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ABSTRACT 

If Design has something human about it, Culture is a way of 

living and values, Diversity is about mutuality and reciprocity, 

and Technology is an interfacing tool, then the purpose of 

technology design is about engagement. Cross-cultural interaction 

is then a learning process; a process of discovery, of bridging gaps 

of diversity. If technology is human extension and culture is an 

extension (e.g. language, tools, customs) of human relationships, 

then in what ways does its diversity impact on the relationship 

between the individual and the collective, and thereby the design 

of technological tools? The paper explores these questions 

towards the evolution of a conceptual framework of diversity in 

design. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
In raising issues of inter-cultural communication, cultural 

pathways, cross-cultural appropriation and transferability, it is a 

given that we are taking note of cultural differences in articulating 

the process of diversity and design whilst exploring the notions of 

engagement, participation, and mediation. From this perspective, 

the design process is much more than "design as a process of 

encoding values and meaning in artifacts"; it is about human 

activity and in our context it is a cultural activity. Just as all tacit 

knowledge cannot be explicated, so unconscious (hidden) cultural 

values are not amenable to explication and are therefore not 

codifiable. However we can learn from [13] that only by 

indwelling can we understand that which is not explicit if we can 

relate to it through practice. In other words, we can only 

understand the hidden culture through engagement. Community 

engagement in cross-cultural settings is thus more than about 

reaching an agreement or reaching a goal, it is about a 

commitment to inter-cultural relations [7]. Design for community 

engagement is thus is about seeking meaning in the realm of 

cultural diversity, and this means understanding the cultural 

structures which could both facilitate and hinder the exploration 

of meaning. To proceed with the debate on diversity and design, 

we need to consider some questions in order to understand 

diversity and its impact on cross-cultural interaction: 

 

• Can Diversity be meaningfully understood without a socio- 

cultural context?  

• Can cross-cultural interactions and collaborations be 

meaningfully understood without understanding the structures 

of cultures? 

• How does the hidden dimension of unconscious culture impact 

on inter-cultural interaction? 

• Can cultural linearity get in the way of mutual understanding? 

• Can the grip of own cultural logic lead to intercultural 

breakdown? 

• How do we tame cultural projections? 

 

Hofstede & Hofstede [10] and Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner 

[18] show us how to comprehend cultural diversity and 

understand its dimensions, and Edward Hall [8] shows us a way 

of comprehending the nature of cultural diversity and cross-

cultural interactions. Martin Buber’ s seminal work on I and 

Thou [1,15] gives us an insight into how to visualise inter-cultural 

interaction through the lens of I-Thou and I-It. Gill SP [7] 

explores how our increasing interface with computer based 

technologies impacts our relations with each other, raising the 

need to rethink the nature of interface itself: how we make sense 

of each other, handle ambiguities, identify problems, negotiate 

differences, empathise, and make skilled judgements. These works 

show us a way forward to understand "intercultural interactions 

across diverse cultural groups" and reflect on cultural diversity 

and design. This short presentation reflects on the relationships 

between design, culture, interaction, diversity and 

interconnectedness. 

2. ON DESIGN AND CULTURE 
If design has something human about it, its raison d'etre should be 

the humanisation of technology and the environment in which it is 

developed and implemented. In the pursuit of design for society, 

we should be aware that 'Technology knows only one value, that 

of efficiency, and techno-centric culture nibbles at the human-

society relationships’  [12]. Design for communication rooted in 

a universal measurement of culture may function most of the time, 

but when it fails or malfunctions, there may be no way to find out 

why. To counter this focus, socially responsive design culture 

should take a cross-disciplinary and cross-cultural perspective and 

act as an effective antidote to the possible ravages of the techno-

centric culture. As our world is becoming more and more complex 

and multi-cultural, increasing numbers of people from diverse 

cultures intermingle and intersect in a complicated network of 



global technological forces. Whilst these networks are creating a 

vibrant third sub-culture, there is a concern that we may de-link 

the local from the global, and lose sight of the bigger cross-

cultural picture. Cross-cultural designers need to remember that 

social realities are full of the human predicament of living in a 

world of small things and boundless dreams, and thus a challenge 

for design is to find harmony between these predicaments. 

Designers, especially those dealing with social realities, need to 

not only be sensitive to the needs of immediate users, they need to 

also anticipate the needs of future users. For example, those 

participating in crowd sourcing and those involved in social 

policies such as health care, education and the environment, may 

not be the ultimate users of social resources, and any knowledge 

arising from crowd sourcing needs to be adapted to both the 

present and future needs. Whenever we are concerned with design 

of ICT tools for community development, whether this be for 

social inclusion, building social capital, empowerment, 

engagement or human rights, the design needs to both respond to, 

and anticipate, the social and cultural realities of the community. 

