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Technology design is increasingly seen as being fraught with challenges tied to 

extractive economic models and political power. The rapid advancement of the 

use of artificial intelligence (AI), particularly in the form of generative AI, has 

intensified these concerns by reshaping how information is produced, 

disseminated, and consumed, primarily through social media. AI-curated content 

has been linked to increased political polarisation, erosion of democracy, and 

large-scale data exploitation. Nevertheless, AI-based technologies also hold 

promise for strengthening governance and civic participation. The potential of 

such technologies for both desirable and undesirable societal consequences 

raises a question about the role interaction designers play in aligning AI-based 

systems with democratic values. 

In this exploratory paper, we examine how designers’ assumptions, values, 

worldviews, and attitudes—their mindset and posture—influence technology 

design and how these orientations evolve with professional experience.  

To empirically ground this inquiry, we conducted a questionnaire-based study 

with two groups of interaction designers (n = 11 each), differentiated by their 

level of experience. The first group consisted of interaction design students, 

while the second group consisted of experienced professionals. Our findings 

reveal that experienced designers exhibit greater ethical awareness, confidence 
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in addressing democratic concerns, and a deeper understanding of power and 

organisational dynamics. In contrast, student designers tend to express more 

uncertainty and focus more on individual responsibility. These differences 

highlight the need for educational and organisational structures that promote 

critical reflection and ethical engagement, suggesting that designing for 

democracy depends on designers’ mindset and posture, that experience 

matters, and that the institutional context influences these effects. 

KEYWORDS: systemic design, deep democracy, participatory design, artificial 

intelligence. 
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Introduction  

Artificial intelligence (AI) is rapidly reshaping the landscape of democracy, exerting a 

profound influence on various facets of civic life. However, this influence has not always 

been positive (Buchanan & Imbrie, 2022; Coeckelbergh, 2024; Jungherr, 2023; Jungherr 

& Schroeder, 2023). From the targeted dissemination of political messaging to 

fundamental governance processes, AI’s presence is both pervasive and transformative. 

Its capacity to curate vast amounts of personal data has revolutionised political 

campaigning, enabling unprecedented levels of micro-targeting and persuasion. 

Nevertheless, this capability also raises significant concerns regarding privacy violations 

and the erosion of individual autonomy within democratic societies. 

Much has been written about AI’s role in promoting misinformation, disinformation, and 

fake news on social and other media platforms, fostering the creation of echo chambers 

and increasing polarisation, ultimately undermining the quality of civil discourse 

(Coeckelbergh, 2024). Coeckelbergh points out that this situation aids prospective 

autocratic leaders, who “more than trying to restrict and censor social networks, have 

embraced them as their own.” Moreover, Schneider (2024) suggests that “Democratic 

self-governance is far harder than it needs to be in online spaces, and autocratic flows 

of power arise easily, not so much because of the people as because of the tools and 
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the economies that reinforce them. Different tool designs can make self-governance 

easier to practice and improve”. This position aligns with ours. 

Despite these challenges, AI holds promise for strengthening democracy, particularly 

digital democracy (Berg & Hofmann, 2021; Helbing, 2021), by opening participation 

pathways and providing equitable access to technology that supports democratic 

processes. Through initiatives using participatory democracy platforms (Pina et al., 

2022; Tseng, 2022), technology has the potential to enhance the inclusivity and 

effectiveness of democratic governance.  

Moreover, the perceived loss of everyday democratic skills also presents opportunities. 

More than other explanations of democratic erosion, this narrative suggests that the 

future of democracy can begin at the level of the ordinary community, where these 

skills might be sharpened wherever we find ourselves together and where each of us 

has a chance to make a difference. 

In this paper, we describe our efforts to understand whether and how new 

technologies, often driven by AI, can help strengthen democracy. Specifically, we 

consider the role of design and designers, including designers’ mindsets and postures, 

neither of which has been fully explored in this context. Yet, we argue that the 

perspectives of designers, developers, and other members of transdisciplinary teams 

that create AI-driven technologies are crucial to democracy precisely at this juncture.  

