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ABSTRACT 

The current approach to facilitation has numerous benefits but 
lacks sufficient challenge in raising awareness about wicked 
problems. This paper discusses the authors’ master thesis pro-
ject, conducted in collaboration with the organizational context 
of a plastic-free store in the Gothenburg area. Focusing on the 
wicked problem of microplastics and its impact on us and the 
environment, we propose a practice that can assist designers 
in addressing complex issues. By combining a systematic view 
with methods such as embedding, research, materialization, 
co-design, and facilitation, we arrived at a hypothesis for a new 
practice called The Iterative Wave. This method, presented as a 
template, offers insights and instructions for other designers to 
utilize in similar contexts. The paper also includes discussions on 
the project’s sustainability, ethics, and ideas for future continu-
ation. The project encompasses two dimensions: the socio-polit-
ical environmental dimension and the embedded design dimen-
sion, as further explored below.
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INTRODUCTION
Embarking on a degree project can be an intimidating task. How can one approach a sub-
ject that is both interesting and beneficial for the greater good? While achieving this goal 
may seem ambitious, it is worth striving for, considering that pursuing such endeavors 
within a job or with limited resources often proves challenging. Why focus on food? Be-
cause it is consumed by everyone on Earth. To inspire change, people need a reason to 
care, and what better way than by examining what we consume on a daily basis.

Our journey began with Mimbly, where we learned about the direct impact of laundry on 
our exposure to plastic particles in water sources. This understanding led us to realize that 
as a species, we have contributed to plastic pollution in water, air, and soil. Consequently, 
it was not surprising to discover that these factors also affect our food. Growing anything 
on Earth inherently exposes us to microplastics. However, aside from those found in sea-
food, there is little discussion about the direct correlation between human consumption 
of plastic and the ingestion of plastic particles. While there is significant focus on our 
impact on the ocean, we tend to overlook the presence of microplastics in every envi-
ronment, from sand in various locations worldwide to our own backyards, forests, and 
gardens. This oversight is particularly concerning as our food, vital for our survival and 
well-being, is also affected.

Addressing the issue of food consumption proved daunting, especially at the beginning of 
the semester when we, as designers, explored various approaches and contemplated the 
best direction to develop a method that contributes to the design field. We acknowledged 
that food is both personal and cultural, yet we believed that even small ripples of change 
could create awareness among individuals. If people understand what they eat and how 
their choices impact their health, it can inspire sustainable patterns of living and action. 
Our intended community of interest has always been the broader population that we 
could reach. However, we decided to focus specifically on parents and sustainably minded 
young adults. This subsection of the population engaged us in thought-provoking conver-
sations, as we encountered numerous individuals concerned about their daily actions and 
their potential to contribute to or hinder collective health.

This project aims to broaden people’s perspectives on how they can change their actions 
by providing knowledge about how unquestioned patterns in eating, cleaning, and living 
affect our collective experiences. For example, every time we wash a load of clothes, we 
introduce hundreds of thousands of microplastic particles into the freshwater system. 
Rainwater carries these particles onto farm soil, and they also travel through the wind, 
originating from sea spray. Intentionality should underpin our actions, considering how 
something will eventually break down and return to the Earth. This perspective provides a 
starting point for conceiving strategies for real system change. If we cannot fundamental-
ly alter these collective patterns, our collective health will be impacted.

RESEARCH QUESTION
From a design standpoint, we seek to demonstrate how designers can address complex is-
sues connected to the current state of the world, often referred to as “wicked problems.” 
Our project responds to the research question of how aesthetic objects can be utilized 
in interactive settings to evoke empathy for complexity, ultimately instigating change 
through imagination. Recognizing that small actions can make a difference, given the 
significant damage caused by tiny particles, we became ambitious in our perspective on 
addressing the issue.
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BACKGROUND
The decision to become embedded designers arose from our previous experiences ad-
dressing various societal issues. Each of us had distinct backgrounds that contributed to 
our interest. One of us had a professional background in textiles and witnessed the limited 
growth and professional opportunities offered in the field. Learning about the exponen-
tial pollution caused by synthetic fabrics in our water systems served as a turning point.