Though designers in the broadest sense have always played an 

important role in human affairs, their role has been changing. In a 

fundamental way every one is a designer. Economists design 

policies, legislatures design laws, engineers design products and 

processes, computer scientists design computer architectures, 

artists design installations, and AI and IT practitioners design 

tools for communication. Modern architecture in its global 

orientation illustrates how diversity influences the design of 

buildings as cultural symbols. This interrelationship between 

design and culture, Carlson [2] says, is evidenced by the 

increasing visibility of design and engineered art and architecture, 

such as Mark Barfield’ s London Eye, Thomas Heatherwick’ s 

UK Pavilion at the Expo Shanghai, Anish Kapoor’ s Cloud Gate 

in Chicago USA, and the SAANA Serpentine Pavilion in Hyde 

Park, London. He notes that that this globalised multiplication of 

cultural icons is "loosing its validity as an authentic cultural icon, 

and this uniformity of mass globalisation is fundamentally 

weakening the cultural attributes of difference and diversity. 

However, in a broader sense, design of living is not restricted to 

any level of society, tribal, rural, urban, or only to function of 

utility, but to the humanity at large, contributing to the balance of 

the interiority and outward action." 

The design of new interacting technologies thus should not just 

subscribe to universal and global contexts, but also strive to 

cultivate intrinsic value, skill, and creativity within local contexts. 

Moreover value systems change when there are technological 

interventions, causing dramatic imbalances. Social design reflects 

varying cultural attitudes; it either attempts to repair fractured 

traditions or tries out completely new solutions to problems 

created by changing value systems.[8:64]. Design for social 

purpose is proactive and mindful of the living conditions of 

society, anticipating and reacting to social needs with the 

sensibility desired of creative design. The challenge of Cultural 

Diversity and Technology Design is thus to seek a balance of 

technology and the modern human condition that lies beyond 

narrow technological triumphs. 

3. ON DIVERSITY, INTERACTION AND 

DESIGN 
Culture is traditionally associated with the arts, music, sculpture, 

theatre, dance, film, fashion, design, food and architecture. But 

the contemporary world of media and digital technology are 

adding new forms of culture associated with the Internet, 

entertainment, and even wearable technology [12]. From a wider 

societal perspective, culture is a way of living encompassing value 

systems, traditions, beliefs, customs, ethics, morals, law and 

shared experiences and knowledge. With the emergence of multi-

cultural societies, we see the emergence of in-between subcultures 

(or hybrid cultures). Where the primary culture is challenged, sub-

cultures emerge and are recognised as tangents to the mainstream. 

If culture is an extension (e.g. language, tools, customs) of 

humankind’ s relationship with its environment, in what ways is 

cultural diversity impacting on the relationship between the 

individual and the collective and society, and thereby on the 

design of technological tools? The globalisation of interaction 

between diverse cultures is already challenging organisational 

systems of linear schedules of time and space impacted by 

different cultures that work on different time systems that are less 

tied to linear space-time constraints and single institutions. It is 

recognised that linearity can get in the way of mutual 

understanding and divert people needlessly along irrelevant 

targets. The emergence of cultural encounters not only challenges 

the notion of homogeneity of culture but also the cultural codes, 

norms, values and meanings enshrined in seeing difference from 

the lens of a dominant culture [8]. 

Thus diversity can not be meaningfully understood without a 

cultural context, and cross-cultural interaction can only 

meaningfully take place if the cultural context is understood. 

Interaction can change with the change of context. Just as there 

exists an interdependent relationship between the tacit and explicit 

nature of communication, so there is interdependence between 

context and interaction. It is only when we bring tacit knowledge 

(social, cultural, personal) into play, that cross-cultural interaction 

mediated by technological tools becomes contextually 

meaningful. Cross cultural interaction between the self and other 

can take place when there is an understanding of diversity both in 

the contexts of the self and of the other, and where the purpose of 

interaction is explicitly stated and understood. In other words 

cultural aspects of interaction can draw upon diversity when there 

is a common purpose and common understanding of interaction. 

