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ABSTRACT 
 
This thesis is about participation in IT design. The problem background that I have 
outlined is that information technologies have far reaching consequences for 
societies and for individuals, and that the design of information technologies is one 
among many practices that shape the world in which we live. From a democratic 
point of view it is crucial that also women should be involved in these reality 
producing practices. In relation to this there are at least two stories about women’s 
participation in IT design; one about their absence from IT design, and one about 
their inclusion therein. Based on this problem background the purpose of my 
research is to critically explore participatory IT design practices, with a special 
focus on gender, power and knowledge. In order to fulfil the purpose I have three 
research questions: Who participated in the IT design practices? How did 
knowledge come into being in these practices? How was responsibility enacted?  

My frame of reference is based on two research fields. One is Participatory 
Design (PD) with its focus on practitioners as co-designers in IT design practices, 
and the other is feminist technoscience which focuses on theories, methods, 
approaches, knowledge processes, and gender in technoscience practices. These 
two frameworks shares an interest in power relations and democratic participation 
in IT design. My empirical material was gathered with the help of ethnographic 
methods, and comes from a large IT design project in a Swedish government 
agency. The project was an eGovernment project, and a central objective was to 
rationalise the business. My focus was some (women) administrative officers who 
participated as business process analysts. This material was analysed with the help 
of feminist technoscience methodologies, foremost agential realism and diffraction.  

My thesis is based on five research papers, and the results of these are discussed 
and related to the research questions and the purpose. Based on an expanded 
notion of IT design and of participation in IT design, I argue that the 
administrative officers in the IT design project participated as central actors in the 
project. These administrative officers were able to participate within the context 
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provided by various entangled sociomaterial practices, such as the project method, 
boundaries between business and IT, gendered divisions of labour, eGovernment, 
rationalisation, the project objectives, and an innovation practice. I also argue that 
in the project knowledge did not simply exist, but came into being as a result of 
entanglements of these sociomaterial practices, foremost the project objectives and 
the method. As a result of the reconfigured knowledge the administrative officers 
were removed to the periphery of the project. An additional argument is that with 
participation comes responsibility, and that responsibility is related to agency. 
Responsibility was enacted in and as a result of entangled sociomaterial practices. 
In this project the administrative officers were given and took a lot of responsibility 
within the boundaries provided by the sociomaterial practices, but they also 
worked to widen their agency and thus extend their responsibilities in the project. 
In relation to gender my argument is that the administrative officers in the project 
– who were women – participated as central actors, but they were also 
marginalised and made invisible. Thus in this IT design project women were 
included as central actors.   

As one of my contributions to PD and to feminist technoscience I want to 
underscore the importance of sociomaterial practices in IT design, such as IT 
design methods, and project objectives. These may act to restrict actors’ 
possibilities to act and to exert influence. Another is that knowledge in IT design 
practices come into being and are reconfigured as a consequence of intra-acting 
sociomaterial practices. Reconfigurations of knowledge might shift the power 
balance among actors in IT design projects and marginalise previously central 
actors. Responsibility too comes into being, or is enacted, in entangled 
sociomaterial practices. Furthermore responsibility in IT design is closely related to 
agency and participation, and widened agency might lead to extended possibilities 
to take responsibility. Additionally if positions in IT design are understood as 
fixed, they might make invisible more shifting and intricate professional relations 
and activities, and once these become visible, more women may become visible as 
central actors in IT design. A further contribution is that an expanded notion of IT 
design and participation might make women visible as central participants in IT 
design and in eGovernment. However, also central participants may become 
marginalised, as happened in this project.  

 

 
Keywords: IT design, Participatory Design, feminist technoscience, participation, 
gender, power and knowledge relations, entanglements 
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“ 
Sonja1 sat next to the horseshoe shaped table in the room temporarily 
designated to the project ‘IT-support for administrative officers’, 
which took place in the government agency. By the table also Maria, 
Jacob, Hans, Tekla, Ulf and I – Johanna – were seated. Sonja was one 
of the administrative officers who participated in the IT design 
project. She and the others by the table were analysing the 
administrative work practices surrounding the public social insurance 
BA122

             ” 

. Sonja, Maria and Tekla – who were all administrative officers – 
were at the centre of attention in a vivid discussion concerning the 
administrative work practices. It was they who knew about these 
work practices, and the associated problems, and they were 
considered experts of the process of administrating the insurance 
BA12. The business analysts’ main task was to formulate business 
requirements for an improved IT-support for the administrative 
officers. Thus Sonja was also considered a future user of the system-
to-be. However, the project was not only about the improvement 
about Sonja’s and the other administrative officers’ work situations; it 
was also aimed at rationalising the organization of TGA. 

INTRODUCTION 

This thesis is about IT design. On a general level design is about change of the 
existing, about shaping society. Jonas Löwgren and Erik Stolterman (2004, p. 12) 
write: “Every design, however small, is a part of what can be seen as the largest 
design project of them all – the joint design of the world as a place for human life”. 
In this sense design can be understood as ongoing social and cultural processes in 
which we are all part (Suchman, 2007). IT design is about the design of information 

                                                           
 
1 All the names in the thesis are fictitious.  
2 This is a fictive social insurance notation.  
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technologies. Researchers in the field of information systems and informatics argue 
that information technologies are increasingly becoming inextricable from 
societies, organizations and individuals’ lives (Winner, 1986, Stolterman, 1995, 
Dahlbom, 1996, Mörtberg et al, 2003, Löwgren & Stolterman, 2004, Maass et al, 
2007, Stolterman & Croon Fors, 2008, Wajcman, 2009). This can be understood in 
terms of technoscience, a concept used in science and technology studies (STS) 
(Latour, 1986), in order to signify how science, technology and society are 
intimately intertwined, and cannot be separated from each other. In this thesis IT 
design is not restricted to the design of IT artefacts and devices; instead a crucial 
point of departure is that information technologies are broader than that, and 
hence so is IT design. Instead IT design is understood as something that goes hand 
in hand with the design of use practices – in organizational and other contexts. IT 
design takes place in social and cultural practices, and often reproduce the existing 
order (e.g. Kensing & Blomberg, 1998). At the same time IT design produce social 
and cultural practices, ways of living, working, playing, and ways of being human 
(Dahlbom, 1996, Mörtberg et al, 2003, Löwgren & Stolterman, 2004, Maass et al, 
2007, Wajcman, 2009). IT systems and services facilitate some activities and ways of 
living, and make others difficult (e.g. Löwgren & Stolterman, 2004). Furthermore 
information technologies configure users, and in this way the design of 
information technologies is also the design of users (Woolgar, 1991, Akrich, 1992, 
Oudshoorn & Pinch, 2003, Oudshoorn et al, 2004). However, it cannot be said that 
information technologies configure use and users in a determinist or simplistic one 
way manner, but users also configure information technologies (see e.g. 
Oudshoorn & Pinch, 2003, Wajcman, 2007, Ehn, 2008). In this way the technological 
and the social produce each other in mutual processes (e.g. Wajcman, 2007, 2009). 
From this follows that IT design is not innocent but has sociomaterial consequences 
for how people live their lives, for what they are, and for society (van House, 2004). 
Hence information technologies have far reaching consequences for societies, and 
for individuals’ lives, and IT design is a practice with ethical, moral and political 
implications and consequences (Stolterman, 1995, Beck, 2002, Löwgren & 
Bratteteig, 2004, Stolterman, 2004, Lindblad-Gidlund, 2009). The involvement of 
multiple and heterogeneous voices, perspectives and knowledges in this process is 
crucial, since IT design is about shaping the world we live in.  

As discussed the term technoscience implies that information technologies 
cannot be separated from the social, and instead information technologies are 
understood as sociomaterial assemblages or seamless webs of various human and 
nonhuman bodies, such as IT designers, customers, citizens, artifacts, practices, 
users, cultural meanings and knowledge (see e.g. van House, 2004, Wajcman, 
2009). In Bruno Latour’s (1991, p. 103) words: “Technology is society made 
durable”. Donna Haraway (2000, p. 107) writes: “Understanding the world is about 
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living inside stories. There’s no place to be in the world outside of stories. And 
these stories are literalized in these objects. Or better, objects are frozen stories.” 
Thus technology can be understood as materialized sociomaterial relations3

IT design starts in visions and dreams about something different and better 
than the existing. In other words IT design departs from the existing, and aims at 
something else (see e.g. Suchman, 2002, 2005). In this sense IT design is not a 
neutral activity; these dreams of something different and better are based on 
particular understandings. This realization opens up for questions about what kind 
of an understanding this dreaming is based on, who sees a problem, and for whom 
it is a problem. The issue of what is ‘better’ than this particular understanding of 
reality is not self-evident; the question is who it is better for, from what 
perspective, and in what sense. Since IT design has far reaching consequences for 
societies and individuals, it is important to ask who is involved in IT design, who 
are trusted with this responsibility, and who are accountable for the consequences. 
In other words: whose knowledges are included and excluded in these 
technoscientific practices (see e.g. Harding, 1991, van House, 2004, p. 30, Elovaara 
et al, 2006). Asking these questions is a way to extend the perspectives of IT design. 
Christina Mörtberg (2003) discusses how responsibility begins in dreams about the 
future, and a central issue in my research is how to define the responsibilities of the 
actors who involved in IT design. Consequently there is reason to ask who does the 
dreaming, and to what consequences. My focus is on gender, and from a gender 
perspective it is of importance that women as well as men participate in the design 
of information technologies. Judy Wajcman (2009, p. 9) writes: “Drawing more 
women into design … is not only an equal employment opportunity issue, but is 
also crucially about how the world we live in is shaped, and for whom.” I 
understand this as a democratic argument with the basic point of departure that all 
humans, including women, have the right to participate in the shaping of the 
world in which they live. As humans we take part in reality producing practices 
whether we want to or not (Barad, 2007), but since information technologies have 
far reaching consequences, the shaping of these technologies can be understood as 
an important and powerful way to participate in the shaping of the world.   

, and 
the design of IT as “a process of inscribing knowledges and activities into new 
material forms” (Suchman, 2002, p. 100). With this point of departure IT design is a 
form of knowledge production, a process in which some individuals’ knowledges 
and perspectives reach material form. Thus it becomes important to ask about who 
are involved in these processes.  

                                                           
 
3 The concept sociomaterial relations will be further elaborated under the heading Situated 
Knowledges.   
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The question of whether women are included in or excluded from IT design is 
not self-evident, but is the topic of an ongoing debate. This debate can be described 
in many ways, and one possibility is to understand it as a debate between (at least) 
two rather contradictory stories about women’s participation in IT design. One of 
these tells us that women do participate in IT design, and the other that women are 
largely absent from information technology (IT) design. Both of these stories are 
supported by large bodies of research, but nevertheless the later of the two can be 
understood as rather dominant in comparison to the other (Mörtberg & Elovaara, 
2010, in press). The basic debate is whether women should be considered included 
in or excluded from IT design. The tensions between these two stories engender a 
lot of interest from politicians, the industry, and academia. This interest has, at 
least since the 1980s, generated a number of campaigns aimed at raising girl’s and 
women’s interest in (information) technologies in Sweden (Trojer & Gulbrandsen, 
1996b, Salminen-Karlsson, 1999) and internationally (Faulkner, 2004, Lagesen, 
2007). Obviously such campaigns are based on the story about women’s absence 
from IT design. The researchers who argue that women already are included in IT 
design usually base this argumentation on the opening up of various taken for 
granted categories and understandings of information technologies, IT design and 
information technology professionals. I want to underscore that the body of 
research about gender and technology relations is large and heterogeneous, and 
much of this research does not fall into the categories of women’s participation in 
IT design. Apart from research which focus on women’s absence from IT design, 
there is a lot of researcher which underscore that women are included in IT design  
(see e.g. Ormrod, 1994, Mörtberg, 1997, Hammel, 2003, Karasti, 2003, Elovaara, 
2004, Björkman, 2005, Suchman, 2005, Jansson et al, 2007). Other researchers have 
explored women’s participation in the IT industry (Mackinnon et al, 1993, 
Vehviläinen, 1997), and yet others have focused on women’s shifting relations to 
various information technologies (see e.g. Udén, 2000, Corneliussen, 2002, 
Kennedy, 2005, Landström, 2007). Nevertheless, in this large body of research these 
two stories can be found. My research can be placed in a research tradition which 
aims at problematising the story of women’s absence from IT design. Pirjo 
Elovaara (2004, p. 69) writes:  

 
“Local practitioners and implementors often with a non-
technical background are as much IT professionals as software 
engineers, systems developers and programmers. What would 
we gain if we expanded the definition? … by accepting the 
narrow definition of information technology proposed by the 
official texts, we actually exclude all the women-dominated 
professions that are shaping information technology everyday. 
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This redefinition … shows respect for all the women who are 
the everyday IT doers.”  

 
These women-dominated professions that shape information technologies 
everyday are for instance nurses, librarians, and administrative personnel (ibid.). 
Another but related argument is made by Lucy Suchman (2005), who points to 
how women are made invisible in innovation practices such as IT design. Her 
argument is that innovation takes place in everyday activities, not only in 
universities or in research and development departments. With such a view more 
actors than those who are usually thought to be involved in innovation become 
visible, and innovation becomes a practice conducted by a multiplicity of ordinary 
people in their everyday lives. Suchman writes (ibid., p. 1):  
 

“A central strategy in recognizing those labours [which are 
usually placed in the background] is to decenter sites of 
innovation from singular persons, places and things to multiple 
acts of everyday activity, including the actions through which 
only certain actors and associated achievements come into 
public view” (ibid., p. 1f).  
 

She relates this to feminist concerns about “who is recognized and who not in 
prevailing discourses of science and technology.”  

The story of women’s absence from IT design is reiterated and thus reproduced 
in various contexts, in policy documents as well as in research contexts (see e.g. 
Davies & Mathieu, 2005, McGrath & Aspray, 2006, Maass et al, 2007, Wajcman, 
2007, Faulkner & Lie, 2008, Wyatt, 2008, Wajcman, 2009). The argument is that 
most IT designers, programmers, IT specialists, IT architects, and systems 
engineers are men4

                                                           
 
4 Swedish labour market statistics from 2007 (Swedish Statistics) show that among systems 
engineers and programmers (one category) 21 percent are women. Among other computer 
specialists 28 percent are women, while among civil engineers and architects (one category) 
women constitute 22 percent. Among computer technicians 21 percent are women.  

. This kind of research is based on labour market statistics and 
traditional (‘narrow’ with Elovaara’s terms) definitions of IT design. If IT design is 
narrowly defined as activities such as programming, software engineering and 
information systems architecture the talk about women’s absence might be 
reasonable (Mörtberg & Elovaara, 2010, in press). However, this kind of research is 
problematic because it makes invisible all the women who are not included in 
these categories, but who still deal with technologies and who like technologies 
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(Corneliussen, 2002, Elovaara, 2004, Landström 2006). Instead these women are 
being described as deviant (Landström, 2006). As a consequence this kind of 
research reproduces the very reality it seeks to change5

Both stories are obviously valid, depending on how the phenomena of women 
in IT design is conceptualized and studied. The question then is why the story of 
women’s participation in IT design does not seem to get a hold. One reason is 
probably how the questions are asked, and what the researchers are searching for. 
Hilde Corneliussen (2009) discusses how researchers have been looking for 
stability rather than for change, and how in this way much research has 
reproduced the dominant story. She also asks what can count as change (ibid., p. 
2):  

.  

 
“[A]re these variations change, or are they rather seen as 
examples of exceptions, special cases, or extraordinary 
individuals? Does change need to involve a majority, a 
consensus, or perhaps “relevant social groups”? Does it need to 
be permanent, or go in a particular direction to be recognized as 
change?”  

 
My work came into being in the tension between these two stories; it started out 
with expectations about women’s absence from IT design, but found instead 
women who had central positions in an IT design project.  

 
 
  
Purpose and Research Questions 
In the above introductory text I have outlined a problem background for my 
research purpose. One point of departure is that information technologies are 
processes in which some individuals knowledges reach material form, and another 
that these technologies have far reaching consequences for societies and for 
individuals. From a democratic point of view it is crucial that also women should 
be involved in the shaping of the world we live in. Because of this it becomes 
important to explore who is involved in IT design, who are trusted with this 
responsibility, and who are accountable for the consequences. This is what I will 

                                                           
 
5 The risk of reproducing that which one aims at changing is a problem in all gender 
research, because it has to balance between on the one hand describing a problematic reality, 
and on the other hand deconstructing this reality, and perhaps also to envision another kind 
of reality.   
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do with my research. Based on this argumentation the purpose of my research is to 
critically explore participatory IT design practices, with a special focus on gender, 
power and knowledge. In order to be able to fulfil the purpose I have formulated 
three research questions:  
 

1. Who participated in the IT design practices?  
2. How did knowledge come into being in the IT design practices?  
3. How was responsibility enacted in the IT design practices?  

 
 

 
Delimitations 
The focus in my thesis is how gender, power and knowledge entangle in 
participatory IT design practices, and on the consequences of this in terms of 
whose knowledges and contributions that achieve recognition and come into 
public view. Gender is one central focus, and in my gender analysis gender is 
treated as ‘signs on bodies’ (Søndergaard, 2002, 2005) with which individuals 
position themselves and are positioned by others. The term feminism is used in 
order to indicate a specific (feminist) epistemological tradition (see e.g. Harding, 
1986, 1987, Duran, 2001, Harding, 2008). Hence in my work the term feminism 
does not mean gender equality, but rather the epistemological assumptions, 
theories and methodologies used in research practices. Additionally my work is 
delimited by the empirical material, constituted by ethnographic studies of an IT 
design project in a Swedish government agency.  
 
 
 
Motivation 
With the point of departure that IT design is about the shaping of the world we 
live in, IT design is central in the current society of 2010. My research interest is to 
critically explore participatory IT design practices. Here Wajcman’s words about 
(2009, p. 9) how women’s participation in IT design is “about how the world we 
live in is shaped, and for whom” are central. This broad view on technology and IT 
design is important in my research, and so is the focus on the inclusion of several 
voices and perspectives in IT design. The widening of the perspectives is also 
central for the becoming of the thesis, which can be understood as the result of a 
balancing between different research questions, realities, and between different 
research fields and disciplines. The first part of the title of my thesis, “Sitting on the 
Fence”, is borrowed from Lynda Birke’s paper ‘Sitting on the Fence: Biology, 
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Feminism and Gender-Bending Environments’ (2000). In this paper Birke discusses 
her experiences of working as a transdisciplinary researcher – a feminist biologist – 
having to juggle both social constructivist and realist research perspectives. She 
uses the term ‘sitting on the fence’ as a metaphor for being in a position in between 
theoretical and methodological research positions – the realism of traditional 
biology, and the social constructivism of feminist research – while at the same time 
trying to bridge these. To be in between research positions also means to be 
positioned in between diverse realities and trying to live with the tensions between 
these, juggling different theories and jargons, coping with various philosophical 
assumptions, and talking to different audiences. My thesis is such a balancing 
between different realities, research positions and research fields.  

One of my main motivations is the tensions between the two contradictory 
stories described above; are women insiders of IT design, or are they outsiders? 
When I began my explorations I saw a reality in which they were outsiders, and I 
wanted to change this. My point of departure was (and still is) that women too 
should be involved in shaping the world we live in. Gradually I began to see 
another reality in which women were not outsiders at all, but in which (some) 
women were highly central actors in IT design. In this reality the problem was 
rather that even though they were insiders, their participation became invisible, 
and thus the story of women’s exclusion from IT design remained dominant. The 
contradiction between these two stories was present also in my empirical material, 
and it was not entirely self-evident how to interpret this in terms of women’s 
participation in IT design. Consequently my research balances between these two 
different realities.  

My research furthermore comes into being in between several disciplines and 
research fields; informatics, Participatory Design, eGovernment, feminist research 
and feminist technoscience. Informatics is my home discipline, and in a Swedish 
context informatics is in itself a hybrid of social sciences and technosciences. A 
main issue in informatics is the design of information technology (IT) systems and 
services. There are a range of approaches for IT design, and the one that I have 
chosen to use in my research is Participatory Design (PD). A central concern in PD 
is the participation in the entire design process of those who will be affected by the 
system when it is implemented. Issues such as democracy, the inclusion of 
multiple voices, and an attention to unequal power relations are essential in this 
endeavour. In order to further problematize gender, power and knowledge in IT 
design practices, I use feminist technoscience. The theoretical and philosophical 
basis of feminist technoscience is feminist epistemologies. Additionally 
eGovernment is an important empirical context for the empirical material, and thus 
the eGovernment rhetoric, practice and research has been influential for the thesis 
too.  
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Disposition 
 This thesis is built up of six separate chapters. These are the Introduction, 
Explorations of IT Design Practices, Frame of Reference, Research Approaches, Design, 
and Methods, Summary of Papers, and finally Discussion and Conclusions. Every 
chapter is started with a short story from the IT design project. At first, before the 
project is presented, these stories might seem hard to understand. However, I do 
hope that the stories will make you curious about the project – which was a very 
exciting project – and make you feel closer to the project participants. I also hope 
that you gradually, by the end of the thesis, might think that the stories have 
added something to your understanding of the project. However, if you find these 
stories confusing, maybe you can simply skip them.  

