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RESEARCH ARTICLE                    

Dovetails: personhood, citizenship, and craft between 
children and older adults
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Whittinghama , Sebastian Prosta , Justin Marshalla , Michelle 
Kindleysidesc and Will Bensond 

aSchool of Design, Northumbria University, Newcastle Upon Tyne, UK; bLJB Design, Newcastle 
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Kabin, Newcastle Upon Tyne, UK 

ABSTRACT 
This paper presents Dovetails, an intergenerational co-cre
ative participatory design project, and explored ways of 
working with recipients of care through Craft methods lever
aging reciprocity to support wellbeing and Citizenship. 
Working alongside older adults from Beamish Museum’s well
being community and a children’s charity, researchers sup
ported the two participating groups to design and make 
ambitious, novel artefacts for one another using woodwork. 
Each group learned new skills and sought to improve the 
lives of the other group’s members through making. We 
came to understand the artefacts created as material 
embodiments of care and we present transferable insight for 
future study design to encourage reciprocity through Craft. 
We contribute new nuanced understandings of Personhood 
and Citizenship in this context. Participants reported pride in 
their achievements, confounding expectations, raising ambi
tions, and reframing their understanding of their own well
being, for example in the context of dementia diagnosis. 
Dovetails bore meaningful benefits for individual participants 
and the groups themselves, beyond the timescale of our 
engagement, as they formed ongoing allegiances. We discuss 
framing design research through a ‘Craft Lens’, as a multi- 
faceted way to explore creative engagements, which 
enriched our understanding of making, and gift-giving to 
support Personhood through Social Citizenship.
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Introduction

Dovetails was a co-creative participatory project lasting three-months between 
two communities in the North East of England. The participating groups were:

1. Beamish Museum’s Men’s Group, a support group for men over sixty 
experiencing challenges with their mental health.

2. Kids Kabin Cowgate, a community creativity charity providing free cre
ative activities in disadvantaged communities to children.

People with dementia, a diagnosis of which the majority of our adult par
ticipants were living with, face complex social challenges (Kitwood et al. 
2019), stigma (Lion et al. 2020), and the risk of becoming lost in our com
munities (Rowe, Feinglass, and Wiss 2004). Likewise, children from underpriv
ileged backgrounds in UK face barriers to social connection and civic voice 
(See and Kokotsaki 2016). Access to the arts has been highlighted as benefi
cial to both groups and is seen as essential for children’s development 
(Nutbrown 2013). Increased access to creative arts is linked to the potential 
mitigation of broader systemic barriers faced by underprivileged children 
(Butcher and Clarke 2021). For people with dementia, the arts can foster reci
procity of experience between experts and older people with dementia 
(Zeilig, Killick, and Fox 2014). Sharing creative processes with people with 
dementia is found to disrupt established dynamics of power between actors 
in the context of care (Killick and Craig 2012). Intergenerational arts practice, 
involving younger and older participants, has been shown to have a range 
of benefits; promoting social sustainability, building, and strengthening inter
generational bonds, and supporting psychological wellbeing, particularly 
across long-term engagements (Canning, Gaetz, and Blakeborough 2020; 
Perez et al. 2020). These benefits are evident across diverse participant 
groups, including older adults with dementia, their circles of care, young 
people, and professional artists (Jenkins, Farrer, and Aujla 2021). Adults living 
with cognitive impairments such as dementia have restricted access to the 
arts, which are increasingly shown to be beneficial interventions for tackling 
the social changes experienced by people with dementia, such as social 
exclusion, lack of autonomy, and stigma (Zeilig, Killick, and Fox 2014). Our 
motivation going into Dovetails was to explore ways designing and making 
for others could reveal insights related to Personhood, Citizenship, and Craft.

We draw together these concepts of Citizenship and Personhood, unpack
ing some of the acts of creativity and care which emerged during the pro
ject, and the ways in which acts of making scaffolded connection between 
members and groups. We have come to understand, new relational ways of 
being, and the roles Craft practice can perform in the context of care.
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While our research design was grounded in the experience and practice 
of expert researchers and partners, threads of theoretical understanding, 
principally Personhood (Kitwood et al. 2019), formed a jumping-off point 
which allowed us to be led, as much as possible, by our participants, rather 
than theoretical stricture. We have come to understand links between 
Citizenship and Personhood (Swinton 2021) in the context of community- 
based participatory design (Manzini 2015). We lay the foundation for this 
theoretical understanding and reflect further on the reciprocal trust and 
good-faith inherent in this project’s design and the resulting richness that 
came about, through material practice, and lived-experience.

We will start by introducing the participating groups in more detail, giving 
a brief overview of how the project ran, and what was made. We then fore
ground certain relational aspects of the project by presenting some of our 
participants’ experiences as short vignettes. These stories are chosen to high
light elements which we found revealing through analysis in concert with 
theory, relating to the links between Personhood and Citizenship, and the 
ways in which Craft practice may help make these learnings transferrable for 
the wider Design for Health community.