The other designer had a background in visual communication design and focused on 
textile sustainability, consumption, and transportation during university projects. Since 
we both have already worked on design projects related to fibers and pollution, it seemed 
natural to shift our attention to microplastics and the broader awareness surrounding 
them. We aimed to frame a project that could change perceptions and foster a new rela-
tionship with synthetic fabrics. After extensive research and exploring the experiences of 
various audiences in terms of their awareness and practices related to clothing, we even-
tually shifted our focus to food consumption.

Early on, we realized that it would be challenging to confront manufacturers or packaging 
companies that heavily relied on plastic. Taking on such a vast industry or even a portion of 
it within our allocated timeframe was not feasible. Instead, we began searching for alter-
native packaging companies that did not use plastic, which led us to discover EkoSpeceriet, 
a package-free shop in the greater Gothenburg area. After contacting EkoSpeceriet, we 
met with the store owner and established a shared understanding of our goals, with an 
emphasis on community engagement and consciousness as fundamental aspects of our 
collaboration.

PROCESS
At the beginning of the semester, we explored different paths to address the issue of mi-
croplastic ingestion. Here, we outline the stages of our thought progression:

Stage 1: Create an atmospheric dining experience to discuss the impact of microplastics.
Initially, we considered designing an immersive dining experience where people could en-
gage their senses while discussing microplastics. We drew inspiration from high-end dining 
experiences that could provoke conversation about the plastic impact. However, we real-
ized that this approach might not have the desired impact and would require a significant 
amount of work and logistics without a guaranteed outcome.

Stage 2: Advocate for system-wide changes in grocery store packaging.
We briefly considered tackling the issue of plastic packaging in grocery stores on a large 
scale. While it is an important problem to address, we recognized that as students work-
ing on our thesis project, we lacked the resources and time to navigate the complexities 
involved in dealing with corporations or big companies. Consequently, we decided to move 
on from this direction due to its magnitude.

Stage 3: Develop a method and collaborate with alternative packaging supply companies.
Considering the challenges with grocery stores, we explored the possibility of partnering 
with alternative packaging companies that used sustainable materials. Our intention was 
to create awareness and generate buzz, aligning with like-minded entities. However, we 
encountered difficulties in communicating with niche sustainable packaging companies, as 
our role as students did not hold much influence on their revenue streams. This led us to 
seek a partnership with a plastic-free store that shared our values and goals.
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Stage 4: Partner with a plastic-free store to highlight changing habits and develop a method 
for addressing complex issues.
Collaborating with EkoSpeceriet, a package-free store, seemed like an ideal direction as it 
had a built-in audience and a health-conscious approach to food. Meeting the owner and 
understanding her commitment to sustainability and creating a healthier world further 
solidified our decision. EkoSpeceriet provided valuable insights into their customers’ per-
spectives and concerns, particularly regarding their health and what the unawareness of 
microplastic exposure could do to their lives.

Event 1 with EkoSpeceriet:
After organizing the first event in collaboration with Mimbly, we recognized the im-
portance of emphasizing the impact of microplastics on the human body. The audience 
showed a desire for more explanations and insights into how microplastics circulate and 
affect us. We successfully engaged participants in discussions, prompting them to ques-
tion their behaviors and consider changes to reduce their own consumption. The event 
also sparked speculations about future possibilities, such as microplastic-free labels on 
food. However, we identified the need for improved logistics and space arrangement, as 
well as more interactive materializations and co-creation opportunities for participants. 
Building a network within the city and involving a researcher in the field were also crucial 
for fostering a passionate community. Moving forward, we took on these learnings and 
applied them on when we ideated for the second event.