In the Introduction the problem background was presented, along with the 
purpose and research questions, delimitations, a motivation, and finally this 
disposition of the thesis. The following chapter Explorations of IT Design Practices 
is introduced with a section about eGovernment, which constituted an important 
context for the IT design project that was studied. After that comes a description of 
the project, including a presentation of the project organisation and of the business 
analysts. Also the two contradictory project objectives are discussed, and so are the 
organisational boundaries between business and IT. Additionally the project 
method is presented. The chapter is concluded with a discussion about 
complexities in the project. The next chapter is the Frame of Reference. In this 
chapter I start with some basic theories about IT design, followed by a presentation 
of Participatory Design as a participatory IT design approach. The main part of the 
chapter is about feminist technoscience, and this section provides a presentation of 
agential realism, situated knowledges, and of Haraway’s diffraction. Interwoven in 
the section about feminist technoscience is also a discussion about power and 
knowledge, and about how I have used gender in my analyses of the empirical 
material. This chapter is followed by Research Approaches, Design, and Methods. 
In this chapter I present and discuss how I gathered the empirical material with the 
help ethnographic methods such as observations and field notes, interviews and 
more informal conversations, and various organisational and project 
documentation. In this chapter I also discuss how the empirical material was 
analysed with the help of agential realism and diffraction. In the next chapter, 
Summary of Papers, the papers that the thesis is based on are summarized. The last 
chapter is Discussion and Conclusions, and here I discuss the results of the papers 
with the help of the research questions, in order to fulfil the purpose of the thesis. 
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After the discussion the contributions are presented, and finally the chapter is 
ended with a section about future research.  
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“ 
As a business analyst and business requirements formulator Sonja and 
the other business analysts were not supposed to be concerned about 
(technological) solutions. These were supposed to be formulated by 
some of the employees at the IT department in a later project phase. 
This division of labour in the project followed the logic of 
organizational boundaries between ‘the business’ (which was part of 
the line management) and ‘the IT department’ (which was part of the 
human resources management). According to these boundaries those 
belonging to ‘the IT department’ were expected to solve the problems 
of ‘the business’. All of the business analysts belonged to ‘the 
business’, so their task was to formulate business requirements in this 
business process analysis. These divisions of labour were an 
integrated part of the project method. However, it was not always 
evident where the boundaries between business and (technological) 
solutions went, and this sometimes resulted in negotiations about 
how to draw these boundaries.  

                                    “ 
EXPLORATIONS OF IT DESIGN PRACTICES  

In this chapter the IT design project that was studied will be presented, along with 
the organization – a government agency – in which it took place, the project 
organization, and the method that was used in the project. The chapter will be 
introduced with a section about eGovernment, since the project was carried 
through as a response to the eGovernment initiative. At the end of the chapter 
there is a section about complexities in this IT design project.  
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An eGovernment Context 
Before going into the specific IT design project, eGovernment6

                                                           
 
6 The term eGovernment is made up of the ‘e’ from the word electronic, and ‘government’. 
Thus it is a short term for electronic government.   

 as a relevant project 
context will be developed. The IT design project that was studied, and which forms 
the empirical basis for my thesis took place in a Swedish government agency, and 
was conducted mainly in order to rationalise that agency with the help of 
information technologies. The Swedish Government Offices (2008) defines 
eGovernment as ‘IT based organisational development in public administration’, 
and this says something about how the development of Swedish public 
administration is connected to the use of information technologies. In a general 
sense eGovernment is an umbrella term for what is going on right now, and has 
been going on for several years in many countries worldwide. eGovernment is not 
a uniform or set phenomenon, but nevertheless there is a dominant story about 
eGovernment as a fundamental reorganization of public administrations 
(Grönlund & Horan, 2004, Ilshammar et al, 2005, Giritli Nygren, 2009a, Mörtberg & 
Elovaara, 2010, in press, Paper I). In this dominant story the guiding visions for the 
eGovernment transformation are to improve the quality of services and availability 
of these, to improve the democratic processes, and at the same time to save 
taxpayers’ costs for public administrations (Grönlund, 2001, Grönlund & Horan, 
2004, Ilshammar et al, 2005). eGovernment is often said to consist of three parts: 
public eAdministration, public eServices, and public eDemocracy. However, the 
democracy argument has been played down, and even though eGovernment is put 
forward as something that will improve services and democratic processes, most 
researchers seem to agree that it is technology driven, and that the basic objective is 
rationalization of the public sector (Grönlund, 2001, Grönlund & Horan, 2004, 
Ilshammar et al, 2005, Bekkers & Homburg, 2007, Yildiz, 2007). Bekkers and 
Homburg (2007) argue that eGovernment is a myth founded on a combination of 
technological optimism and a belief in the possibility of ever increasing material 
(and thus economical) progress (Bekkers & Homburg, 2007). These issues seem to 
constitute a strong discourse in which politicians and policy makers as well as 
most citizens are caught. Another central ingredient in the eGovernment myth is 
the idea of the active citizen (Mörtberg, 2004, Bekkers & Homburg, 2007, Elovaara 
& Mörtberg, 2007). The problem with such a dominant story of eGovernment is 
that while it highlights some aspects of and actors in eGovernment, it tends to 
make invisible other aspects and actors. Thus alternative stories about 
eGovernment are silenced, and some important actors in eGovernment, such as the 
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employees in the public sector, do not get the attention they might deserve (see 
Paper I).  

The eGovernment initiative does not come from the citizens, but is rather a top-
down initiative. Ilshammar et al (2005) argue that although eGovernment is 
communicated as a response to citizens’ needs the focus is rather on the producers 
of eServices, that is, the public administrations, and the IT industry. The ideas 
expressed in the eGovernment policy documents are usually implemented in 
public organizations in various IT design projects. In this process the ideas of the 
policy documents formulated by policy makers in various departments of state are 
translated into the sociomaterial conditions of specific, located organizations such 
as municipalities, health care organizations and government agencies (Dittrich et 
al, 2003, Giritli-Nygren & Lindblad-Gidlund, 2009). Furthermore a range of actors 
are involved in eGovernment. These are for instance the EU, the Swedish 
government and parliament, the Swedish citizens, various public administrations 
on different levels and in different arenas, private companies, the employees in 
public administrations, and the IT industry. The citizens are of course a special 
kind of stakeholder in the case of eGovernment; as taxpayers and citizens they pay 
for public administration and are in some sense the clients, while at the same time 
they are customers7

eGovernment is expected to have far-reaching consequences for societies 
(Grönlund & Horan, 2004, Ilshammar et al, 2005). For instance, one aspect of the 
eGovernment transformation is so called self-service, meaning that citizens 
themselves via for instance online IT systems administrate (parts of) their own 
cases, a work which previously would have been done by various administrative 
officers. Another aspect is that the communication between citizens and 
administrative officers are changing. Communication which previously took place 
face-to-face at a public administration office is now increasingly taking place via 
telephone (sometimes automated telephone services), online forms, e-mail and text 
messages. At the same time public administrations’ office hours have decreased 
and personal meetings between citizens and civil servants become rarer. 
Consequently eGovernment changes the conditions for taking part in society, for 
living, working, having children, being unemployed, and retiring. In other words 

 who use the public services provided by public 
administrations. In my research the main focus is on the employees in the 
government agency that was studied.   

                                                           
 
7 In the political documents guiding the eGovernment initiative citizens are often presented 
as customers, or consumers of public services, but several researchers are critical to this 
view of citizens as customers (see e.g. Collins & Butler, 2002, Mörtberg, 2004a, Bekkers & 
Homburg, 2007, Elovaara & Mörtberg, 2007, Giritli-Nygren, 2009a).  
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the eGovernment transformation changes the relations between citizens and public 
administrations, and what it means to be a citizen (Grönlund & Horan, 2004, 
Bekkers & Homburg, 2007).  

This discussion indicates that eGovernment is a multifaceted and 
heterogeneous phenomenon with many different actors and stakeholders, and that 
it has a multiplicity of meanings (Grönlund & Horan, 2004, Giritli-Nygren, 2009). I 
also want to underscore that eGovernment is not something that simply exists, but 
something that comes into being in various individuals’ practices (see e.g. (Dittrich 
et al, 2003, Ekelin, 2007). In my thesis the focus is on eGovernment as an arena for 
IT design in public organizations, and women’s participation therein. This 
eGovernment context explains a lot of what happened in the project. Because of the 
eGovernment context the focus in my thesis is not only on women’s participation 
in IT design, but also on their participation in eGovernment.   

 
 

 
The IT design Project 
The empirical material which forms the basis for the entire thesis consists of a 
fieldwork conducted in a Swedish government agency. The government agency 
will henceforth be called TGA (an acronym for The Government Agency). At the 
time of my observations TGA had about 320 employees, and its core business was 
the administration of a part of the Swedish public social insurance system. These 
administrative officers, which formed the largest group of employees at TGA 
(about 200 of the 320), had a system to work with currently, but there were several 
problems with this. Of these 200 administrative officers eighty percent were 
women, so TGA was an important employer for women. In this organization a 
large business development project was carried through – and I was allowed to 
follow it. The project officially started in September 2005 and was finished in 2008. 
However, at the project start, the strategic plans for the project were already 
outlined by people outside of the project organization. Consequently the important 
decisions and the strategic visions and ideas were already developed when the 
project officially started. These plans (or some of them) were formulated in a 
strategic document which formed a basis for the realization of the project. The 
project was conducted in-house, as a business development project. In this way the 
technological aspects of the projects were played down. The project was part of the 
transformation of the Swedish public sector, which is often referred to as 
eGovernment, or IT-based organizational development in public sector (The 
Swedish Government Offices, 2008). The project was considered to be critical for 
TGA, and it was rather extensive in regards to time and resources. The project was 
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a regular business development project, and it was not initiated by researchers. 
The project’s name was (initially) “IT-support for administrative officers”. From 
the outset, the main aim of the project was to develop an IT-support for the 
administrative officers within the internal organization. As the project developed, 
the focus turned from the work situations of the administrative officers, to a focus 
on an automation of the administrative process.  

In the context of my thesis it is important to underscore that the project was not 
a PD project. However it was in some respects inspired by participatory 
approaches. Finn Kensing and Jeanette Blomberg (1998, p. 173) write about how 
the participation of workers sometimes is limited to providing the IT designers 
with access to the workers’ skills and experiences. With such a limited 
participation the workers’ influence over the design is obviously rather restricted. 
There were two main ways in which the project was inspired by participatory 
approaches. One was the objective about improving the work situation of the 
administrative officers. From this followed a focus on the work practices of these 
administrative officers (see e.g. Greenbaum & Kyng, 1991, Karasti, 2001, 2003). The 
other was the inclusion of the administrative officers as experts of the 
administrative process, and as user representatives. In a way the inclusion of the 
administrative officers can be understood a democratization of the IT design 
process (see e.g. Bjerknes & Bratteteig, 1995) (see more about PD below).   

  
 

 

Two Different Project Objectives – Tensions and Problems 

There were two different objectives with the project; to improve the work situation 
of the administrative officers and to automate as much as possible of the 
administrative process, with the help of IT. All parts of the administrative process 
would not be possible to automate, and the cases that were unfeasible (too 
expensive or too complex) to automate would still be administrated manually by 
administrative officers. Thus the manual administration of cases was supposed to 
be improved, meaning the GUIs and the other aspects of the manual 
administration process. These two objectives were partly in conflict, since the 
second was about rationalising business and thus reorganise or remove some of 
the administrative officers. Obviously the project was part of an effort to rationalise 
business on TGA, and since TGA was part of the Swedish public administration, 
the project took place within the larger transformation of public administration 
which is often referred to as eGovernment.  

These two project objectives caused some confusion and problems in the 
project. When the project began with an initiating project meeting in the autumn of 
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2005, there was mostly (almost only) talk about improvement of the administrative 
officers work situation. The project was communicated as a response to a poor 
work situation of the administrative officers. After a couple of months however, 
with the entrance of a new project client, it became clear that the rationalisation of 
the administrative process was considered more important than the work situation 
of the administrative officers. This initiated a reorientation of the project focus. 
After about a year the project was renamed, from ‘Project IT support for 
administrative officers, to ‘Project automated awarding’. The changed project focus 
was important for the project, and for my research, because it brought about 
changes in the project that had to do with power, and knowledge, and thus with 
participation and with the positions of the administrative officers.  

  
 

 

Project Organization  

At the project start a project organization was already formed. This project 
organization consisted of quite a large project team, a project manager (Ingrid), a 
client (John), and a project steering committee8

The different actors in the project had different assignments in the project 
context. The role of the client was to determine how to allocate the project 
resources and what the result of the project would be. The members of the project 
steering committee were advising and supporting the client. The project team 
consisted of a group of people, of which some worked part-time and some full-
time. These persons worked in the project at different times, as the project 
developed and the need for various competencies changed. Additionally there was 
a project core team consisting of five to six members who were working full-time 
with the business process analysis during this project phase. The project core team 
will henceforth be referred to as business analysts. The business analysts were:  

. A map of the project organization 
is presented in Figure 1. John, the client was a delegated client, and worked as a 
client instead of the formal client, who was one of the higher directors in TGA. 
John was the second delegated client, and he joined the project about three months 
after the project outset. Ingrid was replaced by another project manager after about 
a year, and that project manager was also replaced. As the project was large, 
critical, changed key actors, and also changed focus, it seemed to be quite unstable, 
and probably difficult to manage.  

 

                                                           
 
8 All names are fictitious.  
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Figure 1. Model of the project organization.  

 
Sonja, an administrative officer who was in her early forties and had worked on 
TGA for about five years. Her tasks were the administration of some of the social 
insurances that TGA was responsible for. This administrative work was the core 
business on TGA. In order to be able to handle these tasks she had been given 
training in TGA when her employment begun.  
 
Maria, an administrative officer who was about forty and had worked on TGA for 
four years. Her tasks were the administration of all of the various social insurances 
that TGA was responsible for. Maria too had been given training internally at TGA. 
Previously she had been working in the health care for about twenty years.  
 
Tekla, an administrative officer who was about forty years old, and had been 
working on TGA for a couple of years. Like Sonja and Maria she had been 
provided training for this at TGA. However, after about three months (in 
connection to the change of project focus) Tekla left the project.  
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Ulf, a “business client”. He was supposed to act as a link between the business part 
of the organization and the IT department. Ulf was in his early thirties and had 
been working on TGA for two years. His tasks were to analyse and solve systems 
related issues on TGA. He had an academic degree in information systems design, 
and had previously worked in a private IT company.  
 
Jacob, an expert in graphical user interfaces (GUIs). Jacob was in his twenties, and 
had been working on TGA for almost five years. He had started as an 
administrative officer, but was interested in graphical design and was after some 
time on TGA assigned tasks in this field. He had no formal education for this but a 
strong interest, and had been able to develop this interest through his work at 
TGA.  
 
Hans, an expert in the business process analysis method, who was leading the day-
to-day work of the business analysts. Hans was in his mid forties, and had a 
middle level administrative position on TGA. My notes do not reveal Hans’ time 
on TGA, but I would guess at least five years. He and a colleague at TGA had 
developed the business development method used in the project. Hans’ 
background was in business administration (in which he had an academic degree).  
 
The administrative officers were all chosen because they had not been employed as 
long in the organization as many other of the administrative officers had. The 
average age among the administrative officers was rather high, and a majority of 
the administrative officers had been working at TGA for many years. Sonja, Maria 
and Tekla were not considered members of ‘the old guard’, and were because of 
this expected to be able to contribute with ideas and perspectives not yet tainted by 
a long employment in the organization. Another way to put this would be to say 
that they were believed to not identify with the existing structures and work 
practices, but to be positive towards changes of these.  

Ingrid, the project manager was in her fifties and had been working with IT 
systems design for many years. She had only been in TGA for a few years though. 
She seemed to have a lot of experience from IT systems design. She was managing 
the project while at the same time trying to raise resources in the surrounding line 
organization, and prepare for coming phases in the project. Hence she was not at 
all involved in the daily work of the project in the same way as the business 
analysts, but seemed to try to balance a project perspective with a more overall 
organizational perspective. After about a year she was replaced by another project 
manager.  
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John, the client, was something of an up-and-coming young man. He was in his 
late twenties, had started as an administrative officer at TGA about six years 
earlier. However he had not worked at TGA for the entire time, but had had breaks 
for other employments. During his employment at TGA he had moved from being 
an administrative officer to coordination responsibilities and now to being head of 
production for three departments. John was a delegated client and as such he 
worked in the place of the real client. The real client was one of the unit managers 
at TGA. John replaced another delegated client after about two months after the 
project start.  
 
 
 

The Business Development Method 

The project was considered a business development project. For this end, the 
project was managed according to a business development model, which included 
a systems design method. The business development model was developed 
internally on TGA, and was inspired by Rational Unified Process (RUP) (see e.g. 
Kruchten, 2000). The phases in the business development model were: visions, 
business analysis, implementation in business (this included IT systems design), 
use, evaluation. Hans had taken part in the development of the model, and was the 
expert of the business analysis method in the project context. He was leading the 
day-to-day work with the business analysis process. The business process analysis 
was a quite complex endeavour which concerned an analysis of the administrative 
process of today, the formulation of business requirements of a better system for 
tomorrow (five years ahead), and for the future (twenty years ahead). These steps 
were supposed to be conducted sequentially, but in practices they were partly 
blurred.  
 
 

 
Figure 2. One of the “fishes”, that is, a process map.  
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In order to map the existing system, the business analysts (Sonja, Maria, Tekla, Ulf, 
Jacob and Hans) drew process maps on transparent plastic film which was hung 
on the walls of the project room (a large meeting room assigned to the project). 
Several processes were analysed, and each process map consisted of what the 
business analysts called a “string”, which was basically a horizontal line drawn 
with a felt pen. The processes were read as timelines from left to right, so that the 
beginning of a process was on the left end of the string, and the end of the process 
was on the right end of the string (see Fig. 2). On the string, in order to mark 
various process activities, they put coloured paper notes attached to the plastic 
with adhesive tape. The process maps were jokingly called “fishes”.  

 
 
 

Division of Labour – Organizational Boundaries 

TGA was organised in line management and human resources management, and 
the IT department belonged to the human resources management (along with 
economy, personnel, and communication). Usually the human resources 
management is supposed to serve the line management, and TGA was no 
exception to this. The boundaries between IT and business appeared to be an 
important part of the organizational culture which was materialized in 
organizational structures and divisions of labour in the organization as a whole 
and in the project (or was it vice versa?). In the project there was a lot of talk about 
‘business’ on the one hand, and ‘IT’ on the other, and the boundaries drawn 
between these were considered important. According to this division, there was a 
division of labour in which the ‘business’ was supposed to formulate the business 
requirements and ‘the IT department’ was supposed to present the technological 
solutions to these problems. These boundaries were also very important in the 
business process analysis. Hence during the business analysis phase, the business 
process analysts were supposed to formulate their business requirements, and after 
that the IT representatives would start their work with formulating systems 
requirements, and constructing the IT system. These steps were supposed to take 
place sequentially. The main point is that the business was considered a client to 
the IT department. One consequence of this division of labour was that those in 
charge of economical issues would be able to say that the requirements made by 
business process analysts might be too expensive and thus unfeasible, and in a 
similar way the IT representatives would be able to decide that their requirements 
were technologically unfeasible.  
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A Complex Design Situation 
The IT design project was a complex, large scale, exploratory project. Claus Bossen, 
a researcher in ethnography and Participatory Design describe reality as ‘messy’, 
and this was indeed a very messy situation (Bossen at presentation in Ph D course, 
June 2, 2008). The problem of messy realities is discussed by John Law (2004), who 
writes about how researchers might try to deal with situations that are that are 
complex, diffuse and messy. Law argues that “simple clear descriptions don’t work 
if what they are describing is not itself very coherent. The very attempt to be clear 
simply increases the mess” (ibid., p. 2). Nevertheless researchers sometimes must 
try to somehow make sense of messy realities. The notion of complexity is not self-
evident. Suchman (2007, p. 19) writes: “the complexity or simplicity of situations is 
a distinction that inheres not in situations but in our characterizations of them; that 
is, all situation are complex under some views and simple under others.” With this 
view complexity is not the inherent property of a situation, but something that 
comes with a specific approach to the situation. Thus someone else might have 
characterized this IT design project as crystal clear, and would have seen other 
patterns and problems with it than I did. I did not perceive the project as crystal 
clear, but as messy, for several reasons. The project was complex to me because I 
did not know about the administrative process, or about the organization in which 
the project was carried through. Also I had no previous experience of hands on IT 
design, and the research interests I was pursuing was not altogether clear. Hence I 
had to understand the project on several levels. One such level had to do with the 
project organization and its placement in the overall organization of TGA. The 
project took place in a complex organization – a government agency – with various 
sections, levels, actors, and relations to the surrounding society, in the form of 
stakeholders such as its ‘customers’, the government, and citizens. The business 
process analysis that was the main focus of my studies was in itself an attempt to 
make visible and structure the practice of administrating cases. This administration 
of cases had to do with the administration of a complex public social insurance 
with many special instances and exceptions. The insurance had to do with 
occupation, and was related to for instance the beneficiaries’ age, current and 
previous occupational positions, absences due to illnesses, parental leaves, and 
periods of adult education. The administrative process was surrounded by a rich 
body of legislation and practices of administration. It was also necessary to get a 
grasp of the project organization, including the various human and nonhuman 
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actors that were involved. The project was moreover related to other parallel 
organizational projects and actors, and the organization’s overarching business 
and strategies – of which one had to do with eGovernment.  

Additionally there were issues of the project that were not entirely clear. One of 
these issues was that it was an exploratory project, which might work as a pre-
study for a following realization project. The project manager explained to me the 
goal of the project was not decided in advance, and neither was the way to get to 
the goal. In other words the project was characterized by a high degree of 
uncertainty. Furthermore, as I soon discovered, there were two different and partly 
opposing objectives with the project.  

My task was also to be attentive to the IT design method that was used. In order 
to better understand this, the method expert Hans and his colleague with whom 
Hans had developed the business development method, told me about this 
method. Despite this, it was through following the business process analysis and 
studying this, asking questions and talking to the project manager Ingrid, and the 
method expert Hans that I got a somewhat more clear comprehension of what was 
going on.  

