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Abstract
In this paper we reflect upon our use of drawing as 
a method to form dialogue between participants and 
researchers to understand the complexity of transitional 
experiences. We use a series of drawing as a method to 
share sensitive and intimate issues with participants in 
a way that is imaginative, not descriptive. This method 
of drawing suggests the subjective mark and expression 
of the designer and offers an open-ended interpretation 
remaining faithful to the initial exploration of probe 
approach.
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Introduction 
Transitional experiences are periods of time that 
are characterised by an unsettled, disoriented and 
uncertain sense of self [2, 9]. The uncertainty of a 
transitional experience has creative potential [1]. This 
is an interesting space for design research because 
our identities undergo transformation and change. 
Transitions are personal and often implicit in nature 
[6], therefore it is often challenging to discuss the 
personal details of such experiences. As the design 
research and HCI communities continue to deal with 

Drawing[s] on experiences of self in 
transition: A visual dialogue
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practices and processes that aim to elucidate 
rich reflections on lived experiences, it is 
important to practice methods that enable 
people to feel comfortable to share aspects 
of self and feel that their concerns have been 
heard in a mutual responsive relationship [8]. 
In design research, probes and the variations 
of the method have enabled researchers to 
gather insights into people’s lived experience 
and have been used to enrich the co-creative, 
empathetic context between a participant 
and a design researcher. Although they have 
been adopted widely, the deployment of the 
method has its challenges [4,3,5]. Moreover, 
participants can find challenging to articulate 
aspects of their lives as it can be far from 
straightforward for people to express their 
feelings [10]. 

Broader context of the 
research 

The research is a part of a broader study to 
discuss the role of digital jewellery objects 
within the context of micro-transitions  
[6,p.25]. The micro transition that I focused 
on was a transition involving people who 
lived and worked in the UK and travel to their 
home of origin for short breaks. Drawing 
from my experiences of travelling back to my 
home country for short breaks and reflecting 
on my sense of self in two different places 
(UK and Greece), I identified that 
micro-transitions represent a transformation 

that people are going through, where digital 
jewellery can have its place and be rich and 
meaningful to them.

Drawing helped me understand how three 
women experience the transition of travelling 
home, pondering how it affects their sense 
of self in context and where digital jewellery 
might play a role within the personal aspects 
of micro-transitions. Participants were female 
design researchers from different places in 
the world. Drawing captured the complexity 
of transitions and developed an ongoing 
dialogue with the participants over the period 
of two years that helped them reflect upon 
their identity. 

How the method of drawing 
evolved 

Working though my practice 
Drawing is a medium that I am very 
comfortable with and I have used to go 
through my own transitions (see Figure 
1). There is something very personal and 
authentic about it. Designers are able to 
communicate thoughts and feelings in ways 
that are driven from practice. Hand drawing 
is a communication skill that many designers 
are good at and it is often used it to illustrate 
workshop outcomes, sketching ideas or 
capture conversations in conferences. The 
use of hand-drawing in my research is a 
rather personal and intimate exploration on 
feelings and emotions during transitions. Figure 1: Drawing of my experiences of moving from Denmark to 

the UK. First impressions of Newcastle. 



Pictorials In SketchingDIS Workshop during DIS’17: Space, Place and Interface, Edinburgh

Creating the space for visual 
dialogue for participation
An initial meeting gave me insights into 
the lives of participants and help to create 
a space for dialogue. During the meeting I 
kept written notes and I responded to these 
notes with a drawing of things about the 
participant’s home and their transition (see 
Figure 2). The drawing featured a female 
figure representing each participant and 
divided the self into work (right) and home 
(left).

Introducing participants to 
drawings in a workshop
These drawings were introduced during 
the Air[craft] workshop [7]. The workshop 
was set in a stationary plane at the 
Aviation Academy in Newcastle, adjacent to 
Newcastle airport and it was centred around 
a performance in which I acted as a flight 
attendant. During the workshop, a series 

of design probes were given to participants in 
different times to stir their reflections. In the 
probe Parts of Me and You, participants captured 
how they feel about themselves and how they 
see the relationship between the places they 
consider home in a visual way. In Figure 3 is the 
response of one of the participants.