Event 2 at Mimbly:
In our second event, our focus shifted towards increasing awareness among non-design-
ers and fostering co-creation with participants and external partners in an organizational 
context. We aimed to create actionable solutions and bring about a shift from an individu-
alistic to a community mindset. Reflecting on this event, we recognized the importance of 
requiring participants to invest time or engage in discussions to access relevant material. 
We also acknowledged the challenge of maintaining participants’ attention and focus for 
extended periods due to a general competition for attention. However, we found that 
investing in process activities could influence participants’ actions and their perception of 
personal impact. On the organizational side, we reaffirmed the need for win-win relation-
ships and ensuring that collaborations evolve and thrive despite differing expectations. 

4

Fig. 1 Event at EkoSpeceriet



By navigating through these stages and events, we have continuously learned and refined 
our approach to address the complex issue of microplastics and foster meaningful change.

METHODS 
Embedding: We immersed ourselves in the context by spending time with our collabo-
rator, having tea, and engaging in conversations about the store’s goals and values. This 
helped us observe their sustainability practices and understand their approach to spread-
ing the message to customers. It also allowed us to establish a deeper relationship with 
the collaborator and gain insights into their customer demographic and behavior.

Interviews: We conducted interviews with various individuals, including experts in the 
field and random people on the street. These interviews provided us with valuable re-
sources, ideas, and feedback, and helped us expand our network and explore new possibil-
ities.

Workshops: We organized workshops to engage participants and learn from their expe-
riences and perspectives. Through group discussions, we fostered a sense of community, 
gained a deeper understanding of the topic, and received constructive feedback for im-
provement.

Desktop Research: Given the complexity of the microplastics issue, we conducted desk-
top research to understand the topic, gather relevant information, and stay updated on 
emerging scientific findings. This research informed the content and knowledge we shared 
with participants.

Ethnographic Research: We arranged a guided tour at a local wastewater treatment plant 
to gain a better understanding of how microplastics are handled locally and identify areas 
for improvement. This provided a valuable perspective from experts in the field.
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Crafting/Materialization: Visualizing the issue of microplastics was crucial in making it 
accessible to a wide range of people. We used crafting and materialization techniques to 
create aesthetic objects that could effectively communicate the invisible problem and pro-
voke engagement and interaction.

METHODOLOGY
To create a community of practice and drive change in the field of microplastics, we adopt-
ed the Nested Communities model and drew inspiration from Redesigning Education to 
understand how to transform a system. We recognized the importance of shared concerns, 
problem-solving, and knowledge creation among community members to advance the 
professional practice domain.

MATERIALIZATIONS 
Throughout the process, each method was chosen intentionally and served a specific pur-
pose. The combination of these methods allowed us to build a community of practice, gen-
erate knowledge, and drive meaningful change in addressing the issue of microplastics.
The approach taken in this project aimed to create material objects that would serve as 
focal points in various spaces and facilitate dialogue. The inspiration behind this approach 
stemmed from the need for tangible items that could evoke emotions and establish con-
nections, ultimately bringing visibility to otherwise invisible entities.

Drawing from Wulia’s work (2023) on the significance of aesthetic objects as links between 
imagination, emotions, and institutions, it was evident that such objects possess the abil-
ity to create social networks and act as catalysts for social change. Examples of aesthetic 
objects highlighted by Wulia include archives, exhibition catalogs, and socially engaged 
art. In the context of this project, the aesthetic objects created served as powerful tools 
for engaging individuals and fostering empathy. Participants became more aware of the 
personal impact of microplastics and gained an understanding of their circulation through 
water, air, and soil.
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The realization of how materializations could be featured and utilized in a space was influ-
enced by a notable installation called “A Subtlety” by Kara Walker. This artwork shed light 
on the historical exploitation of people of color in the sugar trade, specifically those in-
volved in sugar cane harvesting and the impact of slavery. The deliberate placement of the 
installation in the old Domino Sugar factory in NYC, facing Manhattan, added to its signif-
icance. The site itself, with its decaying state and panoramic views of the city, contributed 
to the overall ambiance. The core of the massive focal point—a naked woman of color—
was made of polystyrene, covered with 80,000 pounds of refined white sugar. This depic-
tion served as a thought-provoking commentary on race, particularly from the perspective 
of an American artist. Complementing this focal point were life-sized sugar cast children 
holding basins of molasses, emitting the scent of molasses as the sugar sculptures began 
to melt from the heat.

