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Janka Csernák

ABSTRACT
Compared to the aesthetic- and market-oriented mindset associated with mainstream design 
approaches, social design is traditionally considered to be a field that focuses more strongly on the 
human perspective and community-specific insight (Kimbell 2011; Manzini 2015). It is also a field 
that pays particular attention to the cultural and anthropological specificities of communities and 
takes these specificities into account throughout its processes of research and design. This paper 
presents a social design project, FRUSKA, and examines it from a semiotic and educational point 
of view. FRUSKA is a design program for disadvantaged girls aged 10–18, aiming at skill building, 
raising self-awareness and building agency, in order to advance the participants’ life prospects. In 
an attempt to understand the community better, several objects were designed by the author and her 
students, based on preliminary research and inquiries conducted with the target group. Building 
on the premises of social semiotics (Hodge and Kress 1988; van Leeuwen 2005), these objects were 
specifically designed for the participants to build and customise during co-creation workshops: the 
participants could disassemble and personalise these objects in a  way that is closer to their own 
aesthetics, filling them up with meaning as a  means to practice agency. The design process, its 
application during workshops and the feedback from participants are analysed through the lens of 
intersectional theory (Crenshaw 1989), in order to understand the ef fects of dif ferences in class, age, 
ethnicity and identity. The author concludes by discussing whether design can be meaningfully used 
as a language through co-creation.

#social design, #co-design, #social semiotics, #disadvantaged youth, #intersectional theory

https://doi.org/10.21096/disegno_2022_2jcs

TEMPLATES OF AGENCY:
OBJECTS OF A SOCIAL DESIGN PROGRAM 
FOR DISADVANTAGED GIRLS
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INTRODUCTION

The field of social design focuses on understanding complex phenomena 
in a holistic way, and thus, draws inspiration from neighbouring scientific 
fields as well, like social sciences, psychology, ecology, or philosophy. 
Social semiotics strives to be a critical, self-reflexive theory that investi-
gates the dynamics of social meaning-making practices in specific social 
and cultural circumstances with the aim of explaining the processes of 
meaning-making (Thibault 1991, 6–7). From a design perspective, it is 
a field that enquires into dif ferent representation typologies and the 
relation between things and interpretations people have about them, 
which can be multiple and dif ferent as people read and comprehend 
designed objects in dif ferent ways (Grilo 2017). If we presume that 
semiotics can provide tools for designers to understand and shape 
said interpretations (Grilo 2017), this connection can also be observed 
between social semiotics and social design. Van Leeuwen’s definition 
of social semiotics highlights key similarities with the methodological 
approach of social design: “the ‘social’ in ‘social semiotics’ [...] can only 
come into its own when social semiotics fully engages with social theory. 
This kind of interdisciplinarity is an absolutely essential feature of social 
semiotics.” (2005, 14) According to Van Leeuwen, social semiotics can be 
characterised as shif ting the focus from the “sign” to the way people 
use semiotic “resources” both to produce communicative artefacts and 
events and to interpret them in the context of specific social situations 
and practices. Van Leeuwen argues that semiotic resources are not re-
stricted to speech, writing and images, which expands the possibilities 
for the articulation of dif ferent social and cultural meanings. In the 
case described below, material artefacts can also constitute a semiotic 
resource, where it becomes possible to describe its semiotic potential as 
its potential for making meaning—on the one hand, meaning-making 
about the maker, and on the other hand, and more importantly, by the 
maker of a marginalised position, whose voice is rarely heard.

This study analyses the products of a series of workshops created 
specifically to address the empowerment of disadvantaged girl groups. 
These workshops were designed and conducted on the basis of intersec-
tional feminist theory (Crenshaw 1989) and social and participatory design 
methods, and they aimed at empowerment of the participants through 
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agency-building, self-reflection practices, problem-solving, designing, 
and building, all based on systematic self-evaluation and self-assess-
ment. The design process embedded in the program features a collection 
of template-based objects in the form of blueprints. The customised 
design process that girl participants go through provides them with the 
opportunity of meaning-making through their own cultural and personal 
experiences, by manifesting their knowledge of the world through creating 
objects. The relatively simple structure of the objects allows for ergonomic 
and stylistic modifications according to the participants’ preferences, and 
they can be further personalised with colour and decoration.

This study presents a variety of the objects created during a series 
of FRUSKA workshops, and the objects are analysed through the lens of 
social semiotics in order to identify collective and individual patterns 
of meaning-making and embodied knowledge.