Finally, I had my own research questions to pursue. As discussed above, I 
entered the project with specific expectations, but these were failed, and I had to 
reformulate them along with my research questions. This I did with the help of the 
ideas I found in Participatory Design and feminist technoscience. Bossen (Bossen at 
presentation in Ph D course, June 2, 2008) describes qualitative research as open, as 
a “’dance between theory, method and encounters with the world’ or ‘creative 
mess’”. This is a very good description of my research process. I moved in between 
these different levels of understanding – the different aspects of the empirical 
situation; the project organization, the overall organization, the method – while at 
the same time trying to relate these to the theories and my research questions. 
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“ 
At one work meeting Sonja and the other business analysts (Jacob, Ulf, 
Maria, Sonja, and me) were in the middle of a discussion about how to 
design a new IT system, when Ulf suggested that a certain process 
could be designed in several steps, with different ‘sheets’. Sonja and 
Maria did not seem to understand what he meant with this, and Jacob 
who did understand, tried to explain this to them. Then Sonja said she 
did not think that Ulf’s suggestion would work. Through this 
articulation Sonja overstepped the boundaries set up by the project 
method, and by which she as an administrative officer and a business 
analyst was not supposed to talk about solutions. In doing so she 
challenged the boundaries that defined her agency as a business 
analyst. Jacob’s response was to interpret her statement as a joke. 
However, both Ulf and Jacob were also business analysts, and no one 
protested when they talked about solutions.  

                                    ” 

 

FRAME OF REFERENCE 

In this chapter the frame of reference is presented and discussed. The chapter is 
introduced with a section about IT design, followed by a section about 
Participatory Design (PD). After that feminist technoscience is presented and 
discussed. PD and feminist technoscience have a lot in common and in some of the 
sections they are intertwined. Feminist technoscience serve as the epistemological, 
theoretical and methodological basis for my thesis. Henceforth I will use the term 
feminism in order to indicate a specific (feminist) epistemological tradition (see e.g. 
Harding, 1986, 1987, Duran, 2001, Harding, 2008). An epistemology is a theory of 
knowledge, which answers questions about who can be a “knower”, what tests 
beliefs must pass in order to be legitimated as knowledge, what kinds of things can 
be known, and the relationship between knowing and being (Harding, 1987, 
Stanley & Wise, 1990). A main point of feminist technoscience is to not make any 
clear distinctions between epistemology, methodology and method, and instead 
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these are understood as closely related and impossible to separate. Sandra Harding 
(1987) argues that it is nevertheless important to distinguish between these, and 
that in discussions of method, methodology and epistemology these are often 
intertwined with each other. Her argument is that the term method is often used to 
refer to all three, with confusing results. In Harding’s terms a research method is a 
technique for gathering evidence, while a methodology is “a theory and analysis of 
how research does or should proceed; it includes accounts of how “the general 
structure of theory finds its application in particular scientific disciplines”” 
(Harding, 1987, p. 3). In my thesis the theoretical and philosophical basis is 
feminist technoscience, and the basis for this is feminist epistemologies, which are 
employed in the context of technoscience. In feminist technoscience feminist 
epistemologies are used as a way to critically explore processes in which 
knowledge is produced, for instance in IT design practices.  

The purpose of my thesis is to critically explore gender, power and knowledge 
in participatory IT design practices. However, this can be done in a number of 
ways. I have chosen to use Participatory Design (PD) since PD is an approach 
which provides the possibility to explore some power and knowledge relations in 
participatory IT design practices. However, PD is not a theory, and in order to 
explore power and knowledge relations in IT design PD must be complemented 
with a theoretical framework. Furthermore PD does not provide the possibility to 
theorize gender in relation to power and knowledge in these practices. Hence in 
order to theorize power and knowledge relations, and gender, I have chosen to use 
feminist technoscience. The main focus of feminist technoscience is technoscience 
practices, theories, methods, approaches and knowledge processes (Trojer, 2002, p. 
32), and hence this approach is useful in relation to the purpose of my research. 
Feminist technoscience is concerned not only about the social, but also about 
materialities, and this is of importance for those of us who are researching 
information technologies, since these are both social and material. Additionally in 
PD power is often understood in a specific way which highlights specific actors 
and the power relations among these. For instance the relations between 
employers and workers, and IT designers and users have frequently been in focus. 
I wanted to be able to focus on other actors and other power relations, such as 
those that are enacted in everyday actions, talks and doings in IT design practices. 
Feminist technoscience opens up for other possibilities to analyse power and 
knowledge relations than does PD. Feminist technoscience also contributes with 
theories about gender and how gender is entangled in technoscience practices such 
as IT design. With my purpose other feminist theories would not suffice.   
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IT design 
A basic point of departure in my work is that IT systems and services cannot be 
studied in isolation, but are always parts of use practices and use contexts 
(Dahlbom, 1996, Goldkuhl, 1996, Bratteteig, 2004). As a consequence of this, IT 
systems and services are understood as assemblages of IT artefacts, users, use 
practices, and organizational practices. IT design is a complex and multifaceted 
process (Löwgren and Stolterman, 2004). Tone Bratteteig (2004, p. 129f) describes 
IT design as several processes:  
 

“Design can be seen as a set of processes in which a vision of a 
particular change is created, where a problem and its solution is 
decided upon, where the details of the solution is worked out, 
and the specifications for a realization of the solution is made, 
so that the artefact can be built”.  

 
Based on this description IT design can be divided into three general layers which 
each results in a specific outcome: a vision, a sketch or an operative image, and a 
specification (Bratteteig, 2004, Löwgren & Stolterman, 20049

Today there are many different IT design methods and models (e.g. Gulliksen & 
Göransson, 2002). One model which have been widely used is the waterfall model 
(ibid.). The classical waterfall model consists of the following phases: (1) 
formulation of systems requirements, (2) formulation of software requirements, (3) 
analysis, (4) program design, (5) coding/programming, (6) testing of the system, 
and finally (7) operation. The waterfall model can be conducted sequentially or 

). The process 
generally starts with a vision, moves towards a first concretization of this vision – 
the operative image, and ends in a specification for how to design the information 
technology. However, in practice the design process usually moves dialectically 
back and forth between these phases (Löwgren & Stolterman, 2004). The vision is a 
preliminary organising principle which can aid the designer to structure and 
understand the situation, while the operative image is a first externalisation of the 
vision. When the operative image is sufficiently detailed, the designer can make a 
decision to let it function as a specification of the design. After this the construction 
process starts, and this departs from the specification. However, the design 
continues as new problems, requirements and possibilities turn up (ibid.). Hence 
IT design is an ongoing activity in which information technologies are shaped.  

                                                           
 
9 Löwgren and Stolterman (2004) use the term ‘operative image’ where Bratteteig (2004) 
talks about a sketch, but otherwise their descriptions are very similar.  
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more or less iteratively (ibid.). Obviously this is a model which omits important 
preceding work such as analysis of the current system, work practices and 
business processes, visualizing possible solutions to the problems that are 
currently experienced, and reaching a general decision about which kind of 
solution to design. The project that I followed used a model inspired by RUP 
(Rational Unified Process) (see e.g. Kruchten, 2000), and the waterfall model is 
brought up here in order to place business process analysis in the context of a more 
comprehensive IT design model. 

 
 

 

Participatory Design 
PD can be seen as one of several participatory approaches to IT design (see e.g. 
Bjerknes & Bratteteig, 1995, Kensing & Blomberg, 1998, Bødker et al, 2000, Ehn & 
Badham, 2002, Törpel, 2005). PD is not a theory, or even a coherent methodology 
but rather an approach to IT design, and by this I mean a set of ideas, methods, 
tools, and techniques (Kensing & Blomberg, 1998). Kensing and Blomberg (ibid.) 
describe PD as a design approach, a research area, and a research community. The 
general point of departure in PD is that those who are experts of the use context, 
and who will be affected by the outcome of the design should be included in the 
design process (Brereton & Buur, 2008). The Scandinavian tradition of PD is 
attentive to unequal power relations and aims at counteracting dominance and 
marginalization in IT design practices (Bjerknes & Bratteteig, 1995, Jansson et al, 
2008). The idea is that users should participate on equal terms with IT designers, as 
co-designers (Greenbaum & Kyng, 1991, Bratteteig, 2004, Bødker et al, 2004). The 
involvement of these users increases the possibility that the knowledges which are 
built into IT systems and services will be of high quality, and thus that the users 
will be able to benefit from them in their future use practices. Another argument 
for the participation of users in IT design is that it reduces resistance to change, 
and enable people to develop realistic expectations of these changes (Bjerknes & 
Bratteteig, 1995). A core idea in PD is that users should be given real influence in 
design projects, and not only in the later stages of design, when most of the 
important decisions have already been taken by others (Kensing & Blomberg, 1998, 
Sanders & Stappers, 2008). This idea underscores the value of democracy in IT 
design processes (e.g. Bjerknes & Bratteteti, 1995). In PD it is central “to talk and 
exercise participation that enables and allows different realities, experiences and 
knowledge” (Elovaara et al, 2006, p. 113). Thus an important issue in PD is the 
inclusion of multiple voices (Törpel, 2005, Elovaara et al, 2006, Binder et al, 2008). 
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As a consequence ‘sitting on the fence’ in a PD context might mean to balance 
between these different realities, experiences, knowledges and voices. In PD 
informed research it has become common to use ethnographic methods in order to 
study and obtain a deeper understanding of use contexts and use practices (e.g. 
Newman, 1998, Forsythe, 1999, Henriksen, 2002, Finken, 2003, Bossen, 2006, 
Suchman, 2007).  

In the project that I was studying GUI prototypes were used. Prototypes are 
central in the PD toolbox, and there are a number of different kinds of prototypes. 
Prototyping is a method which is used in order to expand the perspectives, to 
foster creativity and inspire to ideas, to test these ideas, to create demands and 
requirements, and to test interfaces and functionalities (Suchman et al, 2002, 
Bødker et al, 2004, Löwgren & Stolterman, 2004, Brandt, 2005, Björgvinsson, 2008, 
Paper IV). In prototyping practices people with a variety of experiences and 
knowledges encounter, learn from each other, and cooperate. In addition, 
prototyping can be a technique for working with heterogeneous perspectives, and 
for keeping heterogeneity alive in the design process (Löwgren & Stolterman, 
2004). In prototyping practices the IT designers and the users can experiment with 
and learn about the current use practices, and possible problems with these 
(Suchman et al, 2002, Bødker et al, 2004, Löwgren & Stolterman, 2004, Brandt, 2005, 
Björgvinsson, 2008). This aspect of prototypes highlights the importance of mutual 
learning between users and designers (Bratteteig, 1997). The participatory tradition 
makes use of a number of collaborative methods and techniques to involve users, 
designers, and other stakeholders. Besides prototyping, these are for instance 
future workshops, scenario building, story boards, probes, game playing, and 
prototypes (Suchman et al, 2002, Bødker et al, 2004, Löwgren & Stolterman, 2004, 
Brandt, 2005, Lindquist, 2007). 

Mutual learning is about how users will be unable to imagine a new IT system 
if they do not have sufficient knowledge about the possibilities with information 
technologies. In a corresponding manner designers will be unable to design an IT 
system which meets the requirements and needs of the future users if they are not 
sufficiently familiar with the use practices associated with it. As a consequence 
mutual learning in IT design is about encouraging the users to learn about the 
possibilities offered by information technologies, and the designers to learn more 
about the use context; the use practices and routines of the users (Kyng, 1991, 
Bratteteig, 1997, Bratteteig, 2004, Bødker et al, 2004). The idea of mutual learning is 
central in PD, in which the focus is on the design of IT systems and services for 
particular, situated users (often in an organizational setting).  

In PD information technologies are understood as the results of socio-political 
processes of negotiations between various actors in different positions. Compared 
with many other approaches which also underscore the importance of user 
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involvement in IT design (e.g. Iivari & Iivari, 2006), PD goes far in its insistence on 
the level of user involvement. In a PD context users should not only be studied, act 
as informants, or be involved in the testing of prototypes, but they should be 
involved as important experts of the use context and work practices, already in the 
early visionary phases of IT design (ibid.). An important feature of PD is its 
political ground, and with this as an ideological point of departure its emphasis on 
power relations, democracy and participation in IT design practices. This can be 
discussed with the term phronesis, meaning “designers’ strive to serve the common 
good and avoid harming people’s possibilities to develop a life of their own” 
(Kanstrup & Christiansen, 2006, p. 328).  

 
   

 
Feminist Technoscience 
The term technoscience indicates that science and technology can neither be 
separated from each other, nor from society. The term technoscience was coined by 
Bruno Latour (1987), an influential researcher within science and technology 
studies (STS), and is a merge of the two words technology and science. Feminist 
technoscience is closely related to STS, and some researchers talk instead about 
feminist STS (see e.g. van House, 2004, Lykke, 2008, Suchman, 2008). There are 
several similarities between STS and feminist technoscience, but also differences, 
and Haraway uses the term technoscience somewhat different than Latour. 
Haraway (1997, p. 280) writes:  
 

“Shaped by feminist and left science studies, my own usage [of 
the word technoscience] works both with and against Latour’s. 
In Susan Leigh Star’s [1991] terms, I believe it less 
epistemologically, politically, and emotionally powerful to see 
that there are startling hybrids of the human and nonhuman in 
technoscience – although I admit to no small amount of 
fascination – than to ask for whom and how these hybrids 
work”.  

 
With this Haraway underscores the value of not only studying how technology 
and science are intertwined into hybrids, but also to focus on power relations, in 
terms of in whose interests these hybrids work.  

In a cartography of research fields feminist technoscience can be understood as 
closely related to, or part of, the larger field of STS, and to feminist STS, as well as 
to feminist science critique and feminist research more generally. Feminist science 
critique is a large and diversified field of research which has been enormously 
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important for all feminist research. Generally feminist science critique is critical 
towards how ‘science as usual’ is or has been conducted, and to the (often hidden) 
assumptions behind the questions posed by scientists. One of the big names within 
this field of research is Sandra Harding, who writes that feminist science critique 
focuses “not on the prejudices of individuals … but rather on the assumptions, 
practices, and cultures of institutions, and on prevailing philosophies of science” 
(Harding, 2008, p. 7)10. Feminist technoscience deals with ontological11

Christina Björkman (2005) underscores that an important issue is to open up 
concepts and definitions. Feminist technoscience is the use of feminist research, 
and feminist science critique, in order to critically explore and intervene in 
technoscientific practices (Mörtberg, 2003, Björkman, 2005). Sara Alander (2007) 
underscore that an important part of feminist technoscience is to also pay attention 
to lower frequencies and to gender performances. Christina Mörtberg and Dagny 
Stuedahl (2005) discuss how this includes listening to silences, to what is not said. 
It might be that everyone in an IT design project does not have access to the “right” 
language, and are thus unable to articulate their perspectives, wishes and 
requirements (ibid., Berg et al, 2005). It is also important to look for actors who are 

 and 
epistemological issues, and how gender intersects with these in technoscience 
practices (Barad, 1999, Elovaara, 2004).  

                                                           
 
10 For a more comprehensive discussion of feminist science critique see e.g. The Science 
Question in Feminism by Sandra Harding (1986). Harding describes five different kinds of 
feminist science critiques. The first kind of critique focuses on women’s historical absence 
from science, and asks whether women’s increased presence in science have an effect on the 
outcomes thereof. The second focuses on how “science is used in the service of sexist, racist, 
homophobic, and classist social projects” (Harding, 1986, p. 21). This kind of critique is 
based on the belief that there is neutral and value-free research, and that there are “proper” 
uses of science. The third kind of critique questions the belief in the existence of value-free 
or “pure” science. This critique is based on the realisation that scientific problems are 
defined by dominant social groups. The fourth critique attempts to analyse science as texts 
in order to reveal “purportedly value-neutral claims and practices” (ibid., p. 23). This kind 
of critique is concerned with gendered metaphors which are widely used in science 
practices, for instance objectivity and subjectivity, reason and emotions. Finally the fifth 
kind of critique comes from feminist epistemologies which argue that there is a deep 
relation between knowing and being, and that this changes the grounds for the construction 
of knowledge.   
11 A general definition of ontology is provided by David Avison and Guy Fitzgerald (1995, 
p. 448) who define ontology as “concerned with the essence of things and the nature of the 
world”.  



30 
 

not present (e.g. Wajcman, 2000). A central endeavour in feminist technoscience 
researchers it to not settle for one or the other, but to keep contradictions and 
tensions alive (e.g. Bratteteig & Verne, 1997, Mörtberg, 1997, Elovaara, 2004). In 
other words it is important to balance on the fence in between multiple and 
perhaps contradictory realities and perspectives, and to allow these to exist 
simultaneously.    

Like PD, feminist technoscience is not only interested in studying technoscience 
practices, but also in actively engaging in these, in order to make a difference. 
Feminist technoscience focuses on technoscience practices as such, on theories, 
methods, approaches, and knowledge processes (Trojer, 2002); the reality 
producing dimensions of science (Trojer & Gulbrandsen, 1996a). Feminist 
technoscience shares with PD the interest in power and democracy, and in 
intervening in the world in order to change it. Haraway (2000, p. 157) writes:   
 

“[U]nderstanding technoscience is a way of understanding how 
natures and cultures have become one word. So the analysis of 
technoscience, the understanding of what kind of world we are 
living in, is what we call technoscience studies. Feminist 
technoscience … involves technoscientific liberty, 
technoscientific democracy, understanding that democracy is 
about the empowering of people who are involved in putting 
worlds together and taking them apart, that technoscience 
processes are dealing with some worlds rather than others, that 
democracy requires people to be substantively involved and 
know themselves to be involved and are empowered to be 
accountable and collectively responsible to each other. And 
feminist technoscience studies keeps looping through the 
permanent and painful contradictions of gender.” 

 
The participants in IT design are involved in putting worlds together, and so are 
researchers (Trojer & Gulbrandsen, 1996a, Markussen & Olesen, 2007), and this 
entails accountability. A central issue in feminist technoscience is a focus on the 
consequences of the various practices – technoscientific and others. Suchman (2007, 
p. 267) argues that technoscientific practices are “critical sites for the emergence of 
new subjects and objects”. This places focus on what comes into being in IT design 
practices, and who are included in, and excluded from, these practices (e.g. 
Elovaara et al, 2006).  
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Agential Realism 

In feminist technoscience various phenomena – such as for instance gender, age, IT 
systems, users, and IT design – are understood as constituted and separated by 
boundaries. These boundaries are viewed as configured rather than given by 
nature (e.g. Björkman, 2005), and as something that comes into being in various 
(sociomaterial) practices (see e.g. Barad, 2007). Also the boundaries between the 
social and the material are understood as configured and far from self-evident (e.g. 
Barad, 2007, Haraway, 2000). The idea of the inseparability of the social from the 
material is related to the idea that the epistemological cannot be separated from the 
ontological. In other words feminist technoscientists mean that there is an intimate 
relation between knowing and being12

If the idea of how boundaries are configured rather than self-evident is taken as 
a point of departure, it opens up for the possibility to question a lot of things that 
are often taken for granted, such as the boundaries between designers and 
practitioners, between IT systems and their surroundings, including various 
human actors, and between ‘IT’ and ‘business’. Instead the processes in which 
these boundaries come into being as natural and true can be studied. More 
generally and related to technosciences it is important to be able to challenge the 
boundaries between the technical and the social, since the technological often is 
separated from the social and this has problematic consequences. In this way, for 
most people who do not consider themselves to be technologists, (information) 
technologies might become something distant and complicated, something that 
one does not need to bother about. In this way the boundaries between the social 

. Karen Barad (2003, p. 829) writes: “We do 
not obtain knowledge by standing outside of the world; we know because “we” 
are of the world.” Barad coined the term onto-epistem-ology (2007) to indicate the 
impossibility to separate the ontological from the epistemological. The idea of the 
inseparability of the social from the material is a cornerstone in feminist 
technoscience, and is more or less central in all of the papers that constitute the 
basis for my thesis. Haraway uses the term material-semiotic (1991), and Barad 
material-discursive (2007) in order to indicate how the natural and the cultural, the 
material and the discursive, are inextricably intertwined (Suchman, 2007). 
Suchman’s (ibid.) term (which I prefer) for the same thing is sociomaterial.   

                                                           
 
12 Barad is inspired by several researchers, and some of the most important are Niels Bohr, 
Judith Butler and Michel Foucault. Niels Bohr was a Danish physicist who lived 1885 to 
1962. Bohr was very influential and received the Nobel Price in physics in 1922. Bohr 
developed an ontology in which the world – not our knowledge about it – comes into being 
at the time of an observation (Barad, 2007). This is the basis for Barad’s agential realism.   
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and the technological are reinforced, and this is problematic in a society such as 
ours in which the technological and the social are increasingly intertwined and are 
part of most people’s everyday lives.  

Barad has taken the ideas about the construction of boundaries between 
humans and nonhumans as her point of departure, and developed them further in 
her theory of agential realism (Barad, 1998, 1999, 2003, 2007). Agential realism 
explicitly takes the bits and pieces of feminist technoscience and combines these 
into a coherent framework. In my work agential realism has been used as an 
analytical methodology in Paper II, but the ideas of agential realism are used in all 
of the papers. Agential realism is a theory that goes into profound philosophical 
issues of ontological becomings of humans and nonhumans. The basic argument is 
that phenomena such as for instance humans, gender and information technologies 
come into being as separate entities in their encounters with each other (Suchman, 
2007, p. 267). A basic point of departure is that reality is not only socially 
constructed, but also materially. Consequently also the material is considered an 
active agent (2003). This particular idea is not unique for agential realism, but can 
be found in Haraway’s writings13

 

, and in the field of STS (see e.g. Law, 2004, 
Latour, 2005).  

 

Central Concepts in Agential Realism 

Agential realism is useful for analyzing complex sociomaterial relations, and 
dynamic changes and processes, such as those found in my empirical material. 
Agential realism makes use of a specific and rather complex terminology, and the 
central concepts are apparatuses, material-discursive practices, intra-actions, and cuts. 
Since agential realism challenges and reworks much that is often taken for granted, 
these concepts require some further explanation.  