Hall [8] give us an insight into diversity, culture and contexting, 

and the way that diversity brings into play contexting as a way of 

handling the complexity of cross-cultural interactions, by paying 

attention to what matters to the common purpose whilst 

recognising cultural differences as resources rather than as an 

overload. However, we should note that the level of contexting 

determines the nature of communication and thus also the nature 

of collaboration and participation. Contexting also means that 

aspects of domain knowledge need to be made explicit to enhance 

inter-cultural communication, some aspects need to be 

harmonised to cater for commonality of cultures, and some 

aspects will remain culturally situated to cater for valorisation of 

cultural differences. Contexting thus provides at least three 

different but interrelated processes, one inside the culture of the 

self, the second outside the self but inside the other, and a third 

which lies in-between the self and the other. It is the balancing of 

these three contexting processes, which makes for diversity. 



To design for diversity necessitates that we seek new avenues and 

imaginative ways of exploring the multiple and unusual 

knowledge and skill so manifest in cultural diversity. This means 

transcending the limits of individual cultures, first recognising 

and accepting "the multiple hidden dimensions of unconscious 

culture, because every culture has its own hidden, unique form of 

unconscious culture" [8:2] This also means that we involve 

ourselves actively and consciously in cross-cultural interactions, 

for example, in experiencing the process of externalising the 

unconscious aspects of cultures and not taking these for granted. 

When reflecting on the interaction of cultures, we face their 

extraordinary diversity and ponder on what they have in common, 

what ideas, values, moral precepts guide individual behaviour and 

collective interests, and wonder how we locate contradictions in 

their commitments to the ideals of equality, social justice and 

individual freedom, and to assert the right to be different. In his 

reflection on the communication between cultures, Staszak [17] 

says that the "transmission of cultural elements (e.g. values, 

norms, experiences, thoughts) very much depends on the 

communication facilities. Modern media disrupts the transmission 

conditions of gestures, knowledge and values. The diversity of the 

world fades gradually, so that parallel affirms the right to be 

different....". Cross-cultural interaction thus also depends upon the 

nature of interconnectedness of how we see others and how others 

see us. 

 

4. ON DIVERSITY AND 

INTERCONNECTEDNESS  

Martin Buber’ s seminal work on I and Thou [1,15] gives us a 

deep insight into the interconnection of self and the other. Buber 

looks at modern society and finds: "how it is entirely built up 

based on the mode of I– It. Politics, economics, public 

institutions, even much of personal life, are all fundamentally 

grounded in the fact that we view every other being as an It, rather 

than as a Thou." [16] Buber's I-Thou and I-It relations, according 

to Bloch [1] and Scott [15] set out a philosophy of relating. The 

experiencing I in an I-It relation is an objective observer rather 

than an active participant in this mode of engaging the world. In 

the I-Thou relation we are present with others, it is the presence of 

others, which influences our own sense of presence, and creates 

an environment for us to be active participants rather than just 

mere objective observers. In our multipolar world of reality 

(observed) and actuality (the world as it is), I-It and I-Thou 

relations intersect, overlap, converge and diverge in many ways, 

making us seek a balance between these relations in a way that 

valorises their purpose and impact.  

Experiencing I in an I-Thou relationship in a cross-cultural setting 

can create a spirit of reciprocity, even when confronted with a 

conflict situation. For example, when we interact with others 

within our own cultural space, our interactions are bounded by the 

social and cultural architectures in which we live and act. 

Moreover, when we interact with others from other cultures, our 

interactions are not just bounded by architectures of both cultures 

but also by the gaps of these cultural architectures (e.g. British 

and Japanese cultures). But where these cultural architectures are 

seen to overlap (e.g. British and Irish cultures), our interactions 

may also overlap, sharing many common experiences and learning 

from differences. In such inter-cultural encounters, it is not 

enough to recognise how we see others in interaction but also how 

others see us reciprocating in this interaction. This, however, 

requires an exploration of the nature and complexity of cultural 

architectures. This involves locating the gaps in the reality and 

actuality of communication channels, and how these gaps may 

help develop spaces for inter-cultural interactions that bridge the 

‘ in-between’  space of actuality-reality gaps and lead to the 

creation of an overarching common space for reconciliation and 

coherence of difference. However, when we visualise cross-

cultural communication merely in terms of I-It relations, where 

the other is merely an object of, say strategic calculation, cross-

boundary gaps and inter-cultural interactions may be seen 

primarily in terms of cost-benefit analysis. This I-It perspective of 

cross-cultural issues perpetuates the belief in techno-logical 

solutions to complex social and cultural problems, and thus to 

never ending cross-cultural conflicts which, remain essentially 

rooted in the diversity of contexts and encounters. In contrast, an 

I-Thou perspective of cultural encounters should be able to go 

beyond the calculated “ utility”  aspects of I-It interactions and 

draw upon the vast pool of collective knowledge, experience, and 

wisdom of coherence accumulated by cultures in their long 

process of evolution. This means that exploring I-Thou 

interactions in cross-cultural settings requires not only a deep 

understanding of realities and actualities of interaction but also of 

cultural architectures. The challenge here is to find a holistic 

model which seeks a balance of multiplicity of I-thou relations, 

and builds upon concepts such as diversity, hospitality, 

engagement, accommodation, coherence and valorisation. [5, 6] 

This, however, requires seeing beyond the linear thinking inherent 

in the cognition-centred interface design. 