We discuss how these relational elements of work within the structure of 
the project developed, what their foundations were, how new relationships 
were formed, and what we believe is important to the legacy of a project 
like Dovetails.

Background

The first group of participants are the Men’s Group, based at Beamish 
Museum in County Durham, within their Health and Wellbeing hub. It is a 
weekly group for older men living with mental health challenges. While the 
men have been referred through Social Prescribers or Social Prescribing serv
ices and Adult Mental Health Teams to the group because of these challenges 
(e.g. dementia, depression, loneliness) and the majority of participating men 
did have a diagnosis resulting in dementia, these weren’t often discussed by 
the group. Rather, the conversation centred-around shared experiences of 
daily life, sometimes, but not necessarily resulting from diagnosis. This is 
reflective of the supportive environment of the group and its ethos – that 
people are brought together through shared experience rather than just a 
shared diagnosis. Six members of the group participated in Dovetails, sup
ported by volunteers and staff from the Health and Wellbeing team.

The second group of participants are from Kids Kabin, a creativity charity 
for children living in disadvantaged communities in the UK. The group who 
we collaborated with are based in Cowgate in Newcastle Upon Tyne. Kids 
Kabin have been delivering workshops for over 30 years in the community. 
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We were able to work with a group of around 20 children, with numbers 
fluctuating in each workshop, supported throughout by Kids Kabin staff and 
volunteers.

To introduce the positionality of the research team briefly, we had a mix
ture of levels of experience with people with dementia, for some this was 
our first time working in this context, and others are experts. We are all 
designers specialized in different things. The role of the first author was to 
function as a bridge between these research priorities, building on well- 
established relationships between both the Men’s Group our third author, 
and Kids Kabin our fourth author. We all took a making-first approach with 
the engagements described in this paper, led by materials, processes, and 
people.

Personhood, citizenship, and craft

In dementia studies, Personhood refers to the completeness of self, upheld 
through one’s social world (Kitwood et al. 2019), and is central to contem
porary care provision, referred to as Person-Centred Care (PCC) (NICE 2018). 
Designers have worked previously to support Personhood distinctly (Wallace 
et al. 2013), through participation and individualization (Branco, Quental, and 
Ribeiro 2017), and ethical scrutiny of the power of aesthetics in dementia 
(Fleetwood-Smith, Tischler, and Robson 2022). Creative Ageing (Thwaite 
2017) is a growing movement which seeks to uphold Personhood through 
access to the arts for people with dementia, part of a growing body of evi
dence for the positive efficacy and impact of creative approaches in the con
text of care (All-Party Parliamentary Group on Arts Health and Wellbeing 
2017) often employed in intergenerational practice, including co-design 
(Perez et al. 2020).

Citizenship is increasingly understood as a component of Personhood 
(Brannelly 2011; Collingham et al. 2022; Sund and Fjetland 2023) whereby 
civic inclusion can sit counter to the social isolation and stigma surrounding 
a dementia diagnosis. Encompassing individual’s rights, relationships, and 
ability to have their voices heard in society, active Citizenship has the poten
tial for people living with dementia to challenge ways in which they may be 
undermined in a social context (Hughes et al. 2021; Swinton 2021). In our 
framing of Citizenship, we understand the two participating groups working 
to improves each other’s lives through creative practice, as political ‘with a 
small p’, which is relational, reciprocal, and social. Swinton (2021) refers to 
Kitwood’s definition of Personhood as partly socially constructed, ‘A standing 
or status that is bestowed upon one human being by others, in the context 
of relationship and social being’ (Kitwood et al. 2019, 7). This positioning of 
Personhood focusses on the value of each individual as they contribute to 
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society and vice versa. This relational way of understanding Personhood has 
been otherwise articulated as dividuality (Davis 2020) wherein the value of a 
person’s self is inextricably linked to the societal structures around them. 
Davies argues, a view of the individual as an autonomous, bounded self, lim
its our understanding of Personhood. In contrast, the concept of ‘dividual 
personhood’ sees individuals as composite beings formed through their rela
tionships and interactions with others.

Swinton (2021) argues that whilst relational models of Personhood which 
emphasize the social and communal aspects of identity are important, they 
need to be complemented by a focus on Citizenship, as an understanding of 
Personhood based solely on interpersonal relationships may leave those with 
dementia at risk given societal stigma, while an individual’s civic life may be 
separate to their personal relationships, strengthening their perception of self. 
Swinton proposes ‘Social Citizenship’, combining people’s Personhood with 
their political rights. As such, Citizenship offers a – small p – politically situated 
lens on Personhood, to highlight the shared humanity between all people, 
regardless of diagnosis. We came to understand participants’ individual creativ
ity in the context of Citizenship as we presented the opportunity for the 
Men’s Group and Kids Kabin to undertake caring acts for one another through 
Craft. The framing of Social Citizenship as a component part of Personhood 
(Bartlett and O’Connor 2007) helped us to understand the psycho-social rela
tionships at play in dynamic often denied to people with dementia.

