelling Models expert practice while describing 
and explaining each step of the process 
from planning (selecting materials/tools, 
organizing work space, conceptualizing 
the task) through execution 

Observes, listens, asks questions 

Scaffolding Provides guidelines, steps, and 
parameters to structure student 
exploration 

Conceptualizes the task and begins 
planning 

Coaching Provides coaching and feedback while 
students engage in the exercise 
themselves 

Engages in the practice, asks questions, 
reflects on own practice in relation to 
expert practice 

Fading Gradually decreases coaching and 
scaffolding, allowing students greater 
independence 

Operates with increasing independence 
in more and more complex situations 
(less structure, more 
choices/complications, etc.) 

Self-direct learning Assists only when requested Practices the real thing alone or in groups 

Generalizing Guides students from their own process 
to larger insights and useful 
generalizations 

Generalizes from own practice to larger 
principles, concepts, or interpretations 

 

9. Studio experimentalism 

What is a studio experiment? This question that emerged from this research process could be 

the subject of an entire other PhD. Just as I hope Part A cracks opens a field of research for 

others to explore, Part B cracks open, in the smallest way, the field of studio 

experimentalism. Farías and Wilkie (2018a, p. 2) propose óstudio studiesô to position óstudio 

as the laboratoryôs cultural analogousô. But, to truly position studio as an analogous 

experimentation method to lab, as Schön also advocated, studio experimentation must be 

viewed as equally rigorous and valuable. I first briefly review what defines a lab experiment 
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as a counterpoint to whatever may come to define a studio experiment. I then perform a 

systematised review of the literature on óstudio experimentô to understand what scholars 

mean by studio experiment and to develop tentative observations about what defines a 

studio experiment.  

9.1. Defining laboratory (lab) experiment 

What makes an experiment a laboratory  (lab) experiment? For the sake of concision, I focus 

on the entry for óLaboratory experimentsô (Pederson, 2017) in The SAGE Encyclopedia of 

Communication Research Methods to understand key features shared across laboratory 

experiments, particularly social science experiments that deal with people. Below are the key 

points outlined in the definition.  

¶ Purpose: óto test theoretical assumptions by focusing on one or several predictive 

elements of the theory and isolating the influence of the hypothesized elements on 

outcomesô 

¶ Techniques: órandom assignment of participants and control groups to assess causal 

inferences about the relationships between independent and dependent variablesô 

¶ Interactions: óparticipants working individually or interacting with other participants 

or confederates (i.e., trained participants or researchers) to complete a directed taskô 

¶ Features: ócontrollabilityô; achieved by creating ónearly equal environmental 

conditionsô, órandomly assigning participantsô, and óblindingô (i.e. deception) 

These points are familiar to most of us, and, if you attended a university, you probably 

participated in such lab experiments as a test subject. Some design research experimentation 

does meet these criteria, particularly experiments conducted online with anonymous 

participants; however, the vast majority of design research, particularly commons -making 

research, does not meet these criteria. 

Above all, lab experiments answer scientific questions, not creative questions. Pederson 

explains that óLaboratory experiments play an important role in the scientific method of 

building, testing, and revising theories.ô. The Eberly Center (n.d.)  summarises its 

instructional strategies for labs and studios as, óLabs and studios provide opportunities for 

students to learn procedural skills in a setting where they can observe, practice, explore, 

solve problems (whether scientific or artistic ).ô (emphasis mine). The lab is used to explore 

scientific questions, and the studio is used to explore artistic (or creative) questions. The lab 

is the signature pedagogy of science and possesses its own surface structures, pedagogical 

activities, and epistemological beliefs. Perhaps, rather than hopelessly trying to fit ourselves 
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into the mould of scientific research, we design researchers can turn to studio as a container 

for a different type of experiment, experiments in creation.  

9.2. Systematised review design 

The original question driving this systematised review was: What is a studio experiment? 

There were few records in Scopus or Google Scholar, so my findings are tentative. The 

primary learning outcome is that more work is needed to build out studio experimentalism, 

both for design researchers and for commons researchers interested in commons-making. 

This systematised review was simpler than others due to the paucity of records. There were 

four steps: 

¶ Scopus. I searched Scopus for the phrase óstudio experimentô in the title, abstract, or 

keyword fields. I included the alternatives óstudio experimentsô, óstudio 

experimentationô, and óstudio experimentalismô. This search produced 27 records. 

¶ Google Scholar. I searched Google Scholar using these same phrases in the title. This 

search produced 22 records. 

¶ Combining records. The combined records contained several overlaps, for a total of 

43 records. 

Record elimination. Twelve of the 43 records were eliminated from the review for one or 

more of the following reasons: irrelevant, not in English, unavailable. The systematised 

review ultimately included 31 records. 

A clear limitation of this systematised review was delimiting results to papers that included 

the verbatim phrase óstudio experimentô or permutations of that phrase. Future reviews 

might search the design research literature for the term óexperimentô alone to generate more 

results. The purpose of this review, however, was to understand how scholars consciously 

invoke this specific term. Lab experiments do not grapple with this challenge. A similar 

Google Scholar search for ólaboratory experimentô generated nearly 5,000 records. If studio 

is to become the cultural analogue to laboratory, do scholars need to be willing to consciously 

recognise, label, and assert their experimentation as studio experiments?  

9.3. Systematised review results 

Making sense of the small pool of results was more challenging than other systematised 

reviews. The lab experiment is built on the scientific method, but there is no t an equally clear 

óstudio methodô. I present here a tentative attempt to organise studio experimentalism (Table 
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11) but further research will no doubt generate more instructive approaches. My initial 

attempt at sensemaking drew on Frayling's (1993) language and focused on the system of 

inquiry (Glanville, 1999; Jonas, 2012). I organized the results into three categories: 

¶ Experiments into studio: Experiments into executing studio pedagogy, e.g. 

conducting studio online during the Covid -19 pandemic. 

¶ Experiments through studio: Experiments in studio that address a system of inquiry 

outside the studio, e.g. students explore designs for commercial tile-making. 

¶ Experiments about studio: Forensic experiments and investigations into individual 

artist studios.  

The first two categories are both relevant to #commonize studio. As a studio operating 

during the Covid-19 pandemic, I faced pedagogical challenges about conducting design 

research with partners. The second category, experiments through studio, most closely aligns 

with #commonize studio, as a studio whose system of inquiry is outside the studio rather 

than the studio itself. The third category is the least clear and consistent, and also currently 

seems the least relevant to #commonize studio. 

The majority of papers fell into the first category, experiments into studio. Within this 

category, I organized papers into Shafferôs three signature pedagogy categories. 

Experiments into studio ï surface structures . A number of papers experiment with surface 

structuresô impact on pedagogical outcomes, or the operational acts of teaching and learning. 

Examples include physical modelling (Abdelhameed, 2011), visual abstraction (Kulözü, 

2016), media techniques (Khalili, 2023) , and online approaches necessitated by the Covid-19 

pandemic (Doyle et al., 2023; Kamalipour & Peimani, 2022) . Consistent with studio 

pedagogy, the authors are generally investigating and observing learning outcomes rather 

than physical outputs. For example, Khalili (2023)  notes that the experiment with film in 

studio will óleave an ever-lasting imprint on the architectural visualization skills of students 

as well as their thinking about the notion of space and architectural designô, and Doyle et al. 

(2023)  óassessed [students] on a rubric of criticality, ideation/experimentation/observation 

and thoroughness of documentationô.  
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Table 11.  Aggregate results of the systematised review. 

Category Record 

Experiments into 
studio ς surface 
structures 

Architectural form creation in the design studio (Abdelhameed, 2011) 

Experiments, practices and positions in architectural design studio (Aydemir, 2017) 

Pandemic experimentalism (Doyle et al., 2023) 

Learning and teaching urban design through design studio pedagogy (Kamalipour & 

Peimani, 2022) 

A design studio experiment (Khalili, 2023) 

Teaching design to city planning students (Kulözü, 2016) 

Experiments into 
studio ς 
pedagogical 
activities 

Indifferent or devoted (Galil & Kandil, 2015) 

Collaborative architectural design studio environment (Qureshi, 2019) 

Neither individual, nor group (Türkkan et al., 2012) 

Themes of place and space in design teaching (Ulusu Uraz & Balamir, 2006) 

Experiments into 
studio ς 
epistemology 

Education and space for mobile lives ό4ŀƪƤŎƤ ϧ mǊƳŜŎƛƻƐƭǳΣ нлмтύ 

A design studio experiment on site and building integrations towards placemaking 

(Deviren, 2006) 

Integration of revealed knowledge into design thinking (Maharika, 2018) 

Making urban design teaching more permeable to regional green infrastructure 

(Medeiros de Freitas, 2023) 

Experiments 
through studio 

Fabricating ceramic covers (Caldas & Duarte, 2005) 

Going green in architectural education (Dabaieh et al., 2017) 

Free-form ceramics (Duarte et al., 2004) 

Designing shelters for 3D-printing (Duarte et al., 2018) 

Rethinking Shanghai's urban housing (Hee, 2007) 

Computer generated architectural design (Rügemer, 2001) 

Learning mathematics through design (Shaffer, 1997) 

Experiments about 
studio 

Inaudible visitors (de Lautour, 2017) 

From perception to paint (Jelley, 2013) 

wŜŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊƛƴƎ 5ŀǇƘƴŜ hǊŀƳΩǎ ƘƻƳŜ-studio (Waller, 2018) 
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Experiments into studio ï surface structures . A number of papers experiment with surface 

structuresô impact on pedagogical outcomes, or the operational acts of teaching and learning. 

Examples include physical modelling (Abdelhameed, 2011), visual abstraction (Kulözü, 

2016), media techniques (Khalili, 2023) , and online approaches necessitated by the Covid-19 

pandemic (Doyle et al., 2023; Kamalipour & Peimani, 2022) . Consistent with studio 

pedagogy, the authors are generally investigating and observing learning outcomes rather 

than physical outputs. For example, Khalili (2023)  notes that the experiment with film in 

studio will óleave an ever-lasting imprint on the architectural visualization skills of students 

as well as their thinking about the notion of space and architectural designô, and Doyle et al. 

(2023)  óassessed [students] on a rubric of criticality, ideation/experimentation/observation 

and thoroughness of documentationô.   

Experiments into studio ï pedagogical activities.  Four papers engage in pedagogical 

activities, or assumptions about how to impart knowledge and skills. Qureshi (2019, p. 311) 

challenges the desk critique model that typically pairs a óa single tutor and studentô, instead 

giving the student óthe freedom to select any one of the teachers of the design studio for 

discussion and desk critiquesô. Türkkan et al. (2012, p. 8) alter studio dynamics and focus 

observation on ónegotiationô, which they mean as ótension between individuality and 

collectivityô. Ulusu Uraz and Balamir (2006, p. 14) similarly describe their experiment as 

ótwofold, one relating to the formation of self in students and the other referring to the 

building up of a collective studio cultureô. Galil and Kandil (2015, p. 96) explore the ócapacity 

of the design studio to reinforce issues of identity, sense of ownership and belongingô. 

Experiments into studio ï epistemology. Another four papers experiment with 

epistemologies. Deviren (2006)  explores placemaking. ¢akēcē and ¥rmecioĵlu (2017, p. 

2842) ask students óto listen to the whisper of the site and material as described by Rafael 

Moneoô. While many papers discuss the introduction of interdisciplinary knowledge in the 

studio, several experiments are explicitly about this intervention. Medeiros de  Freitas (2023)  

introduces ógreen infrastructureô to an urban design studio to generate different outcomes. 

Maharika (2018, p. 37), focusing on Islam in architecture, asks ówhether studio design is also 

open to the integration of spirituality and revealed knowledgeô. 

Experiments through studio . Studio experiments through studio include studio classes using 

the studio to produce designs for use outside of the studio. Most of these studios engage 

external stakeholders, who serve in a range of capacities from end user to implementation 

partner. Rügemer conducts experiments through a university studio óto trace possibilities to 

plan and build individual shaped architecture, using todayôs state-of-the-art computer driven 

process chainsô (2001, p. 289). Hee engages students to óreinterpret the lilong [traditional 

housing type]ô (2007, p. 140), which will be reviewed by real estate developers. Dabaieh et al. 
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bring students to a óthree week urban living lab workshop on the project siteô (2017, p. 357) 

to develop viable structures for Bedouin communities there. A group of scholars in Portugal 

capture a series of experiments involving ceramic tile design that are evaluated by external 

stakeholder (Caldas & Duarte, 2005; Duarte et al., 2004, 2018), e.g. industrial partners will 

evaluate tiles for both aesthetic value and thermal and structural performance (Caldas & 

Duarte, 2005, p. 269). Shafferôs (1997) ómathematics studioô is the one studio experiment 

outside art, architecture, or design. Shaffer finds that students enjoyed three features that 

are less typical in mathematics classrooms, which he terms: control (ófreedom of physical as 

well as intellectual movementô), expression (óthe process of taking some part of oneôs internal 

being é and representing it externallyô), and interaction (óstudentsô relations to other people 

as it connects to their learning experiencesô) (1997, pp. 103ï104). 

Experiments about studio . The final category, tentatively labelled experiments about studio, 

is less consistent. Jelley (2013) uses a camera obscura and painting techniques to test a 

theory about Vermeerôs style, a type of studio experiment that might be called a forensic 

studio experiment. Two other scholars also examine the artistôs studio as a site of studio 

experimentation (de Lautour, 2017; Waller, 2018), though they do not perform experiments 

themselves. These three papers represent studio experiments in the context of the artistôs 

studio, rather than the studio class in the other papers. 

These delineations between studio experiment types are admittedly imperfect. This initial 

sensemaking using studio pedagogy dimensions and designerly systems of inquiry aims to 

ground studio experimentalism in ways of thinking about design research that ar e familiar to 

and accepted by design researchers. 

9.4. Studio experiment components 

So, what makes an experiment a studio experiment , especially in contrast with a lab 

experiment? I return to the summary I produced earlier for lab experiments and contrast 

these component descriptions with my tentative observations from the systematised review 

(Table 12).  

Alongside these components, a more holistic consideration emerges: What makes a studio 

experiment (versus a lab experiment) successful? Both experiment types do seek to be 

replicable. If we follow Binder and Brandtôs (2008)  suggestion for a ódesign:labô, studio 

experiments might equally aim to be recorded and reproduced like lab experiments. 

However, the lab experiment is deemed valid scientific knowledge if other scientists can 

precisely duplicate the results using the prescribed process. In contrast, a studio experiment 

might be deemed successful if studio experiments can generate successful results in their 
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context. In sum, success in lab experimentalism is defined by duplicability , while success in 

studio experimentalism is defined by generativity . 

Purpose. Building on Sawyerôs definition, the purpose of studio experiments is to óenhance 

the ability of students to consistently generate successful creative worksô (2018, p. 170). This 

definition focuses our attention on the people involved rather than the inert elements of the 

experiment. In the commons literature, Helfrich (2015) articulates the entanglement 

between people and resources as, óThere is no commoner without commoningô. Equally, we 

might say there is no studio experiment without studio experiment ers. Lab experiment 

results can be reproduced by a machine. A studio experiment must be reproduced by people, 

making people the product of studio experiments as much or even more so than the artefacts 

they create. 

Techniques. The technique that features most consistently across the literature is the role of 

critique. Critique can take many forms, from private desk critique between student and 

instructor to semi -private peer critiques to public reviews. Critique and critiquing  are an 

indispensable feature of studio pedagogy, as pointed out by numerous authors earlier. 

Several papers discuss critique in their studio experiments. Doyle et al. (2023)  experiment 

with óCrit Clubsô, Qureshi (2019) óbreaksô the traditional pairing between tutor and student 

for desk crits, Galil and Kandil (2015) invoke ócritical pedagogyô based on Freireôs Pedagogy 

of the Oppressed, Dabaieh et al. (2017) incorporate critiques and groups sessions in their 

experiment, Deviren (2006)  articulates the focus of the experiment being to create ócritical 

and creative designersô, and Shaffer (1997) incorporates ópeer reviewô in a mathematics 

studio experiment. These examples highlight different dimensions of critique and criticality. 

For some authors, the purpose of the experiment is about developing student criticality; for 

other authors, critique is a component of the experiment, something that the authors are 

experimenting with alongside other variables.  

Interactions . The interaction type that features most consistently across the literature is how 

students navigate between individual and collective identities. Scientists do collaborate, but 

results are scientifically correct or not. The negotiation between the self and the collective is 

one of the skills that studios as practice communities seek to develop. These skills are more 

often reflected in implicit structures or epistemological beliefs. In several papers, though, 

this negotiation is made more expli cit and clearly communicated as surface structures to 

students. Alongside the experiments by Türkkan et al. (2012) and Ulusu Uraz and Balamir  

(2006)  reviewed earlier, Qureshiôs (2019) experiment in ócollaborative studio pedagogyô 

makes this negotiation visible by giving students freedom over the critique process, while 

Galil and Kandil (2015) experiment with studioôs ability to create new collective identities 



 
 

71 
 

tied to place. Fallman finds that ó[s]uccessful studio cultureô (2007, p. 5) achieves a balance 

between individual work and small groups.  