 

5. BEYOND LINEAR THINKING 
Hall [8] gives us an insight into the limitation of linear thinking 

and its projection on inter-cultural interaction. Gill’ s [5] work 

on cultural architectures discusses how linear cultural 

architectures lead to breakdown in cross-cultural interaction, 

indicating the problem of projecting the linear thinking of mono-

centric cultural architectures onto polycentric cultural 

architectures. The argument is that inherent in this is the 

projection of a reductionist logic onto complex cultural 

architectures of polycentric cultures. If we follow this reductionist 

logic to its own logical conclusion, then what we are implying is 

that interaction between different cultures can only take place if 

we either reduce the more complex cultural architectures so that 

they map onto the more linear architectures, or we reduce both 

cultural architectures to a common denominator that is amenable 

to the dominant architecture. This reductionist logic, so inherent 

in the mechanistic paradigm, reduces cultural architecture to a 

technical construct, thereby reducing cross-cultural interaction to 

the logic of sameness. It is therefore hardly surprising that the 

dominant presence of the techno-centric model of interaction 

rooted in the rationality of the ‘ one best way’ , leads to a belief 

in technological solutions of complex societal problems. If we 

continue to pursue this techno-centric path, the whole of socio-

economic and cultural developments may not be an exception to 

this technological logic. The consequence of this reductionist 

approach is that inter-cultural interaction, even in the linear 

cultural architecture, can only be sustained if both cultures are 

always actively engaged in interaction and there is no breakdown 

in communication between the participants. Since this architecture 

has no structural mechanism for third party mediation or 

intervention in the case of uncertainty or conflict, it remains in 



danger of breakdown in cross-cultural interaction. We are already 

beginning to witness the social and cultural vulnerability inherent 

in linear interactive network communication structures (e.g. the 

internet) promoting direct communication between individuals 

without social filtering or cultural mediating structures. For 

example the linear model of contemporary digitally dominated 

interaction is already beginning to impoverish and ultimately 

dismantle the very traditional social (e.g. family, voluntary, and 

community groups) filters, which in the past facilitated social 

cohesion in the form of social mediation, pastoral care, and social 

mentoring. The challenge here is how to conceptualise cross-

cultural communication which transcend this linearity of 

interaction, to facilitate diversity and accommodation. 

 
 

6. CONCEPTUALISING A FRAMEWORK 

OF DIVERSITY IN DESIGN 
The idea of diversity in design has been a central focus of the 

European human-centred debate of the 1970s [3,5,14] as 

embedded in the notions of 'human-machine symbiosis', and 

'machines with purpose'. The notions of 'symbiosis' and 

'valorisation' accept the diversity of interactions, whilst the notion 

of 'purpose' emphasises the relational aspects of interaction 

beyond linearity, causality, and one best way. The notion of 

'valorisation' also provides for seeing diversity in its varied 

contexts, building on commonalities whilst making the best of 

differences. However, the challenge of seeking a conceptual 

framework for inter-cultural interaction remains, i.e. how to 

cultivate inter-dependent environments and shared spaces, which 

instill a shift away from our cherished sense of cultural logic 

towards diversity. In seeking such a conceptual framework we 

need to go beyond the transactional notion of interaction, which at 

its core argues for the transactional relationship of use and utility 

between humans and technology, or what the computing 

community terms as human-computer interaction (HCI). 

Hartmann [9] notes that this is principally concerned with the 

dyadic relationship between user and machine, and consequently 

with the design and implementation of suitable computing 

systems for human use. He notes that over the past half century, 

these methods of interaction design have already passed through 

several paradigms, ranging from human centred design, 

interactive design, user centred design, participatory design, and 

value sensitive design in areas such as personal information 

management, computer supported cooperative work, and human 

interaction management. However, what has remained constant 

throughout the history of user interfaces is the conception of the 

computer as a rigid tool that, given an exact order of what to do 

and how to do it, seeking utility for the user. This perspective 

continues to be driven by the belief that a paradigm shift in the 

way that humans relate to computers is about to occur, leading to 

the "anthropomorphization and socialization of computation –  

giving a human face to computers or representing human personal 

and social characteristics as computational models ..." (Hartmann 

ibid.). This focus on anthropomorphization raises the central issue 

of human relationship with technology and what it means to 

design interfacing tools for mediation between technology and 

society, and between social actors and their environments. 