Thus, we explore how their values, ethical concerns, and democratic concerns can 

shape the trajectory of AI’s development and its impact on democratic governance. In 

line with Schneider (2024), we postulate that dominant design patterns of social media 

technologies and other AI-powered technologies have constrained our social and 

political possibilities. By embedding principles of transparency, fairness, and 

accountability into the design process, designers can mitigate the risks of bias and 

discrimination inherent in AI systems. Furthermore, fostering a culture of reflexivity and 

critical inquiry among AI designers is essential for navigating the complex interplay 

between AI-based technology and democracy. 

To understand the relationships between technology, its design, and democracy, we 

examined the perspectives of design students (n = 11) and experienced design 

professionals (n = 11) regarding their mindsets and the ethical dimensions of designing 

PROCEEDINGS OF RELATING SYSTEMS THINKING AND DESIGN, RSD13 



4 

AI-driven technologies. The two participant groups were selected to reflect different 

levels of design experience relevant to the context of AI and democracy. The students 

represented early-stage designers, whose perspectives were shaped by recent training 

in participatory and transition-oriented design. The professionals, by contrast, have 

extensive experience as designers or design researchers, and many work directly with AI 

technologies. Including participants with varying levels of experience allowed us to 

consider how design expertise may inform reflections on ethical concerns and 

democratic values in the design of AI-driven technologies. 

This is exploratory work. Building on previous research on the impact of designers’ 

mindsets and postures on designs, which is discussed in the background section, and 

drawing on responses to an exploratory questionnaire about the relationship between 

democracy and the design of AI-driven technologies, this study offers an initial attempt 

to map how designers engage with ethical and democratic concerns in their work. 

Rather than aiming for definitive conclusions, our goal is to begin delineating the 

contours of AI’s impact on democracy and to suggest directions for fostering more 

ethically and democratically informed design practices. The democratisation of AI 

requires sustained effort to align technological advancements with democratic values 

and aspirations. By examining the connection between participatory design and 

democratic values and principles, we aim to understand ways in which AI can be 

harnessed to promote collective well-being and social justice in democratic societies, 

reaffirming the importance of participation at the grassroots level in shaping 

alternatives to extractive technologies that better support democracy. 

Background 

Democracies face erosion under the pressure of diverse crises, including political 

polarisation, the involvement of capital from technological firms in politics, conflicts, 

environmental degradation, climate change, economic insecurity, and other significant 

issues on which citizens often have limited real impact. The processes of democratic 

technology design and development are similarly affected by these systemic challenges. 

On the one hand, finding ways to address such significant problems through AI-driven 

technology requires broader engagement and participation, as well as an 

understanding of what is at stake. On the other hand, the issues are so challenging that 
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they seem to necessitate political, judicial, or policy changes rather than design. 

Designers must navigate this tension and take a stance. By embracing the concept of 

deep democracy, designers can create space for dialogue, collaboration, and collective 

visioning among a plurality of perspectives. After all, one of the roles of design is to 

showcase possibilities and alternatives. In doing so, design could play a crucial role in 

revitalising democracy in broader societal contexts, where the need for inclusive, 

participatory decision-making has never been greater.  

In this section we address 1) the key concepts related to democracy and design, such as 

deep democracy, participatory design, and democratic design principles, 2) relevant 

literature at the intersection of design, democracy, and AI, 3) the significance of the 

designers’ mindset and posture in shaping their approach to democracy, including 

attitudes, beliefs, values, and experiences that may influence their design practices. 

Key concepts  

Understanding key terms and concepts is essential when studying democracy and 

design. This section outlines the concepts of deep democracy, participatory design, and 

democratic design principles, focusing on values such as equity and transparency. 

These concepts can help clarify how design supports democratic ideals. 

