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Intercultural Design Approach. 
Narrative Design for  
a Multicultural Society

Track 2

Abstract
As part of an increasingly multicultural society issues con-
cerning integration and relationships between ethnic groups 
and different communities are receiving a great deal of atten-
tion in the social and scientific debate. 

The skills of design can be made available as a tool 
to systematise this multiplicity, promoting an innovation 
respectful of diversity, comparison, and interaction between 
people and cultures.

This article concerns practical product design appli-
cations, that explore the relationship between multi-cultural 
society and cultural accessibility. Moreover, this contribution 
aims to reflect on which and how methodological strategies 
could be implemented within a design process that focuses 
on an intercultural approach. 

A series of case studies of narrative artifacts capa-
ble of bringing different cultures together and making them 
recognizable to different users will be analysed with the lens 
proposed in the methodological overview.

Keywords
Multicultural society
Intercultural design
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Introduction

Stretching into the Mediterranean Sea, as a bridge between Europe 
and Africa, Italy has always been a land of migration, due to its 
peculiar geographical position, resulting one of the major countries 
for individual registration of new asylum seekers in Europe and in the 
world (UNHCR, 2022). 

Then, as part of an increasingly multicultural society with 
a wide variety of lifestyles and cultural backgrounds – where the 
intertwining of lives and stories shape the territory and its material 
culture – issues concerning integration and relationships between 
ethnic groups and different communities are the subject of much 
attention in social and scientific debate. Especially in a society with 
a high level of immigration as in Italy1, cultural diversity leads to new 
perspectives and new directions in different cultural fields, such as 
education, political and research agendas, museums (Nemo, 2015), 
art and design discipline. 

As a result, a proactive way of thinking is required to create 
communication channels able to give value to people’s experiences 
in relation to the territories they inhabit and their personal cultural 
identity. Identities that reflect a multitude of collective experiences, 
memories, and references that evolve constantly (UNESCO, 2009). 

From a designing point of view, the rapidity and inexorability 
of these social changes impose an adaptation of educational and 
design practices, in order to effectively adapt accessibility policies 
aimed at the inclusion (social, cultural and economic) of people with 
a migrant background within territorial contexts often characterised 
by cognitive, affective and relational dynamics extremely dissimilar 
to personal cultural identities. In this context, the discipline of design 
can find diverse fields of experimentation and challenge, aiming 
to contribute through an aware and culturally evolved action able 
to narrate diversities, preserve identities and transfer knowledge 
through the objects that surround us “as a means to establish mean-
ingful and emotional interactions” (De Mendeiros, 2014, p. 16). 

Indeed, intercultural factors become important issues for the 
design field in the global and local economy (Lin et al., 2007), espe-
cially in the development of new products and services and in the 
definition of widespread graphic interfaces. 

The skills of design can be made available as a tool to sys-
tematise this multiplicity, promoting an innovation respectful of diver-
sity, comparison, and interaction between people and cultures Fig. 12.

Regarding the many levels of action at which design oper-
ates, it is possible to consider a wide variety of design contexts, 
including products, services, and strategies - not always strictly 
separated - for which design assumes the role of a multidimensional 
operational tool (Dal Palù et al., 2018).

Many of the products we use in our daily lives allow us to 
perform functions and satisfy needs in a various way related to 
different places and cultures, but performing similar experiences. 
Artefacts made from a local or global availability of materials and 
manufacturing techniques that have specific variations in different 
contexts, handed down over time and generations. Products, mate-
rials, and techniques, starting therefore from a common matrix, find 
specific declinations and create different traditions and customs.

	 1 
According to the Atlas of 
migration, a report edited 
by the European Union 
offices, Italy in the last 
decades experienced 
strong immigration flows, 
resulting in approximately 
5 million foreigners living 
in the country (Tarchi et 
al., 2021).

	 2 
Fig. 01 provides a graphic 
summary of several poten-
tial design initiatives for 
cultural accessibility that 
involve various interven-
tion scales. Although it 
is by no means a com-
plete list, it illustrates 
the variety of tasks that 
a designer might inves-
tigate and include in its 
approach.
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The meanings that products assume need to be read in the process 
of dialogue between culture, design, and users (Moalosi & Popovic, 
2006). This might enable designers to develop products that fit the 
cultural context of their users and translate and simplify the multiplic-
ity of narratives and stories present in specific multicultural scenarios. 