Design development

Dovetails was conceived of within the Centre for Digital Citizens project and 
centred around acts of making to seek understanding if they could benefit 
groups of very different ages. Following ethical approval from our host uni
versity (Reference 33256) we ran workshops over three months, at the end 
of 2021. Consent was given by each of our participants, co-signed by a fam
ily member when appropriate due to age or cognitive impairment informed 
by PCC frameworks (Dewing 2007; Slaughter et al. 2007), including approval 
to include their names in research dissemination.

Over the course of the workshops, each group developed, designed, proto
typed, and ultimately built two woodwork artefacts for the other group, in an 
act of reciprocal gift giving. The workshops were participatory, as each group 
decided, under our guidance as expert designers, what they would ultimately 
make for each other. The two groups didn’t meet in person until the end of 
the project when all participants met at Beamish to exchange the things they 
had made. Both group’s sessions ran on the same day each week, but at dif
ferent times, the practical limitations of transport, compounded by Covid-19 
restrictions made co-working unfeasible. As such, we decided to use short 
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videos as an asynchronous medium for the groups to communicate with each 
other, as well as to document their work through the project.

Our weekly workshops foregrounded designing and building, with 
researchers facilitating, documenting, and then planning the next week’s 
workshop for each group. The busy schedule of workshops allowed partici
pants to establish a dialogue with satisfying immediacy, scaffolded by the 
short weekly video of each groups’ progress.

Firstly, each group was asked to share things about themselves with the 
other group, highlighting any challenges to their activities, and potential for 
designed solutions to be created. These initial messages, and subsequent 
weekly updates, were recorded with each group and edited by the research 
team, before being presented to the other group the following week. In this 
way, the groups learned about the other’s lives as they started to generate 
proposals for designs to help support one another.

Video was thus one of the design elements within the project in among 
physical materials, prototypes, and tools. The wider range of design materials 
established the project’s foundation of reciprocity and dialogue, without the 
groups having to meet each other in person at first, mitigating the social pres
sure often felt by people with dementia (Mok and M€uller 2013). Instead, 
groups got to know each other slowly, on their own terms, by which we 
mean the use of video as a workshop material was distinct to each group. At 
Kids Kabin, the video was in the hands of children themselves, only referred 
to when they needed, and quite sporadically. At Beamish, watching the video 
was a group activity, though videos were also used as memory-aides to refer 
back to a previous week’s activity to help scaffold workshop activities in the 
moment. This exchange allowed a documented conversation to take root, 
while allowing each session to be facilitated in an appropriate manner for 
each community, addressing individual needs and each group’s own pace.

Typically, Men’s Group members would arrive at Beamish and sit around 
the fire, with a pot of tea, to watch that week’s update video from Cowgate 
quietly before discussing, agreeing a plan, and starting work. We would work 
for an hour or so, around the table or in the shed, before reconvening by 
the fire for a second cup of tea, and to plan the following session.

In Cowgate, we would keep each week’s Beamish video on a laptop at 
hand, and only bring it out when relevant to the activity of each child in 
case they had a question or needed an update on Beamish. At Kids Kabin, 
Dovetails was only one of many activities available to kids in each session, 
so they may have only worked on their Dovetails project for a few minutes, 
before rushing off to do something else, (art, games, cooking, or building a 
fire). The frenetic pace of Kids Kabin sessions was a joy for the Men’s Group 
to see through weekly videos and ignited the project’s sense of urgency and 
momentum. Videos afforded the creation of asynchronous dialogue, gentle 
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Figure 1. Dovetails projects, by row: (1) FlexiGames, (2) Tambour door cabinet, (3) Our lucky 
Shelves, (4) Garden bench. Images credit: Henry collingham.
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introductions, and familiarity over time and at a distance whilst each group 
worked on their projects (Figure 1) for one another.

Besides the co-creation of woodwork and acts of reciprocal gift-giving, 
Dovetails was also an exploration in design for social innovation (Murray, 
Caulier-Grice, and Mulgan 2010). The role of design was also to create a sup
portive environment in which diverse, previously disconnected, communities 
could meet to build new relationships and enhance their capacity to act 
(Ehn, Nilsson, and Topgaard 2014; Manzini 2015). We were curious to see 
whether the design of the collaborative process may serve as a base for 
ongoing collaboration beyond the lifespan of Dovetails, or as a model for 
others to be replicated and adapted.