The juxtaposition between the macro element and life-sized objects in our own project 
echoed the impact it had on viewers. By directly drawing attention to the scale of the issue 
and providing real-life counterparts alongside our materializations in the second work-
shop, participants were able to make connections and contemplate their own interactions 
with food. This comparison framed conversations around the potential for replacing plas-
tic items with plastic-free alternatives. The goal of utilizing materials to generate discus-
sion and create memorable talking points proved successful, as evidenced by the engaged 
conversations observed among the participants.

In summary, the materializations created in this project served as focal points to facilitate 
dialogue and raise awareness. Inspired by the power of aesthetic objects, as highlighted 
by Wulia, and influenced by Kara Walker’s “A Subtlety” installation, these material objects 
sparked conversations and encouraged participants to reflect on their relationship with 
microplastics and alternative solutions. The utilization of materials proved effective in 
generating impactful discussions and leaving a lasting impression on participants.

MATERIALITY AWARENESS
The process of creating these materializations involved carving, gluing, sculpting, and ap-
plying wood filler to large-scale fruits and vegetables. These sculptures, which were sever-
al meters long, were then meticulously sanded and painted to realistically represent their 
original counterparts. The intention was to emphasize their inherent characteristics and 
provide a powerful visual commentary on the presence of microplastics within them.

Due to the need for mobility and the ability to transport the materializations to different 
locations, styrofoam was chosen as the material of choice, despite it not being the initial 
preference. This decision was made in collaboration with workshop technicians, consid-
ering its lightweight nature and ease of maneuverability. To minimize support for large 
corporations that add on the plastic pollution, the raw styrofoam material was sourced 
second-hand. It is ironic that the material used for the project ended up being plastic, con-
sidering the project’s objective to redefine our relationship with this very substance.
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The primary objective was to utilize plastic in a manner that creates long-term value rather 
than immediate disposability. Additionally, finding alternative purposes for the material-
izations once they no longer served the project’s direct purpose was essential. Through 
research, it was discovered that reusable plastic components and the longstanding use 
of plastic have generated numerous opportunities and promoted social equality across 
different societal strata. Each review of the project’s materials led to a broader under-
standing, beyond the initial motivations, transforming the objects into critical pieces 
that inherently critique the excessive plastic consumption prevalent in our surroundings. 
The utilization of plastic aesthetic objects to address the issue of microplastics became a 
stronger form of commentary and metaphor in itself.

All in all, the materialization process involved intricate techniques to create large-scale 
sculptures covered in wood filler, painted realistically, and made mobile through the use 
of styrofoam. Despite the irony of using plastic, the project aimed to create lasting value 
and explore alternative purposes for the materializations. The objects served as powerful 
critiques of our plastic-centric culture and consumption patterns, ultimately highlighting 
the issue of microplastics and sparking meaningful conversations about our relationship 
with plastic.

FACILITATION APPROACH
In terms of facilitation, we employed a co-design approach to integrate diverse perspec-
tives and ideas from participants, aiming to foster a collective understanding of the issues 
and solutions related to microplastics in the present moment. Drawing on the insights 
of Mosely et al. (2021), we recognized the role of a designer facilitator in guiding partic-
ipants, users, and stakeholders through the design process to encourage new ways of 
thinking, doing, and problem-solving.

To immerse participants in spaces associated with plastic consumption awareness, we 
intentionally chose workshop venues that were connected to or aligned with the mission 
of changing our relationship with plastic. This setting reinforced the narrative that people 
are concerned about the plastic problem, and our project aimed to engage more individ-
uals in the movement to reduce plastic usage and exposure. By creating a dialogue in a 
safe and comfortable space, we fostered openness and care within our community. We 
established a safe space by using psychologically-safe statements that encouraged opin-
ions, questions, and feedback. Statements such as “Feedback is okay,” “Opinions are okay,” 
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“There are no stupid questions,” and “It’s okay to be unsure/not know” allowed partici-
pants to express themselves without fear. 