Deep democracy 

Deep democracy, a concept introduced by Mindell (1992, 1995, 2002, 2008) in the field 

of psychology and conflict resolution, extends the traditional understanding of 

democracy beyond formal political processes to encompass a deeper level of 

engagement, dialogue, and inclusivity. Researchers have since explored various aspects 

of deep democracy, including its impact on deliberative governance in areas such as 

artificial intelligence, social economy, health, justice, equity, and power (Buhmann & 

Fieseler, 2023; Green, 1999; Khan, 2009; Palmquist, 2020). These approaches go beyond 

formal definitions, building on the structural elements needed for democratic 

functioning. Deep democracy emphasises the importance of acknowledging and valuing 

diverse perspectives, emotions, and experiences in decision-making, which can relate to 

both design and governance. It operates based on inclusivity, with the idea that all voices 

need to be heard, and only by exploring their relationships can one gain a more 

complete picture of the issues at hand. Inclusivity is closely related to the need for 
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dialogue and conflict resolution, where open dialogue, empathy, and mutual 

understanding are seen as pathways to resolution and transformation. Deep democracy 

also focuses on unconscious dynamics, recognising that they shape individual and 

collective behaviour, beliefs, and decision-making processes (Hill, 2014). Thus, it seeks to 

uncover hidden biases, assumptions, and power dynamics that may influence outcomes 

and perpetuate inequality. Furthermore, it acknowledges the importance of emotions in 

human interactions and decision-making. It encourages individuals and groups to 

cultivate emotional intelligence, empathy, and self-awareness as essential skills for 

effective communication and collaboration. Finally, it adopts a systems thinking 

approach, recognising the interconnectedness of social, cultural, economic, and 

ecological factors in shaping human societies, as well as their relationship to design.  

Participatory design and democratic design principles 

Although not referring to deep democracy, as the concept is of a later origin, 

Participatory Design (PD) shares many of the same values. Its historical origins were 

political. PD emerged in relation to the Nordic model (describing key characteristics of 

the Nordic countries since about the 1970s). The model is a combination of capitalist 

economics with high taxation rates, in exchange for universal welfare and health 

benefits, and a multi-party parliamentary democracy with policymaking based on a 

more consensual model (Hilson, 2008). PD played a crucial role in the Nordic model’s 

transformations, promoting technology design that strives for democratisation, 

integration, inclusion, and discussion of values. PD also viewed conflict and friction as 

resources for envisioning alternative designs and futures that conflicts might shape 

(Bjerknes et al., 1987; Björgvinsson et al., 2010; Bødker & Kyng, 2018; Bratteteig & 

Wagner, 2014; DiSalvo et al., 2008, 2014; Ehn, 2017).  

Furthermore, integrating PD with other future-oriented forms of design, such as 

transition design, which is a systemic design approach that emphasises long-term, 

desirable change (Escobar, 2018; Irwin et al., 2015), holds significant potential in the 

context of democracy (Culén, 2023). 

A set of democratic design principles refers to guidelines and values that prioritise 

democratic ideals, such as inclusivity, transparency, accountability, equity, and 

participation in the design process. They align with deep democracy in that they serve to 
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ensure that design decisions reflect the diversity of needs, perspectives, and aspirations 

of various stakeholders, promote equity and social justice, and empower individuals 

and communities to actively engage in shaping their environments (Bannon et al., 2018; 

Bødker & Kyng, 2018; DiSalvo et al., 2008; Thinyane et al., 2020). Two principles added 

more recently advocate for respect beyond human design (Binder et al., 2015) and 

sustainability, as well as adaptability to changing contexts and needs, empowering 

stakeholders to continuously iterate and improve solutions over time, focusing on 

longer-term design. By incorporating democratic design principles into the design 

process, designers aim to create more inclusive, responsive, and empowering 

environments that support democratic values.  

Relevant literature at the intersection of design, democracy, and AI 

Democracy and AI, and how to frame AI’s impact on society, are the subject of intense 

current research efforts (e.g., Buchanan & Imbrie, 2022; Djeffal, 2019; Jungherr, 2023). 