Four woodworking projects

FlexiGames
The morning group at Beamish (Alan, William, and Brian), were inspired by 
the improvised games they saw Kids Kabin playing in their first video mes
sage. They decided to build a flexible system for indoor and outdoor play. 
The idea of a system of large wooden pieces emerged, affording flexibility 
for pieces to be connected into all sorts of shapes, inspiring all sorts of 
games. William named the project ‘FlexiGames’. The modular nature of 
FlexiGames dictated the build of repeatable parts, requiring accuracy and 
consistency. Careful attention was paid to the aesthetic and mechanical qual
ity of parts and materials. Having created designs for over-sized oak handles 
for the giant bolts which held FlexiGames together, Brian chose to engrave 
them each with forget-me-nots, the symbol of Dementia Friends.

Tambour door cabinet
The afternoon group at Beamish (Joe, Fred, and Les), chose to build a cab
inet to store Kids Kabin’s tools. Les suggested the addition of a rolling door, 
‘like a garage’. The design-phase for this piece centred principally around the 
creation of a scale model in card including its own tiny tambour door, which 
was greeted with delight by the kids in Cowgate. The model-making process 
allowed for a mixture of communication styles from the Men’s Group to 
each contribute to its design, either through verbal comments, non-verbal 
gestural negotiations on size or scale of pieces, or physical manipulation of 
pieces and parts, problem solving with our hands as we worked. Following 
model making, the group made the final cabinet from plywood and oak. The 
afternoon group decided to hand-carve handles for the cabinet with the 
names of each participating group, and the year of its creation.

Joe, a retired schoolteacher, suggested the addition of a blackboard onto 
the back of the cabinet which afforded the Men’s Group a hidden surface, 
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behind the blackboard, where they decided to add graffiti to the piece, to 
match the graffiti all over Kids Kabin’s existing furniture (Figure 2).

Our lucky shelves
The oldest member of Kids Kabin, Lucky, decided to design a storage solu
tion for the men’s messy shed, to store their materials, and display their 
tools accessibly. Like the afternoon group, Lucky started work on a sketch 
model straight away. Refined card models, progressing to a full-scale mock- 
up in scrap wood, were sent to the men for critique and comment, making 

Figure 2. Kids kabin’s graffitied workbench (above) and hidden graffiti from the men’s 
group on the Tambour door cabinet, which was hidden by the addition of a blackboard on 
its back (below). Images credit: Henry collingham.
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sure the final piece would be a useful and beautiful addition to the shed. 
Lucky worked diligently to create a beautiful wooden cabinet of shelves with 
a pegboard for the Men’s Group to store their tools and materials. Seeing 
Lucky’s careful commitment in video-updates each week, the Men’s Group 
became increasingly impressed with Lucky’s work, over time we saw Lucky 
galvanized as a character within the Men’s Group itself, as they asked more 
probing questions about his family, school, and aspirations. Before the 
groups met at Beamish at the end of the project the men decided to name 
the shelves in Lucky’s honour, ‘Our Lucky Shelves’. They arranged to have a 
brass plaque engraved, to be unveiled for Lucky as a surprise during our 
end-of-project celebration.

Garden bench
To encourage engagement of their youngest members Will, Kids Kabin’s 
Chief Officer, suggested a group project made from a collection of parts that 
individual kids could work on, and take home between sessions, which 
would eventually be joined together into a collaborative final piece. The 
Men’s Group’s need for a garden bench proved the perfect opportunity, and 
team of 10 members of Kids Kabin (7–14 years) each worked on individual 
bench slats to decorate them with hand-carvings (Figure 1). As a demonstra
tion and induction to using carving chisels we created the top slat of the 
bench collaboratively. The Men’s Group suggested a roll call of all the 
group’s members, past and present. Laid-out by the Men’s Group, these 
names served as a perfect introduction to the techniques needed to carve 
wood, while also inspiring a gentle dialogue between the groups, with mul
tiple kids asking the research team about the man whose name they were 
carving, as they worked. The Men’s Group suggested imagery from around 
their cottage the kids could use as inspiration, but also encouraged the kids 
to decorate their slats with their own ideas, messages they wanted to send, 
or their favourite things.

Relational components: four vignettes

We now present four short vignettes as narrative research tools (Bruce et al. 
2016), each focussed on a different participant. Vignettes are increasingly com
mon within Social Sciences, Bruce et al. (2016), as narrative research methods 
develop towards ‘legitimizing peoples’ stories as important sources of empir
ical knowledge (Hyv€arinen 2010). These methods are more established within 
Design Research literature, ‘It is uniquely the role of the design ethnographer 
to express the relevant context of one culture to another, to narrate the acts’ 
(Salvador, Bell, and Anderson 1999, 5). These glimpses of the relational compo
nents of our fieldwork are intended to paint a person-centred picture and 
illustrate some of the ways in which participants underwent personal 
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challenges and development, beyond the central focus on physical-material 
Craft. We have chosen to foreground details which illustrate the ways in which 
participants took creative and personal risks, and the resulting challenges to 
their self-image following Dovetails. Participants found small ways to look after 
one another, and guide each other as they worked, dependent on their indi
vidual abilities and experience. Cumulatively, these creative acts of care cre
ated a bustling working atmosphere and galvanized the participating groups 
together, even before they met in person.