Empowering individuals and fostering a sense of togetherness were crucial for creating an 
emerging community in the city, as observed in our previous events where a relaxed envi-
ronment led to heightened creativity. Recognizing the need to build rapport among par-
ticipants, we incorporated icebreaker activities after reflecting on our initial workshop. By 
providing a relaxed starting point, we aimed to encourage quick bonding among strangers, 
facilitating co-creation and open conversations. To enhance idea exchange and support 
conversation, we opted for one-on-one interactions rather than group settings. Working 
in pairs allowed for a team dynamic to develop, reducing pressure compared to present-
ing ideas to a larger group. Additionally, we provided prompts during exercises to assist 
participants in their creative journey and maintain momentum, especially for those who 
struggled to generate ideas independently.
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A key activity during the workshop involved displaying real fruits alongside fake ones, 
serving as a visual reminder of the invisible microplastics plaguing our food. This juxtapo-
sition provided a playful illustration of the scale at which microplastics operate, highlight-
ing their invisibility to the naked eye. We also designed a 3D apple-picking activity where 
participants interacted with an infographic, triggering a moment of realization. The com-
bination of a real apple placed on top of an infographic depicting the circulation of micro-
plastics evoked strong emotions and deepened understanding, as participants engaged in 
the experience without prior expectations. The aesthetic objects served as focal points, 
effectively expressing how invisible particles directly impact our food.

In terms of imagery, we consciously opted for visceral visuals instead of using strong 
words like cancer, diabetes, or reproductive disorders. Our research and experience 
showed that such words did not always have a profound effect on people. Instead, we 
chose visceral imagery, such as dissected fishes with microplastics in their stomachs, to 
evoke a sense of human impact and the urgent climate we currently inhabit.

To avoid polarization and foster co-creation, we allowed for a natural progression during 
the workshop. Based on our previous events, we learned that being overly explicit about 
our desired outcomes, such as changing participants’ behaviors, could lead to resistance 
or reinforcement of preconceived notions. Instead, we created space for reflection and 
encouraged participants to share their thoughts and expectations, ensuring everyone had 
an opportunity to voice their opinions. This approach aimed to establish a network of con-
nections among participants and inspire them to implement the solutions they had gener-
ated during the exercise. We encouraged discussions on small steps that could contribute 
to finding solutions, offering examples that might inspire immediate actions for positive 
change.

Overall, our facilitation approach embraced co-design, safe spaces, icebreaker activities, 
one-on-one interactions, vivid visual representations, and a focus on shared reflection and 
commitment. These strategies helped foster collaboration, empathy, and meaningful dia-
logue among participants, ultimately contributing to the formation of an engaged emerg-
ing community.
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RESULTS - THE ITERATIVE WAVE
The iterative wave approach allows for the simultaneous engagement of various methods 
to address complex issues like microplastic pollution. It acknowledges that no single ap-
proach or solution can encompass the entirety of such a multifaceted problem. Instead, 
it emphasizes the importance of continuous momentum and iterative cycles to gradually 
build understanding and create meaningful change.

In the context of addressing microplastic pollution, the use of aesthetic objects in interac-
tive settings proved to be an effective strategy. By providing tangible objects and oppor-
tunities for personal interaction, participants were able to develop a deeper relationship 
with the issue and empathize with its complexity. This approach surpassed the limitations 
of 2D imagery or generic graphics by creating a space for questioning, vulnerability, and 
shared experiences among participants. Group discussions and dialogues further facilitat-
ed connections between the experience and participants’ daily lives, enabling faster recog-
nition of interconnections and personal relevance.