In a recent article on 'Beyond Interaction', Verbeek [19] rethinks 

the very idea of interaction itself as “ action in-between", 

between a human being and a technological artifact. Taking a cue 

from the “ mediation approach”  in philosophy of technology 

[11], he argues that in their interactive relations, humans and 

technologies mutually shape each other, and this shaping 

relationship is "part of a larger relation, between human beings 

and their world, in which technologies play a mediating role. 

What is being designed, then, is not a thing but a human-world 

relation in which practices and experiences take shape." These 

relationships go beyond the notions of functionality rooted in the 

interaction design, and that of seeing the role of products (of 

design) merely in terms of instrumentality. Although this 

rethinking recognises that in many cases human-technology 

relations do not exist independently from the technologies, it also 

recognises that it is the case that social media has generated new 

types and dimensions of social relations that were not intended in 

the design of the technology, but rather emerged from them. In 

this perspective, these technologies do much more than merely 

function—they help to shape human existence. Verbeek [19] 

provides an insight into how mediation can take a central place in 

the formulation of a conceptual framework for design, and how 

designers can use anticipation and imagination as powerful tools 

in their design work.  This formulation of a mediation framework, 

he argues, can help guide one’ s imagination through various 

dimensions of the relations between humans and products. He 

concludes "Designing interactions is designing relations between 

human beings and the world, and, ultimately, designing the 

character of the way in which we live our lives." 

In her forthcoming book, Tacit Engagement: beyond interaction, 

Gill SP [7] explores and deepens the concept, of the structure and 

place of mediation in designing the relational interface. The 

conception of the relational interface, in contrast to the 

transactional focus, explores in what ways it could "support how 

we relate to each other, in particular, what Polanyi [13] called our 

personal act of knowing." In this exploration, the concept of the 

interface is seen to be located in dialogue, performance, and the 

tacit dimension of knowledge within the human system. Gill [7] 

posits that any interface that seeks to engage with our personal act 

of knowing needs to be able to afford us our relational dimension 

in balance with transaction. The argument is that the primacy of 

the transactional which permeates human interaction and human 

cognition, may lead to inflexible systems that are less likely to be 

able to handle the unexpected and breakdowns, without 

cultivating the balance of the relational (tacit, personal, 

experiential, ethical, aesthetic) and the transactional (functional, 

instrumental). In support of this thesis, she notes a slow but 

growing shift from some thinkers towards the relational, some of 

the most reflective work on the balance between the relational and 

transactional is coming from artists joining hands with scientists 

and technologists to find alternative ways to investigate the 

relation between the human and the digital and the mediated 

human, beyond the dominant concepts of technology as a 

transactional conduit. The arts necessarily deal with the relational 

level of human engagement and hence are essential for any 

discussion on what it means to be human, on how we engage with 

each other, and on the technologies that increasingly form part of 

our everyday lives. She terms this shift in paradigm towards the 

relational, as the relational interface. 

This shift of paradigm towards the relational together with 

Verbeek's conception of mediation provides a transcendence of 

the prevailing dominance of the techno-logic of seeing things in 

terms of the I-It relation, objects of calculation, and moves 

towards the I-Thou framework of judgement. Human-centredness, 



enshrining symbiosis and purpose, seeks a balance in diversity, a 

balance between the tacit and the objective, the rational and 

transactional, and I-It and I-Thou relations. It is from this 

perspective of balance that designers may visualise the evolution 

of a conceptual framework for diversity in design, in the sense of 

seeking harmony, kyosei, Yin-Yang, and Swikriti [5].  

 

7. CONCLUSIONS 
The globalisation of cultural encounters invites us to see our 

identities in newly responsible, intricate, and open-minded ways, 

opening up dimensions of diversity, plurality and contingency 

whilst at the same time creating a climate of cultural vulnerability 

of displacement and fragmentation. When these cultural 

encounters are seen in terms of cross-cultural communications and 

interactions, we are invited to transcend the logic of sameness and 

the binary logic of exclusion-inclusion, and create cross-cultural 

interfaces that encompass Buber's conceptual underpinning of I-It 

and I-Thou relations. This, however, raises a challenge to find 

alternatives to the prevailing dominance of a techno-logic of 

seeing things in terms of the I-It relation, as objects of calculation. 

A valorised vision of cross-cultural encounters provides for a 

hospitable environment for cultivating diversity in design research 

culture. 
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