Ava

Having only been a member of Kids Kabin for a few weeks prior to Dovetails, 
Ava found it hard to speak to others at first, both children and grown-ups. 
This made it difficult for her to engage in activities with anyone, let alone 
share her creative thoughts and ideas. She kept the hood of her puffer jacket 
up throughout sessions and would often answer questions in a whisper. 
However, as she immersed herself in woodworking over the weeks, Ava began 
to break out of her shell, become more confident, and find her voice.

In the first few weeks, Ava chose not to get involved with Dovetails, until 
we brought the offer of the collaborative bench project to the group in 
Week 7. Ava not only expressed an interest in working on the bench for the 
Men’s Group, but she also chose to build her own wooden mallet before she 
started carving. Having never even used a saw before, Ava worked slowly, 
and her confidence grew as she completed her mallet over two sessions. 
Ava’s mallet became an object of pride, and the Men’s Group were suitably 
impressed. Ava’s Mum reported that she slept with it under her pillow the 
night she completed it. When it came time to design her slat of the bench, 
Ava worked diligently to create illustrations of her favourite things, including 
a basketball which was a previously hidden passion. Ava also chose to 
engrave the words ‘be happy and smile,’, and ‘never give up’.

Woodwork allowed Ava to hold meaningful conversations with adults, 
bridging the gap between her home life and Kids Kabin and it was a mile
stone in her journey towards greater confidence.

Though silent at first, through the project Ava revealed her hidden passion 
for basketball. Once it had been delivered to them from the Men’s Group, she 
asked to make a basketball hoop for FlexiGames, and then went on to teach 
the other kids basketball using the hoop she made from wood (Figure 3).

On the day the two groups met at Beamish to exchange their gifts, Ava 
was too shy to be included in any of the group photos. However, a few 
weeks after Dovetails. Ava asked her parents to take her back to Beamish, 
where they found their way into the garden (which is not open to the pub
lic) so that her parents could take a photo of her with the bench.
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Figure 3. Sequentially from top row: Ava making her mallet, explaining her ‘be happy and 
smile, and never give up’ designs, carving, family photos at beamish showing her work, 
building her basketball hoop for FlexiGames. Images credit: Henry collingham and ava’s 
stepdad.
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Ava’s story is an example of the trust exchange that appeared during the 
project. She learned to trust both herself and her abilities, and others learned 
to trust her too. This exchange helped Ava push herself out of her comfort 
zone, as she became more willing to take risks and try new things.

Lucky

Aged 14 at the start of the project, Dovetails was to be Lucky’s last project 
as a member of Kids Kabin, having been attending the group since the age 
of 7. Lucky’s eagerness was clear from the beginning. He was the only one- 
person team across the project, and he invested a terrific amount of effort in 
every session. Lucky wanted to deliver an object he could be proud of, and 
he relished the opportunity to earn new skills in joinery and woodwork. 
Lucky chose a simple mechanical problem to solve, which was to create stor
age in the men’s group’s messy shed.

Lucky’s dedication to his Craft was infectious, and he raised the bar for all 
the other groups in terms of ambition, progress, and what constituted good 
work.

He was interested in digital technical drawings and was fascinated by the 
product design process. He was keen to do what the professionals did and 
not just the kid way of doing things. Lucky’s hunger for learning served to 
level the playing field between adults and children. Researchers involved 
him meaningfully in design conversations, which helped him see the tech
nical things they did behind the scenes.

The men’s group open-heartedly engaged with Lucky’s iterative proto
types, which led to a material conversation back and forth, their growing 
relationship scaffolded by practice. Lucky’s care for the Men’s Group, through 
his dedication to practice, making the best possible project he could wasn’t 
only clear to us, but to the members of the Men’s Group too. We saw this 
reflected when they met in person as Lucky took the time to introduce him
self to each member of the Men’s Group, shaking their hands and shrugging 
off their compliments about his beautiful work (Figure 4).

William

William repeatedly expressed uncertainty about maintaining his membership 
in the Men’s Group, literally keeping his coat on during some sessions. He 
would joke that we’d not see him the next week and made several com
ments that his involvement was denying someone else access to the service, 
despite his social prescription. Preceding the project, he saw his involvement 
in the group as strictly limited to the six weekly sessions he had been told 
to attend via social prescribing. During the first few weeks of the project 
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Figure 4. Sequentially from top row: Lucky describing and prototyping his idea, building a 
rough 1:1 model, designing the legs, building the final piece, CAD drawings, finishing work, 
meeting the Men’s Group at beamish, the finished piece, and the name plate made in 
lucky’s honour reading: ‘our lucky Shelves’ images credit: Henry collingham & beamish 
museum.
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however, William became increasingly comfortable with the idea of attend
ing the group as a member in the long-term.