THE TARGET GROUP1 

It seems more important than ever to address the increasingly pressing 
issue of intersecting inequities underprivileged girls face. While the 
developing world has been a central focus of worldwide development 
work carried out by global initiatives, the gender gap has not been 
closed despite earlier incentives (United Nations 2011, 2015). 

Unpacking the distinctions by which we define groups as underpriv-
ileged, it is both important to look at the global context and see local 
and cultural specificities too. In the global context, the following factors 
play a key role: living in low-income households, ill-equipped housing 
conditions, employment activity of the household, education level of 
household members as well as cultural factors like ethnicity, race, or 
caste. Based on information about basic needs collected from fif teen 
low-income countries, the World Bank defines the extremely poor as 
those living on less than $1.90 a day. However, because more people 
today live in poverty in middle income countries than in low-income 
countries, higher poverty lines are used. 

In a more local context, especially in Central-Eastern Europe, be-
sides the dif ficult socioeconomic settings of an individual, one cannot 
overlook the historically ingrained bias against ethnicities. 

When looking at the current socioeconomic circumstances in Hungary, 
the global economic crisis of 2008 had ef fects on Hungarian society 
earlier than in other countries (usually between 2009 and 2012) and 
therefore increased the extent of income poverty as well as income 
inequalities and severe material deprivation (Siposné Nándori 2020). 
According to data, housing inequalities, ethnic origin, and having a large 
family are usually closely related, creating overlapping disadvantages. 
Furthermore, the Roma population, which makes up about 6–7% of the 
total Hungarian population, is considered the most exposed to poverty. 

1 This section and the 
following one (“The User 
Group of the FRUSKA 
Method”) are partially taken 
from FRUSKA Handbook 
/ FRUSKA Kézikönyv 
by Janka Csernák, Rita 
Szerencsés, Lili Horváth, and 
Fanni Dés (Csernák et al. 
2023).
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The level of education and employment are both very low, leading to se-
vere poverty in these groups (Siposné Nándori 2020). A survey conducted 
in 2012 revealed that while 12% of the total Hungarian population lives 
below 60% of the median equivalised income, the rate among the Roma 
population is 76% (Gábos, Szivós and Tátrai 2013).  

According to a 2015 study on Hungary, deprivation can be further 
broken down into three indicators: the proportion of people living 
in relative income poverty, the proportion of people living in severe 
material deprivation, and the proportion of people living in a very low 
job-intensity household (employment poverty). The groups defined by 
relevant indicators overlap, amounting to 1.9 % of the total population 
of Hungary. Additionally, poverty and social exclusion further threaten 
the following groups: children under eighteen, single-parent households, 
the low-educated, unemployed, or Roma people (in which case the 
above risk is three times the average) (Központi Statisztikai Hivatal 2015). 

With the transition to a market economy, the length of childcare 
benefits has increased while the number of childcare institutions has 
decreased. This has led to women being increasingly forced to take care 
of their children, elderly relatives, and relatives living with disabilities 
in the household. Which has in turn resulted in the feminisation of pov-
erty as a dominant phenomenon in the country (Einhorn 1993, Gregor 
and Kováts 2019). Considering additional, gender-based inequalities, 
Romani women are the region’s most vulnerable, facing constant, 
multiple discrimination based on race, class, and gender (Schultz 2012). 
Furthermore, (mostly Roma) girls are not only marginalised within the 
category of children as females but also within the category of women 
as minors. (Taefi 2009). Addressing poverty as a gendered problem 
helps us further understand the obstacles underprivileged females 
face. The two strongest barriers are the duty of childcare (which falls 
disproportionately on mothers instead of fathers) and the impediment 
they experience in the job market (Czibere 2012). 

In low-income, vulnerable communities, the lack of perspective and 
job prospects can have debilitating ef fects on youth groups. Girls are 
of ten the most vulnerable in this sense, as early (childhood) marriage, 
a domestic career and the role of the caregiver is the only visible option 
for them. It is especially true in more traditional or ethnic communities, 
since the family serves as both the sole economic and social support 
system for individuals. 

This set of circumstances of ten results in not only early childbearing 
and leaving the education system too early, but several other psycho-
logical factors that further hold back individuals from breaking out of 
their barriers. The lack of support in the education system (especially 
in rural segregated schools) further deepens the abandonment young 
girls might experience and these dif ficulties might result in a lack of 
motivation, goal setting, confidence, and agency. 
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In many cases, these interconnected phenomena contribute to 
a conflict between the world of the family (which considers a girl 
an adult from early adolescence) and the world of school, which still 
treats them as children in need of discipline. Therefore, in the follow-
ing methodology, the age of adolescence is taken as ten to eighteen, 
but for more accurate methodical choices and appropriate tools, it is 
further broken down into two categories (ten to thirteen and fourteen 
to eighteen), when referring to assessment tools.