Features. At least eight papers discussed the introduction of new knowledge from other 

disciplines as part of the studio experiment. The studio experiment is, in part, an experiment 

in what happens when students combine different knowledges into something new. For 

example, Khalili (2023)  introduces film to understand how it affects student óthinking about 

the notion of space and architectural designô, Medeiros de Freitas introduces green 

infrastructure as a ónew languageô (2023, p. 2), Dabaieh et al. óintroduce the concepts of 

sustainable design and environmental solutionsô (2017, p. 357), and Shaffer (1997) weaves 

together mathematics and art in a ómathematics studioô. Studioôs incessant curiosity for 

combining knowledges or disciplines to see how that affects the generative process has no 

parallel in lab experimentalism.  

Table 12. A discursive review of components of lab experiments versus studio experiments. 

Component Lab experiment (Pederson, 2017) Studio experiment 

Purpose Ψǘƻ test theoretical assumptions by 
focusing on one or several predictive 
elements of the theory and isolating the 
influence of the hypothesized elements 
ƻƴ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎΩ 

¢ƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨŜƴƘŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ 
ability of students to consistently 
ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ ǿƻǊƪǎΩ 
(Sawyer, 2018) 

Techniques ΨǊŀƴŘƻƳ assignment of participants and 
control groups to assess causal 
inferences about the relationships 
between independent and dependent 
ǾŀǊƛŀōƭŜǎΩ 

Critique at every level, from individual 
desk critique to peer critique to public 
reviews 

Interactions ΨǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭƭȅ ƻǊ 
interacting with other participants or 
confederates (i.e., trained participants or 
ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎύ ǘƻ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ŀ ŘƛǊŜŎǘŜŘ ǘŀǎƪΩ 

Participants navigate between individual 
and collective identities to generate a 
solution in response to an ill-defined 
problem or design brief 

Features ΨŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩΤ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜŘ ōȅ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ 
ΨƴŜŀǊƭȅ Ŝǉǳŀƭ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΩΣ 
ΨǊŀƴŘƻƳƭȅ ŀǎǎƛƎƴƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩΣ ŀƴŘ 
ΨōƭƛƴŘƛƴƎΩ όƛΦŜΦ ŘŜŎŜǇǘƛƻƴύ 

Introducing and scaffolding of diverse 
knowledges or disciplines 

Success Duplicability Generativity 
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9.5. Revisiting lab and studio experiments 

Why does developing an understanding of studio experimentalism matter? Before I move to 

the next chapter that reviews institutions engaged in counter -hegemonic economy design, I 

want to review a specific case study in experimental economics that elucidates this 

relationship between lab and studio experimentalism.  

Experimental economics has evolved over the years and recently earned three economists at 

the Jameel Poverty Action Lab (J-PAL) the 2019 Nobel Prize in Economic Sciences ófor their 

experimental approach to alleviating global povertyô (óThe Prize in Economic Sciences 2019ô, 

2019). In a representative experiment, óresearchers conducted a randomized evaluation of a 

household water cistern construction program to test the impact of economic vulnerability 

on clientelismô (Bobonis et al., n.d.). Researchers selected a randomized group of households 

to receive free water cisterns and observed through surveys what impact this had on 

household voting patterns. The experimenters conclude that there is a relationship between 

these two variables and that óreducing citizensô vulnerability é reduces votes for clientelist 

politiciansô (Bobonis et al., 2022). This experiment embodies all of the components of lab 

experiments. The experiment tests the relationship between two variables, provision of water 

cisterns and voting behaviour. The experimenters exercise control by randomising which 

residents receive cisterns and blinding everyone beyond the research team to the intentions 

of the experiment and to each other.  

This lab experiment has taken us as far as it can go. We observe the relationship, but what 

can we do about it? Succeeding research, how to solve this óexpressive problemô (Shaffer, 

1997, p. 110), requires studio experimentation instead. Returning to the components of 

studio experiments (Table 12), how might a studio experiment build on this lab experiment?  

Techniques (critique) . Critique can address this problem at many levels, from experts (from 

the community or externally) performing desk crit iques (desk crits), to resident groups 

developing collective designs (peer crits), and even extending critique to the political system 

that creates such vulnerability in the first place.  

Interactions (identities) . Water as a collective action problem is a long-standing commons 

subject. Residents may need to develop collective action solutions that navigate between 

individual or neighbourhood needs and wider collective needs, e.g. cisterns in one zone 

might affect water security in another zone. 

Features (interdisciplinarity) . In the J-PAL experiment, cisterns are built but residents gain 

no new knowledge or capacities. Why donôt residents build cisterns? Is this due to lack of 
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materials, knowledge, power, money? Each of these needs leads to different knowledge that 

can be introduced to residents, by each other or by external people.  

The primary output of the J -PAL lab experiment is a set of files that describe how to perform 

this experiment along with a dataset for the experiment conducted. In contrast, the studio 

experiment would likely generate cultural artefacts and designs. The studio experiment 

would also generate intangible outputs that are more difficult to record and share: 

institutions, capacities, and subjectivities. The J -PAL lab experiment, a pinnacle of lab 

experimentalism, successfully performs the act of dissection, unpicking relationships 

between variables and people by blinding members to emotional influences. In contrast, the 

studio experiment performs the act of weaving, combining peoples and knowledges in new 

combinations bound together by solidarity and affection.  

10. Economy design studios and labs 

There are several other institutions besides #commonize studio that engage in counter-

hegemonic economy design, including commons-making. How do these other economy 

design studios perform studio experiments? I review three of the most high-profile 

instituti ons (in the English language, at least). 

¶ Institute for Innovation and Public Purpose (IIPP) Policy Studio  

¶ Doughnut Economics Action Lab (DEAL)  

¶ P2P Lab 

Only one of these institutions calls themselves a studio, but, as I hope to show, they are all 

performing studio experiments and not lab experiments. The purpose of including this type 

of landscape analysis is three-fold:  

¶ To present methodological considerations from similar institutions that informed 

#commonize studio  

¶ To surface through discourse and artefact analysis the potential value of studio 

experimentalism to such institutions; and  

¶ To confront the deep-seated bias that we hold for scientific knowledge over creative 

knowledge. 

For this analysis, I apply McLainôs framework for studio pedagogy to each studioôs published 

materials to evaluate the pedagogical approach each studio uses. IIPP Policy Studio best 

exemplifies design thinking, DEAL best exemplifies design projects, and P2P Lab best 

exemplifies design studio. None of these institutions visibly exemplify design critique, 

though DEAL and P2P Lab take notable approaches through their accessible websites. 
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10.1. IIPP Policy Studio 

The IIPP Policy Studio is part of a larger institution, the Institute for Innovation and Public 

Purpose (IIPP) at University College London (UCL). IIPPôs focus is óChanging how public 

value is imagined, practised and evaluated to tackle societal challengesô (IIPP, n.d. -b), built 

on the renowned work of Prof. Mariana Mazzucato. There are only two data sources for the 

IIPP Policy Studio: the web page for the IIPP Policy Studio (IIPP, n.d. -b) and a more 

informative post on Medium  (Mazzucato et al., 2022). 

Design thinking . Both web pages emphasize a four-step ópractice-based theorizing in actionô 

methodology (Figure 12). The methods referenced include participatory co-design 

workshops and rapid prototyping. The authors also cite a master's module called 

óTransformation by Designô. The publicly available module description uses the terms ódesign 

thinkingô and ópractice-basedô (IIPP, n.d. -a). IIPP notably identifies the need to integrate an 

óorientationô for ónew economic thinkingô with design thinking: óWhile the participatory co-

design method is important, without the new economic thinking it would be hollow.ô 

(Mazzucato et al., 2022). IIPP calls this approach a ónew epistemology of policy-makingô. 

 

 

Figure 12Φ LLtt tƻƭƛŎȅ {ǘǳŘƛƻΩǎ ΨǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ-ōŀǎŜŘ ǘƘŜƻǊƛȊƛƴƎΩ ƳƻŘŜƭ (IIPP, n.d.-b; Mazzucato et al., 2022). 

Design studio. IIPP describes the Policy Studio as óa virtual policy studio space which enables 

us to systematically coordinate our policy deep dives and draw together a dedicated team 

that enables this work at scale.ô (Mazzucato et al., 2022). This may mean that work is carried 

out online, or more likely, in -person workshops are conducted using physical spaces at UCL 

or the client site. 
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Design critique . Critique is not mentioned in any data sources. 

Design project. The website offers four project links under óRead more on our policy workô 

with no other information. None of these reports mention the IIPP Policy Studio, so it is not 

possible to know what the IIPP Policy Studio project was, if anything.  

While the details of how IIPP Policy Studio operates are unknown, the website language 

indicates a desire to be like a studio. The website prominently features ópractice-based 

theorizing in actionô that mirrors Schºnôs reflective practicum. IIPP identifies the need to 

weave education about ónew economic thinkingô within the studio, explaining that, óShifting 

policymakers towards a ñmarket-shapingò approach where there is more uncertainty about 

the future involves challenging many deeply established paradigms, strongly held mindsets 

and common ways of working and thinking about policy.ô (Mazzucato et al., 2022). 

This approach, particularly coming from a well -respected economics research centre, 

reinforces observations from previous systematised reviews, particularly the need for 

scaffolding, or what the IIPP Policy Studio calls ónew economic thinkingô. 

Since IIPP Policy Studio calls itself a studio, the question here is how articulating studio 

pedagogy and experimentalism might improve this studioôs practices (whereas, for the next 

two cases, I question their self -labelling as labs). The most glaring issue is how this studio 

declares its approach to be a new epistemology, a phrase worth showing in context: óThe key 

is to develop and test both new frameworks and on-the-ground solutions together. This work  

ultimately generates a new epistemology of policy-making ð a new way of gathering, framing 

and analysing knowledge about policy.ô (Mazzucato et al., 2022). The design researcher will 

immediately recognise this description, developing policy knowledge by designing policy, as 

the epistemology of design research. This language is positive on one hand, affirming studio 

as a valid methodology for economy design, and frustrating on the other hand, leaving us to 

wonder how design research might support more economy design studios like this one. 

10.2. DEAL 

The Doughnut Economics Action lab (DEAL) was created by Kate Raworth after her book, 

Doughnut Economics: Seven Ways to Think Like a 21st Century Economist (2017), took off 

and garnered her recognition as one of the worldôs most influential economists (Wittenberg -

Cox, 2020). The book visualizes how humans relate to and sustain Earth using a stylised 

doughnut, living in a narrow band that neither overshoots Earthôs regenerative capacity nor 

undershoots so far that human life becomes miserable. The DEAL website presents dozens of 

data sources, which are organised into tools, stories, and themes. 
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Design thinking . The last line of Raworthôs book implores, óWhen it comes to new economic 

thinking, draw the change you want to see in the world too.ô (2017, p. 293). Just a few pages 

earlier, Raworth offers a vision for the future where she invites economists to óleave behind 

the foolhardy search for economic laws of motionô and óstep up to the design tableô (2017, p. 

242). Raworth set up DEAL to turn óDoughnut Economics from a radical idea into 

transformative actionô, yet the DEAL website explains that óOur name is very intentional: we 

are focused on action and always learning through experiment.ô (óAbout DEALô, n.d.). It 

seems the design table of óthose innovative architects, industrial ecologists, and product 

designers who are spearheading the regenerative design revolutionô (Raworth, 2017, p. 242) 

has been moved to a lab. The DEAL community website enacts studio processes and goes 

some way to addressing Binder and Brandtôs (2008)  concerns around process 

documentation. For example, one DEAL team member shares a tool called óStepping into the 

Doughnutô (Figure 13) with the stated plan of ówriting it up as a workshop guide here on the 

DEAL Community Platform for anyone to pick up and use, adapt and evolveô (DEAL team, 

2021). 

 

Figure 13. An experiment conducted at the Playground for the New Economy festival, documented by the 
Ψ/ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ !Ǌǘ [ŜŀŘΩ ŀǘ 59![ (DEAL team, 2021). 

Design studio. Many of the tools and stories on the DEAL website show physical locations for 

experimentation. The physical sites of experimentation range from conference rooms to city 

streets. For example, óA Doughnut lab for hands-on sustainable action: A mobile and 

modular doughnut lab to make the Doughnut Economy tangible on the streets of Berlinô 

(Donut Berlin, 2023) , shows members of Donut Berlin leading open-air interactive stations 

for people to experience Doughnut Economics principles, e.g. participants make seed balls at 

a station to demonstrate the principle of óbe regenerativeô (Figure 14). All of these sites are 

valid sites for studio experimentation but fail to meet the controllability expectations of a lab.  



 
 

77 
 

 

Figure 14Φ tŜƻǇƭŜ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǎŜŜŘ ōŀƭƭǎ ŀǘ ŀ ǎǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜ ΨōŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛǾŜΩ (Donut Berlin, 2023). 

Design critique . DEAL does deploy a form of design critique at the website level that offers 

typical features for online creation communities (Fuster Morell, 2014) , including: create 

profiles, add content, and like and comment on other posts. It is not clear how such 

interactions shape knowledge beyond allowing members to sort content by ómost popularô or 

ómost commentsô, but it is possible that DEAL members are using this data to inform future 

commons-making. Such technology is widely available now and presents advantages and 

disadvantages to wikis.  

Design project . DEAL excels at documenting and sharing projects on its website. Some 

projects are inevitably better documented than others as the project website content is 

determined by its author. These projects illustrate design briefs for studio experiments, 

clearly intended for generative replication but not duplication, as is the case for lab tasks.  

Overall, DEAL robustly enacts all of McLainôs studio pedagogy features and addresses Binder 

and Brandtôs requirements for a design:lab. DEALôs website comes closest to what I could 

hope for #commonize studio in the future. DEAL provokes a question for the future: If 

óstudio methodô and/or óstudio experimentationô were clearer, would that provide a better 

guide to the DEAL community in conducting, recording, and evolving their studio 

experiments? 

10.3. P2P Lab 

P2P Lab is dedicated to commons research through commons-making. P2P stands for peer-

to-peer, originated by Benkler (2006) . P2P Lab was founded in 2012 by Prof. Vasilis Kostakis 

(Dafermos, 2020; óP2P Labô, n.d.-a). According to the P2P Lab website, óThe P2P Lab is an 
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interdisciplinary research collective focused on the commons.ô (P2P Lab, n.d.-b). There are 

two principal data sources for analysing P2P Lab: the P2P Lab website (P2P Lab, n.d.-b) and 

the P2P Lab entry in the P2P Foundation wiki (óP2P Labô, n.d.-a). 

Design thinking . P2P Lab describes implementing projects óusing participatory and 

community -based methods and practices. We forward research and knowledge through the 

creation of spaces for creative resistance and commons-based alternatives.ô (P2P Lab, n.d.-

b). These methods and practices signal designerly over scientific goals. 

Design studio. P2P Lab maintains multiple locations, including makerspaces. The older 

makerspace is Tzoumakers in Kalentzi, Greece, which describes itself as both a ócommunity 

workshopô and an óopen labô (Tzoumakers, n.d.). Tzoumakers was a site of research-through -

design for the EU-funded project Phygital, a portmanteau of physical and digital. Phygital 

aimed óto pilot, evaluate and promote an emerging production and business modelô that 

involved ódeveloping and connecting open collaborative production spaces (makerspaces)ô 

and ósupporting the emerging entrepreneurial practicesô (óAboutô, n.d.). P2P members 

published a number of research papers drawing on this research, including a book chapter in 

The Handbook of Peer Production. This chapter, titled óP2P learningô, concludes, rather 

spectacularly, that reflection -in-action is óone of the most important toolsô for P2P learning 

(Antoniadis & Pantazis, 2020), citing Schºnôs The Reflective Practitioner . While Tzoumakers 

describes itself as an open lab, the project discourse supports Tzoumakers as an open studio 

performing studio experiments.  

 

Figure 15. Tzoumakers, Ψŀƴ ƻǇŜƴ ƭŀō ŦƻǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƴǳŦŀŎǘǳǊŜ ǘƻƻƭǎ ŦƻǊ ǎƳŀƭƭ-
ǎŎŀƭŜ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ΩΣ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ǎƛǘŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ tƘȅƎƛǘŀƭ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ōȅ tнt ƭŀō (Tzoumakers, n.d.). 
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Design critique . P2P Lab, as part of the P2P Foundation, created the P2P Foundation wiki 

with editable pages. The wiki could operate as a form of design critique at two levels: a form 

of commons akin to Wikipedia for knowledge construction, and as a medium for project -

level critique, e.g. to share project outcomes for online-moderated critique.  