Through these methods, we immersed ourselves in a continuous process of awareness and 
action, driven by our intentions and the urgency of the subject matter. Stepping back to 
examine different perspectives and understanding how information is processed in terms 
of actions and emotions provided valuable insights for our next steps. Meaningful inter-
actions and discussions, particularly those focused on environmental issues and intercon-
nected systems, highlighted the importance of making aspects of the problem accessible 
and relatable. The sculptures we created were tailored to convey a more personal expe-
rience and underscore the connection between human health and our relationship with 
food within the broader environmental context.

During the materialization process, the size and presence of our objects played a role in 
eliciting reactions and engaging with the opinions of others. Feedback from passersby and 
collaborators proved productive and pushed us further in refining our approach. Their per-
spectives and insights served as valuable input to inform our ongoing process of iteration 
and improvement.

11 Fig. 8. The Iterative Wave

By the second iteration the focus was to center 
our collaborator and make a more welcoming 
space for dynamic conversations to emerge.  

The empahis of presenting the information was 
a good contributor overall, but too much time 
was focused on a presentation-like experience.

For the last iteration the co-creative interaction was 
the aim. Here it reinforced that the focus is the 
conversation and we are not experts, but that there 
were experts present as resource for the participants.

We were seen as designers facilitating a structure for 
others to contribute within. 

Learnings 1

Co-Design: Using strategic approaches to exacute explorations and utilize our problem solving 
skills with others created a rich dialogue and unknown results that provided new insights.   
 

Facilitation & Dialogue : Was a way to have a di�erent level of participa-
tion with our attendees and hone our skills of interacting with groups 
instead of indiividuals. This also challenged us in ways of reading what 
a group needed in the moment.  Endless knowledge was gained 
around our particular subject by asking questions and engaging in 
discussion with a veriety of perspectives. 

Embedding & Observing: immersing ourselves in this new awareness was a non-stop action because 
the level of intention we wanted to bring forth and the all consuming nature of our subject.   Steping 
back to look at our perspective versus another and how information is processed in actions or 
emotions told us valuable information for further steps.  
 

Learnings  2 Learnings 3

The Iterative Wave

Continuous process of communication and 
learnings to narrow the focus and take a more
intentional approach. 

This momentum would undulate in an organic 
way helping foster the progress of the project, 
with the help of the materializations. 

Embedding 
& Observing

Research

Co-Design

Facilitation 
& Dialogue

Materialization

Research

Co-design

Facilitation
& Dialogue

Materialization

Work in the space with your collaborator.
Have as much contact as possible.
Look at the project from the collaborator’s point of 
view and see how the project looks at all times 
from the context of someone completely new to 
the idea. 

See how the collaborator interacts with the target 
audience by framing an understanding around 
what that particular group needs. 

Try to get feedback from outside voices and 
observe how those di�erences translate into what 
the project needs.

Once you have compiled enough information, you can 
brainstorm ideas to identify what visual approach would 
work best. Think about how your material will enhance your 
particular problem it in a way that the target audience is 
fully considered.

The hope is that the majority of people wil be able to under-
stand the materialization, no mater their background or  
age.  The main aim is to have a focal point  to use as a  
discussion piece.

The materialization should be anything that makes sense for 
the project but interaction rather than passive imagery is 
encouraged.

Facilitation should be taking care of... 
A designer doesn’t need to be in 
charge,  but they do need to hold a 
structure together for the group. 
Pay atttention to the various 
dynamics that are present and 
empathize creating a safe space. 

Communication ALWAYS.
Create group discussions after each 
event (during refreshments).
Have a welcoming spirit and be open. 

Allowing a creative atmosphere where people feel comfortable to be vulnerable, ask 
questions and give insight. 

Pair work helps in easing the initial pressure one might feel working with new people.  
An unknown outcome might happen but enjoy the process in that time and space. 

Time needs to be dedicated towards getting to understand what you are 
dealing with from multiple perspectives. 

Understanding how new it is, how science is dealing with it as well as the 
context you are in i.e. design discourse. See if you can �nd other projects 
you can get inspiration from, and learn methodologies and well as 
methods to handle it. 