Jungherr proposes a framework for examining how and where AI influences society at 

the individual, group, institutional, and systemic levels. At the same time, Buchanan and 

Imbrie discuss the typical ways in which people relate to AI and categorize them into 

three groups: Warriors – those who view AI as relevant for national security and the 

protection of the nation and its interests; Evangelists, who are optimistic about AI and 

think that this novel technology can propel humans and increase the standard of living 

by giving people the opportunity to focus on issues that cannot be automated; and 

Cassandras, who argue AI is used recklessly without adequately considering its effects 

on society. Djeffal considers what can shape the impact of AI on society, categorising the 

influences as law, technology, organisation, strategy, and vision as possible ways to 

govern the use of AI. The latter comes close to discussing design as a potential way to 

shape how AI can be designed to support certain relations to democracy and 

democratic values, linking it with participation and democratic design principles that 

support the design of strategies, reaching the vision of designing regulations and laws.  

Elaborating further on the role of design and democracy entanglements, Blaasvaer and 

Sevaldson (2022) discuss the subject through a range of projects carried out in relation 

to the Systems-Oriented Design course. Analysing the collection of projects, the authors 

illustrate how democracy serves as a rich design space, with the role of Giga-mapping 
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(Sevaldson, 2011) and other systemic design techniques being explored in relation to 

democratic theory. Their analysis concludes that democratic design methods may 

support democracy more effectively than they currently do.  

Adding technology makes the intersection of design and democracy both more 

challenging and interesting, especially if focusing on responsible AI-based technology 

design. This intersection remains underexplored. 

Wishing to bridge this gap, and given Feenberg’s (2002) claim that ‘the degradation of 

labour, education, and environment is rooted not in technology per se but in 

antidemocratic values that govern technological development,’ rings true louder ever 

day, this paper opens an investigation of how technologies are designed by exploring 

the role of designer mindset and posture and how these might influence the 

implications of AI for democracy. In addition, exploring democratic, participatory 

engagement in the endeavour to preserve democratic values, e.g. (Delgado et al., 2022, 

2023; Muller & Liao, 2017; Zytko et al., 2022), is promising, along with shaping the new 

ethics of technology, an imperative for AI (Jonas, 1985). 

The mindset and posture 

Recently, the role of designers’ mindset and posture has come into sharper focus. For 

example, the transition design framework explicitly positions the mindset and posture 

of a design team as one of its main pillars (Escobar, 2018; Irwin et al., 2015). The authors 

argue that the impact of the mindset and posture has been largely underestimated. 

Other scholars working with systemic design suggest a range of methods for actively 

engaging with building the mindset of both designers and design (e.g., Hadar et al., 

2018; Kania et al., 2014; Moreira, 2019). Given the ongoing debate about the societal 

and ethical implications of AI, we chose to focus not only on its effects but on how it is 

perceived by those creating it, how it affects the mindsets, values, and postures of 

designers, arguing that these ultimately shape how AI is created, how it will be used, 

and ultimately, how it affects society. 
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Method 

This study is part of a broader research project at the intersection of technology, design, 

and democracy. As part of that project, we conducted a questionnaire-based study 

(Aithal & Aithal, 2020; Bach et al., 2024; Lund, 2021), administering the questionnaire in 

Silicon Valley to explore designers’ and developers’ perspectives across individual, 

organisational, and broader worldview levels.  

In this paper, we focus on local designers and firms, examining how varying levels of 

experience influence engagement with democratic values in the context of designing 

and developing AI-powered technologies. 

Questionnaire 

The questions were developed in collaboration with research partners involved in the 

broader project. The questions were reviewed and validated by five researchers. 

For novice designers, the questionnaire included 45 questions, and answering each 

question was not mandatory to move to the next one. Following feedback from this 

group, minor revisions were made before administering the questionnaire to 

professional designers, who received a version with 38 questions. Both versions 

covered (1) demographic data (4 questions); (2) topics from the individual perspectives 

on technology design and democracy, including questions on bias and the potential of 

technology to influence democracy (16 questions for novice designers, later reduced to 

14 for professional designers); (3) institutional and leadership influences (4 questions 

for professional designers and 9 for novice designers); and (4) general worldviews on 

technology and democracy (16 questions for both groups). Participants were also 

invited to comment freely at the end of the questionnaire. 