Apparatuses “are particular physical arrangements that give meaning to certain 
concepts to the exclusion of others; they are the local physical conditions that 
enable and constrain knowledge practices” (Barad, 2007, p. 147). In one paper 
Barad (1999, p. 2f) describes how she is struck by awe when she gets the 
opportunity to study carbon atoms through a scanning tunnelling microscope. The 
apparatuses she distinguishes in relation to this observation are, apart from the 
scanning tunnelling microscope:  
 

                                                           
 
13 Haraway writes about ”the world as witty agent” (1991a, p. 199).  
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“the high value accorded to visualization in our epistemic 
economy; techniques borrowed from a set of scientific practices 
outside the discipline of physics (such as the geologist’s practice 
of cleaving certain crystals like graphite with scotch tape); the 
gendered and raced divisions of labor that characterize 
disciplinary practices and place educational, social, and 
physical distances between different groups; the local and 
global economic conditions that make such an experiment 
possible; the privileging of realist discourses in public and 
pedagogical accounts of science; the troubleshooting of site-
specific problems that had initially prevented the students from 
obtaining scientifically useful images (such as the vibration 
problem) – that is, getting the microscope to “work” involves a 
range of practices including judgments identifying certain 
aspects of images as artifacts and others as constituting “data,” 
and under what conditions, and so forth.”  

 
Examples of apparatuses related to my research are IT design methods, gendered 
divisions of labour, and dominant eGovernment discourses. Also the concepts and 
theories used in research practices can be understood as apparatuses. Apparatuses 
have no given boundaries, but are open-ended practices (Barad, 2007). Thus 
apparatuses are in an ongoing state of becoming too.  

In an agential realist account apparatuses are specific material-discursive 
practices. The concept of material-discursive practices implies that the discursive 
and the material are two sides of the same thing; they are inseparable. This is not to 
be taken as a dialectical two-way relation between the discursive and the material, 
but rather that they are so deeply entangled in and with each other that it becomes 
impossible to distinguish between them.  

Intra-actions take place in material-discursive practices, which come into being 
in these intra-actions, while at the same time they produce certain results. The term 
interaction suggests that several separate and pre-existing entities meet in some 
sort of relation, while intra-action “underscores the sense in which subjects and 
objects emerge through their encounters with each other” (Suchman, 2007, p. 267). 
The results of these intra-actions in specific material-discursive practices are that 
entities come into existence. Thus apparatuses are boundary making practices, and 
the results are various human and nonhuman actors, or bodies.  

The final central concept in agential realism is cuts. Even though in agential 
realism the material and the discursive are understood as inextricably intertwined, 
boundaries between the material and the discursive are drawn all of the time, as 
part of everyday (material-discursive) practices. This is the core of agential realism; 
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even though the material and the discursive are inseparable, preliminary and 
locally situated boundaries between them are constructed on a daily basis. 
Examples of this are the boundaries between the social and the technical, the 
boundaries between an IT system and its surroundings, including the practitioners. 
These boundaries give rise to bounded entities such as various humans and 
nonhuman actors. The term cut indicates the point in time when a boundary is 
constructed as a result of intra-acting material-discursive practices. The result of 
such a cut is various boundaries, or in other words categories, subjects and objects 
such as an IT system, a practitioner, or agency. The cut is enacted in the material-
discursive practices, and result in locally and temporarily situated boundaries. At 
another point in time, in other material-discursive practices other cuts will most 
likely be drawn, with other results. This opens up for the possibility of change and 
local variations. Barad (2007, p. 155) writes:  

 
“The line between subject and object is not fixed, but once a cut 
is made (i.e., a particular practice is being enacted), the 
identification is not arbitrary but in fact materially specified and 
determinate for a given practice”  

 
At a certain point in time, through the enactment of a particular practice, 
boundaries are performed, and thus objects and subjects are sedimented out. Cuts 
are performed all of the time, in various material-discursive practices such as IT-
design, prototyping, discussions, and business process analyses. In between cuts, 
the world is unknown and concepts are fluid and undefined; only at the time of a 
cut the world is (temporarily and locally) frozen and defined.  

In an agential realist account material-discursive practices are open-ended 
practices which are in a state of becoming, at the same time as they in their intra-
actions produce various bodies. Barad (2007, p. 184) writes: “Apparatuses are 
material (re)configurings or discursive practices that produce (and are part of) 
material phenomena in their becoming.” This means that the material-discursive 
practices which produce specific phenomena are also part of these, and that the 
boundaries between material-discursive practices and the bodies they produce 
become very hard to draw.  

These agential realist terms might seem complicated, but the use of them is 
important. Words do not mirror a pre-existing world, with pre-existing entities. 
Language and words are material-discursive practices, and as such they are agents, 
and agents do, they act. Thus the world comes into being through the use of 
specific words. A specific word might point to an aspect of reality that was 
previously invisible, and thus another reality comes into being.  
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Agential realism is not very intuitive and thus not easy to grasp. For me the 
metaphors of a tombola, and of Schrödinger’s cat have been helpful for better 
understanding the central ideas. A tombola is a drum containing a number of lots. 
The drum is equipped with a handle which can be used in order to spin the drum, 
and the lots are thus mixed. Through a hatch in the drum a player can chose a lot, 
and this may be either a prize or a blank. When the drum spins it is impossible to 
know what happens inside it, and what kind of a lot that will be chosen. The result 
can only be known after the lot has been chosen – so at the moment of choosing the 
lot, a cut is enacted14

Another example which comes from the world of quantum physics is 
Schrödinger’s cat paradox

.  
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 (Barad, 2007, p. 275ff, Barad, 2008). This may sound 
complicated but I encountered Schrödinger’s cat paradox already as a teenager 
when I emerged myself in popular versions of quantum physics, so this paradox 
have been with me for quite some time. Schrödinger’s cat paradox has to do with 
the how indeterminacies are determined by measurements such as (scientific) 
observations. The paradox is about a how a cat is placed in a box with a radioactive 
source. It is impossible to see what happens in the box from the outside. In the box 
together with the cat there is a Geiger counter with a radioactive source. There is a 
fifty-fifty percent probability that the radioactive source will decay, and thus be 
detected by the Geiger counter. If the Geiger counter detects a decay, this will 
trigger a poison which kills the cat. However, if there is no decay, the poison will 
not be released and the cat will remain alive. “The fate of the cat is thereby 
entangled with the fate of the atom” (Barad, 2007, p. 277). It is possible to know 
about the result only after the box has been opened, so the opening of the box 
corresponds to a measurement (in other words a cut). The point with this paradox, 
according to Barad (2007, p. 280, italics in original) is that “measurement resolves the 
indeterminacy”. For me it suffices to know that it is impossible to know whether the 
cat is alive or dead before the box is opened. In agential realist terms measurement 
does not mean that an observer suddenly comes to know something about an 
independently existing world; instead the world ontologically comes into being in 
the moment of the observation. This is the meaning of the inseparability between 
knower and the known, the subject and the object.  

 

                                                           
 
14 I owe this metaphor of agential realism to my supervisor Christina Mörtberg. It came up 
during a seminar with some of her colleagues at Oslo University.  
15 Erwin Schrödinger was an Austrian physicist who wrote about this paradox as a thought 
experiment in 1953.  
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Situated Knowledges 

A cornerstone in feminist technoscience is Haraway’s situated knowledges (1991a). 
With the idea of situated knowledges Haraway criticizes a traditional scientific 
objectivity, which she describes as “the god-trick of seeing everything from 
nowhere” (ibid., p. 189). This critique of scientific objectivity is not unique for 
feminist technoscience but is a foundation for all feminist research. Haraway 
argues that traditional objectivity implies “the power to see and not be seen, to 
represent while escaping representation” (ibid., p. 188). With this she means that 
an ‘objective’ researcher in the traditional meaning is supposedly able to observe 
everything while not being affected by any contextual or other bodily or worldly 
markers like age, sex, race, gender, social class, hunger, sickness, parenthood 
etcetera. At the same time that objective researcher’s gaze is supposedly neutral, 
meaning that anyone else – including those with other bodily and worldly 
positions – would see the exact same thing. Thus the objective observer is 
supposedly representing every other possible observer, but still remains invisible 
and unmarked by the world. Haraway (ibid.) proposes an alternative feminist 
objectivity in terms of situated knowledges. Haraway (1991a, p. 190) writes:  
 

“Feminist objectivity is about limited location and situated 
knowledge, not about transcendence and splitting of subject 
and object. In this way we might become answerable for what 
we learn how to see.”  

 
Situated knowledges implies that any actor, in order to be objective, must take 
responsibility for what s/he sees, knows, or experiences, through placing her-
/himself in a concrete historical, physical, socioeconomic and geographical context. 
This context consists of a number of sociomaterial positions such as the physical 
body, geographical position, gender, sexuality, age, ethnicity, religious and 
national affiliations, family status, parenthood, professional position, education, 
socioeconomic position etcetera. The sociomaterial relations that constitute humans 
are for instance the relations between the positions mentioned above; age, gender, 
family status, ethnicity and so on. These webs of relations change all of the time, 
and from this follows that being a human (or being a woman) is not something that 
someone simply is – it is rather a process of becoming.  

One consequence of situated knowledges is that any observation of the world is 
by necessity partial – and thus no one can claim to produce universal and neutral 
knowledge. Another consequence is that knowing something about the world is 
never innocent or neutral, but that the worldly, sociomaterial positions of the 
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knower affects the observation, and thus what is known. Feminist objectivity 
means that a certain testimony of the world is valid from a limited point of view 
consisting of the knower’s specific situatedness in combination with that which is 
observed. As a consequence of this idea the knower of something becomes 
indistinguishable from the world about which something is known, or in other 
words the subject (the knower) cannot be separated from the object (the known). 
Thus the idea of situated knowledges is not only about the conditions for 
knowledge production – epistemology – but also about being – ontology. This is 
the basis for the impossibility to distinguish any given boundaries between the 
social and the material (e.g. Haraway, 2000, 2004/2000), which is also the point of 
departure for Barad’s agential realism (2007). One consequence of this is that 
knowledge becomes embodied and situated, impossible to transfer between 
individuals as an abstract commodity. In IT design projects such as the one that is 
the basis for my work, this is important, since the project was based on the idea of 
the possibility to ‘transfer’ the knowledges of the administrative officer to an 
automated IT system. With situated knowledges as a point of departure, this 
would not be fully possible. The concept of situated knowledges also forms a basis 
for asking questions about whose – by necessity limited and partial – knowledges, 
experiences and perspectives that are included in IT design, and what the 
consequences of this are (e.g. Karasti, 2003, Elovaara et al, 2006).  

 
 
 

Knowledge, knowers 

However, not only are knowledge and knowers situated, but knowers are also 
constituted by the sociomaterial practices in which they participate and are parts 
of. This is discussed by Randi Markussen (1996) who argues that it cannot be taken 
for granted what the users in IT design are, what they need in a specific situation, 
or what their experiences and knowledges are. She underscores that “neither the 
users nor the designers are subjects in the modern sense of the word, they are all 
subjected to the design conditions” (ibid. p. 133). The design conditions that 
Markussen (ibid.) discusses produce specific users and designers in a way that 
both enable and restrict their respective possibilities to act. Sisse Finken (2003, 
2005) touches upon these design conditions when she writes that in PD specific 
discourses are at work which makes it possible to talk about users and designers in 
a specific way. She discusses how in influential PD texts “’users’ are enunciated as 
knowledge strong but influence-weak” (Finken, 2005, p. 66), while PD designers 
are enunciated as “technological humanists, who want to increase democracy and 
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empower the weak party” (Finken, 2003, p. 64). Finken (2005, p. 63) writes about 
how  

 
“objects and phenomena [such as knowledge, users, and IT 
design] are formed and constituted within different discourses. 
Objects and phenomena are not something given – something 
that pre-exists knowledge – it requires a lot of work to establish 
them in accordance with the true of a specific discourse”.  

 
Finken encourages us to explore how specific discourses constitute some IT design 
practices as relevant and true. Knowledge is a central concept and an asset in IT 
design, and something that might legitimate various actors’ participation in the 
design process. This raises questions about how and on what grounds users’ 
knowledges are considered relevant in IT design, and on which basis this is 
decided. Helena Karasti asks: ”How can the dominant notions of ’relevant 
expertise and views’ [in IT design] be challenged?” (Karasti, 2003, p. 36). This 
crucial question points to how knowledge and power are intertwined in IT design, 
and this is a relevant question in any IT design project – especially in PD projects 
with an interest in power relations. Markussen (1996, p. 133) discusses power and 
knowledge relations in IT design, and asks:   
 

“What count as legitimate arguments in negotiations in design? 
What makes a certain suggestion better? How do the designers 
negotiate their suggestions with the users, and how do they 
judge the contributions of the users?”  

 
The answers to these questions are dependent on how users (or practitioners, see 
Brereton, 2009) are understood and in what positions they are placed in the design 
context, and on how IT design as an activity is conceptualised. In order to discuss 
the relations between power and knowledge, I turn to Michel Foucault (1980).  

Foucault (1980) argues against a view of power as located in one specific place 
or person, and against power as solely repressive. Instead he argues for a power 
which is located everywhere and nowhere, which comes into being in practices 
and structures, a power which is productive (of for instance knowledge and 
agency) rather than prohibiting. Foucault (1980, p. 188) writes:  

 
“power is not built up out of ‘wills’ (individual or collective), 
nor is it derivable from interests. Power is constructed and 
functions on the basis of particular powers, myriad issues, 
myriad effects of power … That is not to say that it is 
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independent or could be made sense of outside of economic 
processes and the relations of production.”  

 
Foucault does not define power, and does not formulate any clear theory of power 
(Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2008). In his view power are open structures or practices 
which are exercised in a variety of forms, and in a range of social fields (Beronius, 
1986, p. 32). With this view, power does not exist as such, but the practices in and 
through which power is exercised potentially exist everywhere (ibid.). 
Consequently power cannot be located in specific institutions or persons, but is 
enacted in practices, techniques and procedures (ibid.). Furthermore power is 
productive and produces specific subjects and objects such as participants in IT 
design, knowers, knowledge, and responsibility. In other words these come into 
being as results of the workings of power. For instance IT design methods and 
practices define which actors who are to be included in IT design projects, and 
distribute status and influence among these actors.  

Foucault (1980) furthermore means that power and knowledge are inseparable. 
According to Foucault truth is not something that simply exists, and can thus not 
be opposed to ideology. Instead “effects of truth are produced within discourses 
which in themselves are neither true nor false” (Foucault, 1980, p. 118). These 
discourses are regulated by underlying power relations (Sunesson, 1987). Foucault 
has been widely used by feminist researchers, and also by the theorists of feminist 
technoscience16

 

. For instance, the idea of how sociomaterial (or material-discursive) 
practices produce a variety of actors is central in agential realism. This idea owes a 
lot to Foucault’s ideas of how power works in and through various practices 
(Barad, 2007).  

 
 

Situated Knowledges and Gender Boundaries 

I have already discussed how Haraway’s situated knowledges challenges the 
boundaries between the knower and the known. Generally in feminist 
technoscience it is central to explore how the boundaries which define various 
categories in the form of human and nonhuman bodies come into being. The 
interest in problematising and challenging problematic gender categorizations is 

                                                           
 
16 Foucault has also been criticized by many feminist researchers, but this critique is outside 
of the  scope of this thesis. For more about this, see e.g. McNay (1992).  
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central in most (poststructuralist) feminist research (Søndergaard, 2002, Lykke, 
2008, p. 45ff). However, feminism is also a political movement, and in order to act 
it is not enough to problematize and challenge established (gender) categories. This 
raises questions about what alternative visions about gender feminism can 
contribute with. This can be understood as a tension between on the one hand the 
deconstruction of fixed categories, and on the other hand the need for categories as 
foundations for acting (Lykke, 2008). The risk is that fixed (gender) categories lead 
to essentialism. The problem with fixed categories is that they usually do not fit 
everyone, but someone, something, some individuals always fall outside of the 
categories (Butler, 1993, Bowker & Star, 1999, Butler, 2004). Butler (1993) point to 
how gendered norms define what counts as ‘bodies that matter’, that is, bodies that 
are seen and recognized as bodies. In the case of human bodies, the bodies that fall 
outside of these norms become less, or something else than human, and thus have 
to live ‘unliveable’ lives. So, the dilemma is to create positive visions about 
alternative ways of doing gender, while at the same time keep a dynamic openness 
in order to avoid universalizations and essentialism (Lykke, 2008, p. 45). This is a 
strategy with the aim to continue with the balancing on the fence between the 
existing and something else; the possibility of another reality.  

My work came into being as an act of balancing on the fence between the two 
different and contradictory stories of women’s participation in IT design. These 
tensions were present also in my empirical material; my focus has been the 
administrative officers in the IT design project described above, and these 
happened to be women. Furthermore it was not self-evident whether to consider 
them insiders or outsiders of IT design. I will get back to this uncertainty in the 
discussion. Here I want to underscore that I have used feminist research in two 
ways: as an epistemological approach used in order to critically explore 
participatory IT design practices, with a special focus on gender, power and 
knowledge. My epistemological approach – in terms of feminist technoscience – 
has been developed above. But I have also used feminist theory in order to analyse 
gender in these explorations. In my analyses gender is treated as ‘signs on bodies’ 
(Søndergaard, 2002, 2005) with which individuals identify and position themselves 
and are identified and positioned by others. In other words gender is treated as 
something which is used in order to categorize and understand the world. Judith 
Butler (1993, p. 2) writes:  
 

“”Sex” is, thus, not simply what one has, or a static description 
of what one is: it will be one of the norms by which the “one” 
becomes viable at all, that which qualifies a body for life within 
the domain of cultural intelligibility.”  
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Hence sex/gender is inextricably intertwined with being a human. Dorte Marie 
Søndergaard (2005, p. 191) writes that  
 

“Sex/gender is in this sense produced, reproduced, negotiated 
and reshaped through all kinds of discursive practices – all of 
which involve humans being read and identified as belonging 
to a specific sex/gender category depending on (interpretations 
of) the signs on their bodies.”  

 
In combination with other markers such as age, sexual affinity, ethnicity, 
professional position, marital status, social background etcetera, sex/gender is used 
in order to understand and position others and oneself (Søndergaard, 2005).  
 
 
 

Design from Somewhere  

There are many ways to understand and talk about accountability, also in IT 
design (Eriksén, 2002). Barad (1998, p. 102) writes: “We are responsible for the 
world within which we live not because it is an arbitrary construction of our 
choosing, but because it is sedimented out of particular practices that we have a 
role in shaping.” Accountability is important in feminist technoscience, and also in 
PD with its focus on phronesis (Kanstrup & Christiansen, 2006, Ehn & Badham, 
2002). Suchman (2002) develops an account of located accountability in 
(information) technology design based on Haraway’s situated knowledge. Her 
idea is that actors’ limited and located knowledges makes them responsible for 
how they see, understand and act, also in IT design. This design approach can be 
understood as design from somewhere, a located accountability. Suchman (ibid., p. 
96) writes that:  
 

“[T]he fact that our knowing is relative to and limited by our 
locations does not in any sense relieve us of responsibility for it. 
On the contrary, it is precisely the fact that our vision of the 
world is a vision from somewhere – that it is inextricably based 
in an embodied, and therefore partial, perspective – which 
makes us personally responsible for it.” 

 
Thus in Suchman’s view, accountability is about “taking a standpoint, locating 
oneself, and taking personal responsibility for one’s own actions” in a larger 
context (Eriksén, 2002, p. 183). This is the kind of accountability that I use in my 
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work. The possibility to take responsibility is closely related to agency. The issue of 
agency is central in feminist research, and the concept has been partly reworked by 
feminist technoscience theorists. Agency is usually associated with (human) 
subjectivity and intentionality (Barad, 2007, Suchman 2007), but in an agential 
realist account agency is not an attribute of either humans or nonhumans (Barad, 
2007). Barad (ibid., p. 214) writes:  

 
“Agency is a matter of intra-acting; it is an enactment, not 
something that someone or something has. Agency cannot be 
designated as an attribute of subjects or objects (as they do not 
preexist as such). Agency is a matter of making iterative 
changes to particular practices through the dynamics of intra-
activity …. Agency is about the possibilities and accountability 
entailed in reconfiguring material-discursive apparatuses of 
bodily production.”  

 
In this agential realist account agency is “distributed over nonhuman as well as 
human forms” (ibid.). The awarding of agency also to nonhumans is not unique to 
feminist technoscience but is a central element also in other STS approaches such 
as actor network theory (see e.g. Law, 2004, Latour, 2005). Barad (2007, p. 185) talks 
about ethico-onto-epistem-ology to signify how humans are ethically and morally 
responsible for the world, as they inevitably are part of it. This implies a 
responsibility to be aware of the kind of practices we take part in, and the 
consequences thereof. However, the locating of agency among both humans and 
nonhumans makes it problematic to locate humans’ responsibilities, for several 
reasons. One is that humans do not pre-exist as such, but come into being in 
enactments in which temporary, local boundaries between humans and 
nonhumans come into being (Barad, 2007, Suchman, 2007). Another is that humans 
are part of and constituted by sociomaterial practices, which they also contribute to 
either reproducing or reconfigure.  

 
 
 

Haraway’s Diffraction – a Feminist Figuration 

Feminist figurations are phenomena which exist on the border between fact and 
fiction, and which can show the way to “an imagined elsewhere” (Haraway, 
2004/1992, p. 64). Feminist figurations can work as transgressors of boundaries 
between the future and the present, the body and the mind, the imaginary and the 
existing, and of reason and imagination (Lykke, 2008, p. 46f). In other words they 
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are used in order to balance on the fence between the existing and the imaginary, 
and since they show the way to something else, they have consequences for how 
we understand the present. I have used Haraway’s figuration diffraction17 
(2004/1992, 1997, 2000)18

 
.  

 
Figure 3. Diffraction patterns of water as the water pass through a bridge. 

 
The concept of diffraction is used in physics and in that context diffraction refers to 
how waves – for instance water waves (see Fig. 3) – behave under specific 
circumstances (Barad, 2007, p. 71ff). Researchers in quantum physics use the term 
diffraction to describe how light behaves as waves under specific experimental 
arrangements (see Fig. 4). Light behaves as waves if it is sent through slits, which 
break up the light. If a screen is placed on the other side of the slits, the result is 
specific interference patterns, depending on the placement, size and shape of these 
slits. The interference patterns that appear as results of this kind of experimental 
setup show how the light waves – depending on how they are sifted through the 
slits – sometimes enhance one another, and sometimes cancel one another. The 
visible results are alternating bright and dark areas (ibid.). If the screen is sensitive 

                                                           
 
17 Haraway is not the only feminist who has worked with figurations. Also Rosi Braidotti 
has developed feminist figurations in the form of nomadic subjects (see e.g. Braidotti, 1994).  
18 Haraway has also developed several other feminist figurations, for instance her famous 
cyborg (see Haraway 1991b).  
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to light it is possible to get an image of these interference patterns. Consequently it 
is possible to obtain a record of what happened when the light passed through the 
slits19

 
.    