Design project . P2P Lab features a number of academic research projects on its website. 

Phygital, for example, features multiple research objectives that design researchers would 

label research through design. Another major EU-funded project, Cosmolocalism, seeks to 

óimprove our understanding of how to create sustainable economies through the commonsô 

(óExtended Summaryô, n.d.). P2P Lab describes Cosmolocalism as a ópilot-driven 

investigationô using participatory action research. In addition to these large projects, P2P 

Lab features a number of creative projects. For the project óWikiart: Commoning artistic 

expressionô, P2P Lab aimed to óexplore what lessons can be drawn from commons-based 

peer production with regards to art (in particular, theatre and music)ô (Kostakis & Drechsler, 

2015). A current project, TheOtherSchool (n.d.), óbriefly communicates new and old 

economic, political and philosophical ideas that can have a transformative effect on societyô 

through videos, games, and childrenôs books. 

P2P Lab is a leading institution for counter -hegemonic commons-making that occupies a 

territory between the other two studios. P2P Lab primarily conducts academic research like 

IIPP Policy Studio, but it also has a community-building focus like DEAL. As th e closest 

relative to #commonize studio, P2P Labôs use of action research has affirmed the use of 

action research for this thesis. The recognition of reflection-in-action as an important ótoolô 

for learning encouraged me to more boldly assert Schºnôs reflective practicum as a basis for 

#commonize studio experimentalism, and to make this reflective practicum more accessible 

to researchers outside design. 

10.4. Making the studio turn? 

The continued reluctance to invoke the term óstudioô, even amongst design researchers, left 

me asking, óWhatôs so bad about studios?ô P2P Lab is conducting research through design in 

makerspaces and lauds reflection-in-action, Schºnôs proposed epistemology for  studio, as 

one of the most important tools for learning. DEALôs experiments include people making 

seed balls on the street (Figure 14) and óplay[ing] in and around the safe and just spaceô 

(DEAL team, 2021) created by ropes in a barn (Figure 13). 

These experiments are beautiful, instructive, and impactful. These experiments are being 

published by well-respected economists at influential institutions that I would label economy 

design studios. Why do these institutions, that are so clearly engaged in experiments in 



 
 

80 
 

creativity rather than analysis, in solving artistic rather than scientific problems, insist on 

calling themselves labs? I cannot offer an empirical answer to this question. What this review 

does show, though, is that we design researchers need to make studio pedagogy and studio 

experimentalism more visible and accessible if we want counter-hegemonic economy 

designers to use it. And, in so doing, we must also confront why we, too, typically privilege 

lab over studio. 

The primary implication of this exploration into studio experimentalism for the research 

approach in this thesis is framing  my research as artistic experiments rather than scientific 

ones. In  Table 12, I also posit that generativity might be a measure of success for such studio 

experiments, which I consider throughout the #commonize studio experiments in Part C and 

Epilogue. Attempts to pinpoint the  epistemology, ontology, or methods of studio or studio 

experimentalism within design research would be premature  at this point .  

First, the overwhelming majority of literature reviewed in Part B concerns architecture  

studios, which are related to but not equivalent to art or design studios. Almost all papers 

reviewed in Chapter 8 concern architecture studios. Schön, Shulman, and Schaffer create 

observations based on architecture studios. McLainôs review of signature pedagogy for 

design only finds two papers categorized as design. In short, there is much still to explore 

within the specific context of design (and/or design research) studios.  

Second, studio, even within the narrow category of design studio, represents no singular 

epistemological or ontological  foundation. In the book chapter, óWhat is studio?ô, Cennamo 

(2016) observes that influential works by Shaffer (2007)  and Brandt et al (2013), discussed 

in this thesis, find that different communities of practice have different epistemologies. 

Cennamo summarizes this conflict within design research using an example from Brandt et 

alôs óA theoretical framework for the studio as a learning environmentô (2013):  

For example, Brandt et al. (2013) reported very different conceptions of what 

constituted ógood designô when comparing an industrial design and a human-computer 

interaction (HCI) studio classroom. Whereas the industrial design studio 

demonstrated a reflective practice paradigm , in which the uniqueness of the design 

problem was examined through multiple design solutions subjectively analyzed in the 

design critique, the HCI studio course applied a problem-solving paradigm that valued 

a logical, step-wise analysis of the design problem and the empirical data of usability. 

(Cennamo, 2016, p. 253) [emphasis mine]  

Third, alongside these epistemological variations is the role of the studio instructor. 

Constructivist understandings of the studio instructor as óco-constructor of knowledgeô 

(Cennamo, 2016, p. 253) informed my research approach and is explored in Chapter 19, but 
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the historical role of the óstudio masterô inherited from the £cole des Beaux Arts tradition 

remains commonplace in studios around the world (Gray & Smith, 2016). In Studio 

Teaching in Higher Education: Selected Design Cases, Boling and Schwier caution against 

defining studio teaching: óThe reader looking here for a template or guide book on studio 

teaching will be disappointed ï by intent. There is no single, generalizable set of guidelines 

that we can, or want to, offer.ô (2016, p. 20). 

Fourth, f rom this multitude of epistemologies arise multiple ontologies as well. Farías and 

Wilkie (2018a) point to three: óexpressingô by Dewey (2005), ómakingô by Ingold (2013), and 

óprototypingô by Wilkie (2014) as exemplar ontologies within what they call óstudio studiesô.  

Based on this review, I approach studio experimentalism as a methodology or approach. 

Naming this research as studio experiments, rather than simply experiments, serves to frame 

the experiments as expressly artistic research that seeks to solve an artistic or  creative 

problem, in this case the problem of how people create counter-hegemonic commons. 

Within this framing, studio experiments can be performed by adding additional 

methodologies and conducted using various methods. As outlined in  Table 14, I add diverse 

economies as a research methodology constraint and use a variety of commonplace design 

research methods to conduct these studio experiments. 

11. Commons-making methodologies 

How might #commonize studio perform studio experiments? Lab experiments follow the 

scientific method, but there is not a singular ócreative methodô for studio experimentalism. 

The earlier reviews particularly found that the plurality of this research employ ed action 

research in some form, e.g. P2P Lab uses óparticipatory and community-based methodsô. 

Action research is a logical choice for #commonize studio given the focus on commons-

making with others. Action research is, however, ideologically agnostic, so I introduce a 

second methodological layer to action research called diverse economies that specifically 

addresses the counter-hegemonic concerns of #commonize studio.  

11.1. Action research 

Action research refers to a range of approaches. What kind of action research is #commonize 

studio? First, I delineate between action research and participatory action research and 

locate #commonize studio distinctly within action research and not participa tory action 

research. Second, I consider a recent, novel mashup between action research and research 

through design called action research through design (ARtD), which I find useful to test with 

#commonize studio.  
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The first consideration is action research versus participatory action research, both of which 

are cited in the commons-making literature. Elliott (1998, p. 50) likens action research to 

Schºnôs reflective practice. In this light, framing #commonize studio as action research 

(reflective practice) is quite natural. The way Elliott explains the difference between action 

research and other research forms is that óThe fundamental aim of action research is to 

improve practice rather than to produce knowledge. The production and utilization of 

knowledge is subordinate to, and conditioned by, this fundamental aim.ô (1998, p. 49). For 

participatory action research, Elden (1981, pp. 257ï258) cites four decision questions that 

must be answered:  

¶ What is to be evaluated? 

¶ How will it be evaluated? 

¶ How will the data be analysed? 

¶ What will be done with the findings?  

Elden explains that óResearch is participatory when those directly affected by it influence 

each of these four decisions and help carry them outô. A finer differentiation is the role of the 

researcher, characterized in participatory action research as that of óñcolearnerò rather than 

of ñexpert in charge of changeò in which the researcherôs expertise includes the ability to 

ñfade outò as participants take charge of their own learningô (Elden & Levin, 1991). This role 

of óco-producer of knowledgeô is contrasted with the researcher as facilitator or instigator (J. 

Bell et al., 2004). #commonize studio aspired to (and still aspires to) perform participatory 

action research, but the nature of studio projects and known outcomes thus far tempers this 

aspiration. Framing #commonize studio as action research is more honest, and it also 

focuses analysis on #commonize studioôs practice, something that I was able to observe and 

record, rather than the knowledge and change created for studio partners, which was far 

more difficult to know or record.  

11.2. Action research through design (ARtD) 

The second consideration was how other researchers pair action research with research 

through design, a more designerly mode of inquiry that seemed like such a natural pairing to 

me that I assumed others might have done it. One exhaustive literature review by Taylor 

(2018) found this explicit pairing to be rare. I did find one recent paper that explicitly 

combines action research with research through design in a portmanteau they named óaction 

research through designô or óARtDô (Gaete Cruz et al., 2022). The authors explain that the 

purpose of this combined approach is óto generate knowledge from practice by acting in an 

actual ongoing design processô (2022, p. 367) and outline how these two approaches worked 
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in tandem in the project ( Table 13). Overall, action research specifies how  the researcher 

interacts with other actors, and research through design specifies the research focus. Action 

research can address any research area, but action research through design must address 

design matters. Research through design can be conducted in any manner, including by 

oneself, but ARtD must be conducted in collaboration with the other research actors.  

Table 13.  Delineation between action research (AR) versus research through design (RtD) approaches in Gaete 
Cruz et al. (2022, p. 367). 

Operational levels Approach 

Planning AR approach to the collaboration of actors 

RtD approach to the design of objectives 

 

Conduct design 

 

AR approach to collaboration with actors 

RtD approach to the outcomes and objectives 

 

Reflecting 

 

AR approach to collaboration and the process 

RtD approach to evaluate design and outcomes 

 

Alongside Gaete Cruz et al.ôs (2022)  proposal for ARtD, another proposal that has been 

included in #commonize studioôs action research is Villariôs (2014) proposal for ódesign 

action researchô in the Routledge Companion to Design Research. Villari identifies three 

óimmaterialô dimensions that designers might ógive shapeô to when conducting such design 

action research (2014, p. 315):  

¶ Relationships: Giving shape to the relationships between those involved in the 

research process and proposing new ways to connect individuals, companies, 

institutions, communities, places, etc.  

¶ New ideas: Giving shape to new ideas and to design strategies so as to make 

immaterial elements like knowledge, values, know-how and identity tangible.  

¶ Artefacts: Giving shape to the artefacts that concretise the research output; i.e., 

description and visualisation of design scenarios, design concepts or final project 

solutions that are products, new services, distribution systems, communication 

systems, etc. 
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These three dimensions align with and complement the three strategies proposed for diverse 

economies action research reviewed in Chapter 12. 

11.3. Diverse economies 

The most useful methodology for guiding #commonize studio so far has been diverse 

economies, which progenitors more often refer to as a óresearch programô (Gibson Graham & 

Dombroski, 2020, p. 7) . The pithiest  description of diverse economies is óthe political 

economy of possibilityô (Cameron & Gibson-Graham, 2022). This political economy of 

possibility takes as its starting point that óethical economic practices already exist in 

abundanceô (emphasis mine) (Gibson-Graham et al., 2020) and that the task of this 

methodology or research programme is óDetermining just how these practices connect and 

cohere to build a different worldô (Cameron & Gibson-Graham, 2022). In turn, this world -

building is performed through scaling out via relational networks and associations rather 

than scaling up, or a ópolitics of horizontal extent, reach, and associationô (Gibson Graham & 

Dombroski, 2020, p. 20; St. Martin et al., 2015, p. 16). 

Two images exemplify the enactment of diverse economies research: the Diverse Economies 

Iceberg (Figure 16) and Time-Property Geographies (Figure 17). First published in A 

Postcapitalist Politics and continuously updated by the Community Economies Collective, 

the Iceberg surfaces how much of what we call the economy ócomprises but a small subset of 

the activities by which we produce, exchange and distribute valuesô (2006, p. 69) . The 

Iceberg seeks to deconstruct the meaning of economy and make visible other words and 

meanings that could expand what economy means to us. The Iceberg is often used with 

communities to perform this deconstruction in their own context and language, e.g . 

Redrawing the Economy (n.d.) . 

Time-Property Geographies is one of several tools published in Take Back the Economy: An 

Ethical Guide for Transforming Our Communities (Gibson-Graham et al., 2013), which 

attempts to make diverse economies research accessible for community use. Figure 17 is a 

completed example for an Australian household, charting hours on the x-axis and property 

type on the y-axis. The purpose of this tool is to surface the many property types besides 

individual private property that factor into a quotidian day. For exam ple, one household 

member works at a state-owned hospital, the children use open-access internet for 

schoolwork, and the household enjoys leisure time at a community-owned community centre 

and football club.  
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Figure 16. Diverse Economies Iceberg (Community Economies Collective, n.d.). 
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Figure 17. Time-Property Geographies (Gibson-Graham et al., 2013, p. 134). 

11.4. Diverse economies origins 

Founding mothers Gibson-Graham (2008, p. 613) announced, óthe birth of a ñdiverse 

economiesò research community in economic geographyô in 2008. This announcement came 

after a decade of scholarship building on Gibson-Grahamôs The End of Capitalism (As We 

Knew It): A Feminist Critique of Political Economy  (1996) and the growth of a global 

research network called the Community Economies Research Network. The diverse 

economies research program has since matured into a more academically rigorous 

methodology with the publication of The Handbook of Diverse Economies (Gibson-Graham 

& Dombroski, 2020) . 

Diverse economies is rooted in poststructuralism, which signifies for Gibson -Graham óa 

theoretical approach to knowledge and society that embraces the ultimate undecidability of 

meaning, the constitutive power of discourse, and the political effectivity of  theory and 

research.ô (2003, p. 95) . The power of discourse became an early focus for Gibson-Graham 

and other early diverse economies scholars, viewing the relationship between words and 

meaning as ócontinually being created and revised as words are recontextualized in the 

endless production of textsô (2003, p. 96) . Gibson-Graham characterise this poststructuralist 

approach as anti-foundationalist in epistemology and anti -essentialist in ontology. 
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Epistemologically, diverse economies poststructuralism views knowledge as a social process 

and órefuses a vision of knowledge as ñgrounded in realityò or as charged with the task of 

mirroring or ñreflectingô the worldòô (2003, p. 97; Rorty, 2009) .  Ontologically, diverse 

economies approaches discourse as having an óinfinity of contextualizations that provide 

multiple and contradictory readingsô (2003, p. 97).  

Finally, diverse economies poststructuralism draws on feminist poststructuralism, anti -

essentialist theory about overdetermination, and queering. Writing a decade ahead of 

Fisherôs Capitalist Realism  (2009)  and Ģiģekôs First as Tragedy, Then as Farce (2009) , 

diverse economies scholars articulated capitalocentrism (Gibson-Graham, 1996) as defining 

all alternatives in their relationship to capitalism, and capitalonormativity (Gibson-Graham 

et al., 2000, p. 13) as reducing difference to a binary frame. These terms arose from feminist 

poststructuralists who previously re -named Derridaôs logocentrism as óphallagocentrismô to 

highlight how male association imbues words with positive value, e.g. factory (male) versus 

household (not male) (Gibson Graham, 2003, p. 98). An observation from my research on 

studio experimentalism is that phallogocentrism is one way we might diagnose the 

problematic meanings and values assigned to lab (male) versus studio (not male). 

11.5. Diverse economies as performative research 

While positions like poststructuralism and anti -essentialism inform diverse economies 

epistemology and ontology, materialism informs diverse economies performance. In other 

words, óa different economy cannot be thought into existence; rather, it must be enacted and 

made durable by multiple means, including infrastructures, subjects, ecologies and theoriesô 

(emphasis mine) (Cameron & Gibson-Graham, 2022). There are several broad concepts that 

have persisted over the years that inform diverse economies as performative research: 

¶ Capitalocentrism 

¶ Thick description and weak theory 

¶ Overdetermination and entry points  

Capitalocentrism . Capitalocentrism means not only the way that capitalism is privileged in 

economic discourse but also defines how we discuss alternatives (Gibson-Graham, 2006) , 

e.g. post-capitalism and anti -capitalism. The term ódiverse economiesô aims to contest 

capitalismôs stranglehold on our imagination, what Fisher (2009)  termed ócapitalist realismô. 

Diverse economies researchers, from my experience, engage in this battle in every research 

project. 
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Thick description and weak theory . Diverse economies researchers try to resist temptations 

to create óstrong theoryô for how diverse economies work in favour of óinterrogating specific 

examples and instancesô (Cameron & Gibson-Graham, 2022) and generating óthick 

descriptive inventory that breaks down the powerful presence of any dominant termô 

(Gibson Graham & Dombroski, 2020, p. 9) . These inventories and thick descriptions may 

eventually generate weak theories (Sedgwick, 1997) that are localised and malleable. The 

preference for thick description and weak theory is shared with much commons literature. 