Data were collected using a secure, web-based tool developed and hosted by the 

university where the study was conducted. This tool ensured anonymous gathering and 

management of data. 

Data were analysed using descriptive methods and cross-tabulation. Given the small 

and non-random sample, inferential statistical methods were not applied. 
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Participants 

A total of 22 participants took part in the study: 11 novice designers and 11 experienced 

design professionals. The novice designers were senior-level students enrolled in a 

transition design course within a computer science department at a major Norwegian 

university. They had previous exposure to interaction design, programming, and 

application development. They were all familiar with generative AI, and some had wider 

experience with AI technologies through their studies.  Several participants were also 

employed outside academia.  

The professional designers were selected based on the following criteria: (1) design 

experience; (2) gender balance, and (3) exposure to AI-driven technologies in their 

professional practice.  

This composition and mix of professional and novice designers enabled us to consider 

perspectives on AI and democracy across various levels of design and technology 

experience.  

The demographic data show that, with one exception, novice participants were under 

the age of 29, and the group was gender-balanced (six participants identified as women 

and five as men).  

Novice designers reported working with deep tech and machine learning (1), design 

consultancy (2), health, software development, Web 3, and social media (1 each), and 

four participants were not engaged in any of the areas mentioned in the question.  

Seven of the expert participants had more than ten years of professional experience, 

three between four and ten years, and one between one and three years. The group 

consisted of four women and five men. Two participants preferred not to disclose their 

gender. 

The expert participants indicated that their work was related to deep tech and machine 

learning (5 participants), policy and regulatory design (1), service design (3), 

infrastructure design (3), green transitions (6), consultancy work (2), or involvement in 

the health sector (2). Note that participants could select more than one option.  
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Figure 1a compares perceptions of professional and novice designers concerning the potential 

influence of design work on democratic ideals. Figure 1b compares their views on the extent to 

which algorithmic systems may encode or perpetuate bias against specific population groups. 

 

Results  

This section presents the results from individual, institutional, and worldview-level 

perspectives, focusing on designers' mindsets and postures, as well as their 

understandings of the relationship between technology, democracy, and design. Figures 

1 through 7 illustrate some of the key questions posed.  

Figure 1a illustrates the cross-tabulation of answers to a question about how designers 

perceive the potential of the technologies they help create, including their intended and 

unintended impacts on democratic ideals. As can be seen from the stacked bar charts, 

there was considerable uncertainty concerning this issue, particularly among novice 

designers (five expressed uncertainty and two did not respond), as well as among 

professionals (three expressed uncertainty). Very few participants reported having 

observed such impacts in their workplaces; two professional designers and one novice 

designer reported seeing products that undermine democratic ideals. 

We note an explicit agreement in acknowledging the presence of biases in code, as 

shown in Figure 1b. Among the professional designers, all eleven participants recognise 

the existence of bias, five reporting its presence within their companies and six not 

observing it in their current work environments. Similarly, nine novice designers 

acknowledge that bias is a concern, although only one reports having seen it.  
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Figure 2a compares the responses of professional and novice designers’ views on the potential 

of technology to impact democracy at the local level, and Figure 2b on the global level. 

 

Figure 2a presents the responses to whether technology can have an impact on 

democracy locally in Norway, and Figure 2b shows responses regarding whether it has 

that power elsewhere.  The figures show somewhat similar answers for the local and 

broader impacts across the groups, with professionals holding stronger beliefs that 

technology can strengthen democracy. In each group, one or two designers expressed 

an opinion that foreign powers could be a potential barrier to technology strengthening 

democracy. 

When participants were asked, ‘Should algorithms be tested to ensure that their code 

promotes (or at least does not undermine) democratic principles and human rights?’  (Figure 

3a), There was broad agreement among both professional and novice designers that 

they should be tested. In both groups, one participant expressed the view that it was 

important to test for biases, but that it was not the designer’s responsibility.  
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Figure 3a presents responses regarding the necessity of testing algorithmic code to determine if 

it supports or undermines democratic principles and human rights. Figure 3b displays responses 

on where technology-driven change should originate: through top-down or bottom-up 

approaches. 