THE USER GROUP OF THE FRUSKA METHOD 

The FRUSKA method book aims to find and identify patterns of diverse 
challenges underprivileged adolescent girls face, the psychological 
ef fects these challenges cause, and to link them to ef fective creative 
tools. The method aims to define creative and design-based practic-
es that enhance the life experience of underprivileged girls through 
gaining skills such as self-confidence, problem-solving, and a sense of 
agency. As such, it is a useful tool for practitioners, community-leaders 
 or educators to enrich the developmental work with the target group 
of disadvantaged girls aged ten to eighteen. The method and workbook 
can be applied in scenarios when the developmental work carried 
out with the target group calls for out-of-the box or creative tools, 
as both the age specificities of adolescent girls and their position in 
educational or non-educational settings can prove challenging. In 
order to address girls in a meaningful way, it can be helpful to apply 
participatory, customisable activities such as the ones proposed below. 

The adolescent phase in the psychosocial theory of development is 
concerned with identity formation versus role dif fusion (Erikson 1968), 
as well as agency manifestation. Considering adolescents’ construction 
of identity—which underprivileged youths of ten miss out on—as part 
of an ongoing formation of relationships, institutions, culture, and 
family rather than seeing them as passive reactors to a static system 
produces accurate and detailed observations (Cooper 1999). 

Moreover, it helps to overcome the misconception of seeing edu-
cational dif ficulties of low-income or minority students as a result of 

“cultural mismatch,” and to recognise how institutions might lack the 
knowledge to guide them, if they still choose to continue with their 
academic advancement beyond the compulsory age (Havas and Liskó 
2005, 94–95). In addition, it is important to mention that according 
to surveys, traumatic experiences within the family appear more fre-
quently than in other secure social settings (loss of family members, 
separation, loss of employment, housing crises, and violence, etc.). 

Previous studies indicate that adolescents of low socio-economic 
status report lower self-esteem in comparison to their peers of higher 
socio-economic status (Veselska et al. 2009). Addressing and improving  
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low self-esteem is a key factor in working with at-risk adolescent girls 
as low self-esteem is widely documented as a correlative factor in 
depression and anxiety (Veselska et al. 2009), lower health-related 
quality of life (Mikkelsen et al. 2020), criminal behaviour, drug and 
alcohol abuse, and teen pregnancy (Hartz and Thick 2005). Confidence 
and satisfaction with oneself (self-esteem) can be influenced by peer 
and parental relationships, dif ferent intellectual and physical abilities, 
appearance, competence, as well as identification with a reference 
group (either positively or negatively) (Ibid., 71). 

These factors impact girls more significantly than boys, especially 
through adolescence, as gender-role expectations impose limits at 
a higher scale on females. Previous studies show that self-ef ficacy and 
self-esteem might act as a buf fer for negative psychosocial factors in 
adolescents (Mikkelsen et al. 2020). Promotion of self-ef ficacy might 
contribute to reducing emotional symptoms among all socioeconomic 
groups and thus to reducing social inequalities in emotional symptoms 
(Meilstrup et al. 2016). Increasing self-awareness helps girls identify 
personal preferences, values, and life purpose and create a realistic 
appreciation of personal strengths and weaknesses, therefore setting 
more realistic goals.

METHODOLOGY

We can state that underprivileged girls are a particularly vulnerable 
social group both economically and ecologically, resulting in the lack 
of tools for exerting control over their future. The FRUSKA method-
ology proposed by the author aims to consciously counterbalance 
this, and instead ensure freedom of expression to participants while 
maintaining a safe space for sharing dif ficult life experiences, granting 
them “partnership and active participation” (Froese and Kóczé 2012).

