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Introduction
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Rape culture is…
a culture wherein sexual violence, 
especially sexual violence against 
women, is treated as a normal and 
acceptable part of our daily lives.
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From #YesAllWomen to #MeToo

“#YesAllWomen because 
‘I have a boyfriend’ is 
more effective than ‘I’m 
not interested’ – men 
respect other men more 
than my right to say no” 

- “The Power of 
#YesAllWomen”, 2014

“#MeToo 
And I was blamed for it. 
I was told not to talk 
about it.  
I was told that it wasn’t 
that bad. 
I was told to get over it.”
- @najwazebian, 2017
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How can design be used to shift the discourse on rape 
culture and consider how support is conceptualized 
within these spaces?

Dialogue Through Design

Social media is a forum for reclaiming personal 
experiences, finding community, and building solidarity.



Visualizing Support Through Speculative Digital Spaces 
Presented by: Melissa Palermo

The Research Question

This research focused on how to collect and 
visualize affective, qualitative data about the 
diverse ways that people imagine supportive 
environments.
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Theoretical Framework
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Adversarial Design:
the design or use of artifacts or objects 
to engage with political issues (DiSalvo,  
2012).
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Speculative Design is…
the use of design, “as a means of 
speculating how things could 
be,” (Dunne and Raby, p. 2).
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A traditional data visualization…
offers viewers new understandings and 
insight at a glance (Iliinsky & Steele, 
2010).
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Visualizing information
can be used in projects about war to 
produce emotional responses.
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Casual Information Visualization broadens the concept 
of visualization

Experiential & Casual Visualization

Experiential data visualizations:

Communicate by example

Encourage interaction

Influence Affect
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We Feel Fine Project Images. From “We Feel Fine,” by Sep Kamvar and 
Jonathan Harris, 2011, http://www.wefeelfine.org/movements.html.) 

Installation Images. From “The Neighbourhood Our Garden”, by Barbara Roosen et al., 2013. Adapted from “Visualising things. 
Perspectives on how to make things public through visualization,” by Jessica Schoffelen et al., 2015, October 12, CoDesign, p. 187) 



Visualizing Support Through Speculative Digital Spaces 
Presented by: Melissa Palermo

Speculative Visualization…
uses visual representation methods to 
create thought-provoking work by 
combining multi-disciplinary practices 
(Kim and DiSalvo, 2010).

Plastic Cups Screenshot, Top – Full Image, 
Bottom - Detail. From “Plastic Cups,” by 
Chris Jordan, 2008, http://
www.chrisjordan.com/gallery/rtn/#plastic-
cups
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Other Means of Visualization

The Space We Hold Screenshots. From “The Space We Hold” by National Film Board 
and Cult Leader, 2017, https://artscience.ca/work/the-space-we-hold/

Installation Image of Noplace. From “Noplace” by Martin Wattenberg et al., 2007 
2008, http://www.bewitched.com/noplace.html
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Other Means of Visualization

Monument Quilt in stages, From “Monument Quilt” by FORCE: Upsetting Rape Culture, 2013, https://themonumentquilt.org/view-the-quilt/

https://themonumentquilt.org/view-the-quilt/
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From the form of data visualization 
to the discourse of combating rape culture

Research can be reframed to prioritize relationship 
building and give and take (TallBear, 2014).

Barriers to accessing justice have been even more 
difficult for black women (Freedman, 2013).

Women’s experiences with violence and harassment 
are not homogenous (Crenshaw, 1991). 
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Overview of Insights

Building a creative environment to elicit an 
emotional engagement with information

Considering how design can be used for 
discussion and debate through the creation 
of agonistic spaces that encourage 
imaginative solutions

Communicating insights provided by 
participants by example rather than words

Utilizing both analog and digital 
technologies as methods of engagement

Fostering spaces to consider creative 
solutions for a society where rape culture is 
not deeply ingrained in social systems

Considering the construction of spaces in 
relation to the witnessing of stories of 
sexual violence

Utilizing layered imagery to convey a 
multitude of ideas

Engaging in research at all stages with an 
intersectional feminist lens that recognizes 
that women’s experiences with violence and 
harassment are not homogenous

Approaching research with a standing with 
approach, centering speaking with people 
rather than speaking for them
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Research Methodology
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Participatory Design methods…
center the contribution of participants as direct 
contributors to the design process.
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Cultural Probe Kits
were developed to gain deeper 
insight into people’s daily lives, 
thoughts and interactions 
(Gaver et al., 1999).