 

On a different and more abstract note, we sought to understand how participants 

envision implementing changes through technology that lead to a positive societal 

impact, specifically whether such changes should occur from the top down (state, law, 

regulations) or bottom up (grassroots and niche initiatives). Here, six of the experienced 

designers felt uncertain. One stated that bottom-up approaches never work because 

they are hard to scale, and two reasoned that bottom-up approaches require genuine 

participation, which is important for democratic processes. One felt that their positive 

results could inspire social change at a higher level.  

The novice designers responded in a similar manner: approximately half (four 

participants) expressed a positive view of bottom-up approaches, while one participant 

stated that bottom-up approaches would not be effective until there is broader 

acceptance of technology for social good. Additionally, six participants either did not 

express an opinion, did not respond, or indicated uncertainty.  
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Figure 4a presents a comparison of the experience of regret over the influence of certain 

products participants contributed to, and Figure 4b shows responses regarding perceived 

products’ influence on customers’ political views. 

 

Concerning Figure 4a, one professional designer reported feeling regret, while two novices also 

expressed regret. The others did not report regret, and three novice designers responded that 

they had never created something with social impact. When answering the question shown in 

Figure 4b, responses varied more widely, though they tended towards the “no influence” end of 

the scale. One person in each group stated that their products have a lot of influence, but more 

felt they had some influence (four professional and two novice designers), and two in each group 

indicated a small degree of influence. 

Most participants expressed support for a larger role for designers in influencing 

technology design (Figure 5a). Ten professional designers and eight novice designers 

responded affirmatively, while two novices did not respond. Figure 5b presents 

participants’ responses to the question: ‘Are there any local initiatives that promote 

discussions on the ethical and social implications of technology, and have you been involved 

with any of them?’. Four participants (three professional designers and one novice 

designer) acknowledged awareness of such initiatives, although their participation was 

only occasional.  Some participants indicated awareness without engagement.  
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Figure 5a presents responses regarding how designers perceive their role in technology 

development, and Figure 5b shows responses concerning the extent to which they are aware of 

and participate in initiatives related to the social implications of technology.  

 

Questions presented in Figures 6a and 6b explore how designers perceive the influence 

of leadership and which leadership roles they consider to hold the most influence. Most 

professionals expressed optimism regarding the influence of their organisational 

leadership, while most novices reported that they are unfamiliar with the views of top 

leadership. Professionals identified the Chief Technology Officer (CTO) as the most 

influential figure, whereas novice designers most often named the Chief Executive 

Officer (CEO). However, both groups exhibit considerable uncertainty. 

The data indicate that experience influences the development of designers’ values, with 

experienced designers expressing a stronger and more extensive commitment to 

democratic and ethical values, as shown in Figure 7. 

Five novice designer participants responded to the open-ended question at the end of 

the questionnaire, offering reflections on both its content and the overarching theme it 

addressed.  Some comments were positive (e.g., very nice and pointed questions!), while 

others expressed a desire for greater nuance in the questionnaire, including additional 

items on how specific technological products affect society at scale. Participants also 

called for questions that addressed the influence of marketing and political power on 

technology, as well as reflected on normative questions about the appropriate extent of 

technological development.  
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Figure 6a is about leadership and designers’ perception concerning their political influence, and 

Figure 6b shows who in the leadership has the most influence on the company’s social impact. 

 

Several participants noted that the way products are designed is not the central issue; 

instead, they argued that how these products are used deserves more critical attention. 

One participant requested more in-depth questions concerning ethical perspectives and 

deliberation on the broader societal implications of specific technologies. 

One experienced designer reflected on their practice, stating: ‘In exploring the nexus of 

democracy and design, I draw insights from my ongoing project. The influence wielded 

by designers and tech teams in this realm is multifaceted, shaped by project specifics, 

organisational culture, leadership dynamics, and project typology.’ They added that 

such influence varies across projects and is always context-dependent. Another 

participant highlighted the distinction between critical and computational thinking: ‘I 

think that critical thinking skills are becoming increasingly important, as well as holistic 

systems-based thinking. This itself is at odds with a curriculum that focuses on 

computational thinking skills.’ 