 
Figure 4. Diffraction patterns from light waves sent through slits in a screen. 

 
Diffraction can be used as an alternative to critical reflection as a research 
methodology. Researchers within the humanities and the social sciences usually 
suggest reflexivity as a solution to the problem of how researchers are a part of and 
thus affect the reality they are studying (Aull Davies, 1999, Alander, 2007, 
Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2008). Haraway (2000) argues that reflexivity is based on 
the idea of the same, only located in another place. This idea is based on the 
problematic issue of the original and the copy, and is thus based on a 
representationalist thinking in which a distinction is made between the real world 

                                                           
 
19 Under other experimental arrangements light appears as particles. So what is the nature of 
light; waves or particles? The conclusion made by quantum physicists is that light may 
behave as either waves or particles, depending on how it is studied, that is, depending on 
the experimental setup. This riddle raises questions of the researchers’ participation in the 
reality that they study, and of how they affect this reality. This dilemma is the basis for 
Bohr’s conclusions about how the world ontologically comes into being, and for Barad’s 
agential realism (Barad, 2007).  
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on the one hand, and the (social / cultural) representations of this real world on the 
other (Barad, 2003). This distinction is based on a differentiation between the 
reality, and the knower, and is challenged by feminist technoscience, which insist 
instead that the knower cannot be separated from the world (ibid.). Sara Alander 
(2007, p. 46, my translation) writes: “Diffraction makes it clear that it is about the 
result of the interaction, the processes, rather than reflections of the original image 
or images.” With reference to this I would argue that diffraction is a better 
alternative than critical reflection (see also Haraway, 2000, 2004/1994, Barad, 2007). 
The argument is not that reflection is not valuable in research processes, only that 
diffraction foregrounds something partly different (Haraway, 2000, p. 101ff). 
Reflection builds on mirroring the same, and is thus a static practice; new patterns 
do not appear from reflection, while diffraction is a more dynamic process in 
which alternative and unexpected patterns may turn up. Haraway (1997, p. 268) 
writes: “Diffraction is the production of difference patterns in the world, not just of 
the same reflected – displaced – elsewhere”. These differences correspond to the 
interference patterns of light and darkness which show as results of specific slits. 
When the shape, size or placement of the slits are changed, the interference pattern 
also changes. This opens up for discussions about processes, about how research 
practices are part of and affect that which is researched.  

As a feminist figuration diffraction can be used as an analytical methodology in 
research practices (see e.g. Alander, 2007). Haraway (2000, p. 103) writes that 
diffraction as a figuration “drops the metaphysics of identity and the metaphysics 
of representation and says optics is full of a whole other potent way of thinking 
about light, which is about history”. In research the diffraction figuration can be 
used to trace the history of something, and to show how there are, simultaneously 
a variety of contexts, meanings and references to something, and how none of 
these should be forgotten (Haraway, 2000, p. 101ff). The diffraction figuration 
implies the existence of several heterogeneous and parallel meanings and stories, 
which allows for the understanding that something does not have to be either or, 
but may be multiple and ambiguous. Furthermore diffraction shows differences, or 
rather the effects of differences (Haraway, 2004/1992). This makes diffraction 
useful for studying consequences of various practices.  

 
 
 

Concluding Thoughts on the Frame of Reference 
In this frame of reference I have presented and discussed PD and feminist 
technoscience, and also Foucault’s ideas of power and knowledge. This frame of 
reference has been used in the papers, and will be used in the discussion of the 
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thesis. Thus the frame of reference will provide me with the tools I need in order to 
answer the research questions and to fulfil the purpose of the thesis; to critically 
explore participatory IT design practices, with a special focus on gender, power 
and knowledge.  
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“ 
After about three months Sonja and the other administrative officers 
found out that the improvement of their work situations was not the 
only, or the most prioritized project objective, and they were quite 
disappointed. They had already done a lot of work with the business 
process analysis, and had been under the impression that this work 
was done in order to improve the work situation of the administrative 
officers. The following conversation20

 

 took place in a work meeting 
with the business analysts and some of the experts of special cases 
and legislative issues related to the insurances administrated by TGA 
One of these were Tom.  

Sonja:  Mm (.) yes for us the IT support for administrative officers is  
help with pictures and maybe calculations.  That's what the IT 
support for administrative officers is for us if we look to the 
project description. 

Tekla: But now suddenly it's an automation of the administrative  
process.  

Sonja: Yes. 
Tom: Mm. 
Tekla: So the things we worked with which should be aids for  

administrative officers, it's just gone.  
 

                                    ” 
RESEARCH APPROACHES, DESIGN AND METHODS 

In this chapter the research methodologies and methods that were used will be 
described. At first ethnography as a research approach will be discussed, and then 

                                                           
 
20 This is not an exact transcription, it is somewhat simplified. An exact transcription of this 
conversation can be found in Paper III.  
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the ethnographic methods that I used in order to gather the empirical material will 
be described. After that I will discuss how the empirical material was analysed 
with the help of feminist technoscience methodologies, foremost agential realism 
and diffraction. The chapter also contains reflections over the research process, 
including reflections about ethical issues.  
 
 
 
Ethnographic Studies 
The material that constitutes the empirical basis for my thesis has been gathered 
through the use of ethnographic methods (Marcus, 1998, Aull Davies, 1999), and 
the same empirical material has been used in all of the papers. The choice of 
ethnographic methods is not unique in the PD community; ethnographic methods 
are used by several PD researchers as a way to explore everyday use practices in 
various settings – organizational and others (see e.g. Newman, 1998, Forsythe, 
1999, Henriksen, 2002, Finken, 2003, Bossen, 2006, Suchman, 2007). Ethnography is 
also related to feminist technoscience, foremost through the approach of multi-
sited ethnography (Marcus, 1995, Newman, 1998, Henriksen, 2002, Bruun Jensen, 
2010, forthcoming) which is inspired by feminist technoscience. Obviously there 
are overlaps between these research fields, such as for instance Suchman who is an 
anthropologist who work with ethnographic methods, and who also is a researcher 
within PD, and within feminist technoscience. I chose ethnographic methods 
because I wanted to study how IT design worked in real life, in practices and 
doings (Widerberg, 2002).  

Ethnography is not only a set of methods for gathering empirical material, but a 
way of approaching and understanding how in research practices, reality is co-
constructed by researchers and reciprocators (Aull Davies, 1999, p. 8). Thus 
ethnography is also a methodology. This is especially underscored by multi-sited 
ethnography (see Marcus, 1995, Newman, 1998, Henriksen, 2002, Bruun Jensen, 
2010, forthcoming), an ethnographic approach which emphasizes how researched 
locations – places – do not simply exist, but are constituted as coherent sites by 
researchers. Dixi Louise Henriksen (2002) argues that when we enter a field of 
study such as an organizational department we usually think of the site as already 
pre-existing and with set boundaries. She (ibid., p. 32) writes: 
 

“Such notions of field study and field work rely on the concept 
of a field site as an already delineated geographical location and 
on an object of study that pre-exists the study and lies out there 
just waiting to be discovered.”  
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Casper Bruun Jensen (2010, forthcoming) underscores that this approach is rather 
naïve and positivist. Henriksen (2002, p. 37) asks how research might “be 
methodologically sensitized to an object of study that is in different ways at 
different times and places?” She (ibid.) claims that instead the researcher is active 
in constituting the field site and the object of study, through practices of selecting, 
seeing, connecting and analyzing. Her suggestion is that we understand (IT 
design) field sites and objects of research as open-ended “spaces of possibilities 
mutually constructed by our academic practices and the socio-material settings 
with which we engage” (ibid., p. 43). Thus the coherence of a field site or another 
entity is an achievement which requires serious work, rather than a given (Bruun 
Jensen, 2010, forthcoming). Suchman (2007: 269) expresses a similar view when she 
writes about how the production of artefacts as uniform entities involves 
“continuous work across particular occasions and multiple sites of use”.  

Generally ethnographic methods can be described as methods applied in 
ethnography. Charlotte Aull Davies (1999, p. 67) describes participant observation 
as the typical research strategy used by ethnographers. She describes participant 
observation as a research strategy rather than a unified research method, since it is 
usually made up of a range of methods. Aull Davies (ibid. p. 71) writes:  
 

“The hallmark of participant observation [and thus of 
ethnographic studies] is long-term personal involvement with 
those being studied, including participation in their lives to the 
extent that the researcher comes to understand the culture as an 
insider. However, participant observation consists of a cluster 
of techniques and the researcher chooses those that are most 
fruitful in the given situation. In fact, participation is almost 
certainly not the major data-gathering technique. Rather, 
participation in the everyday lives of people is a means of 
facilitating observation of particular behaviours and events and 
of enabling more open and meaningful discussions with 
informants.”  

 
 
 

Gathering the Empirical Material 

My study consists of about six months of rather close participant observations 
during the period of 2005 – 2006. The project took place in a Swedish government 
agency. During this time I spent several days a week at the agency, with the 
project. Ethnographic researchers often use several methods for gathering the 
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empirical material (Aull Davies, 1999), and so did I. Consequently I made 
interviews, took field notes, listened carefully, recorded the work-meetings which I 
attended, occasionally took photographs, talked casually to various participants, 
and also received a generous amount of project documentation. I kept an ongoing 
discussion with the project manager and the leader of the business analysts, and 
they were very helpful and answered all my questions about the project. Hence I 
have a rich empirical material consisting of field notes, recorded discussions from 
various work-meetings, recorded interviews and some casual talk, lots of project 
documentation, information documents about the business development method, 
sections of transcribed work meetings, and some photographs. I joined the project 
from the official project start in early October in 2005, and followed the project 
during the business analysis phase. The main focus of my observations was the 
business analysts. More specifically the focus was on the participation of the 
administrative officers, who had central positions as experts of business and of the 
administrative process, future users of the system, and as business requirements 
formulators.  

 
 
 

Observations and Field Notes 

One of the basic methods for gathering empirical material in ethnographic studies 
is observations (Aull Davies, 1999), and most of my empirical material consists of 
observations. These observations were made as I was present during the work 
meetings with the business analysts. I was also present at other meetings including 
one with the steering committee. Furthermore I also got the opportunity to observe 
as one of the administrative officers was working with the existing administrative 
system (see Paper I). During these observations I made notes by hand, and I 
recorded most of this on my MP3 recorder – I have about 220 hours of recordings. 
My recordings worked as a backup to my field notes. Usually the business analysts 
had their work meetings between 8.30 in the morning until about 15.00 in the 
afternoon, and I was there about two to three days a week, depending on what 
they were working with. Sometimes they worked individually and at those times it 
was not meaningful for me to be there.  

After the meetings I would typically go home and write down my field-notes 
electronically in a word processor program. Even though the recordings worked as 
a backup, much of my observations are neither written nor recorded. These 
observations have to do with what I learned from being at TGA, how the various 
departments were placed in different rooms in the building, how the 
administrative officers sat in open-plan offices, how participants were seated 
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during the meetings, how they positioned themselves in relation to each other, 
furniture, noise since there was no door to the assigned project room etcetera. 
Because of this much of my knowledge of the project is tacit and embodied, and 
impossible to transfer to someone else, like another researcher21

I was usually quiet during the work meetings with the business analysts, but I 
took the opportunity to ask questions in breaks when we went for coffee or talked 
more casually. Aull Davies (1999, p. 72) discusses observation versus participation, 
and argue that an ethnographic researcher might adopt one of four possible roles; 
complete observer, observer-as-participant, participant-as-observer, or complete 
participant. In this classification I would probably be an observer-as-participant. 
Nevertheless I was a rather passive observer; I did not participate as a business 
analyst among the other business analysts. The project manager – Ingrid – became 
a gatekeeper between me and TGA (Aull Davies, 1999); she granted me access to 
the organisation and to the project. Ingrid took me under her wings and 
introduced me to the people I was interested in talking to, and invited me to 
meetings and activities that I might be interested in.   

.  

 
 
 

Interviews and Informal Conversations 

Another common method used by ethnographers is interviews (Aull Davies, 1999), 
and I too have used both formal and informal interviews and conversations. The 
project manager Ingrid also became my key informant (ibid.). I had several rather 
informal discussions with her during which I got the opportunity to learn more 
about the project organisation, the management of the project, the overall 
organisational structure at TGA in terms of departments, managers, the 
administrative process, and the various actors in relation to the project. These 
discussions with the project manager were invaluable to me; what she told me 
helped me to better understand the meetings with the business analysts in the 
context of the organisation and the project. Often these discussions took place in 
the afternoon after that day’s meeting with the business analysts. My second most 
important – apart from the business analysts – informant was the method expert. 
As with the project manager he was very helpful and keen to assist me with all the 
information he could give me. I was very interested in the project organisation and 
the project method, and this is where he could help me. He had developed the 
project method together with one of his colleagues, and once I had a meeting with 

                                                           
 
21 In this way my knowledge of the project is a good example of situated knowledge.  
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him and his colleague, in which they told me about the project method. They gave 
me several Power Point presentations with information about the project method. I 
did not record all of these informal talks with the project manager and the method 
expert, but most of them, and I always kept notes. These informal discussion or 
conversations can be understood as unstructured, or informal interviews 
(Jacobsen, 1993, Aull Davies, 1999). That is, I knew approximately what I wanted to 
know, but the conversation was still open and unstructured.  

Additionally I conducted semi-structured interviews (Jacobsen, 1993, Aull 
Davies, 1999) with most of the business analysts (one of the administrative officers 
did not want to be interviewed), the project manager and with the two delegated 
clients whom I met. During these interviews I asked questions about their tasks 
and positions in the project and in the surrounding organisation, their previous 
time and assignments at TGA, their plans for the future, their education for the job, 
their view on gender and hierarchies at TGA, and their family situation. I also 
interviewed a human resources manager about the IT department. This interview 
was conducted via telephone. My primary interest was to obtain information about 
the positions and gendered hierarchies on the IT department. The human resources 
manager was very helpful and sent me an organisational map over the IT 
department, and explained this to me.  

Furthermore, after the time during which I followed the project as a participant 
observation I kept contact with the project manager Ingrid, and when she was 
replaced, I talked to her successors. Also then Ingrid was my guide into the 
organisation; she introduced me to the project managers who replaced her and was 
sometimes present when I met them. I was also talking to these other project 
managers over the phone. My observations in the project took place in between 
October 2005 to March 2006. After that the project was in a pause, awaiting 
decisions about how to proceed. In September 2006 I had a public presentation 
which was criticised by some project participants, and after that I was not allowed 
to follow the project closely anymore (see more about this below). After that my 
contact with the project went via the project managers, both Ingrid and her 
successors, but also with Sonja, one of the administrative officers. These contacts 
took place at TGA, or via phone. At these times I was mostly interested in getting 
to know what was happening with the project.  
 
 
 

Project Documentation 

Ethnographers often analyse various documents in order to obtain knowledge 
about the empirical situation they study (Aull Davies, 1999). During my time in the 
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project I received organisational documentation such as organisational maps and 
annual reports. Additionally I was given a large amount of project documentation, 
in the form of notes from various meetings and workshops, documentation about 
the project method, and a very important document which acted as a foundation 
for the whole project. In this document the objectives for the project were outlined, 
along with the expected consequences for the organisation. Some of these 
documents were on paper, others I received electronically via e-mail. Additionally 
I was given several of the more developed GUIs electronically via e-mail. The 
documentation about the project method and the GUIs was important since a 
central part of the business analysis consisted of the design of these GUIs. 
Additionally I got the opportunity to take photos of the project room, of the 
process maps (see Fig. 2), and of the preliminary GUIs which were drawn by hand 
on flip chart papers.  
 

 
 

Analyzing the Empirical Material 
For the analysis of the empirical material feminist technoscience methodologies 
were used. Feminist technoscience methodologies cannot be separated from more 
general theoretical and science philosophical approaches for how to understand 
reality and how to conduct research, so the epistemological and theoretical points 
of departure that have been described above constitutes the ground also for the 
analysis in the papers. There is not one specific feminist technoscience 
methodology, but feminist technoscience researchers use a variety of different 
methodologies22 and methods23

 

. On a general level I have looked for how women 
were present and participated in IT design practices, rather than for their absence 
from these practices. From the perspective of the dominant story of women’s 
absence from IT design this is a break with the expected. This is an explicitly 
poststructural research strategy. Søndergaard (2002, p. 198) writes:  

“Frequently … breaks with usual or expected patterns are 
treated as exceptions to the rule, exceptions for which one can 

                                                           
 
22 Recall that a research method is a technique for gathering evidence, while a methodology 
is “a theory and analysis of how research does or should proceed; it includes accounts of 
how “the general structure of theory finds its application in particular scientific 
disciplines”” (Harding, 1987, p. 3). 
23 The same goes for feminism in general: there is no distinctive feminist research method 
(Harding, 1987).  
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always find some specific explanation. But in poststructuralist-
inspired empirical research it is precisely the mavericks, those 
who escape the automatic “branding” process, along with their 
non-traditional practices, that are of interest. The breaks they 
create in what is expected point the way to the ruptures in the 
discourse and to the discursively abjected. So poststructuralist 
researchers will look for and listen to these ruptures, and learn 
from them.”  

 
In my analyses I went through my extensive empirical material, my field notes, the 
project documentation, and I repeatedly listened through my recordings. When 
listening through the recordings I took notes, and these notes were used as a 
material with which I could navigate through the 220 hours of recordings. 
Furthermore some of the recordings were transcribed verbatim. These 
transcriptions were in some instances translated into English and used in the 
papers. The analysis conducted in the first paper was inspired by feminist 
technoscience, and the second with Barad’s agential realism. The remaining three 
papers were analysed with Haraway’s diffraction. My use of agential realism and 
diffraction as methodological approaches will now be further explained.  

 
 
 

Agential Realism as an Analytical Methodology 

Agential realism is not a method or even a methodology but rather a theoretical 
and philosophical framework (Barad, 1998, 1999, 2003, 2007). In order to be able to 
use agential realism as an analytical methodology I had to rework and translate 
this framework into something that I could use practically in my analysis. In my 
agential realist analysis (see Paper II) a part of a transcribed work meeting was 
used as a point of departure for the analysis, but the rest of the material – the 
recordings, the project documentation, documentation about the business analysis 
method, the field notes – was used too in order to interpret this transcript. The 
empirical material was also used to describe and analyze an overall course of 
events.  

I decided to explore a number of issues – agency, mutual learning, and gender – 
but in an agential realist perspective these issues come into being as local and 
preliminary nonhuman bodies in situated doings, discussions, and practices; they 
cannot be defined once and for all. Nevertheless I had to be able to work with these 
issues in my analysis, and in order to do this I made a preliminary working 
definition of these issues. Since it was mainly the business analysts’ agency I was 
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interested in, agency was (preliminary) defined as that which the business analysts 
were allowed to do, bounded by that which they were not allowed to do. Mutual 
learning was defined as the conditions during which the business analysts and the 
IT representatives could meet, discuss, interact and learn from each other about the 
existing system, and about the possibilities of a new system. Additionally gender 
was discussed in terms of women and men, and in terms of gendered divisions of 
labour. In general terms I made a genealogical (see Foucault, 1983) analysis of how 
these issues – agency, mutual learning and gender – came into being in the project 
context. In order to be able to analyse how these issues came into being as the 
result of intra-actions of various material-discursive practices I also had to rework 
(or operationalize) the terms used in agential realism into concepts that could be 
used in relation to my empirical material.  

One part of the analysis was the identification of (relevant) apparatuses. 
Material-discursive practices were defined as the social and material conditions 
and prerequisites which in some way affected the business analysis. Material-
discursive practices are specific apparatuses in agential realist terms, so with these 
definitions also apparatuses were operationalized too. These material-discursive 
practices related to and with each other in terms of intra-actions. I brought in 
Judith Butler to better understand how (some) material-discursive practices were 
cited in transcribed work meeting, and thus invoked as relevant (Butler, 1993, 
2006). For instance when a business analyst referred to the method, the method 
was cited as a relevant apparatus. Furthermore I defined cuts as utterances in work 
meetings, in order to be able to describe a course of events. Departing from these 
preliminary work definitions I analyzed the transcript, and the larger course of 
events in the project which were related to agency, mutual learning and gendered 
divisions of labour. The focus was on the genealogical (in Foucauldian terms) 
becoming of agency, mutual learning, and gender in the business process analysis.  

Agential realism underscores how material-discursive practices are entangled 
with each other – how they intra-act – and how these intra-actions produce specific 
entities. Thus agential realism is one way to handle the problem of messy and 
complex realities discussed by Law (2004). Working with agential realism entails 
including as relevant a range of factors in the analysis, be this a research analysis or 
an analysis of work practices in IT design. This requires a lot of time and effort, 
and is not easy, but the result is a more comprehensive analysis. Another way to 
deal with these unspecific realities is diffraction.  
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Diffraction as an Analytical Methodology  

When I had used agential realism in one paper I wanted to try something else, 
partly because I found agential realism rather complicated and heavy to work 
with. Like agential realism, diffraction is a theoretical and philosophical 
framework rather than a specific analytical methodology, and thus it has to be 
reworked in order to be used in a specific research study. The theoretical basis for 
diffraction as a feminist figuration has been described above, and diffraction was 
used as an analytical methodology in Paper III, IV and V. As analytical framework 
diffraction invites to a genealogical study of the history of how something came to 
be, and also to show a range of histories or images of something, also when these 
are contradictory and/or multiple – or in other words diffracted. A diffractive 
analysis underscores how there never is only one reality, but how reality is multi-
layered. These layers can be found with the use of several perspectives and 
interpretations. Diffraction invites to research conclusions which point to how the 
world is not unified or simple but rich and full of nuances and shadows, complex 
relations, and different layers of reality. In a diffracted analysis it is of importance 
not to tell only one or two stories, or images. Instead it is important to make visible 
several different, contradictory and/or multiple stories, images or interpretations. 
As Haraway (2004/2000, p. 332) writes: “There are always more things going on 
than you thought!”  