Borrowing methods for ethnographic research also helps. Don’t rely only 
on desktop research and go beyond a �rst understanding of the problem.

The Iterative Wave is a process through which you engage 
various methods simultaneously. 
They build on each other but fall away as momentum 
successively moves forward and then in reverse roll back in 
revisiting a past method or approach that was useful. 
The main objective of this design process is momentum 
providing enough energy forward to handle highly complex 
problems that cannot be solved with only 1 or 2 iterations. 

Embedding 
& Observing

Research

Co-design

Facilitation
& Dialogue

Materialization

Embedding 
& Observing
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In summary, the iterative wave approach, coupled with the use of aesthetic objects and inter-
active settings, allowed us to immerse ourselves in the complexity of microplastic pollution. It 
fostered empathy, dialogue, and a deeper understanding among participants, while feedback 
from external sources provided valuable guidance and contributed to the evolution of our work.

COLLABORATION
Collaboration played a crucial role in the success and growth of our project. Our partnership 
with Mariama (the owner) of EkoSpeceriet was particularly impactful, as she actively engaged 
in the flow of exploration and idea exchange. Through our collaboration, we gained valuable 
insights into her meticulous approach to actions, research, and interaction with people. Her 
expertise helped us learn how to effectively attract and engage participants, as well as visually 
communicate with different demographics. The continuous exchange of ideas with Mariama 
enriched our project and expanded our understanding of effective communication strategies.

While our collaboration with Mimbly may not have involved the same level of interaction and 
idea exchange, it still contributed to moving the project forward. We were able to utilize their 
space for our interactions and events, as well as we gained access to a diverse target audience 
through their established connections. This collaboration provided valuable exposure and facili-
tated our project’s outreach.

The inclusion of a water microplastic researcher in our collaboration proved to be an excellent 
contribution. This partnership expanded our knowledge and perspectives on fabrics and micro-
plastics at a crucial stage of our process. By keeping in regular contact with the researcher, we 
were able to include her as a resource in our events. This not only enhanced participants’ trust 
but also provided them with an expert they could directly approach for in-depth discussions and 
complex questions. The researcher’s willingness to actively participate in the exercises we pro-
posed for the general group of participants further strengthened our collaboration and contrib-
uted extremely to the project.

Fig. 9. Our collaborator at Ekospeceriet 
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Internally, our collaboration as a team of designers was healthy and productive throughout 
the year. We constantly challenged each other’s perspectives and ideas, fostering personal and 
professional growth. The relationship we developed went beyond being a team and evolved into 
a friendship based on mutual respect and a shared commitment to make a meaningful contri-
bution to the design discourse and our own lives. Our communication skills played a vital role in 
navigating challenges and resolving conflicts swiftly. By setting high expectations for ourselves 
from the beginning, we motivated each other to work diligently and deliver to a high standard.

In summary, collaboration with partners, including EkoSpeceriet, Mimbly, and the water micro-
plastic researcher, significantly enriched our project. Each collaboration brought unique perspec-
tives, expertise, and opportunities for engagement and outreach. Internally, our team collabo-
ration fueled personal and professional growth, driving us to achieve high standards and make a 
substantial contribution to the design discourse.

SUSTAINABILITY AND ETHICS
The project encompasses two main dimensions: the socio-political environmental dimension and 
the embedded design dimension.

In the socio-political environmental dimension, the project addresses the problem of microplas-
tics, which is a pressing issue in society. Through the exploration of this problem, the project 
aimed to solidify and hypothesize the design practice used. It became evident during the de-
sign process that people often need a greater emphasis on their own personal well-being and 
morbidity to motivate them to take action for the benefit of the environment. By connecting 
the issue of microplastics to food, the project aimed to engage individuals and communities in 
changing their relationship with food, considering its significant impact on sustainability, re-
sources, and emissions. The food supply chain and plastic packaging are intricately intertwined, 
and addressing the plastic issue requires a transformation of the food supply chain. The project 
recognizes the unequal global access to food and the need for a more sustainable approach 
to ensure long-term functioning. Microplastics, being an invisible force that affects everyone’s 
exposure, serve as a common ground for individuals to recognize the importance of addressing 
this issue collectively.