 The workshop program aims to find and identify patterns of diverse 
challenges underprivileged adolescent girls face, and the psycholog-
ical ef fects these challenges cause, in order to link them to ef fective 
creative tools. The method aims to define creative and design-based 
practices that enhance the life experience of the target group by 
helping them gain skills such as self-confidence and problem-solving, 
and a sense of agency. The methodology is based on the parallelism 
between simple maker assignments and self-knowledge tools, rooted 
in social design, participatory action research (Aziz, Shams, and Khan 
2011), feminist group advocacy (hooks 1994) and art therapy (Hartz and 
Thick 2005). Based on widely used social design methods, a participa-
tory, co-creation-based approach (Kimbell and Julier 2012; Manzini 
2015; Kimbell 2020) is applied in order to support the participants in 
practicing autonomy during sessions. The small group format and el-
ements of shaping the group dynamic as a safe space (i.e., establishing 
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common rules in the beginning, valuing all opinions, providing space 
for all expressions, and maintaining respect for each other) are based 
on the theory of bell hooks (1984) regarding educational settings 
targeting underprivileged females. Hartz and Thick (2005) suggest 
that art therapy and psychotherapy tools in artistic activities result in 
increased self-worth, connectedness and motivation in participants. 

The questionnaires for measuring the ef fectiveness of the FRUSKA 
method were based on a questionnaire designed by Hartz and Thick 
(2005), which aimed at measuring changes in self-esteem as a Self- 
Perception Profile. Similar to the data presented by Hartz and Thick 
(2005), FRUSKA participants reported increased feelings of mastery, 
connection, and self-approval. Comparing the seven-step questionnaires 
administered pre- and post-workshops, most participants showed an 
increase in global self-worth, based on notions such as perception of 
peer acceptance, freedom of self-expression, feeling of competence 
and goal-orientedness and positive feelings associated with the act of 
creation2. Baer’s observations (1998) on gender dif ferences in creativity 
show that middle school girls’ motivation and creativity are lowered by 
the expectation of evaluation and rewards, therefore no metrics were 
used during reflections and only self-evaluation was applied. While 
the recorded answers showed a pattern of general improvement in self- 
image and competence, several answers indicated the development of 
more realistic goal setting and more accurate judgment of the creative 
process. Even though numerical data collection is still ongoing in order 
to arrive at a wider pattern and more nuanced conclusion as a longitu-
dinal study, and therefore it is not shared in detail here, one significant 
result of the data collection process is the expertise the participants 
gained in self-evaluation itself, as it is a rather underdeveloped skillset 
of the target group despite its significant role in a balanced self-image.

The evidence for the parallelism between maker assignments and 
self-knowledge tools is supported by numerous studies conducted 
on STEM- and STEAM-based education and maker initiatives, where 
participants had self-assessed as more confident and empowered 
as a result of participation (Clapp and Jimenez 2016). Unfortunately, 
disadvantaged youth, especially girls, are not the basic target audience 
of such programs, which made it even more urgent for the current 
methodology to focus on these groups. Even though a majority of 
humanitarian creative tools are based on collaborative work processes 
(i.e., The HCD Toolkit by IDEO 2009; DIY Toolkit by NESTA 2014), they do 
not necessarily focus on the intersectional interpretation of inequalities 
they aim to address. Such collaborative practices are typically based on 
an egalitarian and democratic setup, where the designer only acts as 
a facilitator. In the case of the specific target group FRUSKA addresses, 
it has proven dif ficult for the author to embody the facilitator mindset 
for two reasons: firstly, the target group is not used to non-frontal 

2 Sharing the numerical 
data results of the ongoing 
data collection is beyond 
the scope of the current 
article, as it focuses on the 
semiotic aspect and general 
patterns of attitude change in      
participants.
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educational settings (i.e. a student-centred, cooperative learning en-
vironment) and expressing their needs and opinions during creative 
workflows; and secondly, as elaborated upon earlier, the majority of 
participants have experienced multiple layers of disenfranchisement 
through their life and their girlhood presents a necessity for the cre-
ation of a safe space in order to encourage expression and creativity.

According to Christian Voigt, Elisabeth Unterfrauner and Ronald 
Stelzer, the maker movement already has a strong political agenda that 
aims at bridging the gap between a few producing and many consuming 
stakeholders, helping consumers to gain access to production. Frugal 
innovations and a circular economy mindset are concepts for empower-
ing those with less “fabrication power” and makerspaces are important 
venues for the creation of opportunities as they enable low-cost entrepre-
neurship, but their exclusionist and western-centric nature of ten shuts 
out the very groups who would benefit from these opportunities (Voigt, 
Unterfrauner, and Stelzer 2017). The methodology described here does 
not aim directly at empowering participants in a capitalist, market-based 
sense, but rather helps them gain access to deeper self-knowledge and 
identify their inherited or gained barriers through design tools, which 
can result in improved prospects. Numerous studies and practice-based 
research confirm the positive long-term ef fect of the use of creative 
methodologies among underprivileged youth, especially girls (Dietrich, 
Trischler, Schuster, and Rundle-Thiele 2017; Tan and Barton 2018; Pilloton 
and Bingaman-Burt 2020; Hughes 2020), acknowledging that building 
or making things “is a way [...] to have a voice, to exercise power, to be 
a free and independent woman, and to play an active role in the physical 
world.” (Pilloton and Bingaman-Burt 2020, 15) Shaping this space that 
surrounds participants (by participants and peer mentors themselves 
or by the mediation of facilitators) does emphasise the parallelism with 
shaping the narrative of the social space that they inhibit as a catalyst for 
change (Pilloton and Bingaman-Burt2020, 11), and during FRUSKA work-
shops and talks the participants were actively encouraged to challenge 
not just the templates and language around making that are given to 
them, but to question the larger, societal context as well.