Here I will use Paper V in order to exemplify how I worked with diffraction as 
an analytical methodology. In this paper I wanted to explore how actors in various 
ways were configured during an IT systems design project. In order to fulfil this 
purpose I set out to identify various actors in the business analysis phase of the 
project. An actor was defined as a person or an organisational structure. For this 
end I went through my field notes, my transcripts, and some of the recordings in 
order to locate these actors. In this material I searched for how the actors placed 
and defined themselves and each other, and for how the boundaries between these 
actors were configured and reconfigured. This could be found primarily in how 
actors talked or did not talk about themselves and others, and in configurations of 
‘we’, ‘us’, and ‘you’, but also in their practices and doings. In order to conduct the 
analysis I had formulated some questions: Which formal occupational positions 
were involved in the business process analysis? Which other positions were 
configured and how were the boundaries between these drawn? It soon became 
clear that there were more actors – or positions – than I initially had expected, and 
that the boundaries between these were far from clear. Instead they overlapped, 
and changed, and one person could be placed in several different positions at 
different times. The strength with diffraction as an analytical methodology in this 
situation was that I did not have to disentangle this messiness, or choose one 
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interpretation in front of another in order to construct clarity. Instead diffraction 
could be used in order to show how one single person could be placed in several 
different positions within the project, and thus it became possible to embrace 
contradictory results and multiple layers of reality.  

 
 
 

The Research Process 
Suchman (2007) writes about how plans can be understood not as controlling 
structures but as resources for action. With this as a point of departure plans do not 
determine action, but come into being in specific, locally situated practices. When I 
started as a Ph D student in March 2005 I had several research questions and issues 
that I wanted to explore. My plan was to study how gender was done in the project 
organization. This interest was inspired by the ‘doing gender’ approach, with its 
focus on how gender is done in practices (see e.g. Fenstermaker & West, 2002, 
Korvajärvi, 2003, Kvande, 2003). I expected to find a highly gendered division of 
labour in the project and in the organization, in which mostly men dealt with IT 
issues, and men were found in higher positions in the project and in the 
surrounding organization. None of these expectations were met. Thus when the 
fieldwork began, most of my questions turned out to be irrelevant, and I had to 
make a fundamental reorientation and formulate other and more relevant 
questions. In other words the plans I had made had to be seriously reworked in 
order to better fit with the reality I met at the field site.  

Another issue that changed my plans in a substantial way was that I was not 
allowed to follow the project after the business process analysis. Why this 
happened I still do not know, but this had a direct effect on the research process, 
and made it take another course of action than I had planned. Instead of 
continuing in the project after the business process analysis, my observations 
ended there. I had hoped to be able to explore how the business requirements were 
treated by the IT representatives, since these had the power to judge these 
requirements technologically unfeasible. There was plenty of empirical material so 
that was not a problem, but my observations became limited to the business 
process analysis instead of including also the technical requirements formulation 
process. Thus my plans did not work but had to be readjusted. In retrospect the 
material I already had was very interesting in itself, and it was quite enough for at 
least five papers and a thesis.  

Today I see this as a valuable lesson about the delicacy of the relations between 
the researcher and the individuals who are being researched. As a researcher one is 
utterly dependent on the willingness of others to take part in research projects. 



58 
 

This willingness cannot be taken for granted, and as a researcher it is my 
responsibility to maintain good relations with these individuals. After all, they 
contribute to my career as a researcher. Thus the embarking of research 
explorations means also to initiate and maintain working relations with a number 
of human actors.  

After a seminar half way through my Ph D studies, another reorientation was 
initiated in which I began to read the theorists of feminist technoscience; 
furthermost Barad and Suchman, but after a while also Haraway. These theorists 
made me see other things in the empirical material, and helped me to ask other 
questions. Understanding the administrative officers as participants in IT design 
was not self-evident; this required knowledge about the various approaches and 
perspectives used in existing the research about gender and technology relations, 
and the knowledge produced about these relations. Thus I returned to the 
empirical material with these new theoretical tools. In combination with how my 
empirical material became limited to the business process analysis, the encounter 
with feminist technoscience probably contributed to making the thesis more 
theoretical than it would have been otherwise.  

Also the research environment in which I was (and still am) situated in made 
me change my plans at several occasions. During my time as a Ph D student I have 
had multiple belongings, and thus I have had the opportunity to meet a variety of 
researchers from a range of disciplines. I am employed as a Ph D student at Mid 
Sweden University in Sundsvall, but I am also admitted to the The National 
Graduate School of Gender, at Umeå University. This research school is 
multidisciplinary and through the Ph D courses and the boarding schools that it 
arranges, I have met gender researchers from several other disciplines. At Mid 
Sweden University I am a member of a multidisciplinary research group called 
CITIZYS research group, and I also use to attend the meetings of a group of gender 
researchers here at Mid Sweden University – the gena group – and also this group 
is multidisciplinary. Additionally the department in which I work is constituted by 
several research disciplines (for instance computer science, journalism, electrical 
engineering, and informatics), some considered as belonging to the social sciences, 
and others to the technological or engineering sciences. These research contexts 
have been a lively and dynamic research environment for me, in which I have had 
the opportunity and privilege to meet with a range of researchers with a number of 
research perspectives and approaches. Changes to my research plans have often 
been initiated and inspired by a meeting with some of these individuals.  

The writing of the thesis provided another possibility to work with the theorists 
and the material as a whole rather than in a diffracted manner as I had done 
previously (in the papers). In retrospect my feminist technoscience research 
approach – to keep alive tensions and contradictions, to ‘sit on the fence’ and 
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balance a range of perspectives, to not use set definitions of concepts but to let 
these be fluid, to include rather than to exclude what matters – is hard work. I find 
this approach and these theories fascinating and rewarding to work with, but they 
are not easy, and they have been time consuming. As for research plans, it is hard 
to know how my plans have helped me, since along the way I have changed them 
repeatedly according to various circumstances. Hence my research process can be 
understood as an example of how research plans come into being in situated 
doings of various human and nonhuman actors.  

 
 
 

Ethical Considerations 
An important focus in feminist technoscience is ethical considerations, and how 
these are related to actions, morally and politically. Barad (2007, p. 185) uses the 
term ethico-onto-epistem-ology as “an appreciation of the intertwining of ethics, 
knowing and being … because the becoming of the world is a deeply ethical 
matter”. This places issues of consequences of various practices in the centre of 
attention, but it also entails that researchers are expected to take responsibility for 
their research results (Lykke, 2008). This focus on researchers’ responsibilities for 
their texts and research results is a central part of postmodern approaches 
(Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2008). Researchers are involved in the creation of worlds 
through their research practices, and these result in practical sociomaterial 
consequences. Thus research is about the exertion of power. Consequently it is 
important to consider what kinds of worlds that are created in research practices, 
and what the consequences of these might be. There are a variety of aspects of 
research practices that are important to consider from ethical perspectives. One of 
these is the relation between the researcher and the human and nonhuman actors 
that are researched.  

In my research the empirical material consists of observations, field notes, 
project documentation, photos and recordings of discussions which took place in 
an IT design project in a workplace – a Swedish government agency. Thus my 
empirical material consists of some of these individuals’ lives, talk, conflicts, and 
everyday work practices. Consequently my research is highly dependent on the 
fact that I was let into the project, that they approved my presence as a researcher.  

In order to become approved as a participant observer in the project I signed a 
non-disclosure agreement in which I promised not to say anything about the 
details of the project to any external parties. I also asked the project participants if I 
could record the meetings that I attended, and got an approval for this from the 
project manager who took it on herself to decide for the other project participants. 
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When I met the project participants I presented myself as a researcher who was 
interested in how they were working, and who was interested in gender issues. 
However, I did not explain this in any depth, since I was afraid that this might 
affect their actions too much, and because I did not know exactly what to look for. 
My focus at that time was how gender was done in the project. This interest 
gradually turned to an interest in IT design practices, and how gender was 
involved in these.  

One important ethical aspect of my research is that when I saw problems in the 
IT design project that I was following, I did not do anything about this. I saw it as 
my task to be an observer rather than a participant. One of the problems that I saw 
was the risk that some employees might be dismissed as a result of the project. I 
discussed this with the project leader, and I focused on this problematic in my 
analysis and writing, but I did not intervene in the project in order to deal with this 
issue. Thus I took part in reality producing practices, but I did not intervene in 
order to change these, even though I saw that the consequences might be hard for 
some humans.  

In retrospect I believe that if I had been overly critical to the project, or 
protested against the project, it would have been hard for me to go on with my 
observations of the project. Nevertheless, as a researcher it is a very convenient 
position to stand beside and observe, analyze, and criticize, but it is a lot harder to 
intervene and take responsibility for the consequences of these interventions. 
Furthermore, as a researcher in informatics and as a feminist I believe that it is not 
enough to be only critical; one has to also take the risk to intervene. However, 
interventions can take many forms, and no research takes place in a void. Deborah 
Heath (1997) discusses how there are always stakeholders – receivers, financiers, 
taxpayers, the general society – and how interventions also take place when the 
results of research are communicated with these stakeholders. As a researcher also 
writing can be a form of intervention, since writing is a reality producing practice 
(Markussen & Olesen, 2007). Thus I see my research texts as one way to intervene 
in reality; to make visible the problems I saw in the project, and make them known 
to a wider audience.  
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“ 
When the objective about improving the work situation of the 
administrative officers was replaced with the objective to automate 
the administrative process, Sonja and her knowledge as an 
administrative officer seemed to become uncalled for. Instead hers 
and the other administrative officers’ knowledges about the current 
work practices seemed to become something of a problem. The 
argument was that they were ‘locked in’ how the old system worked, 
and that because of this they would not be able to imagine a new and 
different system. This was articulated by Sonja as well as the other 
business analysts. Nevertheless the whole project was still built on the 
analysis of the current administrative work practices of which Sonja 
and the other administrative officers were the main experts. Without 
their knowledges the project would fall.   

                                    ” 
 

SUMMARY OF PAPERS 

The thesis is based on five different papers, and the papers are all based on the 
same empirical material. In this section the papers will be summarized. The first 
paper (Paper I) sets the scene of a local IT design project, which takes place within 
the larger transformation of Swedish public administration, often referred to as 
eGovernment. The second paper (Paper II) focuses on methods for analysing and 
understanding messy realities, in IT design and otherwise. In the third paper 
(Paper III) the focus is on how women participated in the IT design project that 
was studied, but how they also were marginalised. The fourth paper (Paper IV) 
centres on methods in IT design, and of gendered consequences of these. Finally in 
the fifth paper (Paper V) we argue that fixed positions in IT design can contribute 
to making invisible what is done in practices, including the contributions made by 
women. Since the papers are all based on the same empirical material, they are all 
related, and each one provides a somewhat different story based on this material.  
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Paper I: Sefyrin, Johanna & Mörtberg, Christina (2009). “We do not talk about this” 
– Problematic silences in eGovernment. Electronic Journal of e-Government, 7(3), 259-
270. Available online at www.ejeg.com.   
 
Description: In this paper we problematize the dominant discourse of 
eGovernment. eGovernment is the umbrella term for the transformation of the 
public sector which is now taking place in Sweden and in many countries 
worldwide. In the paper stories are told of problematic silences in an eGovernment 
implementation project in a Swedish government agency. eGovernment is 
discussed as something that is articulated differently by a range of actors in 
various locations. This enables articulations of multiple eGovernment, and the 
multiple articulations can also be a means to contest dominant and possibly 
problematic articulations of eGovernment. The dominant discourse of 
eGovernment is about the rationalisation of the public sector as a means of saving 
public resources. The improvement of quality and availability of public services, 
and to improve democratic processes are central in this dominant discourse. In this 
discourse there is a silence about the dismissal of employees in the public sector. 
There is neither talk about how the public sector is an important labour market for 
women nor how the rationalisation will affect these employees. Employees’ 
knowledges are not considered as being a resource for strategic IT-planning, and 
thus they are not invited to participate in the further design of IT-systems. The 
purpose of the paper was to explore the participation of the administrative officers 
in an eGovernment implementation project, and the meanings of eGovernment 
articulated in the project. Ethnographic methods were used in the collection of 
empirical material, and central ideas in participatory design and feminist 
technoscience were used in the analysis. The analysis resulted in several different 
and alternative stories about eGovernment. On of these stories was that the 
administrative officers were central actors in the eGovernment implementation 
project. Their stories are usually not included in the dominant discourse on 
eGovernment. The administrative officers constituted the largest occupational 
group in the government agency that was analysed, and eighty percent of these 
were women. Despite this the administrative officers were not invited to the 
strategic discussions in which the strategic basis for the project was laid out. One 
expected result of the project was organizational rationalisations, so it was 
expected that several of the administrative officers would be reorganised, some 
would be retired, and some even fired. This story about rationalisations is part of 
the dominant discourse about eGovernment, but in this discourse the 
administrative officers and their situations usually do not become visible. The 
silence around the administrative officers and their situations are discussed in 
relation to how eGovernment is closely related to the belief in technology as 

http://www.ejeg.com/�
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something unambiguously positive, as a major driving force for development and 
social and economic growth. In such a dominant discourse of technological 
positivism, it might not be possible to give voice to hesitations or problematic 
implications, such as the dismissal of employees. The main argument in the paper 
is that the administrative officers participated in an ambiguous way. They were 
central actors but were at the same time marginalised within the organization. The 
ambiguity regarding how they participated is related to different and more 
inclusive articulations of eGovernment in the project. The paper is concluded with 
a discussion concerning how alternative articulations of eGovernment can offer 
alternatives to the dominant eGovernment discourse.  
 
My contribution: The major part of this paper was conducted by me; I did all of the 
ethnographic studies, and the main part of the analysis.  
 
 
Paper II: Sefyrin, Johanna (2010). “For me it doesn’t matter where I put my 
information” – Enactments of agency, mutual learning, and gender in IT design. In 
Shirley Booth, Sara Goodman & Gill Kirkup (Eds.), Gender, IT and sites of learning. 
Hershey PA: IGI Global. In press.   
 
Description: This paper centres on how to understand and analyse messy realities in 
IT design. In information technology (IT) design it is essential to develop rich and 
nuanced understandings of messy design realities, and this requires analytical 
methods and approaches. Analytical methods which result in simplified 
understandings may lead to the obscurity of important aspects of reality. In IT 
design there is always a risk that some issues are understood as irrelevant in the 
initial analysis, and thus sorted out, and that these issues later turn out to be very 
relevant. In order to obtain sufficiently nuanced understandings it is crucial to 
learn how to see and understand in richer ways, to include rather than to exclude 
what is regarded as relevant. In this paper Barad’s agential realism is used as an 
analytical and theoretical approach in order to obtain such a multifaceted 
understanding of a local IT design project. The purpose of this paper was to 
explore entanglements of agency, mutual learning, and gender in a business 
process analysis. All empirical material used in the paper was collected with the 
help of ethnographic methods, and analysed with the help of the ideas of agential 
realism. Agential realism and its rather intricate theoretical terminology is 
explained and then applied to the empirical material gathered in the ethnographic 
studies. Furthermore an agential realist account of agency is put forward as being 
about intervening in the world’s becoming. The agential realist point of departure 
for this kind of agency is that, as we are all part of the world, we can not avoid 
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intervening; instead we always intervene in some way. The main argument in the 
paper – as a result of the agential realist analysis – is that the issues of agency, 
mutual learning, and gender were inextricably intertwined with each other and 
with the sociomaterial relations of which they were part. For instance, the issues 
that were analyzed – the agency of the business analysts, mutual learning and 
gender – were all related to the business development method through the 
formulation of various roles and the divisions of labour in the project. They were 
also related to the existing technological platforms, and to organizational 
boundaries between ‘business’ and ‘IT’. Much of the mutual learning was a result 
of an initiative on behalf of the business analysts to extend their rather limited 
agency. In addition, the agency of the business analysts constituted a central 
prerequisite in the meetings between the business analysts and the IT 
representatives that constituted the arena for mutual learning. Among the business 
analysts the reiterations of gendered divisions of labour had to do with the 
business development method, and thus also with their agency. Thus a main part 
of the argument is that these issues cannot be separated from each other, or from 
the sociomaterial contexts in which they came into being. Instead the analysis 
made visible how they were deeply entangled with each other, and the problem 
was rather how to detangle them. The paper is concluded with a discussion about 
agential realism as an analytical approach.  
 
 
Paper III: Sefyrin, Johanna (2010). “But why is it interesting how it looks in CICS 
today?” – Stories About Women’s Participation in Information Technology Design. 
Submitted to European Journal of Women’s Studies (submitted 090427, in review 
process).   
 
Description: In this paper the focus is on women’s participation in IT design. An 
important basis for feminists’ interest in gender and technology relations is the 
issue of women’s absence from technology. Today it is generally acknowledged 
that women are important as users of information technologies, but the official 
story relating to women and information technology design still emphasize the 
absence of women. However, there are other and more inclusive stories. In this 
paper stories about women’s participation in an IT systems design project and how 
their participation became marginalized are told. The empirical material for these 
stories comes from an IT design project in a Swedish government agency, a project 
which was part of the eGovernment transformation that is currently taking place in 
Sweden and in many other countries worldwide. The purpose of the paper was to 
discuss reconfigurations concerning participation and knowledge related to a 
change of project focus in a systems design project. The empirical material was 
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gathered through the use of ethnographic methods, and the material was then 
analyzed with the help of Haraway’s figuration diffraction. This figuration can be 
used in order to show multiple and contradictory aspects of something. The 
change of project focus relate to the project’s two and partly opposing objectives. 
One objective was to improve the work situations of the administrative officers in 
the organization, and this objective was communicated initially. These 
administrative officers constituted the largest occupational group in the 
government agency, and eighty percent of these were women. However, after 
some time it became clear that the main objective was to rationalize the 
organization by means of the design and implementation of an automated 
administrative system. This change of project focus changed the positions of the 
administrative officers in the project. They were considered as central actors in the 
project and their situated knowledges about the current work practices were the 
basis for the success of the whole project. The design of an automated system was 
based on the idea that the knowledges of the administrative officers were possible 
to translate and transfer into an automated IT system. However, as the project 
focus changed from work practices to the construction of an automated system, the 
administrative officers and their knowledges became less central. Thus what was 
regarded as important knowledge was reconfigured. The focus turned from 
current work practices, to the construction of a new automated IT system. In this 
innovation discourse it was problematic to know something about the current, and 
instead it was required to be able to imagine something new, radically different, 
and better for the future. The point of departure seemed to be that technological 
innovations materialize in thin air, from scratch, as if they would not build on 
existing knowledge. This kind of innovation discourse is discussed and criticized. 
The argument in the paper is that women participated as central actors in this IT 
design project, but as the project focus changed, the women and the knowledge 
they embodied were marginalized. In the discussion this is problematized and 
related to the dominant innovation discourse. It is also discussed how it mattered 
that the administrative officers in the project were identified as women – by 
themselves and by others. Their positions as women who were partly marginalised 
in an IT design project could be taken to reinforce the dominant story about 
women’s absence from IT design, but on the other hand their central participations 
in the project could be taken to destabilize this story.  
 
 
Paper IV: Sefyrin, Johanna & Mörtberg, Christina (2010). “But that is a systems 
solution to me” – Negotiations in IT Design. Submitted to CoDesign (submitted 
090624, in review process).   
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Description: In this paper the main focus is on methods in IT design. We argue that 
it is not self-evident how ‘requirements’ are defined in IT design, but that 
‘requirements’ are enacted differently by differently situated actors, and that this 
has consequences for IT design practices. The purpose of the paper is to explore the 
consequences of prototyping practices in a local IT design project. The empirical 
material was gathered through the use of ethnographic methods, and analysed 
with the help of Haraway’s figuration diffraction. During the business analysis, the 
business analysts in the project developed graphical used interface (GUI) 
prototypes in order to formulate business requirements for a future and better IT 
system. From the perspective of Participatory Design (PD) it is important to, in 
early design phases such as the business analysis, work with many different voices, 
perspectives and ideas in parallel (a divergent approach) and not to go too fast to 
technological solutions (a convergent approach). The analysis centres on a 
discussion about a specific GUI prototype. The participants in the discussion were 
two administrative officers, one method expert, a GUI expert, and a fifth person 
with a somewhat unclear position as a ‘business client’. In this discussion a 
negotiation about how to deal with requirements was taking place, and it became 
obvious that the participants enacted their own and quite differing versions of 
requirements. The prototyping process was led by the GUI expert, and his 
enactment of requirements was in some instances rather technical, like the 
placement of a button. One of the administrative officers protested against this and 
argued that the GUI expert was talking about technical solutions. The negotiation 
was not resolved, but was analysed in order to show how it is not self-evident how 
such a central concept in IT design is understood. Obviously what the GUI expert 
understood as business requirements the administrative understood as technical 
solutions. Since the GUI expert was leading the prototyping, one consequence of 
this was the risk that the business analysts might move too fast to technological 
solutions instead of remaining on a more general level of business requirements. 
Another part of the analysis pointed to gendered consequences of the prototyping 
practices. The administrative officer – a woman – was arguing that the discussion 
should remain on a general level of business requirements. In order to do this she 
repeatedly assured that her task in the project was not to deal with IT issues, but 
only to deal with business issues. Thus she positioned herself as someone who did 
not care about technological issues. Since she was a woman, there was a risk that 
this would be interpreted as a reiteration of the dominant story of women’s 
absence in IT design. Our interpretation is that she was doing what she was 
supposed to do – as a business expert – according to the business development 
method. In other words, there was a risk that the project method contributed to a 
reproduction of the dominant story of women’s absence in IT design. 
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My contribution: For this paper I did all of the ethnographic studies, and I laid out 
the foundations for the paper, but the analysis was developed in cooperation with 
Christina Mörtberg.  
 