Dialogue through drawings
As our dialogue progressed I presented a new 
series of drawings as a response to the written 
reflections from the workshop and our earlier 
conversations. The drawings were reduced in 
size and screen printed onto an A1 sheet and 
were given back to the participant for them to 
contribute to the drawing. Figure 4 is a drawing I 
made for a participant to capture the places that 
she linked with Paris; a place really important 
to her. The drawing is a collage of pictures I 
received from her and notes from her written 
reflections during the workshop. 

Figure 2 (left): Examples of initial drawings for two 
participants. The drawings were inspired from our 
dialogue on notions of self in transition. On the left of 
each figure is represented the home of origin and on 
the right the place where they currently live and work.

Figure 3: Responses from a participant. Starting a visual 
dialogue of sharing personal aspects of transitions.  
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Some findings from the drawing 
method

Imaginative non-descriptive dialogue and 
interpretation
With the series of drawings we introduced a visual 
dialogue with the participants by sharing sensitive 
and intimate issues in a way that was imaginative, 
not descriptive. Each drawing has a female figure 
that represents the participant as well as objects 
and places that she can relate to. The personal 
aspects of the drawing can best be interpreted by 
the participants themselves. However, many parts 
of the drawing are left undefined, unless they felt 
comfortable to share aspects of it. 

Capturing layers of personal meaning
The combination of images and the surreal aspect of 
the drawing left room for their own interpretation and 
their meaning making process of what is important 
to them and how they sees themselves. Participants 
connected the lines of the drawing in a unique way 
adding layers of personal meaning.

Seeds for conversation 
Through drawings I was able to interpret what 
participants said and share it back to them in future 
meetings, which was an effective ice breaker in the 
meetings because they can add layers of meaning to 
the drawings. This differs from typical participatory 
research practices where researchers often share 
their conversation with participants through audio or 
written reflections and transcribed material. Rather 
than transcribing the conversation and giving it back 
to them with the drawing we did something different. 
With the drawing I give my interpretation of what they 
have said and then we had something that enabled a 
meaningful conversation to begin. 

Figure 4: This is a drawing I made for a participant to capture the places that she linked 
with Paris; a place really important to her. The drawing is a collage of pictures I received 
from her and notes from her written reflections during the Air[craft]workshop. 
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Capturing the feeling of “now”
One finding from the research is related to the temporary 
nature of transitions. The feeling of being in-between does 
not last. It is hard to capture and unpack transitions and 
people find it challenging to talk about a transition that are 
not current. Through the drawings I was able to crystallise 
the participants current period of transition.

Each participants was going through a different transition. 
In a period of two years, participants went through different 
transitions in life; family difficulties, moving cities, finding 
a new job, buying a new house. Even though we were 
in dialogue that aimed to conceptualise ideas on digital 
jewellery for the transition of going back home, finding the 
space and time for these conversations was challenging. 
The drawings captured the transitions the participants 
have been through and their reflections of the “now”.                

In Figure 5 I captured the conversation with one the women 
for her transition of moving to her new house and in 
Figure 6 I captured the conversation with a participant 
during her transition of visiting home to write her doctoral 
dissertation. 

Scale and unfinishedness 
The unfinishedness of lines and text, the white space and 
the monochromic prints are important characteristic of the 
drawing that engaged participants in a visual dialogue. 
Figure 7,8 show the development of the visual dialogue 
with one of the participants. In capturing the complexity 
of different transitions, it was interesting to see that the 
process of shrinking down the initial sketches and centering 
them in the middle of a sheet of paper allowed participants 
to see how their sense of self had evolved during the period 
of time by adding their reflections. 

Figure 5: Capturing the transition of moving house in the 
UK. The drawing as a response to a conversation with a 
participant.

Figure 6: Capturing the feelings of now. The drawing as a 
response to a skype conversation with a participant.
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Conclusion

The drawings invited researchers and participants to engage in a dialogical 
form of participation that treat each other as differently centres of value 
[8]; they suggest a subjective mark and expression of the designer in the 
probes and offered an open-ended interpretation remaining faithful to the 
initial exploration of probe approach. We suggest this is a method that 
be really valuable when researchers are designing and deploying probes 
to be sensitive to both the participant and the context. Moreover, an 
ongoing visual dialogue can stimulate rich conversations and can be really 
valuable for participatory projects as keeping participants’ engagement is 
challenging. 
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Figure 7,8 The development of the visual dialogue with one of the 
participants.

References