Besides supporting girls on a creative learning journey, a wider goal 
of FRUSKA workshops is to help participants discover interests and skills 
they might not acquire otherwise or get access to, grow their personal 
and professional network, widen their vocabulary (emphasising the 
power of language and competent use of accurate terminology), and 
to facilitate their geographical and social mobility by participating in 
a knowledge transfer as mentors. Furthermore, developing psychological, 
coping and communication skills can support girls in other areas of life 
and strengthen their resilience and agency. All these skills and gains 
contribute to a wider sense of empowerment of participants. According 
to some feminist advocacy groups, empowerment is a loosely defined, 
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“fuzzy” word that cannot be clearly articulated, let alone measured 
(Kabeer 1999). In order to gain some clarity on what empowerment might 
be and how to achieve it, it is necessary to think about power in terms 
of the ability to make choices: to be disempowered, therefore, implies 
being denied choice. As Kabeer remarks, “[empowerment] is inescapably 
bound up with the condition of disempowerment and refers to the pro-
cesses by which those who have been denied the ability to make choices 
acquire such an ability.” (Kabeer 1999, 437) Consequently, empowerment 
entails a change in power dynamics: an expansion in people’s ability to 
make strategic first- and second-order life choices in a context where 
this ability was previously denied to them. However, it is important to 
look at possible inequalities in people’s capacity to make choices (de-
rived partly from their social status) rather than at dif ferences in the 
choices they make (Kabeer 1999, 439). This decision-making process is 
modelled and exercised during FRUSKA workshops, specifically keeping 
the perspective of the individual participants in sight, and thus creating 
a realistic set of expectations that one can work towards.

There are no available studies known to the author on a compar-
ative analysis of a wide range of international creative initiatives and 
the long-term ef fects of maker practices on underprivileged girls. 
However, comparative studies on participatory processes (Hussain 
2010; Whittle 2014; Shepers et al. 2018) mostly from the field of digital 
design point towards the participants’ development of self-esteem, 
learning-by-doing, and broadening their horizons, which can contrib-
ute to their empowerment. Furthermore, studies focusing on gender 
dif ferences in maker practices (Vossoughi, Hopper, and Escudé 2016; 
Eckhardt et al. 2021) point out that dedicated attention to educational 
injustices is crucial to developing a pedagogical sensitivity within 
making environments, and broadening the definition of making could 
further contribute to overcoming gendered stereotypes within society 
and to create a more diverse environment in the maker community.

 Participants in the case elaborated below were students from a Ta- 
noda program in Budapest (an af ter-school community program, as 
previously mentioned), aged thirteen to fourteen, based in a district 
with complex social problems and increasing gentrification. Even though 
the participants described here are from an urban background and their 
network and infrastructure access is considerably wider, we can still 
observe similar patterns regarding lack of trust towards education and 
a lack of perspective and motivation, as well as a deficit of agency and 
empowerment. The deficiency of tools for visual and tactile expression 
and creative processes is also an experience that is shared among rural 
segregated schools and inner-city schools with a diverse studentship. 
While elaborating on the specifics of Tanoda programs in Hungary would 
go beyond the scope of the current study, it is worth mentioning that 
the Tanoda network plays an important part in working toward closing 
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the gap between Roma and non-Roma students and their educational 
prospects. A program based on one-on-one tutoring, extracurricular 
activities and strong interpersonal bonds helps the participants raise    
their motivation and dedication to education; however, there are lim-
itations to the ef fectiveness of such programs without strong support 
and encouragement from the participants’ families. As in several cases 
of minority-focused developmental programs, the Tanoda aims at com-
pensating disadvantages and ultimately pushing participants towards 
independence while teaching them the necessary skills.