 
Paper V: Sefyrin, Johanna (2011). Right in Front of Our Eyes? – In Search for the 
Missing IT Designers. Invited and submitted to Special Issue of Journal of Science, 
Technology & Human Values – Methods for intervention: gender analysis and 
feminist design of ICT (submitted 091208, in review process).   
 
Description: In this paper the argument is that if positions in IT design are 
understood as fixed, they might make invisible more shifting and intricate 
professional relations and activities, and that once these become visible, more 
women may become visible as central actors in IT design. This argument is 
brought forward in order to destabilize the dominant story of how women are 
largely absent from IT design. The purpose of the paper is to explore how actors in 
various ways were configured during an IT systems design project. The empirical 
material for the study was gathered through the use of ethnographic methods, and 
analyzed diffractively. This analysis showed that the boundaries between actors 
shifted, that the actors were placed in several different positions at various points 
of time, and in various project contexts. Furthermore the practices and doings in 
the project did not always fit with the formal positions. For instance, in some of the 
meetings with the business analysts, there was talk about IT representatives – even 
though they were not present at these meetings – and boundaries were drawn 
between the business analysts and the absent IT representatives. In these meetings 
the administrative officers came into being as business process experts. In other 
meetings with the business analysts GUIs were discussed, and then boundaries 
between the GUI expert and the administrative officers were reconfigured. The 
GUI expert then became constituted as a technological expert – who also was a 
business analyst – while the administrative officers became constituted as 
administrative officers and as future users. Consequently, in these meetings 
boundaries were drawn in between the business analysts. In other meetings in 
which the business analysts met and discussed with some of the representatives of 
the IT department, the boundaries were again drawn between the IT 
representatives and the business analysts. In these contexts the administrative 
officers and the GUI experts became constituted simply as business analysts. One 
conclusion of this is that the positions in the IT design project came into being in 
practices, and they were not stable, but were configured and reconfigured as the 
contexts changed. Furthermore agency – the possibility to act – shifted with these 
positions. Another conclusion is that formal and seemingly fixed positions in IT 
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design may act as obstacles, which prevent the insight that practices are more fluid 
and shifting than indicated by the formal positions. This analysis made it possible 
to realise that in the project practices, the administrative officers – who were all 
women – were indeed insiders. If this project is representative also for other IT 
design projects, the problem of women as outsiders of IT design could be 
rephrased, and the problem is no longer that women are not included in IT design, 
but that their participation does not become visible.      
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“ 
Several years after my time in the project, I met Sonja in order to get to 
know something about what had happened with the project. Sonja 
told me that she had stayed engaged in the project after the business 
analysis. However, she had been very critical to how the project was 
handled, and she had begun to study programming and other issues 
related to the technological aspects of the project in order to obtain a 
better understanding of these. As a result of this her position in the 
project had been strengthened, and she had remained a key actor in 
the project, but in several different positions. At the time of our 
meeting she told me that she was in between positions, because her 
superiors could not find her a suitable position in the organization. It 
seemed as though she had expanded and crossed several boundaries 
in the organization. Her superiors considered her important for the 
organization but it was nevertheless difficult for them to find an 
appropriate position for her. She had become a transgressor of 
boundaries in the organization; a person who did not fit into the 
existing organization of work practices in TGA.  

                                                             ” 

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

In this chapter my results will be discussed in relation to the purpose of the thesis; 
to critically explore participatory IT design practices, with a special focus on 
gender, power and knowledge. In order to fulfil this purpose, I will answer the 
research questions. The discussion is followed by a section about the main 
contributions of the thesis. After that the chapter is ended with a short discussion 
about possibilities for future research. However, before entering the discussion I 
will briefly summarize my work. Thus I have conducted ethnographic studies of a 
large IT design project which took place in a Swedish government agency. The 
project had two different and partly contradictory objectives; to improve the work 
situation of the administrative officers in the organisation by means of a new IT 
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support, but also to rationalise the administrative process through the design and 
implementation of an automated administrative system. The project started in 
September 2005 and spanned several years, and I followed the project closely for 
about six months during the business process analysis. During this period I 
followed a group of business analysts who were in charge of analysing the present 
administrative system, and of formulating business requirements of a new and 
improved system. In focus of my explorations were some administrative officers 
who were the main experts of the administrative process, and who participated as 
business analysts.  
 
 
 

Who Participated in the IT Design Practices?   

IT design is not a fixed and stable practice. Nevertheless, as discussed by Mörtberg 
and Elovaara (2010, in press) definitions of IT design are often based on activities 
such as programming, software engineering and information systems architecture. 
Supported by PD I have used an expanded definition of IT design practices which 
includes also dreaming, the formulation of visions, and of a reality in which some 
problems but not others appear, the analysis of business processes and work 
practices, and the formulation of business requirements (e.g. Greenbaum & Kyng, 
1991, Karasti, 2001, Karasti, 2003, Mörtberg, 2003). PD and also feminist 
technoscience have been my points of departure, and based on these frameworks I 
have expanded the notion of participants involved in IT design to include also 
nonhuman actors. As a consequence of this expanded definition of IT design, a 
variety of human and nonhuman actors became visible as participants in the IT 
design project.  

Among the human actors were the administrative officers, the business 
analysts, business experts, the GUI expert, the method expert, the business client, 
the project manager, the project customer, user representatives, IT architects, 
systems managers, systems architects and many more. The nonhuman actors were 
for instance computers, video projectors, computer networks, buildings and rooms, 
prototypes, papers and pens, copy machines, tables, chairs etcetera. There were 
also actors in terms of sociomaterial (or material-discursive) practices. These 
cannot be understood as nonhuman, since they are both social and material, and 
consequently they are sociomaterial (or hybrids of social and material practices). 
Among these was for instance the business process analysis method which 
produced specific seemingly fixed positions in the project – although in practices 
and doings these positions were much more fluid and dynamic. There was also a 
dominant eGovernment practice which set the prerequisites for the project as a 
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rationalisation project (Grönlund, 2001, Grönlund & Horan, 2004, Ilshammar et al, 
2005). However, in the project practices eGovernment practice came into being, or 
was enacted, as something rather shifting and multifaceted (Dittrich et al, 2003, 
Giritli-Nygren & Lindblad-Gidlund, 2009, Mörtberg & Elovaara, 2010, in press, 
Paper I). Also the two contradictory project objectives became powerful actors in 
the project. Other sociomaterial practices which participated as influential actors in 
the project were:  
 The current administrative practices including the existing IT system and 

the technical platforms 
 The resources allocated to the project in the form competencies, money, 

knowledge, and time 
 The future administrative system 
 Boundaries between IT and business, and other organizational structures 

and practices at TGA 
 The project organization 
 Practices closely related to eGovernment, such as rationalization and 

technological optimism 
 The relations between the Swedish government and Swedish government 

agencies 
 Gender and the gendered divisions of labour at TGA; among the 200 

administrative officers at TGA eighty percent were women 
 An innovation practice  

All of the mentioned actors were not IT designers, but they were there, they made 
a difference, and they acted, and consequently they participated. With this 
reconfiguration I expand also the notion of participation. In my analyses I have 
focused mostly on the human actors, and on the sociomaterial practices.  

These actors participated in different ways – and they had different possibilities 
to act. As discussed above, agency is related to actors' possibilities to act and exert 
influence, and is a central concern in feminist research (Barad, 2007, Suchman, 
2007). In my explorations I have shown how agency does not simply exist but how 
it comes into being as a result of intra-actions of various sociomaterial practices 
(Paper II). These were for instance the method, which worked to enable the actors 
in the project, but also to restrict them. There were also the practice of drawing 
boundaries between business and IT, eGovernment practices including 
rationalisation, innovation practices, and the practices of formulating project 
objectives. Furthermore agency was entangled with mutual learning, and with 
gendered divisions of labour at TGA (Paper II). 

My focus was the administrative officers, who were central in the project. In PD 
terms they participated as experts of the existing work practices (Greenbaum & 
Kyng, 1991, Karasti, 2001) which the new system was intended to improve. They 
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also participated as future users of the system. Their analysis of the administrative 
system was the centre of the whole business process analysis. They were also 
laying the foundation for the subsequent design process and the future system, 
since their business requirements were the ground for this. These administrative 
officers were influential – even central – actors in the project, but despite this they 
were in some senses also rather limited.  

These restrictions were related to several sociomaterial practices. For instance 
the business process analysis method in combination with the gendered divisions 
of labour and the boundaries between business and IT at TGA worked to both 
enable and restrict the administrative officers in the project. As a result they were 
only allowed to deal with issues relating to business, and not with any kinds of 
technological or systems solutions. Additionally the two contradictory project 
objectives worked to define knowledge in specific ways, and these definitions of 
knowledge served to position the administrative officers in the project, and thus 
defined their participation. With the first objective the administrative officers’ 
knowledges – and their participation – became valuable and unquestioned, but 
with the second objective their knowledges became a problem, and thus their 
participation changed (Paper III). The second objective about rationalisation was 
closely related to eGovernment practices (Grönlund, 2001, Grönlund & Horan, 
2004, Ilshammar et al, 2005). As a government agency TGA did not have much of a 
choice but had to conform to the calls for rationalisation coming from the Swedish 
government. In this way the project was related to international as well as national 
events and practices. Finally the existing administrative practices and systems 
contributed with limitations and possibilities to the project in terms of what 
existed, what worked, which problems there were, and what could be done. These 
sociomaterial practices constituted some of the design conditions that produce 
specific users and designers in a way that both enable and restrict their possibilities 
to act, as discussed by Markussen (1996).  

Participation was also related to the different positions in the project. I have 
shown how positions in IT design which are understood as fixed and permanent, 
might make invisible how in practices working relations and activities are more 
shifting and complex (Paper V). When these shifting and fluid relations and 
activities became visible, also other actors – including women – became visible as 
participants and as central actors in the IT design project. My analysis shows that 
the positions in the project were far from static, but instead came into being in 
various enactments, and were configured and reconfigured as the project contexts 
changed. The positions that came into being in practices and doings did not always 
fit with the formal project positions.  

In some of the project meetings with the business analysts, boundaries were 
drawn between the business process analysts and the IT representatives. In these 
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meetings the administrative officers came into being as business analysts and 
business process experts. In other meetings with the business analysts, in which 
GUIs were discussed, boundaries between the GUI expert and the administrative 
officers were configured. As a result of these enactments the GUI expert – who also 
was a business analyst – came into being as an expert on technological solutions, 
while the administrative officers came into being as administrative officers and as 
future users of the system. So in these meetings boundaries were drawn in 
between the business analysts. In other meetings (or workshops) the business 
analysts met with some of the representatives of the IT department, and then 
boundaries were drawn again between the IT representatives and the business 
analysts. In these workshops the administrative officers and the GUI experts 
became constituted simply as business analysts.  

These positions were related to different possibilities to talk and act, and as a 
consequence the administrative officers’ agencies were wider when they came into 
being as experts of the administrative process, than when they came into being as 
administrative officers and as future users of the system-to-be. My conclusion is 
that positions in the project were fluid and shifting, that they came into being in 
practices, and were configured and reconfigured as the contexts changed. 
Furthermore actors had different possibilities to act, and hence to participate, in 
different positions. My analysis made it possible to understand and acknowledge 
that in the project practices, the administrative officers – who were all women – 
were indeed insiders.  

To summarize I have used an expanded notion of IT design, and of 
participation in IT design, and as a consequence of these reconfigurations a range 
of human and other actors in the project became visible. As a result it became 
visible how the administrative officers were central actors, but how they were also 
restricted to specific tasks. These administrative officers were women, so also 
women became visible as central actors in this IT design project. Since the project 
also was an eGovernment project they also became visible as central actors in the 
becoming of eGovernment. I have also argued that the seemingly fixed positions in 
IT design might contribute to making invisible more fluid working practices and 
activities in IT design. This analysis made it possible to acknowledge that in these 
fluid project practices, the administrative officers – who were all women – were 
insiders.  

From a PD perspective it is not unexpected to include the administrative 
officers as central actors in IT design and in eGovernment. The inclusion of 
practitioners (Brereton, 2009) as central knowers of work practices, and as co-
designers is fundamental in PD (see e.g. Greenbaum & Kyng, 1991, Karasti, 2001, 
Karasti, 2003, Bratteteig, 2004). However, in the introduction I discussed the 
tensions between the two stories about women’s participation in IT design, and 



74 
 

these tensions indicate that it is not self-evident that women also participate in 
influential positions in IT design (Mörtberg & Elovaara, 2010, in press). My 
argument is a support for the story about women’s inclusion in IT design; in this 
project the administrative officers – who were women – were indeed insiders.   

 
 
 

How did Knowledge Come into Being?  

Michel Foucault (1980) has shown how knowledge and power are intertwined, and 
several PD researchers have pointed to how entangled relations of power and 
knowledge are at work in IT design practices (e.g. Markussen, 1996, Finken, 2003, 
Karasti, 2003, Finken, 2005, Elovaara et al, 2006). Helena Karasti (2003, p. 36) asks a 
central question about this: ”How can the dominant notions of ’relevant expertise 
and views’ [in IT design] be challenged?” Also Randi Markussen (1996, p. 133) 
discusses power and knowledge relations in IT design, and she asks:   
 

“What count as legitimate arguments in negotiations in design? 
What makes a certain suggestion better? How do the designers 
negotiate their suggestions with the users, and how do they 
judge the contributions of the users?”  

 
In the IT design project that I was studying I have explored relations of gender, 
power and knowledge, and through my explorations I have shown how 
knowledge in the project did not simply exist, but came into being as a result of 
various sociomaterial practices, such as the eGovernment and rationalisation 
practices, innovation, the two different project objectives, and the project method 
(Paper III). The project objectives served to legitimate the participation of various 
actors in the project through defining the aims with the project, and the kind of 
knowledges that were needed. Also the project method defined the kind of 
knowledges that were required in order to carry through the necessary project 
activities, and fulfil the project objectives. For instance the method expert 
participated because there was a need for someone with extensive knowledge 
about how to work with the project methodologically in terms of activities, 
procedures, divisions of labour and so on. In a similar way the GUI expert was 
engaged in the project because the work with GUI prototypes was included as an 
activity in the business process analysis method. But the project objectives were 
paramount for the configuration of knowledge in the project.  

The project objectives contributed to the configuration of knowledge in terms of 
the dominant notions of ’relevant expertise and views’ in this IT design project 
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(Karasti, 2003). The kinds of knowledges that came into being in the project as a 
result of the project objectives thus defined what could count as legitimate 
arguments, and what made a certain suggestion better than another (Markussen, 
1996).  

Even from the beginning of the project there were two objectives, but at the 
project start the objective about the improvement of the administrative officers’ 
work situation was brought forward as the most prioritized. With this objective the 
participation of the administrative officers was unquestioned and self-evident. 
They were the only ones who knew about the current work practices, the current 
IT support, and the associated problems. Thus they possessed the situated 
knowledges (Haraway, 1991) that were required in order to make the business 
process analysis.  

Here I use the term situated knowledges in order to indicate the deep and 
extensive knowledges that the administrative officers possessed, and that were 
required to handle the administrative cases. Through my ethnographic studies I 
have shown how the current administrative system included no less than ten 
standalone (IT) programs and systems (Paper I). These heterogeneous programs 
and systems had to be configured by individual administrative officers into a 
functional and comprehensive whole – an administrative system. The public social 
insurances administrated by TGA were related to employment, and the 
administration of the particular insurance that the project concerned involved 
accordance and calculation of an amount to be paid to the insured beneficiary. This 
amount would depend on for instance the age of the beneficiary, number of 
employments, occupations, parental leaves, absences due to illness, periods of 
adult education, and salaries. Each case was unique and required extensive 
knowledge both of the legislation for that particular insurance, and of the systems 
and practices currently being used for its administration. No written descriptions 
of the work practices existed, and each administrative officer had to write down 
information about the details of the cases they were currently administrating in 
order to remember how to proceed with each case. My conclusion is that working 
as an administrative officer was a multifaceted and highly qualified assignment.  

The administrative officers’ tasks were to – in cooperation with the other 
business analysts – describe the current administrative system and the problems 
they experienced with these, and to formulate business requirements of a new and 
better system. Their participation was central and was legitimated by the objective 
about designing a better IT support for the administrative officers, and no one else 
possessed their knowledges about the existing administrative system. But as the 
project focus moved from the design of an improved IT support for the 
administrative officers, to an automated administrative process, another kind of 
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knowledge came into being, and in these changes the administrative officers’ 
knowledges became problematic (Paper III).  

When it became clear that the superior project objective was rather to automate 
the administrative process, and to rationalise the organisation, the power balance 
in the project changed. This reorientation made visible that the project was mainly 
a rationalisation objective, and that there was a risk that some administrative 
officers would be dismissed. Others would be removed to the customer service 
department – and hence they would no longer be administrative officers but 
something else. Yet other administrative officers faced the risk of an early 
retirement, while some would remain administrative officers working with the 
more difficult cases. This was not talked about openly, but the business analysts 
were aware of it. I have discussed how this silence was produced by an 
unproblematized technological optimism which was an important element of 
eGovernment (Bekkers & Homburg, 2007, Paper I). Thus I would argue that the 
changed project objective contributed to marginalising the administrative officers 
as an occupational group at TGA, and that technological optimism made it difficult 
to talk about this problem.   

 
 
 

Knowledge and the Innovation Practice 

The rationalisation objective was based on a belief in the possibility to automate 
parts of the manual administrative process. This indicates that the administrative 
work was understood as rather simple and a matter of routine, and thus easy 
enough to automate. Since the administrative occupation was gendered – eighty 
percent of the administrative officers were women – this was also a question of 
gendered divisions of labour, and about how the administrative officers’ 
(gendered) competencies were understood as simple. I have argued that working 
as an administrative officer was far from simple, but rather a complex and highly 
qualified endeavour. With the rationalisation objective a specific innovation 
practice entered the business process analysis.  

With this innovation practice the administrative officers’ knowledges about the 
current administrative practices now became uncalled for, even problematic (Paper 
III). Instead it became relevant to know something about possible technological 
solutions which could be used for a future automated system, and to not know 
something about the existing system. This innovation practice placed as central 
values such as the future, the new, and the radically different. These values were 
associated with technology and systems solutions. The administrative officers’ 
knowledges about the current system became understood as something that would 
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be an obstacle for thinking about the new and different, something that would 
prevent them from thinking about other possibilities. Furthermore they were not 
allowed to deal with (technological) solutions due to the method and the 
boundaries between business and IT. As a consequence this innovation practice 
moved the administrative officers to the periphery of the project, while other 
participants were placed in the centre. Despite this the whole project was still 
based on their knowledges. This was not a self-evident course of events. Suchman 
(2002, p. 100) writes:  

 
“[I]nnovation is mythologized as the rejection of things past. If 
current practices using existing technologies are assumed to be 
stagnant until the professional designer appears on the scene, 
the designer’s ignorance becomes his or her credential.”  

 
In other words it becomes an advantage not to know something about existing 
practices. Suchman (ibid.) argues that innovations do not appear from thin air, but 
that are based on existing technologies and practices. With this view of innovation, 
it becomes as important to know something about the existing, as to be able to 
think about something different. One consequence of the changed project objective 
was that knowledge was reconfigured, and this resulted in a marginalisation of the 
administrative officers in the project.  

Another conclusion is that the kind of innovation that was practiced in the 
project was closely related to rationalisation, which is a fundamental element of 
eGovernment (Grönlund, 2001, Grönlund & Horan, 2004, Ilshammar et al, 2005, 
Bekkers & Homburg, 2007, Yildiz, 2007, Paper I). Thus also dominant 
eGovernment practices were involved in the configuration of knowledge in the 
project. I have shown how knowledge did not simply exist as a given, but came 
into being in the entanglements of gendered divisions of labour, the boundaries 
between business and IT, the practice of formulating project purposes related to 
eGovernment, rationalisation, and an innovation practice. I have also shown how 
the changed project objective served to remove the administrative officers to the 
periphery of the project. This course of events can be understood as an example of 
how the dominant notions of relevant expertise (Karasti, 2003) were reconfigured. 
This shows how gender, power and knowledge were closely entangled in this IT 
design project.  
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Knowledge and the Project Method 

An additional example of how gender, power and knowledge were entangled was 
related to the business process analysis method. This example is closely related to 
the issues raised about Markussen (1996) about how arguments in negotiations are 
legitimated, and what makes a specific suggestion better than another. I have 
discussed how the method distributed tasks among the participants, and produced 
possibilities and limitations in terms of how they could talk and act. As a 
consequence the GUI expert’s knowledges were given a high status during the 
activity of GUI prototyping. This became visible in negotiations about how to 
interpret the concept business requirements (Paper IV). I have shown that the 
meaning of the term requirements was interpreted differently by the GUI expert 
and the administrative officers, due to their different knowledges and perspectives 
in the project context. This initiated a negotiation about how to understand 
requirements in the project context.  

The negotiation was about whether the placement of a button in a GUI 
prototype was a solution or a business requirement. For the GUI expert this was a 
business requirement, but for the administrative officers it was a solution. With the 
GUI expert’s interpretation there was a risk that the work with formulating 
business requirements would move too fast towards technological solutions, 
instead of remaining on a more general level of business requirements. However, 
one of the administrative officers protested forcefully against the GUI expert’s 
interpretation and argued for her own. In this way she took the responsibility to 
keep the discussion on a general level of business requirements – or to keep 
working with a divergent approach (Löwgren & Stolterman, 2004). Consequently 
these negotiations were related to the project method which prevented the 
administrative officers from talking about solutions, to the boundaries between 
business and IT, and to the gendered divisions of labour. The prototyping activity 
awarded the GUI expert a position as an important knower, but so were the 
administrative officers, and the negotiation remained unsolved. This situation can 
be understood as a negotiation concerning the preferential right of interpretation, 
or in other words of how to legitimate various arguments in IT design (Markussen 
1996). In this situation some of “the dominant notions of ‘relevant expertise and 
views’” (Karasti, 2003, p. 36) in IT design were challenged but not resolved.  