A professional designer also pointed to the rapid spread of technologies such as AI, and 

the accompanying lack of ethical reflection: ‘Technology today changes at a high speed, 

and AI especially has a lot of effect on how design is done. While generative AI, for example, 

might help design processes, using it in technologies that support democracy really demands 

careful thinking and very high ethical standards throughout the entire process, from ideas to 

implementations and use.’  
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Figure 7 presents the values considered important by experienced and novice designers.  

 

They noted that their work often intersects with governmental contexts, where 

developed solutions affect the broader population. In such settings, issues of 

democracy, universal design, and accessibility often come to the forefront, and 

designers typically find support when advocating for them. Experience plays a pivotal 

role in negotiating proposal acceptance and determining the degree of autonomy 

designers have in the workplace. 

Discussion 

We organise the discussion into four thematic subsections: (1) designer typologies, (2) 

the influence of experience and context, (3) education and mindset development, and 

(4) alignment with deep democracy.  
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Designer typologies 

A key finding from this study is the prevalence of uncertainty expressed by participants, 

especially novice designers, when reflecting on AI, algorithmic bias, societal impact, and 

their relationship to democracy. This hesitation surfaced not only in their answers but 

also in written comments that questioned what should or should not be designed using 

emerging technologies. The participants’ responses reflect a spectrum of designer 

orientations reminiscent of Buchanan and Imbrie’s (2022) typology: Evangelists, who 

express optimism and faith in technological progress; Cassandras, who raise cautionary 

concerns. Notably absent were Warriors, designers who take explicitly political or 

activist stances, suggesting limited engagement with the more confrontational 

dimensions of democratic technology critique. Instead, our findings suggest the need 

for an additional metaphor: Bystanders. While Evangelists promote, Cassandras warn, 

and Warriors act, we hypothesise that Bystanders are currently less engaged due to 

uncertainty, a lack of confidence, or a tendency to wait for greater clarity before 

committing to a stance.  

Experience, Autonomy, and Context 

Experience emerged as a crucial factor in shaping ethical confidence and democratic 

awareness. Designers with professional experience reported greater job security, 

autonomy in decision-making, and increased familiarity with navigating ethical 

dilemmas. One expert participant attributed this to tenure. Experienced designers also 

described the regular collaboration with multiple stakeholders and work on 

public-sector projects (energy grids, health, education, transport) that 'leave a visible 

imprint on society'.  

However, this collaborative sensibility seemed confined mainly to the workplace. Few 

participants, novice or experienced, reported involvement in grassroots or 

community-led democratic initiatives, suggesting that engagement with civic design 

often requires self-motivation to discover such initiatives and falls outside the 

institutional mainstream. 

Novice designers placed relatively less emphasis on issues such as security and privacy, 

areas commonly associated with democratic safeguards. However, this may stem less 

from disinterest and more from the abstraction present in the questionnaire, where the 
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questions did not tie such concerns directly to concrete AI use cases (e.g., surveillance, 

unsolicited collection of private information). Providing concrete examples might have 

enabled clearer recognition of the ethical stakes involved. Our intent, however, was not 

to test designers’ familiarity with AI applications but to investigate their mindsets and 

values and how institutional environments and professional experience shape these. In 

addition to this aim, we sought to examine how designers develop democratic 

awareness over time. Our findings suggest that experience plays an important role in 

this development. Experienced designers have articulated a broader engagement with 

democratic values and ethical responsibilities, as is evident from Figure 7.  This 

difference does not suggest a deficit on the part of novice designers but rather 

highlights how such perspectives can evolve through sustained exposure to real-world 

design challenges and institutional contexts. 

Another core insight from our study is that designers’ capacity to influence technological 

development, especially in relation to democracy and ethics, is deeply 

context-dependent. As experienced participants emphasised, their influence on projects 

might fluctuate across project types, organisational cultures, leadership dynamics, and 

whether they work in the public or private sector. 