 
ANALYSIS OF THE DESIGN PROCESS

Designed objects can be observed on three levels through the lens of 
semiotics: on the pragmatic, the semantic and the syntactic level (Mor-
ris 1938). The pragmatic level enquires into why the object exists, the 
semantic level explores what kind of subjective attitudes people have 
towards it, and the syntactic level investigates how it was made. In the 
case analysed below, the participants were co-designing a structurally 
preconceived template, accordingly, in the analysis the author only 
focuses on the additional design features created by the participants. 
The reliance on templates is necessitated by the short timeframe of 
the conducted workshops and the specificities of the target group (i.e., 
the lack of confidence in visual expression, the intimidating aspect of 
a detailed design process and the need for a unified design journey 
that grants a certain amount of freedom to participants and to the 
community as well). The current investigation does not address co-de-
sign processes that are applied from scratch. From a (design) semiotics 
point of view, the latter case would raise fascinating questions about 
authorship and the manifestation of agency for non-professional 
designers, but that inquiry is beyond the scope of the current study.

FIGURE 1. Objects created 
during the 2022 spring 
FRUSKA workshops.
Photo: Noémi Szécsi
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The objects created throughout the series of workshops are state-
ments by the participants, and thus, can be read through the lens of 
social semiotics. As mentioned above, in this specific context, the au-
thor stresses the importance of meaning-making by the participants, 
and therefore focuses on this aspect of semiotics and semantics. The 
template-based objects (in the case analysed here, a stool) are designed 
in order to create a blank canvas for the participants, as well as to over-
come several technological and creative barriers. Rather than granting 
them a fully detailed design education course, the program focuses 
on taking smaller steps and aims at a success-oriented, af firmative 
process. The collection of objects designed specifically for the program 
include a mobile paper structure (reflecting on the interpersonal relation-
ships of the participants), a small standing mirror featuring a pin board, 
a lightbox object (that can be customised with participants’ personal 
features), a swinging stool (that can be personalised and equipped with 
additional storage), and a ladder shelf (which is designed to refer to 
the vanity desk as a prefiguration, but instead of featuring a mirror for 
beautification, it of fers personal storage as an identity-building act). 
During the workshop series presented here, the stool was chosen from 
the above collection as the one item reflecting the group’s needs in the 
most meaningful way. These needs were defined and articulated by the 
participants during the third workshop session in a spatial visualisation 
and mapping exercise, focusing on their immediate home environments 
and their positives and pain points. The stool was chosen based on the 
shared demand of this given group for personal placemaking within the 
home and shared domestic spaces (literally “a seat at the table,” as one 
participant put it). In the case of other workshops, lightbox objects and 
storage shelves were also created based on the questions raised in those 
specific scenarios, bringing similar results in self-evaluation, which could 
indicate that the subjects of workshops show a lesser significance than 
the process of creation itself, but might be important for keeping up 
the motivation in participants through its relevance in their lives. In the 
context of the research, several design blueprints were created, such as 
storage items, chandeliers or an outdoor throwing game, but they have 
not been applied in the context of a FRUSKA workshop so far due to the 
lack of an appropriate age group or circumstances, but each of these 
blueprints represents a dif ferent complexity, functional specificity, or 
level of af fordance for individual customisation.

Af fordances, as Gibson defines them (1979), stem directly from 
observable properties of objects (or other phenomena). In the given 
female-centred context, these observable qualities of objects can dif fer 
from the ones registered in a dif ferent context: a “female gaze” on the 
environment and its furnishings is inherently dif ferent from the “male 
gaze” (i.e., a gaze with a western-centric, white, patriarchal set of values). 
The question of whether the objects described below fit into a design 
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canon (corresponding to a certain aesthetic or market position) can 
uncover the presence of othering and reinforcing existing stereotypes 
(Kóczé and Sardelic 2016). Contemporary western societies still produce 
a textual and discursive canon that determines the performance of Roma 
women, who are still considered a threat in most European societies 
(Kóczé and Sardelic 2016; Jovanović 2014; Matkowska 2021). As Kóczé and 
Sardelic state, “In some respects, the discourse on the Roma woman as 
unpredictable, transgressive and dangerous, or even as [an] evil witch, 
reflects on her perceived transcendent power over men.” (Kóczé and 
Sardelic 2016) This stereotypical narrative also reflects the discourse 
that attempts to justify the delegitimisation and marginalisation of 
Roma women in their everyday lives. If we consider participants as ac-
tors or ”bodies in space” (Hodge and Kress 1988, 52), their everyday life 
and acts should be considered as a baseline for the participatory design 
process in order to truly reflect on their actual needs. Consequently, 
several af fordances can be observed in the given case. The template 
of the stool was selected based on a placemaking act, stemming from 
the participants’ need to have dedicated, flexible spatial features in 
their crowded, loud, cohabited domestic spaces. The template of fers 
the opportunity of a swinging motion that can be considered radical 
for an act of a Roma teenage girl. The stool of fers the chance to create 
a swinging motion, but only one participant felt curious and playful 
enough to apply a rounded shape to the legs of the object (most of the 
participants declined this option due to the extra work it meant during 
fabrication and possibly due to the feeling of uncertainty it brought 
to the object’s usage.) This playfulness is a significant element of the 
template design that addresses adolescence as the ambivalence and 
transition between childhood and adulthood. Since the target group 
is traditionally considered to display early maturation in their woman-
hood due to social expectations to perform adult behaviour and labour 
at home (Durst 2001), the chance to still embody the girl child without 
adult expectations is a significant act of rebellion.