And in this perspective, it can be observed how a kind of 
new designer figure is emerging: an intercultural-mediator designer, 
able, by collaborating with figures from the social sciences, to nav-
igate cultural complexities and create spaces of design interaction 
between one’s own culture and foreign cultures, working on their 
mutual influence in the form of acquisition, fusion and overlapping3 
(Nemo, 2016). 

In an interesting analysis developed by Jan Carel Diehl in 2006, the 
influence of culture on product design comes to the fore in many 
aspects, which can be categorised into two main groups: practi-
cal and theoretical Fig. 2. In his study, he distinguishes seven areas 
regarding cultural diversity that can influence the development pro-
cess of product design. The practical group is made up of elements 
related to the design process (methodology, procedures), design 
education (transfer of design knowledge among other cultures), 
strategic (business strategy and product marketing in other cultures), 
and designers (cultural influences on the designer himself). It is 
substantially based on the physical interaction between products 
and contexts (De Mendeiros, 2014). The theoretical group is made 
up of the elements of aesthetics (preference for design in different 
cultures), semantics (interpretation of design and function) and 
human-product interaction (the actual use of products in different 
cultures).

Methodology

Starting from the theoretical framework outlined by Diehl, 
the reflections explored in this contribution, which is part of an ongo-
ing Ph.D. research project, concern practical product design appli-
cations, that explore the relationship between multicultural society 
and cultural accessibility, especially using an intercultural approach 
– a social transformative perspective that investigates the points of 
interaction between different cultures and tries to create new narra-
tives around them. Moreover, we intend to propose a methodological 
strategy to be implemented within a design process that focuses on 
an intercultural approach4. 

The development of this approach consists, given a design 
topic, in extracting distinctive intercultural markers5 from specific 
cultural contexts and then translating these characteristics into highly 
representative products or services (Lin et al., 2007). Starting from 
these reflections, we try to define a possible methodological process 
Fig. 3 that allows designers to develop effective intercultural projects. 

Indeed, the designer within these processes assumes the 
role (direct or indirect) of a “pro-active mediator” of knowledge and 
experience: a facilitator capable, by collaborating with other discipli-
nary figures involved, of navigating cultural complexities and creating 
“safe spaces” (Bustamante Duarte et al., 2021) of interaction - partici-
patory and iterative - during the entire design development cycle.

	 3 
Boundaries between 
cultures are continuously 
being relativised and 
redrawn. According to 
the concept of intercul-
turality, intercultural 
dialogue between two or 
more cultures in soci-
ety is characterised by 
mutual understanding and 
respect, which results in 
mutual influence (Nemo, 
2016).

	 4 
In this contribution we try 
to stress the difference 
between cross-cultural 
and intercultural design. 
The term cross-cultural 
refers to “the commu-
nication process that is 
comparative in nature” 
(Ting-Toomey, 1999). This 
approach, more investi-
gated also from a meth-
odological point of view, 
underlines the differences 
between cultures adapt-
ing the design choices to 
these diverse features. 
The term intercultural, 
instead, refers to the 
interactive “communi-
cation process between 
members of different 
cultural communities” 
(Ting-Toomey, 1999). 
It focuses more on the 
reciprocal exchange of 
ideas and cultural norms. 
It is a more active and 
social transformative per-
spective that investigates 
the points of interaction 
between different cultures 
and creates a new design 
narrative around them.

	 5 
The intercultural markers 
are elements that are 
most prevalent within a 
particular cultural group 
and are considered 
surprising and remark-
able by another cultural 
group (Bruns et al., 2012). 
Such as aspects related 
to appearance, modes of 
interaction, associated 
values and meanings, 
rituality, material culture, 
gestures, functional and 
behavioural factors, etc.
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Fig. 1

Fig. 2

Fig. 3

	 Fig. 1 
Possible intercultural 
design actions. Credits: 
authors.

	 Fig. 2 
Mapping of areas on cul-
tural diversity and design, 
2006. Credits: Jan Carel 
Diehl.

	 Fig. 3 
Methodological approach. 
Credits: authors.
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And in the activation of these processes capable of generating 
projects that are aware of and truly based on intercultural dialogue - 
understood as a reciprocal exchange of skills and expectations - the 
technical actions of involvement and inclusive approach typical of 
Participatory Design (Binder et al., 2012), as well as the adoption of 
certain qualitative methods derived from social research, come to 
the aid of these processes6.

