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In a museum, it is common to test and evaluate 
programs, but visitors are rarely engaged in the de-
velopment phase.1 Such involvement requires the 
museum letting go of knowledge control,and rather 
facilitate for emancipatory participation and refle-
ction through praxis and dialogue.2 Inspired by the 
tradition of Participatory Design (PD) that arranges 
for people to collaborate on creating artefacts that 
shape their lives,3 we arranged a series of co-design 
workshops called Science, Identity and Belonging 
(SIB) using the Future Workshop (FW) approach. The 
method was developed in the 1970s for empowe-
ring individuals and groups to be active participants 
in urban planning processes. The point of departure 
is to critique the present situation, in our case a mu-
seum exhibition in development and on display. 

What type of critique 
 First, we involved a group of young people 
(aged 16–19) in designing a digital sound installati-
on for the exhibition FOLK: From racial types to DNA 
sequences (FOLK). A year later, we invited two of the 
young people to lead a FW co-designing a learning 
activity for children (10–13) related to the same ex-
hibition.   
 This article reflects on these two rounds of 
co-design interventions. We watch our young part-
ners transform into co-design leaders and seek to 
elaborate on FW as a method that facilitates both 
the production of outcomes (exhibits, programs) and 
the development of deep and meaningful partners-
hips. The actions and reflections connected to plan-
ning and adapting the FW will be in focus.   

The Sound of FOLK: Young people creating soundscapes. Photo: Håkon Bergseth
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Motivation 
of the Museum  

Method and 
implementation  

Museums hold potential to be a space where 
citizenship is enacted through reflection, 
discussion and negotiation.4 Museums can also be 
third spaces5 where difficult contemporary societal 
issues are confronted. This was the case with the 
FOLK exhibition, which dealt with the impact that 
scientific racial categorization has had on how we 
understand humans today.  
 A participatory project that incorporates 
active involvement with objects and societal 
themes in the museum space can empower groups 
and individuals. Beyond participation, there is the 
opportunity to bring visitor engagement behind 
the scenes, as such projects open up possibilities 
for museum visitors to influence the development 
of museum programs and exhibitions.6  
 As part of the development of the 
exhibition FOLK at NTM (2016–2018) we reached 
out to a group of eleven young people with 
experience of growing up in a multicultural district. 
This collaboration with young people from Grorud 
Youth Council took place in a series of eight 
workshops before the exhibition opened. Together 
we co-designed the digital installation The Sound 
of FOLK. The co-design process was a parallel 
endeavor to the exhibition development, with the 
involvement of the exhibition curator alongside the 
museum educator in the co-design group ensuring 
fruitful exchanges between the two processes.7  
 In the second stage of the collaboration, 
two of the young people, Samir and Steve*, took 
over as leaders to co-design further educational 
programs together with children. With our support, 
they planned, facilitated and evaluated a four-hour 
FW putting their previous experience of museum 
co-design into practice.  
 The purpose of the project was to develop 
a co-design process that involves young people 
working together with museum professionals on 
an equal level. The collaboration and joint decision-

making on the conceptual level between museum 
professionals and youth underlines the bottom-up 
perspective of development. The initiative aims 
to enable young people to handle participatory 
processes, as well as to lead the design activity, 
an approach that necessitates letting go of some 
institutional control over both processes and 
outcomes.8

Future Workshop (FW) is a technique that focuses 
on the development of future-facing solutions to 
societal problems through criticizing and analyzing 
existing situations.9 In the context of museum 
exhibition design, it offers useful processes and 
tools for the public’s meaningful participation.10 
Involving young people as leaders of FWs in the 
second part of our co-design work also contributed 
to broadening our understating of the usage of FW. 
It has four phases: preparation, critique, fantasy 
and realization. It suggests a way forward through 
a series of stages that end in a realistic, feasible 
suggestion.11 

*Not their real names.
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We met the young people eight times over a period 
of a year. Starting with a brainstorming session 
around terms like identity, ethnicity and belonging, 
our initial meetings focused on exploring the 
exhibition topic and digital possibilities using sound. 
After four explorative workshops, we needed a 
stricter structure on the co-design; FW helped us in 
scaffolding the process for the last six months of the 
collaboration.  
 When arranging an arena for critique, 
we chose to analyze the exhibition Typical at the 
Intercultural Museum in Oslo. At Typical, we were 
all visitors; it had a similar theme and the target 
group was young people. Though there were many 
interactive elements and films, the texts attracted 
criticism, as becomes clear in one of our co-designers’ 
remarks:  

“[…] the videos were very 
well thought through, then I 
got to the information … Too 
much text can become 
boring.” 