To summarize the section about how knowledge came into being in the IT 
design practices, I have shown examples of how knowledge came into being as a 
consequence of entangled intra-actions of several sociomaterial practices, such as 
the two project objectives, the project method, the boundaries between business 
and IT, gendered divisions of labour, eGovernment, rationalisation, and 
innovation. My argument is also that the reconfigurations of knowledge served to 
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marginalise the administrative officers in the project, and in the organisation. 
These examples illustrate how power, knowledge and gender were entangled in 
the project.  

 
 
 

How was Responsibility Enacted?  

Barad (1998) writes about how humans are responsible for the world in which we 
live because we are creating and participating in reality producing practices. With 
this as a point of departure participation entails responsibility – in IT design and 
otherwise. Responsibility is also closely related to agency in terms of what is 
allowed and possible to do (Suchman, 2007). Here I will focus on taking 
responsibility in IT design practices (Suchman, 2002). In this sense, accountability 
is about “taking personal responsibility for one’s own actions in a larger context, 
beyond one’s own immediate memberships” (Eriksén, 2002, p. 182, Suchman, 
2002).  

Through my ethnographic studies I came to understand how in the project 
there were a range of participants with various responsibilities. The client was in 
charge of the success of the whole project, and for the allocation of resources for 
the project. The steering committee was responsible for supporting the client. 
However, even though the client was ultimately responsible for the project, others 
(the higher directors) in the organisation had already decided about the basic 
conditions of the project in terms of timeframes, costs, and objectives before the 
project started. The project manager was responsible for recruiting the right 
competencies and for coordinating and running the project within the frames set 
by the client. This was not an easy task; the person who was managing the project 
when it started was replaced because of the problems with keeping these frames, 
and her successor was replaced too. Furthermore there was the method expert who 
was leading the everyday work with the business process analysis, and the GUI 
expert who was given and took the responsibility to lead the work with the GUI 
prototypes. The IT department was responsible for creating reliable technological 
solutions to the problems formulated by the business analysts.  

Also the administrative officers were both given and took responsibilities, and 
they achieved authority through their positions as central knowers in the business 
process analysis. They were the experts of the administrative process, and the 
business process analysis, and the whole project rested on their expertise. Hence 
they were responsible for describing the current administrative system. They were 
also responsible for formulating problems with this, and for formulating 
requirements of a future and better system based on the problems they 
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experienced. These were extensive responsibilities; they became responsible for 
describing a specific reality (the existing system) and for the problems that 
appeared in this reality. I have also argued that (one of) the administrative officers 
took the responsibility to keep the discussions about the GUIs on a general level 
and prevent this work from moving too fast towards talk about solutions. Thus 
they were not only given, but also took responsibility.  

I have argued that the possibility to take responsibility is related to agency, and 
as I have discussed, the administrative officers’ agencies were in some senses 
rather restricted. Thus, even though they took an extensive responsibility in the 
project context, they were at the same time rather protected from responsibility. 
They were not considered IT experts, and they were not invited to the strategic 
discussions which preceded the project, even though as an occupational group the 
administrative officers unquestionably would be affected by this rationalisation 
project, and even though the project depended on their knowledges about the 
administrative processes (Paper I). Furthermore, they were not allowed to deal 
with solutions, and this led to the risk that others might dismiss or alter their 
business requirements (Paper II). I have argued that the method distributed tasks 
and responsibilities among the project participants, and thus the method limited 
their possibilities to act and to take responsibility in the project. The method was 
based on the practice of drawing boundaries between business and IT, and 
according to this practice the administrative officers belonged to the business, in 
the organisation and in the project. These boundaries between business and IT 
furthermore coincided with gendered divisions of labour in which most of the 
administrative officers working at TGA, and all of the administrative officers in the 
project, were women.  

Within these limitations the administrative officers took responsibility for the 
business process analysis, but they were usually careful not to transgress these 
boundaries, and to talk only about business related issues. In doing so, they simply 
acted within the agencies produced by the business process analysis method in 
combination with the boundaries between business and IT, and the gendered 
divisions of labour. Their restrictions were reinforced by the innovation practice 
that entered the project when automation became the dominant project objective. 
Consequently the administrative officers’ restricted possibilities to act and to take 
responsibility were related to entangled sociomaterial practices such as the 
business process analysis method, the boundaries between business and IT, 
gendered divisions of labour, eGovernment and rationalisation practices, and 
innovation. My argument here is that responsibility was enacted in these entangled 
sociomaterial practices, and was produced by these.  

The boundaries between business and IT were not self-evident, but configured, 
and crossing them was not allowed. At one occasion when Sonja overstepped the 
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boundary and talked about (technological) solutions this was not taken seriously, 
but as a joke (Paper V). But there were other stories about how responsibility was 
enacted too. When the business analysts realised that one consequence of their 
limited agencies was the risk that their business requirements might be altered or 
dismissed by representatives of the IT department, they initiated workshops with 
these representatives (Paper II). These workshops were initiated in order to 
facilitate mutual learning (Greenbaum & Kyng, 1991, Bratteteig, 1997, 2004) 
between the administrative officers and representatives of the IT department, with 
the purpose to increase the chance that the business analysts would formulate 
technologically feasible business requirements. This was a way to widen their 
agencies, and to take responsibility for their business requirements, and for the 
project.  

An additional story is about how Sonja later in the project (after the business 
process analysis) decided to further her knowledgs about technical solutions, and 
how she through this remained a key actor in the project, and in the organisation 
(Paper V). She took this initiative because she had strong opinions about how the 
project was handled. This was when the IT department had started their work with 
systems architecture, but since Sonja was not recognized as someone with 
knowledge about technological or systems solutions, her position did not allow her 
to speak about this. Her initiative to deepen her knowledge about solutions can be 
understood as an effort to reach a position from which to speak about this. With 
her initiative she continued taking responsibility for the success of the project. 
However, as a result it became hard for her to find a place in the project and in the 
organisation. One possible interpretation of this is that she, through qualifying 
herself, in some sense became de-qualified; she did no longer fit into the existing 
structures at TGA24

 

. Nevertheless her superiors considered her a valuable person 
and wanted to keep her in the organisation. In this agential realist account Sonja 
saw a risk that she would be excluded from mattering, and decided to intervene in 
order to prevent this from happening. Barad writes (2003, p. 827):  

“Particular possibilities for acting exist at every moment, and 
these changing possibilities entail a responsibility to intervene 
in the world’s becoming, to contest and rework what matters 
and what is excluded from mattering.”  

 
Obviously the configuration and reproduction of these boundaries was not 
innocent (Barad, 2007). I have argued that these boundaries had important 

                                                           
 
24 I owe this interpretation to Sisse Finken.  
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practical and material consequences; it prevented the administrative officers from 
dealing with solutions, from enacting a more extensive responsibility for the 
project, and it contributed to marginalising them in the in the project and the 
organisation. Despite these restrictions the administrative officers took initiatives 
to extend their responsibilities in the project, and succeeded with this.   

To summarize, my argument is that there is a relation between agency, 
participation, and responsibility, and that a restricted agency entails restricted 
possibilities to take responsibility. Consequently when actors become visible as 
participants, also their responsibility becomes visible. In relation to this I have 
claimed that responsibility was enacted in and as the result of several intra-acting 
sociomaterial practices. I have also shown several examples of how the 
administrative officers took initiatives to widen their agencies and thus to also take 
more responsibility for the project. In the next section I will discuss more 
specifically how gender entangled with power and knowledge in these IT design 
practices.  

 
 
  

Gendered IT Design Practices 

I began this thesis with a discussion about the two opposing stories about women 
and IT design; one about their exclusion from IT design (e.g. Davies & Mathieu, 
2005, McGrath & Aspray, 2006, Maass et al, 2007, Wajcman, 2007, Faulkner & Lie, 
2008, Wyatt, 2008, Wajcman, 2009), and one about their inclusion therein (see e.g. 
Ormrod, 1994, Mörtberg, 1997, Hammel, 2003, Karasti, 2003, Elovaara, 2004, 
Björkman, 2005, Suchman, 2005, Jansson et al, 2007, Mörtberg & Elovaara, 2010, in 
press). My research started in the story about women’s absence from IT design, but 
now, when my thesis is near the end, I seem to find myself balancing on the fence 
between the two stories.  

One of my central findings is that in this project women did participate as 
central actors in IT design – and in the eGovernment transformation. The 
administrative officers’ analysis of the administrative system was the centre of the 
business process analysis, and the foundation for the subsequent design process 
and the future system. This became visible due to my use of an expanded notion of 
IT design and of participation in IT design, and this expansion was made possible 
through my use of PD and feminist technoscience. I have shown how the 
administrative officers were granted a lot of agency within specific boundaries, 
and how they were given and also widened their agencies in the project context. 
Furthermore I have discussed how their knowledges of the current administrative 
practices were the basis for the entire project. I have also argued that they were 
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both given and took responsibility for the project, and also extended their 
responsibility in the project context. Finally my argument is that the administrative 
officers participated as central actors as a result of various entangled sociomaterial 
practices. For instance the project purpose about improving the IT support for the 
administrative officers made the knowledges of the administrative officers central, 
and the project method placed them in central positions as business process 
analysts. Gendered divisions of labour at TGA contributed to that all of the 
administrative officers in the project were women, and boundaries between 
business and IT in combination with the other sociomaterial practices defined their 
agencies in the project. This finding is consistent with the story about women’s 
participation in IT design.  

Another central finding is that even though the administrative officers 
participated as central actors in the IT design project, they became – or were made 
– marginalised, and invisible. I have shown several examples of this. For instance 
the administrative officers were not involved in the strategic discussions 
concerning the project, and they were limited to only deal with business issues 
even though this entailed the risk that their business requirements might be altered 
or dismissed by other actors in the project. Furthermore they were moved to the 
periphery of the project when the project changed focus and knowledge was 
reconfigured, and the project contributed to marginalising the administrative 
officers as an occupational group in the organisation. With a narrow definition of 
IT design (Elovaara, 2004) these women would not be included in the statistics of 
IT workers or IT experts even though they obviously were deeply involved in IT 
design. I have argued that the marginalisation of the administrative officers was 
related to a number of entangled intra-acting sociomaterial practices. Some of the 
sociomaterial practices that placed the administrative officers in positions as the 
central knowers in the project also acted to marginalise them. Thus the 
administrative officers’ restricted agencies were a product of the project method in 
its entangled intra-actions with organisational boundaries between business and 
IT, and gendered divisions of labour.  

I have also shown how the administrative officers managed to widen their 
agency and take an extended responsibility for the business process analysis, and 
for the project. They were being removed to the periphery of the project when the 
project objective changed to a rationalisation objective. With this objective an 
innovation practice became dominant, and the women’s knowledges became 
problematic. Nevertheless their knowledges were still the foundation for the 
project. The rationalisation objective was a consequence of the project’s character 
as an eGovernment project (e.g. Ilshammar et al, 2005), and thus organisational 
rationalisations were a central project aim. In relation to this rationalisation 
objective one expected consequence of the project was, that some of the 
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administrative officers would be dismissed, while others would be reorganised, 
some would be offered an early retirement, and some would still be working as 
administrative officers with manual administration of the difficult cases. This was 
also a result of the view of the administrative officers’ work as simple and routine 
– a view which I have argued against. The various ways in which the 
administrative officers were marginalised and made invisible can be understood as 
gendered consequences of the project. With my discussion I have shown how in 
these IT design practices, gender, power and knowledge were entangled. This 
finding is also consistent with the story about women’s participation in IT design; 
even though these women were marginalised they were there as participants. 
Being marginalised is not the same as being absent.  

Furthermore my argument is that these women were marginalised and made 
invisible primarily because they were administrative officers, not because they 
were women. Nevertheless, due to the signs on their bodies (Søndergaard, 2002), 
the administrative officers were identified – by themselves and by others – as 
women, and this had consequences. If IT design is understood narrowly as 
activities such as programming, IT architecture and software engineering these 
administrative officers would not be included as participants in IT design 
(Elovaara, 2004, Mörtberg & Elovaara, 2010, in press) – since they were dealing 
with business issues. As a consequence, with such a narrow view and since the 
administrative officers were (identified as) women, there was a risk that what 
happened in the project would be understood as a reproduction of the story about 
women’s absence from IT design. For these women to become visible as central 
participants it is necessary to expand the definition of IT design to also include 
activities such as dreaming, formulating visions, and analysing current work 
practices. Here it is also important to see that they were restricted to deal with 
business issues as a consequence of the intra-actions of for instance the project 
method, the boundaries between business and IT, and gendered divisions of 
labour. In other words they were not allowed to deal with technological or systems 
solutions.  

My conclusions are based on one particular IT design project in a Swedish 
government agency, but the question is if there is reason to believe that this 
happens also in other projects. There are some indicators that suggest that it might 
be so. Swedish public sector is an important employer for women (see Swedish 
statistics), and consequently there is reason to assume that more women than the 
ones told about in this paper participate as experts of administrative and/or 
business processes in various IT design projects in other Swedish government 
agencies and organizations. If some of these women participate in a similar 
manner as the women in ‘Project IT support for administrative officers’, these too 
are included in IT design practices. If that is so, women in Sweden cannot be 
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considered outsiders of IT design. Thus it may be that a multitude of women 
participate in IT design practices, right in front of our eyes. If women are insiders 
of IT design, the problem is no longer that women are not included in IT design, 
but that their participation does not always become visible. 

My contradictory arguments serve to keep the tensions between the two stories 
about women’s participation in IT design alive. Even though one of my arguments 
is that women did participate, I want to underscore that this was not 
unproblematic, and thus there are still problems concerning gender and IT design 
that require our attention. This is important since it seems as though women’s 
absence from IT design is reproduced also in (some) research practices. This relates 
to my own and other researchers’ responsibilities. A major concern within feminist 
research is the importance of being aware of the kind of realities that are produced 
in research (see e.g. Lykke, 2008). The point of departure is that research is a reality 
producing practice (Trojer & Gulbrandsen, 1996a, Law, 2004, Markussen & Olesen, 
2007), and that researchers have a responsibility not to reproduce problematic 
realities, but rather to challenge and if possible rework these. This has to do with 
the responsibility to “become answerable for what we learn how to see” as 
Haraway writes (1991a, p. 190). As a feminist technoscience researcher I have 
chosen to focus on women’s participation in IT design practices, rather than on 
their absence, and this is a choice to intervene in a problematic reality, and to show 
something else. Instead of making invisible the women that do participate in IT 
design, I have attempted to make them visible, in order to show that they do exist, 
and in order to destabilise the story about women’s absence from IT design.  

As I have argued, this does not mean that there are no problems with their 
participation, but maybe the questions could (should?) be rephrased (see e.g. 
Corneliussen, 2009). Instead of looking for why women do not participate, it might 
be worth looking at those who do, and ask about why their participation does not 
become visible. In other words; how and why is the dominant story of women’s 
absence from IT design reproduced – also by (some) researchers? Here I want to 
underscore that a number of researchers have enacted a multitude of stories about 
women’s various relations to information technologies, including stories about 
women’s participation in IT design, and that the research field about gender and 
technology relations is large and diverse (see e.g. Ormrod, 1994, Mörtberg, 1997, 
Hammel, 2003, Karasti, 2003, Elovaara, 2004, Björkman, 2005, Suchman, 2005, 
Jansson et al, 2007, Mackinnon et al, 1993, Vehviläinen, 1997, Udén, 2000, 
Corneliussen, 2002, Kennedy, 2005, Landström, 2007). Thus there are more stories 
than the two stories about women’s participation in IT design and about their 
absence therein.  

In relation to this discussion I would argue that ‘sitting on the fence’ can be 
taken as a metaphor for the need to balance between positions and realities not 
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only in research, but also in IT design. Elovaara et al (2006, p. 113) writes about 
how in PD it is central “to talk and exercise participation that enables and allows 
different realities, experiences and knowledge.” The keeping alive of 
contradictions, tensions and inconsistencies, practices and realities and the refusal 
to settle for given definitions is a central element of feminist technoscience, but it is 
important also in IT design practices (see e.g. Bratteteig & Verne, 1997, Mörtberg, 
1997, Elovaara, 2004, Elovaara et al, 2006). Living with fuzziness and fluidity 
(Elovaara et al, 2006) in IT design counteracts the risk to design short-sighted and 
limited designs which excludes important users and which reproduces 
problematic sociomaterial practices. This might require to include, rather than to 
exclude what matters in IT design, and hence to balance a multitude of 
perspectives, voices and realities (ibid.). Working in this way is not easy; it takes 
time and effort, but the reward is more sustainable information technologies.  

My arguments in this section were that women did participate as central actors 
in this IT design project, and hence they also participated in the becoming of 
eGovernment. Their participation was not unproblematic, but they were in several 
respects and in various ways made invisible and marginalised. Their 
marginalisation can be understood as gendered consequences of the IT design 
practices. However, it was primarily as administrative officers they were made 
invisible and marginalised, not as women. Nevertheless, since they were 
(identified as) women, there was a risk that their participation in the project – 
which was restricted to business issues – would be understood as a reproduction 
of the dominant story of women’s absence from IT design. Finally I have argued 
for the importance of being attentive to how this story is (sometimes) reproduced 
also in research practices.  

 
  

 
Contributions 
One of my practical contributions to the field of PD and information systems 
design is the importance of various sociomaterial practices in IT design. Among 
these IT design methods are crucial. Since IT design methods produce specific 
agencies in terms of how the participants in IT design practices are allowed to act 
within specific boundaries, these methods have important consequences. I have 
pointed to how IT design methods may restrict actors such as business experts to 
deal only with business issues, and how this might decrease their possibilities to 
exert influence in IT design practices. There is also a risk that IT design methods in 
combination with boundaries between business and IT, and gendered divisions of 
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labour, contributes to the reproduction of the story of women’s absence from IT 
design.  

Another rather practical contribution is the acknowledgement that knowledge 
in IT design practices does not simply exist as a given, but comes into being and is 
reconfigured as a consequence of intra-acting sociomaterial practices. Thus what 
knowledge is and who has knowledge cannot be taken for granted, and instead 
this is the result of entangled sociomaterial practices such as IT design methods, 
and project objectives in terms of rationalisation and innovation. Reconfigurations 
of knowledge might shift the power balance among actors in IT design projects 
and marginalise previously central actors. Here I want to underscore the 
importance of the project objectives for the configuration and reconfiguration of 
knowledge, but also IT design methods are important.   

An additional contribution to PD is that if positions in IT design are understood 
as fixed, they might make invisible more shifting and intricate professional 
relations and activities, and once these become visible, more women may become 
visible as central actors in IT design. In order to be able to see and acknowledge 
various participants in IT design, it is important to be attentive to the fluidity of 
positions in IT design, and to what is done in practices. I have shown how the 
administrative officers were granted different agencies in the various positions in 
which they were placed. As a result they were given more agency as experts of the 
business processes, than as administrative officers, and as future users of the 
system-to-be. In the same way as positions in IT design are fluid and unstable, so is 
agency.  

A further contribution is that responsibility in IT design is closely related to 
agency, and to participation. With participation comes responsibility. Furthermore 
responsibility is enacted and comes into being in the intra-actions of various 
entangled sociomaterial practices, such as the project method, boundaries between 
business and IT, and gendered divisions of labour. I have shown several examples 
of how the administrative enacted responsibility within their given agencies, but 
also how they widened their agencies and extended their responsibilities in the 
project. As a consequence a restricted agency entails restricted possibilities to take 
responsibility, but also vice versa; a widened agency leads to extended possibilities 
to take responsibility.  

A contribution to both PD and feminist technoscience is that with an expanded 
notion of IT design and participation women might become visible as central 
participants in IT design and in eGovernment. However, in relation to the IT 
design project at TGA, their participation was not unproblematic, but they were 
also made invisible and marginalised. However, they were made invisible and 
marginalised as administrative officers, not as women. Still it mattered that they 
were women. With a narrow definition of IT design, there was a risk that their 
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participation in the project – which was restricted to business issues – would be 
understood as a reproduction of the dominant story of women’s absence from IT 
design – since they were (identified as) women. Nevertheless my conclusion is that 
in this project these women were influential participants in IT design.  

These contributions are based on an expanded notion of IT design, and of 
participation, which includes also other actors than humans. With these expanded 
notions otherwise invisible actors – such as the administrative officers and hence 
women – might become visible as central actors in IT design, and in eGovernment. 
Furthermore also sociomaterial practices became visible as powerful actors in IT 
design. Since these expanded notions of IT design and participation open up for 
another kind of reality of IT design, and hence for other IT design practices, I 
would argue that they are contributions too.  

A final contribution is that the kind of analysis I have done – in which both 
human and other actors are included as participants – bring to the fore the problem 
of how to understand how agency, participation and responsibilities are shared  
between human and other actors. The issue has already been raised by Lucy 
Suchman (2007, p. 268ff), so it is not new. The question is: how can humans be 
understood as responsible when they are constituted by sociomaterial practices? 
One difficulty is that at the same time as they are part of and constituted by 
sociomaterial practices, they can reconfigure existing sociomaterial practices, and 
configure new ones. This is a question to which I have no answer, but which I 
leave for the future.  

 
 

 
Possible Future Research 
Based on my thesis there are several possibilities for future research. One 
possibility is to rework my research into practical and concrete IT design methods 
and techniques. Udén (2009, p. 221) writes: “The vision and expectation [of 
feminist and gender theory in engineering and information technology design] is 
to be able to present methodological alternatives; alternative practices.” Another 
possibility is to – inspired by Suchman’s work with gender and innovation (2005) – 
work to make visible women and everyday practices in innovation processes such 
as IT design. My research also opened up for several questions that require further 
exploration. For instance: how is the dominant story about women’s absence from 
IT design reproduced, and in whose interests does it work? Another question is: 
how are the boundaries between humans, materialities and sociomaterial practices 
drawn in IT design, and how are or can agency and responsibility be understood 
as shared among these?   
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