The current considerations, developed by combining a review of 
existing literature related to intercultural design, are prevalently 
applied to the graphic communication sector (for instance, Lipton, 
2002; McMullen, 2016; Radtke, 2021). This essay intends to extend 
these reflections to the field of product design, thus creating a more 
inclusive approach that seeks to embrace different scales of design 
intervention. 

Context exploration. First of all, a careful analysis of the contexts and 
the stories related to the identified topic needs to be implemented, 
also mapping and analysing international case studies, where nec-
essary, alongside the territorial analysis. The creation of this basic 
framework is essential to understand the subjective interpretations 
and the social role of the possible cultural behaviours referred to 
some specific elements present in the environment and to ade-
quately know some key principles shared by the cultures that cohabit 
a specific area in order not to fall into conceptual blunders. Regard-
ing the overall scenario, it would be important to be able to create a 
cross-disciplinary research approach (Muratowsky, 2016), involving 
other skills alongside that of design, such as sociologists and anthro-
pologists, in order to be able to define a coherent and complete 
requirement system.

Common denominators. The second step consists in the identifica-
tion of a common denominator system, which is represented both 
by the cultural markers (tangible, intangible or behavioural) shared 
by two or more cultures analysed – the aforementioned intercultural 
markers – but also by all those which, although similar in certain 
respects, take on nuances of meaning depending on the culture of 
reference (elements that we could place within an “area of proxim-
ity”). Based on these cultural features, in the construction of this 
scenario should be considered the overall environment such as 
economic and social issues, as well as the technologies available. 

The different meanings that the identified cultural markers 
assume in the context of different cultures and the related social 
implications were further investigated. In this analysis, the designer 
needs to pay close attention to social and cultural variables that can 
radically influence the outcomes of the project, such as differences 
in behaviour, outlook, and values between people from different 
societies or cultural groups7.

So, based on the defined scenario and the relevant element 
extracted from the intersection and the connections between differ-
ent cultural features, this step focuses also on a user-based analysis 
to explore the interaction between culture and technology, dialogue 
between users and designers, and understanding the user’s needs 
related to the cultural environment.

	 6 
Such as, for instance, 
participant observation, 
discursive interviewing, 
and focus groups (Dovigo, 
2005).

	 7 
G. Hofstede (1984) 
proposed four dimensions 
on which the differences 
among national cultures 
can be understood: 
Individualism, Power 
Distance, Uncertainty 
Avoidance and Masculin-
ity. Furthermore, E. Meyer 
(2014), analysing how 
culture influences interna-
tional business collabora-
tions, has identified eight 
independent dimensions 
through which cultural dif-
ferences can be concep-
tualized: Communicating, 
Evaluating, Persuading, 
Leading, Deciding, 
Trusting, Disagreeing and 
Scheduling.
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Concept generation. This stage consists of the development of 
different conceptual responses through the definition of possible 
solutions and approaches through theoretical research, interviews, 
on-site inspections (where needed), feedback, discussions, par-
ticipatory design actions. These concepts arise from the various 
combinations of the different intercultural markers, as defined in the 
previous steps.

Project development. Once the most representative concept has 
been defined, the project development starts, so from the prelimi-
nary design to the execution phase. In this methodological step, the 
quality check of the project (validation process) is also initiated by 
comparing the performances offered with the requirement system.

This re-evaluation operation allows finally to define the more 
appropriated concept – or a combination of some of them – and to 
start the development phase of the design process. This requires 
an understanding of how other cultures interpret images, layouts, 
colours, symbols, forms, textures, patterns, and other symbolic ele-
ments (McMullen, 2016).

Discussion about Intercultural Experiments  
in product design 

The material and immaterial culture of a specific community, how-
ever, although rooted, is not a static entity, whose symbolic systems 
are limited to crystallizing into timeless objects.

A world in motion, made up of human migrations and shift-
ing, also brings with its repercussions on value systems, on daily 
dynamics, and also on the world of design. 

Humans carry with them their intangible assets, their world-
views and, in some cases, even some objects of daily or symbolic 
use. Italy, and more in general the Mediterranean basin, has always 
played a crucial role in this scenario, as a middle sea and a place of 
exchange and confrontation (Tosi et al., 2015).

In this section, we will discuss some case studies of intercul-
tural projects to reflect on the strategies and approaches applied by 
designers, who internalize values and meanings of cultural contexts 
and try to redesign traditional objects from their point of view.