Co-design with young people 

Co-design by young people 
A year later, the second participatory intervention 
in the FOLK exhibition took place. Samir and Steve 
themselves led and facilitated a single four-hour 
FW with children to co-design a museum learning 
activity. The young men led the preparation 
phase. As before, the introduction activity should 

During the fantasy phase, we used a small scene 
for ‘playing out’ ideas for visitor activities. In this 
phase, it is important not to have any boundaries 
or constraints of a financial or physical nature. The 
young people were divided into groups of three or 
four, including museum professionals, with the aim 
to produce three scenarios.   
 Through voting for the best solution, and then 
integrating good ideas from the other suggestions, 
the realization phase resulted in the development 
of a design concept for a sound activity. This was 
then programmed into a prototype which, after 
being evaluated by the co-design participants (young 
people and museum colleagues), was implemented 
and tested with exhibition audiences. The Sound of 
FOLK opened at the same time as the exhibition FOLK 
opened in March 2018.  

Fantasy phase, a scenario that illustrates a future digital sound installation. Photo: Tobias Messenbrink
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have included brainstorming around terms like 
belonging, identity, ethnicity with the addition of 
the word selecting. However, our workshop leaders, 
who had been critical from the beginning as to 
whether terms such as ‘identity’ and ‘belonging’ 
would be understandable to children, facilitated 
other activities, resulting in a longer brainstorming 
session.  
 They undertook the critique phase within 
the FOLK exhibition and highlighted the children’s 
views on the lack of interactive elements.  
 In the fantasy phase, the young leaders 
helped the children to use plastic figures on the 
scenes in drafting a learning activity. This worked 
well in one of the groups as they quickly started to 
playfully outline an activity.   
 The chosen learning activity to be realized 
included finding museum objects, in small replicas, 
and putting them in a basket. Then a movie telling 
the story of the chosen objects would start. This, 
as Steve pointed out, would require participation 
beyond ‘just look and read’. 

A co-design process revolves around making 
something together, and tentatively erases the 
boundaries between experts and non-experts. 
Furthermore, we can view the co-design process as 
an artefact in itself, as an assembly of actions.12 In 
the way FW has been used in these two cases, the 
participants have been given the opportunity to tell, 
make and enact future scenarios in the museum,13 
away from the known fields of their school, home 
or neighborhood. 

Theory

How to go forward 
with the project

Experience
Using critique as an approach involving young 
people in the various processes contributed to 
a better understanding of the museum’s role in 
society. The Future Workshop method emphasizes 
a critical look at the present. Furthermore, it 
contributed to equality among the co-designers, 
children, young people and museum professionals. 
It opened up the museum to critique, invited 
change, and required our readiness to act on these 
terms. 

 Working together with Samir and Steve for 
two years allowed us to identify practical changes 
that needed to be made to the method and to our 
approach to visitor involvement and participation. 
The first series of workshops revealed, for example, 
the importance of trust between older participants, 
which should either already exist or be given time to 
develop during the collaboration. Younger children 
can be immediate in their relationship building, and 
it is apparent if a situation does not suit them.14 In 
the second workshop there should have been more 
time to get to know and trust one another. It became 
obvious that the participants that came as friends fell 
more easily into interaction mode.    
 Facilitating for co-design processes provides 
a possibility for museum professionals to get a deeper 
understanding of how young people relate to the 
museum. They are often considered the most hard-
to-reach, yet, at the same time, the ones we wish to 
reach. It is challenging to be relevant to young people. 
As one of our collaborators expressed, to be seen 
as connected to the museum (e.g. in social media 
posts) was out of the question as it would mean 
being seen as a ‘nerd’ or a ‘loser’. Overcoming young 
people’s views of being associated with the museum 
as the equivalent of social suicide is a challenge that 
participation initiatives need to conquer.

While using Future Workshop as a method to 
structure co-design involving non-experts and 
experts, keep the attention on trusting the abilities 
of young people.15 See them as experts in their own 
lives. FW may contribute to practicing new curriculum 
aims such as in-depth learning, critical thinking and 
source criticism. 
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Kilder



Be very aware of power relations  

The co-design process must be
rewarding for all participants  

Have plenty of time to recruit

Be flexible, make adjustments and be 
open to changes of plans 

View co-designers as experts in their 
own life

Tips

Curriculum 2020
The participatory project supported 
Critical thinking and ethical awareness 
Creativity, engagement and exploration  
Democracy and citizenship 
Sustainable development  
In-depth learning 
 
FOLK from racial types to DNA sequences: 
discuss and elaborate on the ideals of human 
dignity, discrimination and the development of 
racism from a historical perspective with a view 
to the present.