Dovetails was initially structured as 10 distinct weeks, due to take place 
beyond William’s original six-weeks. This structure allowed William to further 
relax into the group for a discreet period, without having to see his member
ship as indefinite. The collaboration with a university also seemed to legitim
ise the work the men were doing for William, beyond an activity to improve 
their mental health, into something of material use to the members of Kids 
Kabin. William reported that there was some helpfulness to what he was 
doing. He was generating valuable insight for the researchers, while using 
his skills to help the members of Kids Kabin.

William became increasingly comfortable through the project and started 
showing more and more care towards his fellow members. He often looked 
after Brian, whose dementia would cause him to struggle at times. William 
would pat Brian on the back as they worked, encouraging him with friendly 
comments, ‘I can tell you’ve done this before!’ This caring role was, in turn, 
therapeutic. Looking after Brian helped William see himself in a capable, sup
porting, and helpful light.

Towards the end of the project, William progressively undertook more 
work at home, in between sessions. Firstly, he designed and fabricated a 
metal prototype for the folding mechanism that was eventually simplified 
into FlexiGames final design. He turned some of the oak handles for the 
project’s giant nuts and bolts on his lathe. In the final week, having seen the 
design of Lucky’s shelves taking shape, he created a metal tool for shaping 
custom pegs to fit into Lucky’s pegboard, which he spent 10 minutes talking 
Lucky through in the shed on the day of the Beamish meetup at the end of 
the project (Figure 5).

As Dovetails reached its end, William was also the participant who was 
most concerned with the idea of material reciprocity. He asked how many 
children were coming to meet the group, because he wanted to buy each of 
them gifts. Watching the update videos from Cowgate, William made com
ments about Kids Kabin’s work, ‘They’ve done far more than we’ve done.’ 
Seeing Kids Kabin’s work inspired William to add scope to the FlexiGames 
project, trying to equal his perception of their labour.

Fred

In the Men’s Group’s afternoon sessions, Fred was also initially hesitant to 
participate, but not due to shyness. Fred was more than happy to buoy the 
group along with a song, a joke, and sometimes even a dance. Fred pro
fessed his ‘hatred’ of woodworking, and a reluctance to take part in any 
woodworking projects consistently over the first few weeks. He was, how
ever, happy to turn his hand to anything outside his perception of 
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woodworking, sweeping, making tea, drawing, painting, and carrying tools 
for the other members. During group sessions, he would often tell the story 
of his relationship with his father who was a cabinetmaker. Due to Fred’s 
dementia, his story would change a little each time.

In early weeks, Fred would recount that his father flatly refused to let 
him try woodwork, because Fred was so useless at it, instead encouraging 
Fred to join the military. The group was careful not to pressure Fred into 
taking part, allowing him to opt-in to tasks if he felt comfortable. This 

Figure 5. Sequentially, from top row: William working on early prototypes, helping brian, 
designing handles, pieces brought in from home (lathe-turned handles and peg-maker), see
ing FlexiGames used by the kids, and showing lucky how to use the peg-maker he’d 
designed and built. Images credit: Henry collingham & Beamish Museum.
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gentle approach allowed Fred to increase his involvement in the project 
incrementally, week by week. Over time, he gradually became involved, 
holding down pieces of wood in week 6, and clearing away dust and 
doing some sanding in week 8, encouraged by the other members. We 
began to hear Fred’s story about his dad change. During the middle of 
Dovetails, Fred would tell us how his father would interrupt Fred doing 
woodwork, instead encouraging him to raise his aspirations and get a bet
ter job than he had done. By the end of the project, Fred took park in 

Figure 6. Sequentially, from top row: Fred observing sessions, singing with joe, holding 
wood for les, wafting away dust, sanding, carving, finishing, and assembling the Tambour 
cabinet. Images credit: Henry collingham.
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woodwork just as much as the other members, carving his own wooden 
handle for the cabinet, and finally helping assemble the finished piece. By 
this point, Fred would tell us how he and his father used to do similar 
woodwork projects to the cabinet the afternoon group had built, and that 
his father would be blown-away if he could see what Fred had made now 
(Figure 6).

Discussion & conclusion

As we hope these vignettes reveal, through Dovetails, we not only saw ways 
in which a project can enable relational components to thrive, building 
ongoing relationships between our participant groups, but also foster stron
ger personal self-image. Here, we discuss some of the ways in which 
Dovetails was successful, and how these may transfer into other projects in 
the context of Design for Health.