The design principles for managing commons, the most popular commons literature concept 

outside the discipline, is weak theory based on extensive inventorying and thick descriptions 

of commons.  

Overdetermination and entry points . The concept of overdetermination in diverse 

economies, inspired by the work of Althusser (1969) and Resnick and Wolff (1989), 

recognises that we each have multiple identities but some identities overdetermine or 

dominate others (Gibson-Graham et al., 2000). The way we as diverse economies 

researchers choose to make sense of the world, particularly with the communities involved in 

the research, is what Resnick and Wolff term entry points (1989, pp. 25ï30). Cameron and 

Gibson (2022)  describe entry points as óthe culmination of our pasts as well as our 

projections for the type of world we want to live in and that we think might be feasibleô. 

Similar to capitalocentrism, my experience indicates that studio experiments in diverse 

economies must engage with entry points in every project. 

The diverse economies literature offers strategies for enacting diverse economies research, 

with subtle changes over the years. One of the earliest works is óPoststructuralist 

interventionsô (Gibson Graham, 2003), which organises the enactment of diverse economies 

research into three óinterventionsô: 

¶ Deconstruction, informed by Derrida (1976), seeks to highlight ómoments of 

contradiction and undecidability in what appears to be a neatly conceived structure 

or textô (Ruccio, 1998) to remind us that ómeaning is always in process and 

incompleteô (Gibson Graham, 2003, p. 99). 

¶ Genealogy, informed by Foucault (1991), seeks to ódenaturalizeô notions of the 

economy and make visible how power intersects with knowledge production, ideally 

to support a óproliferation of and multiplicity of discourses that can create subjects 

able to resist and reconstitute power in different waysô (Gibson Graham, 2003, p. 

100). 

¶ Performativity, informed by Butler (1993), views theory as a political intervention for 

which the óproduction of new knowledges is a world-changing activity, repositioning 

other knowledges and validating new subjects, practices, policies, and institutionsô 
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(Gibson Graham, 2003, p. 100). Gibson-Graham would later draw on Law and Urry 

to apply performativity to the researcher as well: óto change our understanding is to 

change the worldô (Gibson-Graham, 2008, p. 615; Law & Urry, 2004, p. 391). 

In óDiverse Economies: Performative Practices for ñOther Worldsôôô, Gibson-Graham focuses 

on the researcher and discusses three ótechniques of doing thinking that geographers (and 

others) are using to cultivate themselves as ethical subjects of economic possibilityô (2008, p. 

620) : 

¶ Ontological reframing  

¶ Reading for difference 

¶ Creativity  

Ontological reframing proposes that diverse economies researchers ócan choose to create 

new discourses and counter-technologies of economy and construct strategic forms of 

interplace solidarity, bringing to the fore ways to make other worlds possibleô (2008, p. 623) . 

This approach aligns with modern trends in both pluriversal design and commons literature, 

intersecting with Bollier and Helfrichôs call for óMaking an OntoShift to the Commonsô (2019, 

Chapter 2). Reading for difference applies de Sousa Santosôs ósociology of absencesô to 

destabilize the discourse of capitalocentrism, widening óthe possibilities for social 

experimentationô by enlarging the field of what are considered credible economic activities 

(2009, p. 239). Creativity is defined as óthinking creatively in order to generate actual 

possibilities where none formerly existedô (Gibson-Graham, 2008, p. 620) . Echoing the role 

of interdisciplinarity in studio experiments, this creative thinking óoften involves bringing 

things together from different domains to spawn something newô (2008, p. 625) . Gibson-

Graham offer terms created by other scholars that might find purchase by design 

researchers: cross-structuring (C. K. Smith, 1974), cross-appropriation (Spinosa et al., 1995), 

and extension (Varela, 1999). 

11.6. Action research for diverse economies 

The most recent articulation of diverse economies as performative research is óAction 

research for diverse economiesô, in which Cameron and Gibson (2020)  identify three 

óstrategiesô for performing diverse economies research as action research. These three 

strategies are:  

ƀ Activating new languages 

ƀ Shifting subjectivities  

ƀ Collective action 
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The authors characterize diverse economies research as a form of action research because 

óDiverse economies researchers are interested in the ways that people are already engaged in 

these types of practices (albeit sometimes in nascent ways) and how research can play a 

practical role in helping to strengthen such economic practices.ô (2020, p. 511).  

Activating new languages, which builds on the earlier postcapitalist intervention of 

deconstruction, recognises that words shape the actions and possibilities that are considered 

feasible. This relationship between words and possibilities resembles how Jessop (2013) 

explains economic imaginaries as created by a combination of structuration 

(compossibilities) and sinnmachung (meaning-making). Cameron and Gibson also recognize 

that, óInvariably, diverse economies researchers come up against portrayals of economies 

that limit what is considered feasible, and therefore have to weave new languages of 

economy that expand options for action.ô (2020, p. 512). This new language may emerge 

from the community through the research process (McKay et al., 2007) or may be 

strategically introduced by the researchers (Gibson-Graham et al., 2019). 

Shifting subjectivities refers to shifting the ways that people óimagine themselves in relation 

to economic practicesô (Cameron & Gibson, 2020, p. 512). Examples of such shifts include 

people recognising capacities in themselves that were previously unvalued or undervalued 

and developing new collective identities of óbeing in commonô (Nancy, 1991). 

The focus of collective action in diverse economies research is about creating new economic 

possibilities. Collective action might be considered synonymous with the action phase of 

action research, but the word ócollectiveô focuses on how diverse economies research builds 

counter-hegemonic power. These collective actions emerge from the research process so 

cannot be known in advance (Cameron & Gibson, 2020, p. 512). 

These three strategies from this most recent paper ultimately inform #commonize studioôs 

experimentalism the most directly. What the papers collectively show over time is the role of 

discourse and performance in diverse economies research. 

11.7. Weaknesses of the diverse economies methodology 

Gómez (2023)  identified two issues that remain unresolved by diverse economies in a recent 

review of The Handbook of Diverse Economies, issues that I also confronted in my research: 

¶ A normative challenge, i.e. What makes some economies better, worse, desirable, or 

problematic?  

¶ The absence of any theory or practice of counter-hegemony. 
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A compelling example of the first challenge is the makerspace community observed by 

Fordyce (2015), where online neo-Nazi groups plot how to use 3D printing technology to 

build weapons, take over state infrastructure, and use that infrastructure to erect a white 

supremacist state. Is this vision part of diverse economies? If not, how do we know when we 

have crossed the line between agonism and antagonism (Mouffe, 2000) ? Diverse economies 

scholars have remedied this problem more recently by developing ócommunity economiesô as 

a subset of diverse economies, with six ócoordinatesô (Community Economies Collective, 

2019; Gibson-Graham et al., 2020):  

¶ Survival 

¶ Surplus 

¶ Transactions 

¶ Consumption 

¶ Commons 

¶ Investment  

These coordinates are more normative. For example, a question related to the survival 

coordinate is: óHow do we balance our own survival needs and well-being with the well -being 

of others and the planet?ô. The commons coordinate asks people to consider: óWhat do we 

share with human and non-human others? How do we maintain, replenish, and grow this 

natural and cultural commons?ô.  

The development of community economies within the diverse economies research program 

goes some way to addressing G·mezôs critique that the ódiverse economies framework does 

not acknowledge the contrasting diversity of other -than-capitalist enterprisesô (2023, p. 

448). An outstanding challenge for community economies is to address normative questions 

about community. As G·mez points out, óthe ñcommunityò beyond the community economy 

is often rife with power asymmetries and inequalitiesô (Bayat, 1997; 2023, p. 448). Diverse 

economies researchers, including #commonize studio, currently must turn to other literature 

and methodologies to address this issue. 

The second issue is the absence of a theory or practice of counter-hegemony. Diverse 

economies does seek to build counter-hegemonic power. The current approach of diverse 

economies focuses on scaling out through thick description, but other scholars question how 

effective this approach can be (R. Lee et al., 2010).  

From the experience of #commonize studio, there may be a middle ground: perhaps diverse 

economies researchers can develop weak theories and thick descriptions of building counter-

hegemonic power. I value the emphasis on weak theory over strong theory because it 

reminds me that there are always unknown economies and cosmologies that I need to make 
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space for. My research with commons-makers in other cultures during #commonize studio 

made visible to me that, just as the word ócommonsô does not directly translate for others, 

there will be counter -hegemonic practices in other cultures for which I have no words. These 

counter-hegemonic forms may simply not be part of my economic imaginary. Creating 

relationships between networks and associations is also a type of diverse economies 

research, research in scaling out. So perhaps diverse economies researchers can apply the 

same strategies to these experiments too, recording thick descriptions of attempts to scale 

out, and developing weak theories over time from these compiled thick descriptions. 

12. Studio experiments for commons-making 

The methodologies reviewed in Part B layer together to form #commonize studioôs empirical 

research methodology, what might be called óstudio experiments for commons-makingô.  

Table 14Φ ІŎƻƳƳƻƴƛȊŜ ǎǘǳŘƛƻΩǎ ΨǎǘǳŘƛƻ ŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘǎ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƳƳƻƴǎ-ƳŀƪƛƴƎΩ ƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎȅ layers.  

Studio experiment 

Frames the research as creative rather than analytical. My initial research also posits that generativity 

defines success in studio experimentation, rather than duplicability for lab experimentation. 

Diverse economies 

Research approach that provides the epistemology and ontology for these studio experiments. 

Diverse economies is rooted in poststructuralist and anti-foundationalist epistemologies and anti-

essentialist ontology, emphasizing the role of discourse and performance. 

Action Research through Design (ARtD) 

A research approach popular with other commons-making researchers. ARtD is a 

neologism created by other scholars that explores the intersection of action research and 

research through design, detailed in  

Table 15. 

Design research methods 

#commonize studio draws on a number of design research methods. These 

methods are identified in the Plan/Design phase for every experiment in Part C. 

 

Naming these experiments as studio  experiments, as discussed in Chapter 10.4, creates a 

first methodological layer that seeks to frame these experiments as artistic or creative 

experiments. A studio experiment may become more prescriptive in the future, in a future 

where the ócreative methodô is as fleshed out as the óscientific methodô, but the studio 

experiment currently remains an experiment that requires additional research methodology 
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specification. Studio experiments for commons-making is thus a cascading layering of 

research approaches (Table 14). 

The core of this methodology is action research, and all #commonize studio experiments 

follow the familiar action research cycle of plan, act, observe, and reflect. As action research 

through design (ARtD), I have revised these cycles to include dual terms:  

¶ Plan/Design 

¶ Act/Make  

¶ Observe 

¶ Reflect/Critique  

The second set of terms is taken from McLainôs (2022)  discursive framework for studio 

pedagogy.  

These ARtD cycles are then conducted through the lens of the diverse economies 

methodology. The three strategies for diverse economies action research are used to organize 

the observations for all studio experiments: activating new languages, shifting subjectivities, 

and collective action.  

Similar to ARtD phases, I have revised these three strategies to include dual terms that 

reflect Villariôs (2014) proposal for design action research. I have also added a fourth 

strategy, artefacts, raised by Villari. The intention is to provoke a designerly emphasis 

throughout the action research process. These four strategies become:  

¶ Languages/Ideas 

¶ Subjectivities/Relationships  

¶ Collective action 

¶ Artefacts 
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Table 15. Summary of the #commonize studio ARtD methodology. 

ARtD phase Phase categories Explanation 

Plan/Design Commons literature 

Design methods 

Experiment design 

Each experiment is an experiment in combining 
commons literature concepts with design methods.  

Act/Make  The second terms (Design, Make, Critique) are derived 
ŦǊƻƳ Ψ¢ƻǿŀǊŘǎ ŀ ǎƛƎƴŀǘǳǊŜ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎȅ ŦƻǊ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŀƴŘ 
ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΩ (McLain, 2022). 

Observe Languages/Ideas 

Subjectivities/Relationships 

Collective action 

Artefacts 

These four categories for organising observations are 
ŘŜǊƛǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ Ψ!Ŏǘƛƻƴ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŦƻǊ ŘƛǾŜǊǎŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŜǎΩ 
(Cameron & Gibson, 2020) ŀƴŘ Ψ!Ŏǘƛƻƴ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ 
ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƛƴ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΩ (Villari, 2014). 

Reflect/Critique Personal reflections 

Forms of critique 

In line with studio pedagogy, I highlight forms of 
critique: desk critique, peer critique, interim review, 
and public review. 

 

Part B sheds light on the etymology of óstudioô in #commonize studio. #commonize studio is 

itself a diverse economies intervention or strategy. As a discourse intervention, specifically 

an act of queering, ócommonizeô seeks to destabilize the perceived nationalise/privatise 

binary that limits our economic imagination. óStudioô embraces diverse economies as 

performative research, situating commons-making as a designerly, making process, one that 

we can only research through the act of designing. Studio was an emergent methodological 

concern. It would have been easier for me to limit this thesis to action research and diverse 

economies without raising the messy landscape of studio pedagogy and studio 

experimentalism. The first half of Part B is, in a sense, a product of action research, a 

response to a barrier I observed in making the generative turn in commons scholarship. Like 

my invocation of commonize, I hope this more -questions-than-answers foray into studio 

experimentalism births wider activity, paving th e way for other researchers across disciplines 

to access studio pedagogy and studio experimentation to answer their research questions.  
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Part C: #commonize studio experiments 

 

 

Part C is the empirical research underpinning this thesis. The research question that is 

effectively driving these ARtD cycles is: How can these two literatures support commons -

makers? This question moves our focus from research to practice. While I do present 

reflections and emergent learning through these experiments, the focus of Part C is thick 

description of studio experimentalism as conducted by #commonize studio. In 

óContributions and conclusionô, which follows Part C, I review observations across the arc of 

these experiments. 

Chapter 13, ó#commonize studioô, reviews the evolution of how I described, communicated, 

and visualised #commonize studio over the course of this research process.  

Chapter 14, óComparison groupô, considers what control might be in studio experimentalism, 

using an early studio experiment to ground this exploration.  

The subsequent chapters detail studio experiments, with most chapters corresponding to an 

ARtD cycle using the óstudio experiments for commons-makingô format described in Table 14 

and Table 15. 

Chapters 15-17 detail pilot experiments, which are studio experiments conducted with 

anonymous academic participants but not used in the field with commoners.  

Chapters 18-19 follow a different format. Chapter 18, óField experimentsô, introduces the two 

sets of field experiments that inform the rest of Part C, Soil Trust in Hong Kong and 

Hack4Blood in Botswana. Chapter 19, óScaffolding commons-makershipô, details the process 

of scaffolding commons-making knowledge with commons-makers, combining experiences 

with three commons-makers in an overall ARtD description . 

Chapters 20-24 detail field experiments, which are studio experiments conducted with 

commoners from the two commons reviewed in Chapter 18, Soil Trust and Hack4Blood. 
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13. #commonize studio 

#commonize studio became the way that I framed my research for almost all experiments, 

including research ethics documentation. This framing was an experiment unto itself. How 

do I frame economics as a design subject for others, and how do I explain commons quickly 

and accessibly? I review how I communicated #commonize studio over the course of 

research for two purposes: first, in line with action r esearch, to inform my practice by 

reflecting on what has taken place; second, in line with studio experimentali sm, to record 

how I described and visualised commons-making so that others may build on this knowledge 

base for their own commons-making experiments. 

13.1. Describing #commonize studio 

#commonize studio is composed of three discourse elements: 

ƀ # (hashtag) 

ƀ commonize 

ƀ studio 

The element ócommonizeô was developed first, dating to late 2020. As described in Part A, I 

created the term commonize to name a process that might contest the perceived binary of 

nationalise-privatise. The term commonize was first used in a conference paper (Sacks & 

Coulton, 2020)  and a conference presentation (Sacks, 2021a). 

In the paper, óAddressing the elephant in the cloudless sky: Designing a commonised mobile 

network infrastructureô (Sacks & Coulton, 2020), commonize is first defined within the 

context of mobile network infrastructure:  

This mobile network infrastructure is in turn shaped by the economic ideologies where 

it exists. Most, if not all states, have chosen to nationalise or privatise mobile network 

infrastructure. In neoliberal capitalist parlance, privatisation is also associ ated with 

liberalisation. A third option would be to ócommoniseô this infrastructure. To 

commonise means to treat the infrastructure as a common good that is controlled by 

its users. 

  



 
 

97 
 

I named my presentation for the 2021 Design and Economics conference ó#commonize: 

Using commonized design to create a post-capitalist economyô (Sacks, 2021a). This is the 

first time I used the hashtag with commonize. In this presentation, I present this definition 

as:  

#commonize = To place a shared resource under the governance of a community of 

people. Commonize contrasts with the choice to privatize or nationalize. 