We decided to adopt a qualitative research framework, collecting 
data from various documentary sources (research articles, project 
reports, official designer websites, etc). It has been limited to a spe-
cific sector that seems to be almost “naturally” suited to intercultural 
experiments: the food topic.

The design about and for food should be expected to play a 
prominent role also in cultural and intercultural processes: food and 
eating are symbolical parts of a social system, they address rituals 
and belief systems (Bruns et al., 2021). They represent a valuable 
opportunity for the exchange of memories, knowledge, and stories, 
as well as for the development of intercultural skills. Through the 
analysis of cultural habits and consumption practices, it is possible 
to understand a series of meanings associated with the production 
of identities, the establishment, and maintenance of social relation-
ships, as the cultural changes in society. 

	 8 
MTic-design is a knowl-
edge exchange program 
between The Netherlands 
and Colombia seeks 
to develop innovative 
products together and to 
share and create design 
knowledge for both pro-
fessional and educational 
purposes. Reference: 
MTic official website, 
http://mtic-design.nl/
project/ (consulted data: 
august 2022).
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A series of case studies of narrative artifacts capable of bringing 
different cultures together and making them recognizable to different 
users were analysed with the lens proposed in the methodologi-
cal overview, in order to reflect if this approach can be considered 
effective and scalable to different areas of intervention. They were 
collected and analysed and categorized according to four macro-cat-
egories corresponding to different scales of intervention (material 
hybridisation, production processes, gestures and rituals combina-
tion, merging of preparation methods) Fig. 4.

Some of these analysed case studies will be discussed 
below to evaluate their effectiveness and the type of design opera-
tion implemented Fig. 5.

The first project is Mest, a Turkish coffee service that sees an explicit 
conceptual material hybridisation between ceramic and copper, 
belonging to two different material cultures of coffee preparation - 
one more Middle Eastern/North African and one more European. 

The ibrik, the chiselling of the cups (zarf), and all the acces-
sories associated with the service and the typical preparation of 
Turkish coffee are usually produced in copper and brass, materials 
that are widely used due to the great experience of Anatolian arti-
sans in the handcrafted production of tableware.

On the contrary, it is quite unusual in European countries to 
see these materials used in coffee preparation, where instead ceram-
ics are widely used: a clear example is the coffee cup (demitasse), 
produced in this material almost throughout Europe. 

 Also from a value perspective, the project focuses on the 
common rituals associated with coffee consumption in Middle East-
ern/North African and European countries, traditionally connected 
with meanings of sharing and hospitality (Oğut, 2009). Moreover, 
the material culture associated with coffee and the variety of experi-
ences created around it establish strong and lasting bonds between 
users, both on a rational and emotional level (Chapman, 2005), gen-
erating a sense of belonging and continuity between the individual 
and the group, as well as between present and past (Ozge, 2012).

Another project is Me - dinner set, a versatile set of mobile kitchen 
equipment for food preparation and transportation during picnics, 
resulting from a collaborative exchange programme between inter-
national designers, the MTic-design8.

The concept is based on the identification of a common lei-
sure activity (the picnic) between the Dutch and Colombian cultures. 

Indeed in Colombia, the picnic is associated with a tradi-
tion, particularly prevalent in rural areas, called the “Pot Gathering” 
(“Paseo del holla”). This popular ritual encourages Colombian fam-
ilies to gather by the local river and share the traditional Colombian 
dish: sancocho, which is usually prepared on-site, as are many of the 
dishes consumed during this event. 

Differently in the Netherlands, picnics, which are very popu-
lar as soon as summer arrives, are mainly practised inside city parks 
– often in conjunction with certain festivals: cooking with an open 
flame is not always allowed in these public places, except in special 
barbecue areas. The Me project brings together these different rit-
uals and ways of preparing picnics – the Colombian way of bringing 
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Fig. 4

Fig. 5
	 Fig. 4 
Collection and categori-
zation of the various case 
studies analysed. Credits: 
authors.

	 Fig. 5 
Selected case studies: 
Mest (Elsi Alovi, 2005), 
ME-dinner set (Emma van 
Eijkeren, Moak Studio, 
2017), Grand Commis de 
Cuisine (Daniela Ciampoli, 
Marco Marseglia, 2018). 
Credits: authors.
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food to cook and the Dutch way of bringing everything ready-made 
– and creates a set in which it is possible both to have a small grill in 
a small, controlled space, and to bring along food that has already 
been prepared beforehand.  