Artefacts as material embodiments of care

As participants exchanged design materials alongside the weekly videos, we 
saw their confidence grow, without the pressure of meeting a new group of 
people straight away. This had the effect of a shift in the focus away from 
the traditional pursuit of Craft as a technical skill, and towards Craft as good 
work to help improve the lives of other people, which became the project’s 
main focus by its conclusion. In most cases, we were able to leverage Craft 
practice to increase participants’ confidence. However, Fred’s story explains a 
lot about the approach to inclusivity behind Dovetails, by making space for 
him to participate in his own way, in his own time, with his engagement in 
making evolving as the project progressed. In this way the design materials, 
and artefacts of Craft, helped softly broker a relationship, and lay common 
ground between the two groups before they met for the first time.

It is in this context, of Citizenship and Personhood, that we came to see 
Craft, the acts of making and gifting which participants undertook during 
Dovetails, as not only a way into their individual creativity through practice, 

Figure 7. The groups meeting for the first time at beamish image credit: Jill brewster.
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but as an act of care itself, establishing and strengthening meaningful rela
tionships between participants with and through Crafted artefacts. Bartlett 
and O’Connor (2007) advocate creative practice as a way that academics can 
meaningfully involve people with dementia in research. Beyond this inclu
sion, we found the notion of Craft itself becoming a valuable analytical lens 
through which we could come to understand participant’s experiences. This 
approach has added depth to our understanding of a Craftsperson doing 
good work (Sennett 2008, 48), whereby good work can embody good intent, 
alongside physical and material practice. While we took an inductive 
approach, and the material design that emerged was led by participants 
themselves, which we have come to understand as a reflection of 
Personhood, this material practice also offers insight into designing for 
Personhood itself, a full methodological analysis of which is beyond the 
scope of this paper, but is being codified into actionable design methods 
such as Branco et al.’s Materializing Personhood (Branco, Quental, and 
Ribeiro 2020).

Craft practice allowed participants to develop their own self-image by pre
senting manageable tasks, which could be built upon each week through 
subsequent successes. In Fred’s case, we saw how these small creative acts 
culminated to literally shift the way he described himself to others, through 
the story about his father.

While we feel that this project offers a transferrable model other research
ers could adopt, this would require a distinct structure to be as easy to fol
low as possible for fellow researchers. We acknowledge that this embedded, 
longitudinal approach to research calls for a lot on the researchers’ part but 
advocate for ambition here, in the scope and reach of future work. Working 
with two groups in this way, in proximity to one another, asynchronously, 
and over a long period of time, allowed participants to approach the acts of 
making and relationship-building which took place at their own pace. We 
supported participants to take creative risks, which resulted in skills-develop
ment and resultant artefacts which represented the designs of participants, 
rather than the research team.

A craft lens: reciprocity and the dynamics of care

Craft practice formed the foundation of our workshops in Dovetails. Bringing 
a theoretical lens to our analysis helped up unpack some of what occurred 
and derive transferable insight for the context of Design and Health. 
Participants added layers of depth and meaning through practice, as their 
ambition, skill, and Craft evolved. Lucky’s was a narrative about someone 
eager to learn and engage in a Craft activity in a traditional sense, to the 
best of their ability. Ava and Fred show the ways participants used practice 
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to build relationships and change their self-perception over time. This poly
phonic approach to Craft, as a way of exploring the world, informs our 
understanding of a Craft Lens.

We knew from our previous relationships with both groups independently 
that making can support a plethora of wellbeing attributes, but we were less 
sure how we could bring groups that had a shared focus on making, but 
who were otherwise very distinct from one another, together to explore the 
potential within intergenerational, reciprocal modes of making at distance. 
Leveraging these existing relationships helped us build on prevailing trust in 
both groups, as we introduced them to one another through this new work.

Further to this, we saw in Dovetails meaningful ways design researchers 
can fill the role of expert to various degrees, as designers and makers. Our 
presence legitimized the work undertaken in the eyes of some participants, 
such as Lucky and William, illustrating the potential for social good and pur
pose to the work. This, in turn, encouraged ambition in the projects them
selves, which we then came to see as an expression of care between 
participants as they developed.