I also describe the broader approach of commonized design as, óAn approach to managing 

the resources that we depend on by increasing community control over those resources.ô. A 

slide from the presentation ( Figure 18) contextualises the understanding of commonized 

design in comparison with other design approaches. Several people have found these 

definitions useful, including a supervisor who incorporated some of these ideas into a paper 

about design values (Cooper, 2022, p. 52) and a peer scholar who incorporated some of these 

ideas into a book chapter (Galabo, 2023, p. 43). 

 

Figure 18Φ {ƭƛŘŜ ŦǊƻƳ ŎƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ΨІŎƻƳƳƻƴƛȊŜΥ ¦ǎƛƴƎ ŎƻƳƳƻƴƛȊŜŘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ Ǉƻǎǘ-
ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎǘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΩ (Sacks, 2021a). 

The more robust concept of #commonize studio was developed over 2022. #commonize 

studio was first clearly articulated in research ethics documentation, e.g. participant 

information sheet , approved by Lancaster University in summer 2022  (Appendix 3. 

Participant information sheet) . The description of #commonize studio in this documentation 

is:  



 
 

98 
 

#commonize studio is an experimental design studio that designs alternative 

economies, specifically commons-based economies. What does such a studio look like? 

We collaborate with people leading the development of commons to create products 

and processes to support their progress. This research is producing new knowledge 

about how communities and researchers can use design processes to support the 

creation of commons-based economies. 

This description remains valid but is longer than typically allowed for biographies and 

abstracts. The next two definitions are approaches to describing #commonize studio in fewer 

words. 

The first public description of #commonize studio dates to a conference workshop in 

October 2022 titled ó#commonize Studio: Creating Design Briefs for Disruptive Economicsô 

(Sacks, 2022b). The one-sentence description of #commonize studio for that workshop is, 

ó#commonize studio explores what a design studio that supports communities to build 

commons looks like.ô. 

A more recent description, included in my author biography for a book chapter, is, óa design 

studio that supports partners to make commons through studio experimentationô (Mullagh 

et al., 2024). This more recent description seeks to more visibly assert the two propositions 

of this thesis: commons-making can be understood as a design process and studio 

experimentalism is an appropriate methodology for the study of commons -making. 

I never publicly explain the use of the hashtag, which has remained an ironic choice since I 

barely use social media. The hashtag references economic ideologies and imaginaries, two 

terms that describe shared mental models that only survive if they are shared by groups of 

people. The hashtag is a modern symbol indicating the desire to create a shared discourse, or 

a shared ideology or imaginary, around a term. 

13.2. Visualising #commonize studio 

Much of the ideation and iteration for #commonize studio remains unpublished , yet I spent 

much time imagining how to communicate commonize and #commonize studio to other 

people. One visualisation (Figure 19) that I originally created with a website in mind found 

new life more recently as the holding slide for presentations, i.e. the slide I have up on screen 

while we wait  for people to arrive. The image tries to communicate the wide applicability of 

commonize. 
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Figure 19. A #commonize visualization for a website or slide deck. 

Figure 20 is part of an executive summary I created for an earlier research approach. This 

figure is text-heavy, but it represents how I attempted to convey my research approach 

within the limits of a page. I attempt short definitions of: commonize, commons, 

commonized design principles, and commonize design. At the time, I proposed a three-step 

research process: ó(1) create provocation, (2) engage with a small group around a design 

workshop, and (3) produce a design fiction to capture our ideas.ô A research process I still 

think is useful!  

I created the current logo (Figure 21) for the research ethics process and continue to use it. I 

selected pink, a red hue, to destabilise communist meaning. The use of pink, a bright and 

modern red hue, might possibly evoke for the observer a sense that #commonize studio 

means something different than however they currently understand communism.  
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Figure 20. The first of two pages of an executive summary for an earlier research approach. 

 

Figure 21. Working logo for #commonize studio. 

13.3. Experiment methods 

I developed a specific, consistent method for conducting #commonize studio experiments, 

which is layered on top of the ARtD format summarised earlier  (Table 15). The two key 

features of this method were:  

¶ Collaboration with a single ócommons-makerô, and 

¶ Remote-only engagement. 

Collaboration with a single ócommons-makerô.  I use this term to describe the individuals I 

collaborated with in studio experiments. In principle, all commoners are commons -makers, 

but commons-maker here identifies the specific person who became the liaison for 
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#commonize studio. In the earliest experiments, not documented in this thesis, I tried to 

collaborate with the whole community, but this proved too time -consuming to generate 

empirical data within my research timeframe. Rather than acting as a visible convenor or 

facilitator, the role I observed most often in design research, I found my role could be best 

described as behind-the-scenes coach. In most of the field experiments, I coach a single 

commons-maker, responding to their perceived needs, which they take forward with their 

community on their own. For Soil Trust, one of the two applied experiments, my existence 

remained unknown to the rest of the community.  

Remote-only engagement . Necessity is the mother of invention, and the Covid-19 pandemic 

birthed a remote-only approach with commons-makers. This approach allowed me to 

support multiple commons -makers anywhere in the world with no budget. The one 

downside to this approach was the commons-maker as óunreliable narratorô. All of my 

knowledge about these experiments comes from the commons-maker. In many experiments, 

it became clear that the commons-maker was more enthusiastic about commons-making 

than their peers. The principal reper cussion of this unreliable narrator dynamic was that we 

spent time preparing materials and experiments that either went unused or were received 

poorly by the rest of the community.  

While I developed remote-only engagement through commons-makers as a method in 

response to the demands of the Covid-19 pandemic, both method features proved 

advantageous to the in-person facilitator/convenor method I observed in previous design 

research. In addition to widening the scope of research sites, this approach responded to 

óinstitutioning the commonô (Teli et al., 2018, 2022) by supporting the commons-maker to 

carry out commons-making in their own way and become the commons expert for their 

community.  

13.4. Experiment types 

The studio experiments in this thesis can be organised into three categories:  

¶ Comparison group 

¶ Pilot experiments  

¶ Field experiments  

Chapter 14, óComparison groupô, considers what control might be in studio experimentalism. 

In this comparison group, a multidisciplinary group of scholars built a data commons 

without any scaffolding, infrastructuring, or institutioning interventions by #commonize 

studio. 
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The next three chapters describe pilot experiments, which are prototypes or ódry runsô 

(Croson, 2002, p. 924). These pilot experiments were conducted with academic conference 

participants to test early versions of design methods. These chapters detail only those 

experiments that were tested but never used in the field with #commonize studio partners.  

¶ Chapter 15: Commonized design 

¶ Chapter 16: Commoner persona and journey map 

¶ Chapter 17: Commoning blueprint  

The remaining chapters are field experiments. Field experiments, similar to the experimental 

economics championed by Smith (G. Foster, 2015; V. L. Smith, 1976), are experiments 

carried out in the real world that adhere as closely as possible to the requirements of studio 

pedagogy. 

The first set of chapters describe field experiments with Soil Trust, a university -led project to 

commonize excess domestic food into compost for a local farm in Hong Kong. 

¶ Chapter 20: Commons model canvas 

¶ Chapter 21: Action situation canvas 

¶ Chapter 22: Body histories  

The final set of chapters describe field experiments with Hack4Blood, an idea-stage start-up 

to commonize blood donation and transfusion services in Botswana.  

¶ Chapter 23: #commonize studio design brief  

¶ Chapter 24: Action situation blocks  

These three studio experiment groupings also roughly correspond to time. The comparison 

group took place in late 2020, the pilot experiments took place during 2021, and the field 

experiments in Hong Kong and Botswana took place from mid-2022 through early -2023. 

The one deviation from this format is the experiment titled óScaffolding commons-

makershipô (Chapter 19). Scaffolding commons-making knowledge with commons-makers 

became one of the most critical aspects of #commonize studioôs experimentalism. Much of 

this work is documented in conference papers. Rather than treat each scaffolding process as 

a separate ARtD cycle, I have combined them into one overall ARtD cycle to highlight the 

shared features of this scaffolding process. 
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Table 16 summarizes all of the experiments included in Part C. 

Table 16. Summary of #commonize studio experiments. 

Chapter Experiment name Studio partner Year Type 

14 Comparison group IoFT Network + 2020 Comparison group 

15 Commonized design MobileCHI 2020 Pilot 

16 Commoner persona and journey map IASC 2021 Pilot 

17 Commoning blueprint IASDR 

University module 

2021 

2022 

Pilot 

19 Scaffolding commons-makership Dr Galabo 

Dr Wernli 

Dr Nthubu 

2021 

2022 

2022 

Scaffolding 

20 Commons model canvas Soil Trust 2022 Field 

21 Action situation canvas Soil Trust 2022 Field 

22 Body histories Soil Trust 2022 Field 

0  

#commonize studio design brief  

Hack4Blood 2022 Field 

24 Action situation blocks Hack4Blood 2023 Field 

 

14. Comparison group 

We are familiar with a control group for lab experimentalism, but what is control in studio 

experimentalism? Is the concept of control even useful? In 2020, nearly a year before I 

conducted all other experiments, I unwittingly participated in a studio experiment that both 

informed my research process and, on reflection, was a type of control group. More 

specifically, it resembled a type of control group called a quasi-experimental post-test only 

non-equivalent comparison group (Kelemen et al., 2023, p. 235), meaning the group was 
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neither randomised nor exactly matched with the experimental group. I use comparison 

group in this chapter because it offers more flexibility and utility to design researchers than 

the strictly defined control group . In this ARtD cycle, I performed no scaffolding, 

infrastructuring, or institutioning for the experiment participants, which might have altered 

the course of this research project. 

14.1. What is a comparison group? 

In laboratory experimentalism, ótrue experimental designô involves either random 

assignment of participants or a control group (Pederson, 2017), and researchers are 

recommended to design experiments that change only one factor or one variable at a time 

(Croson, 2002, p. 939). Studio experiments could meet these criteria, but doing so would be 

prohibitively costly , impractical , and often deemed unethical. Instead, studio 

experimentalism employs a different form of control: the existing situation or status quo. In 

this respect, Simonôs (1969) oft -cited definition of design offers a more instructive approach 

to thinking about control in studio experimentalism: óTo design is to devise courses of action 

aimed at changing existing situations into preferred ones.ô. In J-PALôs lab experiment, the 

control group is the group of people who experience no interventions at all, i.e. the existing 

situation  (but they are randomly selected, which is why J-PAL can call them a control group 

versus a comparison group). Similarly, in the ópandemic experimentalismô of Doyle et al. 

(2023) , the instructors describe challenges with the existing situation, perform a number of 

changes, observe and reflect on the results, and then experiment again with the next cohort. 

A problem that both economics lab experimentalism and studio experimentalism must 

confront is how the existing situation is described. In design research, how we describe the 

existing situation is called framing (Benford & Snow, 2000) . Harvey poses this framing 

challenge in a commons-specific context: óWhy, for instance, do we not focus in Hardinôs 

metaphor on the individual ownership of the cattle rather than on the pasture as a common?ô 

(2011, p. 104). Hardinôs (1968) ótragedy of the commonsô metaphor frames the existing 

situation as a problem of pasture governance, but what if the course of action to arrive at a 

preferred situation is more dependent on cattle governance? J-PAL frames the existing 

situation in terms of  the relationship between water provision and clientelism. Yet, what if 

the relationship of consequence is between water privatisation and clientelism, or between 

industrial pollution or universal basic income or mutual aid groups and clientelism?  

A comparison group in studio experimentalism might, therefore, seek to fulfil at least these 

two criteria:  
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¶ The experimenters must allow the frame to be described and developed by the 

óexperimenteesô, and 

¶ The experimenters must perform no counter -framing (Prendeville et al., 2022), i.e. 

they must not introduce anything into the frame created by the experimentees. 

The experiment considered here as a comparison group is a project by a multidisciplinary 

academic working group tasked with designing a commons but never made aware that they 

were doing so. The working group members thus framed the commons they created using 

the language and ideas from their individua l domain expertise. 

I also argue this experiment is a valid comparison group because the project was deemed 

successful in all other respects. That is, the working group members commented positively 

about the project, the funders indicated satisfaction with the project, and the eight -month 

experiment generated four journal papers. Moreover, the high calibre of the artefacts created 

by the working group members demonstrate achievement of studio pedagogical aims. In 

short, this experiment was a successful studio experiment in commons-making, yet, despite 

this success, the working group members produced a decidedly neoliberal commons in the 

absence of any counter-framing.  

14.2. Background 

The Internet of Food Things Network Plus (IoFT) was a four -year research project funded by 

UK Research and Innovation (UKRI), the national funding body for UK research. A Network 

Plus project is a specific research approach that óaims to bring together relevant researchers 

and stakeholders that cross multiple disciplinesô (Network Grants , n.d.). The purpose of 

IoFT was to bring ótogether data and computer scientists, chemists, and economists to 

investigate how artificial intelligence, data analytics and emerging technologies can enhance 

the digitalisation of the UK food supply chain.ô (óHomeô, n.d.).  

Within this Network Plus, I was part of a specific working group described by members as an 

óEthics of AI in Food Data Trusts Working Groupô (Jacobs et al., 2021) or a working group óto 

create a data trust framework related to food safetyô (Manning et al., 2023, p. 40) . This ARtD 

cycle took place from April through December 2020, nearly a year before the next empirical 

research for #commonize studio began. 

The following exploration of this cycle draws on data published in four papers. The majority 

of data can be found in óEthics by design: Responsible research & innovation for AI in the 

food sectorô, the paper for which I had the greatest contribution and was a second author. 
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¶ óConsidering the Ethical Implications of Digital Collaboration in the Food Sectorô 

(Jacobs et al., 2021) 

¶  óArtificial Intelligence and Ethics within the Food Sector: Developing a Common 

Language for Technology Adoption Across the Supply Chainô (Manning et al., 2022)   

¶  óEthics by Design: Responsible Research & innovation for AI in the Food Sectorô 

(Craigon et al., 2023) 

¶ óReflexive Governance Architectures: Considering the Ethical Implications of 

Autonomous Technology Adoption in Food Supply Chainsô (Manning et al., 2023)  

14.3. Purpose 

According to the working groupôs first paper: 

The Ethics of AI in Food Data Trusts Working Group was established to investigate 

and frame the ethical issues that arise from the creation and use of a data trust, and 

how the potential negative or unintended consequences of using Industry 4.0 

technologies to facilitate a data trust model between many collaborative parties can be 

mitigated. (Jacobs et al., 2021) 

In a prior workshop, before this ARtD cycle began, the group óidentified sharing data about 

allergens as a conceptual scenario on which we could base our research.ô. The aim of research 

described in this ARtD cycle was to use speculative design to support the working group to 

investigate and frame ethical issues for a fictional data trust, using allergens to focus the 

world -building process. 

The definition of data trust for the working group became, óa mechanism to collate data from 

multiple sources, either physically, or virtually, to be managed or orchestrated in some way 

on behalf of all of the parties through independent, fiduciary stewardship of data.ô (Jacobs et 

al., 2021). Based on this definition, IoFT was creating a data commons, using the trust as óa 

legal relationship that allows for the protection of a data commonsô (Ruhaak, 2020) . The 

working group referenced and paraphrased The Open Data Instituteôs definition  of data 

ethics as their definition: ódata ethics reflects appropriate actions related to how data is 

collected, maintained, used and shared and the ethical impact on individuals, communities 

and society.ô (Manning et al., 2023; Tarrant et al., 2021) . 

There were no political boundaries or frames about what the group needed to do beyond the 

background provided above. The observable boundaries were these definitions of data trust 

and data trust ethics and a subject focus on allergens. These boundaries were sufficiently 
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agnostic that the group could have, in principle, generated a commons with any political 

form, from neoliberal to counterhegemonic.  

14.4. Plan/Design 

As the comparison group, this experiment explored commons-making based entirely on how 

group members defined and understood commons without any intervention from me.  

Commons literature  

No references to the commons literature were offered to the working group for the duration 

of the project, no members of the group used these terms, and no members asked for me to 

explain anything about data commons.  

In addition to making no interventions regarding the commons literature, I also made no 

interventions prescribed by diverse economies action research. The group could have chosen 

to explore food systems through numerous existing economic worlds. Examples of 

alternatives that already co-exist with neoliberal capitalism include cooperativism (e.g. food 

cooperatives), solidarity economies (e.g. community-supported agriculture), and mutual aid 

(e.g. community kitchens). Instead, the group filtered all speculati on through the lens of 

neoliberal capitalism. The speculative world was composed of a hegemonic (i.e. ótheô) food 

sector that consisted of consumers who purchased processed food from supermarkets and 

used privately held platform technology to track allergen data.  

In the language of diverse economies, I had ócome up against portrayals of economies that 

limit what is considered feasibleô; however, for this comparison group, I did not óweave new 

languages of economy that expand options for actionô (Cameron & Gibson, 2020).  