Another case study is Grand Commis de Cuisine, a couscous-pot 
born as part of an Italy-Morocco cooperation project, aimed at 
enhancing the craftsmanship of the two countries (Ciampoli & 
Marseglia, 2018). Couscous is a particular dish, widely consumed in 
both cultures and with strong material and symbolic value of aggre-
gation, sharing and a sense of community. 

From the analysis of the traditional way of preparing Moroc-
can couscous, by steaming and not by direct absorption of water, a 
design phase began aimed at the formal and functional identifica-
tion of an object suitable both for this preparation and for the most 
common ways of serving at the table. The couscous pot designed is 
composed of three elements: a basic pot in which to cook meat or 
fish and vegetables, a bowl in which to steam the couscous, perfo-
rated at the bottom to allow the steam to rise and flavour it, and a lid 
functioning as a serving dish. 

The strength of this project, however, lies in the designers’ 
attempt to create a blend of production processes and materials 
from the two countries. The production phase was entrusted to an 
Italian ceramics craftsman, Alfredo Quaranta, who, guided by Italian 
and Moroccan designers, experimented with a hybridisation of deco-
rative and formal devices from the two cultures.

Conclusions

In conclusion, the extensive literature linked to culture-driven design 
and the examples reported here show how the realm of food repre-
sents one of those particularly effective areas for the construction of 
an intercultural narrative.

In general, however, following the analysis of the case 
studies, it emerges that product design experimentations within this 
theme are still in their nascent stage and that there is certainly still a 
long way to go to achieve design maturity. 

The examples proposed present obvious limits in terms of 
the depth of the design action. The experiments are presented as 
more cross-cultural than intercultural: hybridisation occurs mainly 
through the “juxtaposition” of elements (material or process) from 
territories with different cultural backgrounds rather than proposing 
true and coherent design reworkings. They appear more as specu-
lative design operations: with their intrinsic value in terms of critical 
analysis and initiation of research reflections, but which at the same 
time do not necessarily respond to real territorial and social needs.

This paper aims to provide a first methodological approach 
to be applied in the field of intercultural design, paving the way for 
reflections on the possible design actions on this peculiar topic: 
experimenting, for example, new ways of preparing food, new ritual, 
new participatory actions of culinary hybridisation, new strategies of 
cultural dissemination, new utensils, etc.
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It is intended that the methodology proposed in this paper – which is 
under development with a view to being verified, tested and refined – 
also has an educational potential in the perspective of defining a new 
figure of intercultural-mediator designer.

Certainly, the practice of learning, improving, and applying 
this methodology also needs to evolve and develop in response to 
the changing of cultural and global trends. (Lee & Bain, 2016)
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The 8th International Forum of Design as a Process, 
themed “Disrupting Geographies in the Design World” 
was held in Bologna from 20 to 22 June 2022. The 
event was organised by the Advanced Design Unit of 
the Alma Mater Studiorum – Università di Bologna, 
Department of Architecture, in collaboration with two 
partner universities: Tecnológico de Monterrey (TEC) 
and Pontificia Universidad Católica de Chile.

The Forum engaged speakers from the Global 
Design community, expanding the original vocation of 
the Latin Network for the Development of Design as a 
Process to include researchers and designers of the 
Mediterranean Area, Middle East, IOR (Indian Ocean 
Region), and Global South regions. The goal was to 
share new perspectives on imagining design futures 
in a responsible and just perspective, at the forefront 
of change, while building strategic partnerships and 
creating accessible knowledge.

Structured around three pillars — seminars, 
workshops, and exhibitions — the Forum hosted 
meetings, reflection opportunities, networking 
activities. It involved designers, scholars,  
young researchers, design entrepreneurs,  
in an experimental format.

Speakers’ contributions not only inspired the 
practices of the designers’ community, but also 
resonated with students and the broad audiences.  
The presentations explored intersections of materiality 
and culture, post-coloniality, decoloniality, gender 
studies, and other areas of human thought and action 
which seek to analyse, question and challenge the 
disruptive geographies in the world, today.

The papers submitted to the five tracks proposed 
are published in the Digital Special Issue 1 of diid. 
disegno industriale – industrial design, celebrating 
during those days its 20th anniversary and serving as 
the fourth partner of the event.
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