Cultural Probe Kit Package. From “Cultural Probes” by Gaver et al., 1999
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Cultural Probe Kit Goals

1
Investigating participants’ trust in dominant systems 
for dealing with instances of sexual violence and 
harassment.

2 Gaining insight into participants’ experiences with 
‘everyday impacts’ of sexual violence and harassment.

3
Engaging in speculative visioning. Exploring the tools 
and spaces that participants wish existed in the fight 
against rape culture.
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Word Association Activity

Word Association 
worked to gain insight 
into participants’  
understanding of  
rape culture.
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Everyday Encounters

Participants’ were asked, “How do 
you encounter conversations  
about rape culture and sexual  
violence? What attitudes around  
rape culture and sexual violence  
are displayed in these  
conversations?
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Picture This

Asking participants to 
take photos worked to 
gather visual 
information about 
more positive aspects 
of their daily lives.
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Draw It

Viewing the page as an outline of a room 
participants were asked to consider what 
objects, furniture, technology etc. they would 
want in a space where they feel entirely 
supported.
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Distribution

Participants came from 
diverse lived 
experiences.

Participants were  
self-selected

Distributed across 
Canada from June-
August  2017
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Design Research & Process
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“We have to see our volunteers in terms of their own 
experiences, understanding their responses 
empathetically, not intellectually,” (Gaver et al., 2004).

Kit Interpretation
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Kit Interpretation

To gain a global 
understanding of the 
information I unpacked 
the returned materials 
and laid them out in a 
circle on the floor.
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Findings Images of nature as 
empowering and comforting1

A need for policies and 
procedures to address sexual 
violence on campuses.

2

Examples of positive 
encounters & interactions that 
participants felt embodied a 
move away from rape culture

3

Images of physical spaces 
such as home, and specifically 
bedrooms, as places of 
comfort and empowerment 

4
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Research-in-progress

lockerRoomTalk: an interactive, visual representation of the way that space can be reclaimed when people share their experiences with sexualized violence. 
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Research-in-progress

That Feel When…: a web-based visualization of responses to nine written prompts that, though broad, have the potential to evoke moments in someone’s day when they have  
experienced rape culture.
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Showcasing the Data

Working directly with participants' data offered the 
opportunity to represent the diverse ways they viewed 
supportive and empowering environments.
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An Iterative Design Process

Visualization Sketching Test 1
Visualization Sketching Test 2
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providing a site that suggests new ways of 
connecting different identities, perspectives and 
relationships (Raaberg, 1998). 

Collage has a history within  
feminist art practice…



Visualizing Support Through Speculative Digital Spaces 
Presented by: Melissa Palermo

Generative Collages

Building on the use of collage by feminist artists as a method of visualizing multiple perspectives, the generative aspect provided 
an opportunity to see the many possibilities that arise when diverse perspectives are considered and brought together in different 
ways.
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Blending Physical & Digital Space

Taken together, the project 
created out of the findings 
of the cultural probe kits, 
and the creative exploration 
of the data was titled What 
Do You Need? Described as 
a visualization of 
imaginative spaces of 
support that used 
participant submitted visual 
data
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Reflections & Conclusion
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Diluted information

Lack of interactivity

Project Challenges

Disconnect between showcasing humanity and 
displaying data
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Adding an interactive component for user contribution

Utilizing an algorithm that more systematically chose 
and placed images

Possible Solutions

Showcasing full cultural probe kit data 
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by bringing together collage and computation the 
audience is tasked with interpreting What Do You 
Need? on more than one level. 

The emerging field of data visualization 
engages audiences in a new experience…
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Design Research Insights

There is strength in bringing together different fields such as collage 
and data visualization to visualize complex information. 

Participatory design methods lend themselves well to the collection 
of affective information.

Interpreting affective, qualitative data visualization requires a 
broadening of viewer’s expectations. 

Visualizing emotional information provides alternative insights into 
complex issues. 
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An exploration into how to visualize affective, 
qualitative data provided an opportunity to investigate

what spaces of support might look like for 
those who experience or are working to 
combat rape culture.
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and give society something to strive for as we 
work to change the culture that perpetuates 
sexual violence and harassment today.

Opportunities to visualize these spaces 
can help foster hope…
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