Design methods 

This experiment was grounded in speculative design methodology and design fiction as a 

design research method. The first of the four papers, which became a reference for 

speculative design in future papers, defined speculative design as follows:  

Speculative design is a design methodology that aims to provoke discussion by using 

speculation to consider potential, plausible, or possible future outcomes of current 

directions in societal or technological development. These speculative outcomes are 

not intended to be predictive or suggest how things should be, but instead provide 

opportunities for discussion. (Jacobs et al., 2021) 

The principal reference is Dunne and Rabyôs (2013) seminal book on the subject, Speculative 

Everything: Design, Fiction, and Social Dreaming .  
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In óEthics by Designô (Craigon et al., 2023), the paper where I had the greatest involvement, 

design fiction as method is described and referenced as follows:  

Design Fiction is a research methodology that aims to create space for discussion 

around possible futures, through worldbuilding and the creation of artefacts to 

represent and produce an imagined storyworld with ófocus on generating 

understanding and insights rather than finished productsô (Dunne & Raby, 2013, p. 

251). To this end a design fiction is ó(1) something that creates a storyworld; (2) has 

something being prototyped within that story world; and (3) does so in order to create 

a discursive spaceô (Lindley & Coulton, 2015, p. 210). 

Experiment design  

This experiment was organized into three activities:  

1. World -building. The goal of this step was to arrive at a sufficient shared 

understanding of the world inhabited by the fictional data trust.  

2. Design fiction -making. The goal of this step was to produce artefacts from this 

speculative world that provoked diverse ethical considerations related to AI in this 

data trust.  

3. Ethical evaluation. The goal of this step was to identify ethical strengths, weaknesses, 

opportunities, and threats embodied by the design fictions.  

The design research working group members led world-building and design fiction -making, 

which will be reviewed below. Ethical evaluation was led by a different working group 

member and is omitted from this review as it did not contribute to the commons -making 

process. 

14.5. Act/Make 

The first activity, world -building, comprised three steps:  

¶ Identifying stakeholders  (Figure 22),  

¶ Sharing narratives about this speculative data trust, and  

¶ Diagramming the speculative world ( Figure 23).  

Identifying stakeholders . Group members were presented with a grid of blank sticky notes 

and instructed to name a stakeholder in each sticky note. Next, group members were 

instructed to group the sticky notes into categories.  
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Figure 22. Identifying stakeholders. Working group members entered text onto sticky notes and then grouped 
notes into categories that informed diagramming of the speculative world (Figure 23). 

Sharing narratives about this speculative data trust . All members were asked to submit a 

short narrative about the speculative data trust, under 500 words, to the two design 

researchers. These short narratives were intended to assess where group members converged 

and diverged in their imagining of the speculative data trust. The narratives did not conflict 

so much as highlighted different sensemaking lenses. The ideas and language from these 

narratives were used to inform the world -building diagram in the n ext step. 

Diagramming the speculative world . The world-building diagram was primarily undertaken 

by the two design researchers in the group. The diagram incorporated the key stakeholder 

groups developed in the stakeholder identification step and incorporated ideas and language 

raised in the narrati ves step. This diagram was presented to the group to identify any major 

narrative issues before moving to design fiction-making. No major challenges arose during 

this diagram review. 
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Figure 23. World-building diagram. The speculative diagram follows data from a variety of food system 
stakeholders and how these might interact with AI. 

The second activity, design fiction-making, adapted university design studio pedagogy. The 

two design researchers developed seven design fiction options, which were presented to the 

group for review and a vote. We calibrated these seven options to cover a variety of ethical 

issues identified in earlier steps and to align with domain expertise of the group members. 

These options were simple descriptions such as: ready meal packaging, mobile app 

wireframes, and supplier audio tour. These descriptions, coupled with the world -building 

diagram, acted as the design brief for the design fictions. We conducted a voting process to 

identify the top 3 -5 design fictions. Four options became clear winners of this voting process. 

Group members self-sorted themselves into pairs, so a pair of members took on each of the 

four design fictions.  

The pairs worked on their design fiction artefacts over two months and contacted the design 

researchers, the ñstudio instructorsò, as needed. We conducted one peer critique along the 

way, where each pair presented their work for constructive critique from the group. A month 

later, we conducted the equivalent of a final review, where external experts were invited to 

interact with and critique the artefacts and then evaluate t he artefacts using the Moral-IT 

cards. 
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The final artefacts created by the group are presented below and are discussed in greater 

detail in the aforementioned papers. These artefacts include: 

¶ Meeting minutes of the Food Data Foundation council  (Figure 24) 

¶ Wireframes of the Allert allergen -tracking mobile app ( Figure 25) 

¶ Smart packaging for a supermarket ready meal (Figure 26) 

¶ Logos (Figure 27) 

The purpose of sharing these images here is to illustrate the impressive calibre of the 

artefacts created by studio óstudentsô who described themselves as non-designers with little 

or no formal design experience. 

 

Figure 24Φ CƛŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƳƛƴǳǘŜǎ ǇǊƻǾƻƪŜŘ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƻƴ Ƙƻǿ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ōƻŀǊŘΩǎ ŜǘƘƛŎŀƭ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ 
and what governance structures were in place for certification of new technological applications. 
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Figure 25. Wireframes of the fictional Allert allergen-tracking mobile app. Allert allows a user to scan for 
allergen information, set their personal preferences, report inaccuracies, and review the privacy policy. 

 

Figure 26. Smart packaging for a supermarket ready meal. The display cycles through information updated via 
the Internet, similar to modern digital price tag displays.  
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Figure 27. Logos created by working group members. Allert is the fictional mobile app company and Office for 
Ingredients is a British national governance body. Food Data Foundation log appears in Figure 24. 

14.6. Observe 

Observations are limited here as much as possible to what is observable in the published 

papers. 

Language/Ideas . The language and ideas of this comparison group demonstrate the 

extraordinary pull of capitalocentrism. None of the design fiction artefacts present co -

existing economic worlds. We see only the tip of the Iceberg: capitalist digital platforms, 

capitalist processed food, and a foundation chaired by familiar capitalist roles. Three of four 

paper titles contain the phrase óthe food sectorô (emphasis mine), reinforcing the imagining 

of the economy as a singular, knowable system. These paper titles were, moreover, accepted 

by peer reviewers in three journals spanning data science (Patterns ), food science (Trends in 

Food Science & Technology), and technology (Journal of Responsible Technology).  

The absence of co-existing economic worlds underpinning this speculative world again 

underscores the power of capitalist realism within speculative design. None of the papers, 

particularly the two papers that discuss the design process in detail, ever mention the politics 

or worldviews underpinning their speculative worlds. Speculative design is always political 

and always circumscribed by worldviews. In this case, as for much speculative design work, 

the design reinforces capitalist hegemony, complicit in capitalist realism by treating 

capitalism as a neutral background that requires no explanation. 

Relationships/Subjectivities . While the language of the experiment outputs reinforces 

capitalist relationships and subjectivities, this comparison group presents heartening results 

for shifting relationships in design research. The óstudentsô in this comparison group, the 

working group members who were not self-described design researchers, authored three of 

the four papers for journals in their respective fields. This authorial confidence demonstrates 
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that these peers felt sufficient mastery of the design research methodology to write about it 

for their respective audiences. 

Collective action . One way that collective action for this academic research might be 

observed is how working group members propagate what has been learned in the studio 

experiment. That might take the form of the group bidding for future work together or 

originating separate projects that build on this project.  

Artefacts . IoFT clearly produced many artefacts, but, in hindsight, the richness of the data 

contained within these artefacts is inaccessible to future researchers. For example, the 

additional wireframes for the Allert app and the full text of the Data Foundation C ouncil are 

unavailable for observation. This problem speaks to the challenge of studio experiment 

documentation. Where do researchers put these artefacts so that their full data can be 

utilised by future researchers? 

14.7. Reflect/Critique 

Critique  

This experiment contained all levels of critique, relying on peer crit ique to support the design 

fiction -making process and a public review to critique the design fiction artefacts. 

Desk crit . For Activity 2, the other design researcher and I  were available to field questions 

from the group on an ad hoc basis, i.e. they might email us with a question. We had allocated 

time for one-to-one meetings with participants , but most questions were handled via email.  

Peer crit . We tended to meet as a group at least twice per month for 2-3 hours per session. 

The group averaged 6-8 people per meeting, and always fewer than 10 people, an accepted 

threshold for performing group -based creative and critical work (Morss & Murray, 2005, p. 

55). There were several sessions, usually 3-4 hours in length, where we convened, broke off 

to perform work individually or in pairs, and reconvened. A delightful dynamic I observed 

from this experiment was the emergence of what I termed ósocial makingô at the time. To 

preserve the authenticity of my observation, I quote myself from a rejected, unpublished 

paper submitted to IASDR 2021:  

The speculative design and evaluation processes are ósocial forms of makingô. Through 

this collaborative process, new forms of knowledge were generated by and for the 

group members. The social, iterative process through which the design fictions were 

developed led to unexpected evolutions and interactions that enhanced the robustness 

of world -building and uncovered new avenues for investigation. In one example, one 

member of the team worked on a privacy policy that another incorporated into the 
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mobile app fiction. In another example, team members working on the packaging 

fiction included a screen displaying a breakdown of product costs and sustainability, 

and this was subsequently incorporated by others into the board meeting minutes 

fiction, whi ch highlighted privacy implications for farmers.  

In short, the peer crit ique led to greater coherence in world-building, a finding I would seek 

to replicate in future experiments.  

Public review . This ARtD cycle finished with an online event where peer researchers and 

domain experts were invited to critique the design fiction artefacts. This critique was 

mediated through the use of Moral-IT cards that had been designed by one of the working 

group members (Urquhart & Craigon, 2021) . The artefacts provoked a robust spectrum of 

critique that covered many of my own concerns: 

When considering things going wrong, they questioned if the impact on stakeholders 

would be distributed fairly, moreover if some would be unfairly impacted if they were 

associated with an error or harm, which was not their fault, but would become 

associated with their product, as illustrated in the documentary.  

Considerations of participation, user empowerment and power asymmetry é were 

more contested, being identified as both sources of potential benefit and harm of data 

sharing through the system. Greater openness of data was identified as something that 

would potentially allow stakeholders to challenge existing power asymmetries in the 

food system, yet concerns were raised that the existing imbalances may be reinforced 

or exacerbated depending on the specific implementation of the system. (Craigon et al., 

2023) 

Reflection 

The primary reflection from this comparison group was the profound impact that scaffolding 

might have on experiment outcomes. IIPP Policy Studio asserts that, óWhile the participatory 

co-design method is important, without the new economic thinking it would be hollow.ô 

(Mazzucato et al., 2022). Design researchers had thus far identified infrastructuring and 

institutioning as part of commons -making, but none of them had explicitly mentioned 

scaffolding. Several papers do detail such activities. For example, the initial stage of the 

Grassroots Wavelengths project óincluded community meetings and workshops where the 

authors emphasized the goals of a voluntary and participatory community radio platform, 

operated and owned by the community.ô (Cibin et al., 2020, p. 49) . I earlier quoted the 

AvoinGLAM project by Marttila that identified óinfrastructuring ñcommons cultureòô, which 

the author goes on to define as, óBuilding commoning principles, vocabularies and ideals that 
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actors (organizations and individuals) can use to define their identitiesô (2016, p. 4076). All 

future #commonize studio experiments considered the role of scaffolding after this 

comparison group. 

14.8. Discourse genealogy 

This studio experiment prompted a foray into discourse genealogy (Gibson Graham, 2003). 

The working group created a commons but never engaged in these concepts, nor did the 

Open Data Institute (ODI), the groupôs primary reference for data trusts. Why?  

To start, all four papers refer to a framing paper for the research, óA Trust Framework for 

Digital Food Systemsô (Brewer et al., 2021), co-authored by several working group members. 

This paper repeatedly describes the data trust securing or serving a ócommon benefitô or 

ócommon goodô but does not elaborate these meanings or provide references for them. The 

paper is short and labelled as a comment paper, so it is not intended to be robust, yet the 

relationship between this framing paper and the subsequent working group papers 

illustrates how framing reproduces framing.  

The primary source for understanding data trusts across all four papers is the ODI, so what 

does the ODI have to say about commons and data trusts? A search of the ODI website finds 

no definitions of commons or data commons. Why is this? A possible reason for the omission 

of commons from the discourse may be their close collaboration with another respected UK 

organisation, the Ada Lovelace Institute (ALI), whose mission is óto ensure data and AI work 

for people and societyô (óAda Lovelace Instituteô, n.d.).  

At the time of IoFT, the only published content on ALIôs website about commons was a blog 

post by a well-regarded Cambridge University professor that dismissed commons as óa 

metaphor rather than an analytical constructô (Coyle, 2020). Coyleôs post dismisses data 

commons because, óOne challenge is that the data economy exists at huge scale, whereas 

Ostromôs studies investigated small groups, which made it possible to overcome the 

challenge of monitoring behaviour and to apply social sanctions when needed.ô.  

Since the 2020 blog post, ALI has produced two reports that cite and dismiss commons and 

ODI has produced one podcast where commons are mentioned and problematically  defined. 

These references would not have been available to IoFT but reflect the likely trajectory of 

thinking about commons at the time of IoFTôs work. In the ALI report, Participatory Data 

Stewardship, endorsed by the ODI, stewardship is defined as óthe responsible planning and 

management of common resourcesô (2021b, p. 11), yet common resources is neither defined 

nor cited again. In another report by ALI endorsed by ODI, Exploring Legal Mechanisms for 
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Data Stewardship, the authors conclude that óthe prospects of their [commons] emergence 

from the complex legal position surrounding data at the time of writing are not strong, so 

will not be discussed further in this report.ô (2021a, p. 54). 

The sole explanation of commons by ODI is a 2022 podcast with a European non-profit 

organisation called Open Future (Dinnage et al., 2022). In this podcast, The ODI defines 

commons as óresources that can be shared by all members of societyô, an erroneous definition 

that instead describes open-access resources. In contrast with The ODI and ALI, Open 

Future does believe that Ostrom óhas shown how these ideas can be applied in modern times, 

and in particular how we can take ideas about managing resources like pastures or water 

sources and apply them in the digital realm.ô. Open Future frames data commons and data 

trusts inversely to The ODI and ALI. In their report, Data Commons Primer: Democratizing 

the Information Society , Open Future authors define data commons as ódigital data that are 

collectively stewarded and governed by a communityô (Tarkowski & Zygmuntowski, 2022, p. 

9). The authors proceed to list forms of data commons, which they call óprimitivesô, ówith 

which different forms of data commons can be designed and builtô, including data 

cooperatives and data trusts. These definitions align far better with current commons 

scholarship on data commons, which regards data commons as a resource and data trusts as 

a legal form to manage a data commons (Ruhaak, 2020) . How would IoFT have unfolded if 

the genealogy of data trusts started with Open Future instead of ODI? 

How did ALI and ODI come to conclude that commons scholarship was irrelevant to data 

trusts? One potential answer is that their research neglects modern commons research. The 

two reports above by ALI cite a single reference, Ostromôs 1990 Governing the Commons. 

Coyleôs blog post cites Ostromôs 2009 Nobel Prize lecture. These are inappropriate reference 

points for data commons research, given the Internet as we know it did not exist in 1990, and 

the first iPhone came out in 2007. Since this time, there has been substantial research 

related to data commons, most often under the banner of digital commons or knowledge 

commons. There have been popular books such as Lessigôs The Future of Ideas: The Fate of 

the Commons in a Connected World (2002)  and Benklerôs The Wealth of Networks (2006) . 

There have been multiple scholarly anthologies about knowledge commons, such as 

Governing Knowledge Commons (Frischmann et al., 2014) and Governing Medical 

Knowledge Commons (Strandburg et al., 2017), both of which include chapters about the 

Genomic Data Commons. There are research groups dedicated to digital commons, such as 

P2P Lab (n.d.-b) at Tallinn University of Technology and Dimmons  (n.d.) , a portmanteau 

for digital commons, at Open University Catalonia. A simple Google search using the term 

ódata commonsô generates compelling and diverse examples on just the first page, such as the 
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GivingTuesday Data Commons (n.d.)  and Georgetown Lawôs Civil Justice Data Commons 

(n.d.) .  

To summarize this genealogy: We start with Ada Lovelace Institute (ALI), a forerunner of 

data trust discourse in the UK. ALI removes commons scholarship from the data trust 

discourse based on their limited review of old commons literature. The Open Data Institute 

(The ODI) defines data trusts using ALIôs cleansed discourse, which has not only erased 

commons literature but deemed commons literature irrelevant to data trust research. This 

data trust definition is picked up by IoFT, first by the IoFT convenors  as a framing paper and 

then by the IofT working group. This genealogy helps explain why the IoFT working group 

produced a neoliberal commons; it also highlights the considerable scaffolding activities 

required of a commons-maker, not only to expand possibilities to include counter -

hegemonic commons but also to consider commons discourse at all. 