In the embedded design dimension, the project demonstrates how aesthetic objects can effec-
tively facilitate group discussions, particularly when dealing with complex issues. The method 
used by the designers allows them to approach a problem that many people may struggle to 
empathize with on an individual level. By creating interactive and visually engaging objects, the 
project fosters a collective understanding and promotes the emergence of a community of prac-
tice. Designers play a crucial role in guiding participants through the design process and encour-
aging new ways of thinking and approaching problems. Through the use of aesthetic objects and 
the facilitation of group dialogue, the project aims to create an environment where individuals 
can connect their experiences to the broader context of sustainability and microplastics. Overall, 
the project combines the socio-political environmental dimension, focusing on the problem of 
microplastics and its connection to the food supply chain, with the embedded design dimension, 
utilizing aesthetic objects to facilitate group discussions and foster a sense of collective under-
standing and action.

NEXT STEP
To continue this project, our goal is to connect with a larger network, specifically the Joseph 
Rowntree Foundation—an independent social change organization that holds a network of 
practitioners working with Social Imagination. One of the contributing authors, Spence (2022), 



emphasizes the importance of the present moment and being critical of it. It is crucial not to fo-
cus solely on portraying a utopian future, as that can lead to deflection and a lack of action. Our 
project aims to shift away from this mindset by creating a space and community that addresses 
the present moment and makes visible the invisible issues we face.

By aligning our project with the social imagination movement, we believe it could be of interest 
within this context. Our practice exists in everyday life, emphasizing community and offering 
hope despite the challenges we encounter. Audre Lorde’s quote, “there is no such thing as sin-
gle-issue struggle, because we do not live single-issue lives” (Spence, 2022), resonates with the 
core of our project. Joining the social imagination network would allow us to embody change 
alongside like-minded individuals and further spread awareness and instigate behavior change.

In the coming months, we also plan to participate in the West Coast Sea Week, an event focused 
on raising awareness about the West coast of Sweden, including water, flora, fauna, and climate 
challenges. Our goal during this event is to raise awareness about the microplastic issue and 
promote embedded design and our practice. We will develop strategies to encourage action, 
facilitate participation, and create the network we envision.

Furthermore, additional exploration and testing are needed to understand how our approach 
may affect participants and if their experiences vary. In this project, half of the participants were 
strangers, while some individuals attended multiple times. We noticed that the participants who 
attended our events were primarily those already interested in the topic. However, by con-
tinuing to spread awareness and engaging with different communities and events, we hope to 
ignite curiosity and effectively communicate our project’s aims to both neutral and disinterested 
individuals. By fostering a true understanding of the challenges we face and fostering empathy 
towards microplastics and complex issues through The Iterative Wave, there is a great potential 
for people to become involved and step out of their comfort zones. 

CONTRIBUTION
Throughout the project, we developed an iterative practice known as The Iterative Wave. Its 
main contribution lies in our approach to addressing an invisible issue prevalent in today’s so-
ciety. As designers, our role was to facilitate this method through the creation of large-scale 
materializations, serving as a bridge between the aesthetic objects and the issue itself. During 
workshops, our aim was to foster a sustainable thought process, crafting an experience that 
would leave a lasting impact on participants.

The value of this practice extends beyond our project. By thinking systemically and embracing 
complexity, designers can apply this approach to tackle other significant issues. It challenges the 
notion that complex systemic problems are insurmountable, providing a new perspective and 
potential solutions. We deliberately designed the materials to have an easily accessible aesthet-
ic, ensuring that participants from all backgrounds could engage and connect on a personal lev-
el. This intentional choice emphasizes the importance of aesthetic objects in the overall process, 
as they foster empathy and facilitate a deeper connection to the issue at hand. 
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