We were able to build our developing relationship with both the Men’s 
Group and Kids Kabin organically, over time and lay a strong foundation for 
ambitious design research with a focus on creative trust and risk-taking. 
Furthermore, the first author was able to conduct 3-4 months volunteering 
with each group during the initial phases of study design, to better get to 
know prospective participants, their circles of care, and to inform the ethics 
and study design itself to reflect the participants’ own ways of working. As 
the project unfolded, we started to understand participants’ creative practice 
as an expression of Citizenship, but this was led principally by participants 
themselves working to improve each other’s lives, rather than an explicit 
intention from the offset. This is where we also identify the main areas for 
improvement in the project. We call for future work to take these principles 
of reciprocity further, seeking opportunities to involve participant groups at 
earlier stages of study design in hopes of greater ownership, accounting for 
issues seen in Dovetails such as the disengagement of young participants 
until the introduction of the bench-making project. We also call for further 
long-term collaborations with community groups beyond the scope of typ
ical academic project funding, through ongoing community research in line 
with models like the living lab (Ehn, Nilsson, and Topgaard 2014). The 
momentum built through Dovetails and helped develop an environment of 
openness, care, and beneficence, where people gained a lot through the 
making and giving of gifts reciprocally. The mutual exchange of value mir
rored mutual learning, relating directly to the principles of participation in 
participatory design (Simonsen and Robertson 2013), whereby participants 
both contributed valuable insight into their collective experience, and also 
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learned technical skills with and from the research team. This came about 
through researchers and participating community groups feeling comfortable 
enough with each other’s ways of working to trust an inductive, participant- 
led approach, and simply working to best support each participant in what 
they wanted to achieve. The notions of Citizenship, reciprocity, and citizen- 
alliance which emerged, followed this opportunity.

Understandings of citizenship for personhood

We came to understand participants working to establish reciprocity as an 
act of Citizenship, itself a core component of Personhood. However, it should 
be clarified that this is a perspective that unfolded over time and became 
clear through analysis, rather than being reported by participants them
selves. These terms, Citizenship and Personhood, were part of a reflective 
lens and a guide for us as researchers, but they were never part of the lan
guage of workshops. With participants, we talked about giving value and 
helping etc. this language formed constituent parts of citizenship, but not 
using that distinct terminology. It started with reciprocity, and the term citi
zenship increasingly emerged both through the work and the analysis 
through the prevalence of these constituent parts e.g. care, helping, interest, 
work, labour, contribution, giving etc. William’s experience revealed how acts 
of care being given, rather than received, was of the upmost importance to 
some participants. This interpretation of Craft practice as a caring act, and an 
act of Citizenship, helps us better frame our understanding of the roles Craft 
can play in upholding Personhood. This understanding of the interplay 
between Craft, Citizenship, and Personhood is a novel, and hopefully valu
able contribution for the Design for Health community going forward.

We have come to see a shift in our role as designers over the course of 
Dovetails. While initially each group worked under our guidance and facilitation, 
as their familiarity and confidence with making processes and each other grew, 
they increasingly took ownership over the design process. After the end of the 
project, and independent of the research team, Dovetails’ creative Citizenship 
action has continued by both participating groups into other works of 
Citizenship beyond Cowgate and Beamish. Both groups decided to create pieces 
of furniture for the garden of a local youth hostel in the summer following 
Dovetails. Some members of our research team were invited to join them for 
another celebration as they gifted their projects to this new third-party commu
nity (Figure 8). We understand this process as the creation of a ‘living lab’ in 
the sense of Manzini (2015) and Ehn, Nilsson, and Topgaard (2014). The mode 
of collaboration, as trialled through Dovetails, provided a model for an inde
pendent design development process outside the university doing citizen-led 
work. Through this continuous work, new long-term relationships have been 
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formed and new open-ended social innovations are co-created, still based on 
practice of making as an act of care.

Ethical considerations made throughout the research process, informed by 
PCC frameworks (Dewing 2007; Slaughter et al. 2007), ensured that the partici
pants were respected, and their voices were heard, and this dialogue extended 
to the fieldwork, the artefacts created, and beyond. The discourse between peo
ple and materials reinforces the roles making can play to uphold acts of care, 
giving opportunities for reflection and escape while opening the door for emo
tional reflection through the ease of shared practice.

Figure 8. The men’s group and Kids kabin meeting up to celebrate giving newly built furni
ture to a third charity, a youth hostel in seahouses, the summer following dovetails. Images 
credit: Henry collingham.
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Through this approach we found ways Personhood can play out in a way 
that isn’t commonly reported and saw in a new light the ways community-cen
tred research design can foster Social Citizenship (Brannelly 2011) in complex 
contexts. We encourage others to undertake creative projects in this spirit and 
feel that there is opportunity for future work which involves intergenerational 
communities in similar future projects. We see the inclusion of Citizenship as a 
key element of understanding Personhood as key to equal success in future 
work and champion the potential of Craft as a facilitating force to enable rela
tional and care bonds to grow between people. We leave the final words to 
Les, a man of few words, who was the driving force behind the tambour door 
cabinet design and novice woodworker at the beginning of the project, he 
leaned forward during a tea-break in the penultimate week of Dovetails and 
offered the group the following, bringing the research team to tears:

I was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s six months ago. The doctor tells you something 
like that, and you think everything’s going to end. But I met people like you, and 
got to work on this, and it’s been the best thing I’ve ever done.
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