15. Commonized design 

This experiment took place as a workshop at the MobileHCI  conference in October 2020, my 

first conference and conference paper. In response to the workshop call, titled óCloudless 

Skies: Decentralizing Mobile Interactionô, I co-authored a short paper, óAddressing the 

Elephant in the Cloudless Sky: Designing a Commonised Mobile Network Infrastructureô 

(Sacks & Coulton, 2020). It turned out that our paper was the only paper submitted in 

response to the workshop call. Consequently, the entire three-hour workshop was dedicated 

to engaging with the provocations posed in the paper. 

15.1. Purpose 

The objective of the workshop was to ódevelop and discuss current and future scenarios for 

decentralized mobile interaction, both utopian and dystopian.ô (Schulte et al., 2020). In 

response to this workshop call, I proposed the concept of commonized mobile network 

infrastructure and presented the following provocation:  

A design solution to this problem might be modeled on affordable housing policy. In 

many states, private companies must set aside a proportion of units as affordable 

housing. This policy is part of a social contract in most capitalist states. In short, all  of 

society has created the opportunity for the private company to make money by creating 

housing, and in return the private company must create housing for all of society.  

(Sacks & Coulton, 2020) 



 
 

119 
 

15.2. Plan/Design 

This experiment differs from all other studio experiments in this thesis because I had no role 

in planning/designing the experiment. The experiment, the workshop conference in this 

case, was wholly planned/designed by the workshop organizers, and I entered the workshop 

with no information. That being said, I was able to record and make sense of this experience 

to reflect on how such a workshop could be conducted in the future as a more deliberate 

commons-making studio experiment.  

Commons literature  

This short paper limited engagement with commons literature to the design principles for 

managing commons. The provocation described earlier centred on design principle four, 

explained in the paper as follows:  

This paper focuses specifically on design principle #4: óMake sure the rule-making 

rights of community members are respected by outside authoritiesô. The logic of this 

design principle underpins privatisation as much as commonisation. To privatise 

mobile networks, the rule-making rights (governance) of the community members (the 

private sector) are respected by the outside authorities (the state). This security of 

tenure provides the incentive to the private sector to invest in the infrastructure. There 

is no known example of a state awarding such rule-making rights to citizens or a group 

of citizens regarding mobile network infrastructure. (Sacks & Coulton, 2020) 

The paper then posed the following question with respect to this design principle, which 

provided the basis for  the workshop: óHow might the state ensure the rule-making rights of 

citizens for a commonised mobile network infrastructure? ô (Sacks & Coulton, 2020). 

Design methods 

The workshop organizers did not articulate design methods. On reflection, what we did 

together was a type of speculative design rooted in inventorying, a method from community 

economies research described as the óprimary ñweapon of destructionòô of capitalocentrism 

(GibsonȤGraham & Dombroski, 2020, p. 9) . In diverse economies research, inventorying 

means to take stock of the diversity of economic activities at play, exemplified by the Diverse 

Economies Iceberg presented earlier. In the comparison group, without any interventions, 

the working group performed stakeholder mapping, a type of inventorying, wholly within a 

capitalocentric world. This conference paper, in contrast, contested the capitalocentrism of 

current mobile network infrastructure to open the inventorying process to a greater diversity 

of economic activities. Whereas the comparison group imagined how a fictional data trust 
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might operate within an existing capitalocentric world, this group imagined what a 

commonized world might look like if it acknowledged and expanded on very real, actually 

happening counter-hegemonic activities. This approach to speculative design generated 

scenarios that were pragmatic and possible rather than utopian. We might call this method 

óinventory-based speculative designô. 

Experiment design  

The Miro board created by the workshop organisers visualises the experiment design (Figure 

28). The top centre zone presents the experiment design as óWorkshop Structureô. Each of 

these steps is contained in four zones of the Miro board:  

1. Introductions = Goals of the workshop (top left)  

2. Paper Presentation & Open Discussion = Cloudless Skies (middle left)  

3. Speculation Exercise = Addressing the Elephant in the Cloudless Sky Discussion (top 

right)  

4. Next Steps = Next Steps (bottom centre)  

There were four participants: two workshop organi sers, my supervisor, and me. The 

experiment took three hours.  

 

 

Figure 28. The whole Miro board for the workshop, created by the workshop organizers. 
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15.3. Act/Make 

The act/make phase loosely followed the óWorkshop Structureô from the experiment design.  

The first real step after introductions was óPaper Presentation & Open Discussionô (Figure 

29). In the context of speculative design, the workshop paper became the primary means of 

world -building. The paper also served to introduce ónew economic thinkingô (Mazzucato et 

al., 2022) that was earlier identified by the IIPP Policy Studio . Visible sticky notes included 

both clarifying understandings of commons as well as ideas that arose during the discussion. 

The second step, óSpeculation Exerciseô (Figure 30), is when workshop members performed 

inventorying. After some inventorying, the group attempted to make sense of this inventory 

within this speculative world. For the most part, white and yellow sticky notes contained 

broad ideas, pink and purple sticky notes contained examples, and white notes contained 

sense-making ideas. 

For the last step, óNext stepsô (Figure 31), the organizers felt that we might co-author a paper 

on this topic, which they provisionally titled, óChallenges in Decentralised Mobile 

Communicationô. The notes in this zone relate to ideation around paper structure, which was 

another attempt to make sense of the sticky notes across the Miro board. 

On reflection, one way to summarise this method might be:  

¶ Frame speculative world using paper 

¶ Inventory real examples that might populate this speculative world  

¶ Organise examples into a sensemaking structure 

¶ Develop a paper to communicate this speculation to others 
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Figure 29Φ ¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǎǘŜǇΣ ΨtŀǇŜǊ tǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ϧ hǇŜƴ 5ƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴΩΦ 

 

 

Figure 30. The second step, 'Speculation Exercise'. 



 
 

123 
 

 

Figure 31. The last step, 'Next Steps'. 

15.4. Observe 

Observations are limited to the Miro board.  

Language/Ideas  

This experiment became a type of peer critique for my ideas about #commonize and 

commonized design. Writing and sharing the paper forced me to externalise and articulate 

what commonized design might be, particularly in comparison to decentrali sed design. The 

two workshop organisers engaged in this peer critique in multiple ways.  

First, they posed clarifying questions about commons. One sticky note that exemplifies this 

discussion reads: óTwo myths to clarify on commons: may be costs to members/users (not 

free), access may be restricted to members (not public)ô.  

Second, they related the topic to their knowledge and suggested real examples of 

commonized mobile network infrastructure. One sticky note that exemplifies this thought 

process reads: óFreifunk - city network (poor function but governance attempt) ô. Third, they 

began structuring ideas around mobile network infrastructure typologies. One sticky note 

that exemplifies this structuring reads: ó3 layers: sms/call, internet, appsô.  

Through a constructivist lens, the workshop organi sers related the new ideas from the paper 

and our discussions to their domain expertise. In turn, I was able to see how my ideas and 

language were understood and constructed by sympathetic peers. 

Relationships/Subjectivities  

The dynamics of this workshop were highly egalitarian. This dynamic probably is most 

attributable to the workshop size, and this observation has bearing on future experiments. 
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Morss and Murray (2005)  suggest groups of 4-10 for generating ideas. And, in my anecdotal 

experience during the Covid-19 pandemic, the ability to fluidly turn -take online maxes out 

around 4-5 people. The ability to truly connect with others, particularly people we have never 

met before, might mean that future such experiments limit participation to five people.  

Collective action 

At the end of the workshop, the workshop organizers suggested we turn our discussion into a 

paper. While the paper did not materiali se, the interest in investing time to write and publish 

a paper exemplified a form of collective action. The workshop organisers do not represent a 

commoning community, but they do represent an important role in shifting economic 

thinking . Collective action among academics could certainly be measured in part by co-

authoring papers. These papers translate commonized design for diverse disciplines and 

audiences in the same way that the comparison group communicated speculative design to 

non-designer audiences. 

Artefacts  

The primary artefact generated by this experiment is the Miro board. The Miro board in this 

case is difficult to read and make sense of; however, this workshop took place six months 

into the Covid-19 pandemic, when we all were learning how to navigate online collaboration 

and tools like Miro. Nowadays, many researchers generate shareable artefacts using Miro or 

similar web applications. While this specific Miro board has shortcomings as a design 

artefact, further iteration on this board design might yield m ore successful artefacts. 

15.5. Reflect/Critique 

The workshop was effectively a form of peer critique. My reflection on this process resulted 

in the proposed research method outlined earlier (13.2). 

Critique  

This experiment took place nine months into my PhD, at a time when I was still performing 

literature review and formulating my research plan. The decision by the workshop organi sers 

to conduct the workshop even though my paper was the only submission felt, to me at least, a 

positive critique of the value of my approach. As discussed above, the workshop then became 

a type of peer critique of my ideation thus far. The decision by the workshop organizers to 

develop a paper, albeit abandoned, was, according to my supervisor, quite unusual. Again, 

their interest in writing a paper based on the workshop felt to me to be a positive critique of 

commonized design and its role in mobile communication.  
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Reflection 

This experiment showcased the value of paper-writing as a device for speculative design. In 

contrast with the comparison group, this workshop paper expanded the economic field of 

vision and the óoptions for actionô (Cameron & Gibson, 2020, p. 512), creating space for 

diverse economies strategies such as inventorying. This reflection resulted in my 

development of the initial research programm e (13.2). This experiment design blended the 

success of the ósocial makingô process from the comparison group (14.7) with the success of 

this pilot experiment in commonized design. While I ultimately proceeded with a different 

research plan, this proposal remains viable, valuable, and of interest for future #commonize 

studio experimentation.  

16. Commoner persona and journey map 

This experiment is the most thoroughly documented experiment of #commonize studio. 

Much of this experiment is recorded in the paper óUser Research to Design a More-than-

Human Food Commonsô (Sacks, 2022a), which will be cited throughout this chapter.  

In contrast with all other experiments in this thesis, this experiment was conducted with 

commons scholars. Thus, while all other experiments explored how to translate commons 

literature for design researchers acting as commons-makers, this experiment sought to 

introduce design research methods to commons scholars. 

This studio experiment was conducted as an online workshop at an academic conference for 

commons scholars. Participants chose to participate based on the workshop abstract 

published to the conference website, which I have included in full below as an artefact that 

reflects ideas and language at the time:  

How might a commons be governed if non-human species are treated as equal actors? 

The most salient decolonization critiques in the commons field identify the need to 

account for other ontologies and epistemologies. A recurring theme, particularly in 

indigenous ontologies, is the location of humans as part of nature rather than separate 

from nature. What does it mean to govern a commons as a more-than-human 

community? This design workshop will explore the IAD framework and design 

principles for managing a commons through the lens of more-than-human design, a 

design methodology that asks us to design for non-human species alongside humans. 

We will use a scenario involving the management of urban green space to explore how 

non-human species might be represented in commoning. How do frameworks and 

design principles need to change to account for more-than-human commoning? The 



 
 

126 
 

workshop will use hands-on activities to design a more-than-human commons 

(participants are also welcome to observe only). (Sacks, 2021b) 

The commoner persona, based on the user persona, and the journey map, based on the 

customer or service journey map, are different design tools, but they are presented together 

here because they were used together in the single workshop. 

16.1. Purpose 

This experiment was originally conducted in anticipation of further collaboration with a 

studio partner. The partner had been discussing ófood lawnsô, an idea popularised in the book 

Food Not Lawns: How to Turn Your Yard into  a Garden and Your Neighborhood into  a 

Community  (Flores, 2006) . For the community members espousing the idea, food lawns 

meant permaculture -inspired lawn management that would yield edible human food 

through chemical-free practices. The community organized a kick-off meeting in October 

2021, where I listened to their  discussion without recording data. Shortly after the kick -off 

meeting, the community found itself diverted by other initiatives, and further discussion of 

food lawns was pushed back beyond the timeframe of this research. 

The overall purpose of this experiment was described as follows in the paper:  

The experiment described and analyzed in this paper is a workshop conducted for the 

General Conference for the International Association for the Study of the Commons 

(IASC) in October 2021 (Sacks, 2021b). This workshop was conducted both to 

prototype tools before engaging the real community and to obtain feedback from 

commons scholars about these tools. (Sacks, 2022a) 

16.2. Plan/Design 

The experiment entailed adapting the user persona and journey map methods from service 

design, testing their use with commons scholars, and evaluating the results using the SES 

framework from the commons literature and pluriversal design considerations fro m the 

design literature.  

Commons literature  

This experiment specifically explored how design research methods might support 

commons-makers to engage with SES framework variables.  

In the paper, I presented a definition by food commons scholar Vivero-Pol to explain 

commons:  
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Itôs a collective way of managing a resource. So you have a resource, you have a 

community that is managing that resource and you have the governance. The 

governing mechanism is doing things together and doing things together is 

commoning. The resource is essential for the entire community. Everybody should 

have a stake in the management of that resource. (Schweizer, 2021) 

I explained the SES framework to design researchers building on Vivero-Polôs description:  

The resource is represented as Resource Systems (e.g. lawns) and Resource Units (e.g. 

bees). The community is represented as Actors (e.g. neighborhood residents), and the 

governance is represented as Governance Systems (e.g. group policies). The center, 

Focal Action Situations, represents the many scenarios in which these four variables 

interact. For example, how will the community make policies on what food to grow? 

How will the community know if these policies conflict with the needs of nonhuman 

actors like bees, and what will the community do about it? (Sacks, 2022a) 

Design methods 

The user persona and journey map were selected because they appeared to address many of 

the SES variables without much modification. For the workshop participants, I shared an 

example of each tool before moving onto the modified versions (Figure 32, Figure 33). 

 

 

Figure 32. Exemplar user persona shared with workshop participants (Reboot, 2016). 
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Figure 33. Exemplar journey map shared with workshop participants (Asikin-Garmager, 2020). 

I explain the rationale for using and adapting these design methods in the paper alongside 

blank templates for the two design methods (Figure 34, Figure 35): 

The two tools selected for the workshop experiment are the user persona and the user 

journey map, both of which are frequently cited in both industry -oriented and 

scholarly works on design research, particularly service design and interaction design 

(Koskinen et al., 2011; Martin & Hanington, 2018; Stickdorn et al., 2018) . The user 

persona was selected to support exploration of more-than-human actors in the 

community. The purpose of the user persona in the workshop was not to imagine the 

answers for the user persona but rather to prompt questions from participants about 

user research questions, sources, and methods. The user persona was accordingly 

presented as four quadrants: Bio, Goals, Who, and How. Bio and Goals acted as the 

two containers for psychographic information about the user. Who represented data 

sources for answering these questions, and How represented research methods to 

obtain this data. The user journey map was selected to support exploration of focal 

action situations, where users interact and produce outcomes. The purpose of the user 

journey map in the workshop was to begin identifying both the journey to be mapped 

and the potential interactions/conflicts that should be explored in greater detail as 

focal action situations. The user journey map for the workshop was accordingly pared 

down to the journey its elf, which is often labelled as phases, steps, or stages on a user 

journey map. The word óuserô was replaced with ómemberô for both tools to reflect the 

relationship between commons members. (Sacks, 2022a) 
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Figure 34. Commoner persona template presented in experiment (Sacks, 2022a). 

 

Figure 35. Commoner journey map presented in experiment (Sacks, 2022a). 
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More-than-human design is the other design methodology (rather than specific method) 

introduced in this experiment. In the paper, I explain that ómore-than-human means theory 

and practice focuses on the ways nonhuman nature is regarded as ontological equals to 

humans.ô (Sacks, 2022a). The paper references a range of scholars and concepts that seek to 

describe more-than-human theory:  

¶ óthink with the world and not for the worldô (Galloway, 2017, p. 475)  

¶ Naturecultures (Haraway, 2003; Puig de la Bellacasa, 2010, p. 157), and 

¶ Uncommons (Blaser & de la Cadena, 2017, p. 190). 

The paper acknowledges that more-than-human theory includes inorganic non -humans, 

such as Internet of Things (Coulton & Lindley, 2019)  and animal-computer interaction 

(Hook, 2019; Mancini et al., 2017). This experiment, however, evaluates the design methods 

for their ability to answer questions about (organic) non-human species, inspired by Mallerôs 

paper about ómore-than-human thinkingô (2021, p. 5):  

¶ Who speaks for or represents nonhuman nature? 

¶ How do we listen to nonhuman nature? 

¶ How do we act with nonhuman nature? 

To narrow from more -than-human methodology to more-than-human design method, the 

paper identifies several examples of more-than-human design practice (Baron, n.d.; 

Veselova & Gaziulusoy, 2019; Vink et al., 2021) as well as more-than-human commons 

papers (Bresnihan, 2015; Cibin et al., 2021; Heitlinger et al., 2021) and projects (P.D. 