The size and weight of the object af ford easy transitions of function 
and spatial-territorial usage; it can be used individually or in a com-
munity. The way that the sitting surface transforms into a canvas for 
the self-expression of participants is radical in itself, bordering on 
minimalist maximalist design principles, a folk tradition and a con-
temporary manifestation of popular culture and personal accounts of 
social life. The presence of Roma girls and women, and traditional Roma 
images in public space have continuously challenged the concept of 

“respectability,” as described above (Skeggs 2001, 17). Respectability is 
a central mechanism through which the concept of class has emerged 
and functioned as a gatekeeping mechanism ever since (Skeggs 2001, 
2). The dilemma of whether it is possible for underprivileged female 
maker groups to attain respectability (and thus validation and canon-
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isation) is present in the art and design world as well. There is strong 
policing in ideology and in the construction of gender expressions as 
well. According to Hodge and Kress, “gender messages can be installed 
by rules of etiquette […] The rule of verbal language is important but 
ancillary to the physical. Styles of dress, appearance and behaviour are 
overt enough to be strictly policed so that the ideological meanings 
they carry can be obligatory and ubiquitous.” (Hodge and Kress 1988, 64)

During the workshops, participants demonstrated a certain amount 
of initiative and susceptibility to novelty, but understandably, they 
were also hesitant to make too many alterations to the given tem-
plate. Despite being encouraged to feel free to change the shape 
of the stool radically, they tended to take small steps and gravitate 
towards rounding out edges and designing cut-out shapes instead of 
redrawing the entire structure. According to participants’ oral feedback 
provided during the positional dialogues and feedback sessions, this 
was a conscious decision stemming from their social position where 
conditioning leads them to adapt and linger. The cut-out shapes used 
for gripping the stool were a significant territory of meaning-making 
for participants, as they were not only asked to draw these shapes, but 
cut them out with a handsaw as well, which requires serious dedication 
to their decisions of design. One participant cut out a heart-shape and 
the other three cut out rectangles, even though a simple round hole 
would have been the simplest solution.

Participants reported that these shapes represented important 
cultural symbols (heart) and shapes they are comfortable with, sig-
nifying the house or home (square). These symbols are both strongly 
connected to traditional female roles and representation, and can be 
interpreted in terms of Roma girls’ life goals. As mentioned above, love, 
marriage and sexuality play a key part in the target groups’ life narrative, 
as one of the most important opportunities for self-actualisation and 
creating “symbolic capital” (Durst 2001; Kovai 2018).