Education, Mindset Shifts, and the Rich Design Space 

Some uncertainties, such as those surrounding grassroots participation, underscore a 

broader need for educational and institutional support in engaging with the political 

dimensions of design. A low interest in connecting to civic organisations or local 

democratic initiatives also indicates a missed opportunity for bottom-up influence on 

the design of emerging technologies.  

Another example of where experience is likely to matter is how novice designers see the 

neutrality of technology. When asked whether technology is politically neutral, 90.9% of 

experienced designers disagreed, while only 37.5% of novice designers did the same. 

One novice designer explicitly stated that ‘technology is naturally neutral’, reflecting a 

view that, while common among those early in their design careers, potentially 

simplifies the complex relationship between technology, designers, politics, and policies.  

Crucially, novice designers, students who took the questionnaire at the start of a 

transition design course, later applied critical and systems thinking in AI-focused 
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democracy projects. They got an opportunity to experience the rich design space 

described by Blaasvær and Sevaldson (2022). The students were not asked to fill out the 

questionnaire again at the end of the semester. However, considering the outcomes of 

their projects and reflections on their work, it is plausible that they would have 

responded differently to some of the original questions. This suggests that targeted 

education can rapidly cultivate ethical and democratic sensibilities, teaching students to 

balance computational skills with critical and ethical reflection. 

Towards Deep Democracy in Design 

Deep democracy (Green, 1999) advocates for hearing all voices and respecting all 

values, as represented in Figure 7. One of the professional designers raised concerns 

about digital exclusion, arguing that inclusive design must remain a core goal in 

technology design, including AI, especially as digitalisation risks marginalising non-digital 

citizens. 

Concerning democracy, participants also expressed the need for more regulation, 

especially in relation to the large tech firms, as they can have ‘access to information, 

manipulate what we see, hear, and read, hence can manipulate our view of the world 

and our opinions’. They also recognise that ‘technology can allow for more openness of 

the state and civic participation, making everyone’s voice heard.’  

The participants’ opinions on ethics and values echo Jonas’s (1985) call for proactive 

ethical guidance and underline its urgency in the AI era. While there is growing 

awareness of democracy’s stakes, the design profession as a whole still falls short of 

deep democracy principles (Buhmann & Fieseler, 2023; Mindell, 2008; Palmquist, 2020).  

Referring back to the designer typology, it is important to reflect on the factors that may 

contribute to a bystander stance. Rather than viewing this position as a lack of 

engagement, it may reflect uncertainty, limited exposure to civic or ethical discourse in 

design education or professional practice, or the perceived absence of agency within 

institutional settings. Understanding these underlying factors could help inform 

strategies that support designers in developing stronger ethical awareness and 

democratic engagement, whether that takes the form of critical advocacy, participatory 

involvement, or ethical reflection integrated into everyday practice. 
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If participatory, democratic approaches are not more fully embedded in education and 

practice, the window of opportunity for civic-driven design risks closing, being 

superseded by top-down regulatory frameworks that, although necessary, may narrow 

the democratic imagination. This points back to the necessity of continually developing 

designers’ ethical literacy, political awareness, and civic engagement. 

Conclusion 

Despite the growing societal impact of AI and other emerging technologies, the mindset 

and civic orientation of designers remain underexplored in design research. This study 

explored how designers, both novice and experienced, understand and navigate the 

ethical and democratic implications of their work. Our findings suggest that designers’ 

professional experience and educational context significantly shape their awareness of 

issues such as power, participation, and political responsibility. 

These initial findings highlight the need to expand the role of democratic values, 

particularly those associated with deep democracy, in design education and 

professional practice. Doing so requires sustained attention to designers’ mindset and 

posture, as these are central to their capacity for civic responsibility and ethical 

engagement. Future research should continue to explore how participatory, 

civic-oriented approaches can support designers in developing the awareness, 

responsibility, and agency needed to respond to the democratic challenges posed by 

emerging technologies. 
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