Commoners, 2020; Projects, n.d.) These conceptions of the more-than-human continue to 

be explored in subsequent experiments, e.g. commoning blueprint (Chapter 17) and 

commons model canvas (Chapter 20). 

Experiment design  

The workshop consisted of three sets of exercises: 

1. Human and non-human commoner map, three minutes per map (Figure 36, Figure 

37); 

2. Human persona and non-human commoner persona, six minutes total per persona 

(Figure 38, Figure 39); and  

3. Human commoner journey, non -human commoner journey, and 

interactions/conflicts between commoners, ten minutes total  (Figure 40). 

For all exercises, participants conducted the exercise first with human commoners then with 

non-human commoners to move from familiar to unfamiliar territory.  
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Figure 36. Completed human commoner map (Sacks, 2022a). 

 

Figure 37. Completed non-human commoner map (Sacks, 2022a).  
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16.3. Act/Make 

For exercise 1, participants were first asked to identify commoners of this fictional food 

commons, then participants were asked to move sticky notes closer to the centre of the circle 

if they felt the commoner was critical to or most affected by this food  commons. For 

workshop timing, I selected the human commoner to be used in subsequent exercises 

(óresident with lawnô) and selected two commoners in the centre of the non-human 

commoner map, ósoilô (representing an ecosystem) and ópollinatorsô (representing a species), 

for a vote. The majority of participants voted for pollinators, so pollinators became the non -

human commoner for subsequent exercises. 

Exercise 2 was completed in two steps for each commoner persona. First, participants were 

instructed to generate questions to answer in order to create a commoner persona and to 

place these questions under either Bio or Goals. Second, participants were instructed to 

identify who they would ask to answer these questions (Who) and what methods would be 

used to collect this information (How).  

Exercise 3 was completed in five steps. Participants were first asked to identify start points 

and end points for the human commoner and to place these ideas at either end of the journey 

timeline (step 1). Participants were then asked to identify points along the way from the start 

point to the end point (step 2). Participants then repeated this process for the non-human 

commoner (steps 3-4). Finally, participants were asked to identify points of interaction or 

conflict between the two commoners by moving these sticky notes to the centre line labelled 

óConflict Pointsô (step 5). 

16.4. Observe 

The primary research question stated in the paper was: óHow can user research tools support 

communities to create a more-than-human food commons?ô (Sacks, 2022a). The proxy for 

evaluating how well these tools performed was the SES framework. I coded the results in two 

ways: first, to assess how the results related to the SES framework variables; second, to 

explore demonstrations of more-than-human thinking provoke d by the tool adaptations. 

Language/Ideas  

The paper summarises my approach to observing language/ideas:  

The results of the user research workshop were coded against the SES framework to 

qualify how useful the tools were at supporting more-than-human thinking for a food 
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commons. How many of the SES variables did participants cover during the short 

workshop? (Sacks, 2022a) 

The paper meanwhile concedes that, óCoding results is a subjective rather than positivist 

task. Variables remain subject to ongoing revision by scholars as they apply them with 

communities (Cox, 2014; del Mar Delgado-Serrano & Ramos, 2015).ô (Sacks, 2022a). 

For the coding process:  

The results of the human persona (resident with lawn) were coded against Actors and 

Resource Systems. The results of the non-human persona (pollinators) were coded 

against Resource Units. The results of the user journey map were coded against 

Interactions and Outcomes. (Sacks, 2022a) 

Table 17 illustrates how results were coded, while the full coding results can be found in 

the paper. 

Table 17. Example of coding results in the paper. This table presents results from the non-human persona 
(pollinators) coded against the SES framework variable called Resource Units (RU) (Sacks, 2022a). 
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The óoverall observation of these results is that workshop participants generated ideas that 

addressed the majority of variables within a very short timeframe.ô (Sacks, 2022a). The 

principal learning outcome was that óIn future iterations, prompting questions that address 

SES variables can be incorporated into these templates to guide participants.ô (Sacks, 

2022a). 

Relationships/Subjectivities  

In the paper, I situated more -than-human design in relationship to pluriversal design, with 

the following rationale in the paper:  

By pluriversal thinking, this paper draws primarily on Escobarôs work, where the 

pluriverse means óa world where many worlds fitô (Escobar, 2018, p. xvi). Pluriversal 

designôs emphasis on indigenous ócosmovisionsô that óreflect a deeply relational 

understanding of lifeô (Escobar, 2015) extends more-than-human thinking. While 

more-than-human thinking means reconceptualizing ontology, moving from óhuman 

exceptionalismô (Galloway, 2017, p. 475; Jain & Ardern, 2021) to human 

interdependence, pluriversal design means reconceptualizing epistemologies too. In 

other words, who does the more-than-human thinking and whose knowledge counts? 

(Sacks, 2022a) 

Coding results for such pluriversal thinking is less systematic than coding for SES variables 

but was still instructive. The non -human commoner persona was the primary data source for 

this coding. To illustrate this coding process, below is a list of sticky notes generated for the 

óWhoô quadrant of the non-human commoner persona: 

1. Scientists/naturalists  

2. Biologists 

3. Local researchers studying the topic 

4. Local environment department staff  

5. Leader of the pollinators  

6. Union of pollinators  

7. Local communities (local stewards) 

8. Gardeners 

9. People with songs/stories about pollinators  

The paper describes this ranking as moving from a óone-world worldô (OWW) (Law, 2015) 

perspective to pluriversal thinking:  

OWW thinking, such as (1) biologists and (2) scientists, reflect Global North 

perspectives about who holds legitimate knowledge about nonhuman nature. OWW 
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answers were expected, both for this workshop and from the real-world community, 

since both are taking place in the Global North. Of equal interest for this assessment 

are the results that could be classified as pluriversal ideas, i.e. sources of knowledge 

that represent different ontologies and epistemologies. Local communities (7), 

gardeners (8), and people with songs/stories (9) are all customary rather than 

scientific knowledge sources, and these sources are more likely to be available to 

communities th an scientists or researchers. Several participants explored the theme of 

unions throughout the workshop exercises. A union of pollinators (6) or leader of the 

pollinators (5) poses an institutioning question: In addition to the source of this 

information, what institutions should be created to speak and act for pollinators? 

(Sacks, 2022a)  

Two observations about relationships/subjectivities from this coding process are: first, 

óSeveral participants found the term ñWhoò confusing. One adaptation, used hereafter in this 

paper, is to rename this quadrant to ñSource,ò which also better expands the framing of this 

quadrant to nonhuman sources such as sensors.ô; and second, óThe capacity to frame these 

methods in many ways suggests that perhaps the Who/Source is more important to user 

research than How/Method.ô (Sacks, 2022a). 

Collective action 

The primary collective action objective of this experiment was to find other commons 

scholars interested in this topic for future collaboration. The experiment failed in this regard, 

though, in hindsight, this is due to experiment design flaws that point t o a key difference 

between lab and studio experimentalism. A challenge that this research faces, like most 

academic research, is navigating between research ethics and collective action-building. To 

fulfil  research ethics requirements, I enforced participant anonymity. I did not know who 

was attending the workshop and did not seek out their identities. This anonymi sation of 

participation is a reasonable approximation of lab experimentation, or as close as an 

academic conference workshop can achieve since randomising participation is unrealistic. 

Yet, this approach undermines any attempt at collective action. In hindsight, I should have 

made this collective action objective more overt and then created clear paths for participants 

to contact me. I later tr ied to resolve this conflict in the participant consent documentation  

where I provide a line that gives participants the option to identify themselves if they wish to 

be co-authors of future papers. 
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Artefacts  

This experiment placed greater weight on artefacts for analysis and sense-making. This 

weighting is partly due to the nature of participant engagement, limited to a one -hour online 

workshop with anonymous participation.  

Overall, the commoner personas (Figure 38, Figure 39) were legible and understandable, 

which is a strength compared to some later artefacts like the commoning blueprint. The 

commoner personas would certainly benefit from further iteration. Two changes identified in 

the paper are to: change óWhoô to óSourceô and include prompting questions in each quadrant 

to support ideation. Similar to the diversity of capitalist user personae, there is scope for 

many variations of a commoner persona. 

The commoner journey map (Figure 40) requires greater modification than the commoner 

persona; however, in comparison to the next experiment with the commoning blueprint, the 

commoner journey map offers a simpler, faster design method for mapping out where a 

community might spend its time to  address real or anticipated conflicts. The biggest 

challenge in completing the commoner journey map was specifying the start and end points 

of the journey. Does the resident start with a lawn ready for planting or one that requires 

remediation? Do the pollinators find a thriving or toxic lawn at the end of the journey?  

 

Figure 38. Completed human commoner persona (Sacks, 2022a). 
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Figure 39. Completed non-human commoner persona (Sacks, 2022a). 

 

Figure 40. Completed commoner journey map (Sacks, 2022a). 
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16.5. Reflect/Critique 

This experiment experienced elements of desk critique, peer critique, and public review, 

though other experiments better exemplify these forms. There were three learning points 

from this experiment presented in the paper, which are a combination of critique and 

reflection, cited here in abridged form.  

Critique  

The workshop was a form of peer critique, the peer reviews of the paper were a form of desk 

critique, and my paper presentation at DRS2022: Bilbao  was a form of public review. While I 

capture much of the peer review in the paper, the peer review process is undocumented and 

worth reviewing here.  

Alongside a number of comments to improve the paper, there were two important comments 

that relate to the overall trajectory of #commonize studio. The first reviewer commented  

that,  óIt is a very clear article and the graphics and explanation of the process help others 

replicate this.ô. While I did not engage in studio experimentalism in this paper, the notion of 

documenting this experiment to support replication is an aspiration for studio 

experimentalism.  

The second reviewer was confused by the ógenerative turnô I proposed in this paper and 

asked, óWhat is exactly the generative turn that happened; in what sense has it been/can it be 

achieved?ô This comment compelled me to begin trying to articulate what #commonize 

studio means by making a generative turn in commons research. The full explanation 

appears below: 

Moving from analysis of extant commons to design and creation of commons-to-be 

marks what might be called a ógenerative turnô in the commons field. This generative 

turn requires translating and transforming the theories and frameworks from the 

commons field into tools and infrastructure that communities can use. é The 

generative turn taken in this paper entailed the translation and transformation of a 

respected analytical framework from the commons literature into a generative 

infrastructure based on user research methods. (Sacks, 2022a) 

Reflection 

In the paper, I noted three learning points.  

First, the órule of fiveô (Nielsen, 2000)  from user experience testing proved relevant. This 

small community generated ideas that addressed the majority of SES variables, suggesting 

that a real commoning community might generate key insights in a short timeframe. The 
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paper further observed that óPreparatory work with project leaders prior to wider community 

engagement may also catalyze and improve the breadth and quality achieved in the 

workshop.ô (Sacks, 2022a). 

Second, óNumerous participants shared sentiments that described the process as ófunô and 

óenjoyableô (Sacks, 2022a). This lesson would rear its head repeatedly through ARtD cycles. 

Commons-making must lean into methods that commoners enjoy. To make it pithy: 

Commons-making must be joyful.  This lesson was the result of the feedback requested at the 

end of the workshop, i.e. the overt peer critique of this experiment.  

Third, as cited earlier, these tools need to incorporate the discourse of the SES variables to 

guide community ideation, especially if hoping to generate results in a shorter timeframe.  

17. Commoning blueprint 

The commoning blueprint is an adaptation, or really a very first step towards adaptation, of 

the service blueprint. #commonize studio conducted two experiments in short succession in 

late 2021: a three-hour workshop at IASDR 2021 (Sacks & Coulton, 2022) and a two-hour 

module for an advanced interaction design course for university undergraduates. 

17.1. Purpose 

The initial purpose of the commoning blueprint was to pre -emptively develop solutions for 

several commoning communities in conversation with #commonize studio. None of these 

communities ultimately moved forward, so the pilot experiment represents the most 

advanced application to date. 

17.2. Plan/Design 

These pilot experiments emphasized design methods, specifically the service blueprint. 

Commons literature  

This experiment focused on the action situation. Building on the results of the previous 

experiment (Chapter 16), when I used the SES framework variables to evaluate the efficacy of 

the commons-member persona, I thought this experiment could be evaluated using the 10 

types of interactions in the SES framework: 

¶ Harvesting 

¶ Information sharing  

¶ Deliberation processes 
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¶ Conflicts 

¶ Investment activities  

¶ Lobbying activities  

¶ Self-organizing activities  

¶ Networking activities  

¶ Monitoring activities  

¶ Evaluative activities 

The relationship between experiment results and these 10 interaction types is considered in 

the Reflect/Critique phase. 

For the IASDR workshop, the workshop abstract did cover some commons literature 

concepts. As an early attempt to present a short, publicly accessible reading list, the 

workshop registration page made three suggestions for publicly accessible literature to read 

in preparation for the workshop:  

¶ óCommons and Commoningô (Bollier & Helfrich, 2019, Chapter 1)  

¶ óCommons in the Pluriverseô (Escobar, 2015) 

¶ óA Framework for Infrastructuring Commons Creationô (Sacks & Galabo, 2022) 

Based on discussions with participants, I do not believe most participants read this material 

prior to the workshop, so an evaluation of the usefulness of this reading list is not yet 

possible. For the university module, participants had no advanced preparation to do. 

Design methods 

This experiment was an experiment in using the service blueprint as a method for commons-

making. The service blueprint has a long history in design research, originated by Shostack 

(1982) in the 1980s within the management studies field. The service blueprint has visually 

evolved considerably since that time, and, similar to the user persona, there are now 

numerous visualisations. The use of the service blueprint is popular enough that many online 

platforms offer service blueprint templates. A brief look at three examples from popular 

websites illustrates where service blueprints converge and diverge:  

¶ Service Design Tools (Figure 41),  

¶ Miro (Figure 42), and  

¶ Nielsen Norman Group (Figure 43).  
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Figure 41. Service blueprint template by Service Design Tools όΨ{ŜǊǾƛŎŜ .ƭǳŜǇǊƛƴǘΩΣ ƴΦŘΦύ. 

 

Figure 42. Service blueprint template by Miro. This figure is an example for a restaurant service blueprint, used 
in the university module (Gilson, n.d.). 



 
 

142 
 

 

Figure 43. Service blueprint template by Nielsen Norman Group (Gibbons, 2017). 

These three blueprints converge on three design features:  

¶ The customer (or commoner) journey tends to plot horizontally along the top,  

¶ The ways the customer/commoner interacts with the service tends to be the next row, 

and 

¶ The ways the service supports the interaction tends to be the last row. 

The óline of visibilityô is a common term, used in both the Service Design Tools (SDT) and 

Nielsen Norman Group (NNG) templates, to describe the aspects of the interaction that the 

customer/commoner can observe versus those aspects that take place óbehind the scenesô. 

These three templates diverge in how they name and organise information in the blueprints. 

The SDT template leaves the blueprint open, which is useful for a more experienced service 

designer but might leave others uncertain how to use the template. The Miro and NNG 

templates name the visible interaction aspects ófrontstageô and the invisible aspects 

óbackstageô and differentiate between backstage actions versus ósupport processesô. The SDT 
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and NNG templates use a óline of interactionô to divide the customer/commoner from the 

service, and the NNG template repeats this line of interaction to divide the service from 

support processes. 

I created and iterated on a simplified version of the service blueprint for the two experiments  

(Figure 44, Figure 45). For both experiments, there were three rows:  

¶ Bee Actions,  

¶ Frontstage, and  

¶ Backstage.  

For the university module, I added a fourth row called óSupportô. This language and structure 

more closely mirror  the Miro and NNG templates, which I found more intuitive. The 

metaphor of a stage also played well into the live action role play (LARP) method used in the 

university module. I removed the line of interaction as it did not seem to offer any immediate 

value. The Miro óRestaurant service templateô was presented to participants in both cycles. 

Experiment design  

This experiment was conducted as two cycles in quick succession. The IASDR workshop was 

conducted on a Sunday, and the university module took place three days later on a 

Wednesday. The three-day gap meant there was some time to reflect and iterate but limited 

time to make substantial changes. The two key changes made, discussed further in the 

Reflect/Critique section, were: narrowing discussion to a specific physical location and 

providing some basic information about the non -human commoner to support meani ngful 

work. 

Experiment parameters for the IASDR workshop:  

¶ Venue: IASDR 2021, December 2021 

¶ Workshop time: 3 hours, online  

¶ Participants: 5 conference delegates, unknown to me in advance 

The IASDR workshop was planned as four phases: 

¶ Theoretical context: Commons and more-than-human design 

¶ Exercise 1: Create a more-than-human service blueprint  

¶ Exercise 2: Identify violations  

¶ Exercise 3: Solve violations using the design principles 

Challenges arose in Exercise 2, so we did not progress to Exercise 3. 
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Figure 44. Commoning blueprint template for IASDR 2021 workshop. 

 

Figure 45. Commoning blueprint template for university module. 

  
















































































































































































































































































































