The colours used throughout the objects are red, green and yellow, 
which are of ten used in Roma pictorial tradition and clothing. The 
relatively small amount of data produced by the co-creation activity 
does not establish the causal connection between Roma traditions 
and the participants’ design choices, but it is interesting to note that 
during the workshops, the girls talked about the specificities of their 
families and their own personal clothing and how dif ferent traditional 
wear is from their or their peers’ clothing. Using traditional visual 
elements such as heart-shapes or floral ornaments as semiotic tools 
can be seen as a primal decorative tendency of adolescent’s visual ex-
pression. On the other hand, the use of strong contrasts and geometric 
symbols instead of figures (animal or human) can rather be the result 
of a decorative, but visually not highly skilled education received in 
the common education system (Hortoványi 2018).
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Another noteworthy feature displayed by one of the objects is the 
appearance of text. Van Leeuwen categorises this type of text usage 
as integration, when text and picture occupy the same space—“either 
the text is integrated in (for example, superimposed on) the pictorial 
space, or the picture in the textual space.” (Van Leeuwen 2005, 14) In 
this specific case, one participant wrote her initials and the word “slave 
girl” on the sitting surface of the stool. This text, while poetically and 
politically very strong, is a direct reference to a Hungarian pop song 
from 2004 by L.L. Junior, a popular ragga/hip-hop musician of Roma 
origin. The citation of this particular song underlines very traditional 
gender roles and the structure of a heavily patriarchal family, while 
also suggesting the possibility of free will of the woman represented 
in the song. Additionally, it references the strong cultural significance 
of music in Roma traditions, a “racialisation” of musical traditions 
(Piotrowska 2013). Survey data show that in Eastern Europe, majority 
group members typically regard Roma musicality as a distinctive and 
positive attribute, and music tends to be an area of pride and positive 
representation among Roma youth (Kende, Hadarics, and Lášticová 
2017). During workshop sessions, participants shared segments of their 
daily life as well as love life, and suggested similar tendencies as those 
described in the cited song. Therefore, the shapes and colouration 
used on the stool are further enriched with meanings from a culturally 
very significant musical inspiration. When reading the layered mean-
ing behind this specific pop culture reference, we might consider it 
a metaphor for the participant’s existential position. Hodge and Kress 
suggest that terms of speech are of ten called metaphors, “but what 
they express is a basic equation between the ordering of bodies and 
physical space and the relationships between persons and social space.” 
(Hodge and Kress, 52) It is important to point out that creating simple 
pieces of furniture or homeware objects does not grant participants 
the skills for mastery in woodworking, nor is the program focused on 
technological achievement or professional design skills. Instead, the 
process and the objects created within reflect on the Beuysian potential 
of social transformation, focusing a creative practice “not on the static 
object with realised goals, but rather on actions and demonstrations 
that showed a readiness and adaptability to change.” (Jordan 2013, 
148) This means that the participants’ creation and customisation of 
the objects manufactured during the process is an act of place-making 
and meaning-making, through which participants can experience what 
it means to plan, manifest and follow through with their intentions in 
a relatively structured way that grants them freedom of expression. 
Moreover, participants have gained skills that they can employ in other 
contexts as well: manual skills, technological skills, fine motoric skills, 
and appropriate language (of technology and of self-reflection), which 
can help them inhabit the world with more self-confidence.
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CONCLUSION

Disenfranchised or marginalised groups can experience dif ficulties of 
proper representation, meaning making, or being recognised as bearers 
of knowledge. Social design has the ability to provide tools for these 
groups to shif t said narratives and power dynamics, and gaining skills 
and building channels of communication through adequate creative 
processes can provide tools for growing agency.

Social semiotics is a field that highlights the importance of signifiers 
which are not restricted to speech, writing, and images, and which, by 
widening the media of expression, allows the articulation of dif ferent 
social and cultural meanings that might be more adequate to certain 
social groups whose voice is rarely heard.

The FRUSKA methodology presented in this essay attempts to 
provide tools for disadvantaged girl groups aged ten to eighteen for 
practicing and growing their agency through participatory, co-crea-
tion workshops based on social design principles (Kimbell 2011). The 
current study does not focus on the impact measurement aspect of 
the proposed methodology and therefore the effects of the work-
shop series are not presented here, and the effectiveness of the 
workshop’s activities needs to be measured on an ongoing basis 
in the context of a longitudinal study. However, an outline of posi-
tive changes that were measured during participation is provided 
and a rather significant outcome is discussed, which is the meaning- 
making processes participants are engaged in. Through the partici-
pants’ meaning making and their opportunity to practice control over 
their narratives, noteworthy observations can be made from a social 
semiotics angle. The design choices participants have made regarding 
the template objects are a direct blueprint of how they intended to 
shape their narrative and how they gained the tools to do so. Objects 
created during FRUSKA workshops were analysed through the lens of 
social semiotics considering gender and power relations, affordances 
(spatial and functional as well), textual elements and their additional 
layers, shapes and colours as tools for meaning making, as well as 
the general significance of decision-making through a design and 
manufacturing process.

The complex analysis of the FRUSKA workshop program, regarding 
both a methodological perspective and impact, requires a longitudinal 
study and analysis, which goes beyond the scope of current study, and 
is elaborated elsewhere. However, from a methodological perspective, 
social semiotics can be a valuable source of new approaches within 
design in general and particularly in social design, especially during 
participatory initiatives, as the viewpoints it provides are interdisci-
plinary and fully engage with dif ferent cultural meanings rather than 
a mainstream narrative. 
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