
WELCOME TO THE 
ENVISIONING CARDS.
A VALUE SENSITIVE DESIGN TOOLKIT

The Envisioning Cards synthesize the theory, methods, and practice of value sensitive 
design into a simple, yet versatile toolkit. A toolkit of depth, the Envisioning Cards 
support everyone who investigates, designs, or builds sociotechnical systems, including 
professional designers and engineers, design researchers, policymakers, and students. 
Designers and engineers often focus on the immediate context of use: How will a 
product be used by the person who purchases it? They rarely have the tools to consider 
the long-term and indirect effects of their technologies. We feel it is important to 
envision the long-term influence of new technology – as it affects the lives of different 
stakeholders, implicates time, raises issues that touch human values, becomes pervasive 
throughout society, and spans across generations. 

The Envisioning Cards are designed to evoke consideration and discussion of such 
concerns within the context of design and engineering research and practice. They 
have been used by thousands of graduate and undergraduate students, hundreds of 
professional designers, policy makers, and more. Used skillfully, the Envisioning Cards 
help expand our moral and technical imagination in envisioning new possibilities for 
tools, technology, policy, processes, infrastructure and beyond. 

The Envisioning Cards toolkit is available for use under the CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license.



All of the Envisioning Cards share a common 
structure that includes an image, title, theme, design 
activity, and one of five envisioning criteria.

Image

Title

TitleEnvisioning 
Criterion
Each Envisioning Card 
is associated with one of 
five envisioning criteria: 
Stakeholders, Time, 
Values, Pervasiveness, and 
Multi-lifespan. 

Design 
Activity
Suggested activity for 
exploring the theme of 
this Envisioning Card.

Theme
Describes the theme of 
this Evisioning Card.



Multi-lifespan

The Envisioning Cards are built on a set of five 
envisioning criteria intended to raise awareness 
of long-term and systemic issues in design.

The Stakeholder criterion emphasizes who or what is impacted by a technology. In 
value sensitive design, stakeholders are broadly conceived: they can be people, groups, 
neighborhoods, communities, organizations, institutions, or societies, and can also include 
past and future generations, nonhuman species, superorganisms, the Earth, social robots, 
and other entities such as historic buildings or sacred mountaintops. 

The Time criterion emphasizes the adoption of a tool, technology, or system over time, 
including the initial phases of novelty (weeks and months) as well as the later phases of 
appropriation and integration into society (years and decades).

The Value criterion emphasizes the impact of technology on human values. In value 
sensitive design, human values refer to “what is important to people in their lives, with a 
focus on ethics and morality.” In designing systems, we have found values of interest to 
include (among others): autonomy, community, cooperation, democratization, dignity, 
environmental sustainability, expression, fairness, inclusivity and exclusivity, informed 
consent, justice, ownership, privacy, self-efficacy, security, trust, and universal access. 

The Pervasiveness criterion emphasizes systemic interactions that follow from the 
widespread adoption of a technology. Technologies can become pervasive with respect 
to geography (e.g., city navigation software use within urban areas), culture (e.g., text 
messaging within the deaf community), demographics (e.g., online social networking sites 
among teenagers), and other factors. 

The Multi-lifespan criterion emphasizes design thinking with a very long time horizon that 
reaches beyond a single human lifespan. Multi-lifespan predicaments include: Genocide, 
HIV/AIDS, famine, habitat destruction, species extinction, and forced exodus. These types 
of problems entail widespread losses to human beings, to other sentient beings, or to the 
natural world. Moreover, their structure and their solution spaces require long periods of 
time to unfold. In turn, these problems call for designers to take a more proactive and long 
term approach to how we envision and design technology.

Stakeholders

Time

Values

Pervasiveness

THE 
ENVISIONING 
CRITERIA 



Create Your Own Cards 

The Envisioning Cards set comes with a 
“Create Your Own” card template for making 
your own Envisioning Cards. Choose a suit, 
an evocative image or photo, and combine it 
with a title, theme, and design activity that 
supports your theme. 

We encourage you to create new cards that 
represent people, ideas, and concerns that are 
unique to your design practice, such as: 

    • Unique local places or social groups 
    • Local social or political issues 
    • Lessons and insights from past projects  
    • Demographic data about your users 
    • Potential use cases for a product 

Create Your Own Suits 

In many instances, when creating your own 
Envisioning Card one of the existing five suits 
will work well with your new card. Other 
instances might benefit from an additional 
suit.  For example, when creating a small 
collection of cards around a particular topic or 
design situation. 

Possible additional suits could include (but are 
not limited to): 

Accessibility – Cards which address different 
abilities and impairments that manifest across 
societal contexts and technologies. 

Beyond Human Stakeholders – Cards which 
expand the design space to better account for 
the nonhuman in sociotechnical systems. 

Environment – Cards which foreground 
concerns about the environment, ecosystems, 
and natural planetary systems. 

Create Your Own

Suit:



Notes for Use

The Envisioning Cards can be used in a wide variety of situations. To get started, you may wish to explore 
each of the cards. As a set, the Envisioning Cards cover many issues and concerns related to the design of 
sociotechnical systems. The cards may also be extended and adapted to match your specific context. By 
skimming through the cards, you may encounter both familiar and unfamiliar themes. Here are suggestions 
for using the Envisioning Cards: 

Got three minutes?  Even with a short period 
of time, such as three minutes, the Envisioning 
Cards can help stimulate your moral and technical 
imagination.  Select a card, set a timer for three 
minutes, and generate as many ideas as you can 
based on that card’s theme and activity. When the 
timer is up, move on to another card. Do this for as 
many cards as you find useful or fill the time that 
you have available. 

Keeping stakeholders and values present. During 
the design process, identify cards that represent 
stakeholders and values specific to your project. Pin 
them up in a visible place. As you go through the 
project monitor your progress, keeping an eye out 
for concerns, priorities, and opportunities suggested 
by the cards. You might wish to annotate the cards 
using sticky notes, or by writing next to them. 

Soliciting clients’ concerns. Allow your clients 
to spend some time with the Envisioning Cards. 
Ask them to consider the issues raised by the cards, 
and to indicate their concerns to your design team. 
You may wish to look at the cards together with 
your clients or leave the cards with your clients to 
explore on their own.

Connecting with the local environment. Choose 
cards that represent your primary concerns. Take a 
camera and explore your office, work site, or other 
relevant location, and take photos that correspond 
to these cards. Print the photos and place them 
alongside the original cards to tie these cards to 
your local environment.

Getting unstuck. When your design team feels 
stuck on a specific problem, choose a random card 
from the deck and perform its activity. Once you 
feel you have made progress on issues raised by the 
card, draw another card or return to solving the 
problem. 

Constructing shared language. Do one pass 
through all the cards sorting them into two piles, 
one of cards that seem relevant to your project, 
another of cards that seem less so. Focus on the 
pile of relevant cards. In your team, review each 
card in this pile paying attention to the concepts 
and language of the card. From the perspective of 
your project, cluster related cards. Post the clusters 
on the wall. Then discuss key terms to reflect each 
cluster and tag each cluster accordingly. These tags 
form the basis of shared language going forward. 
Be alert to changes in your understanding of the 
terms and in the project; adjust the key terms as 
appropriate.

Designing with stakeholders. There are multiple 
purposes and places for integrating the Envisioning 
Cards into design activities with stakeholdersiii; 
in the early ideation phase to stimulate new ideas; 
in the midst of low-fi prototyping to assess gaps 
and opportunities to further a design; near the end 
of a design process to reflect on and assess final 
design directions or proposed outcomes. You 
can select cards to support and scaffold specific 
design activities or use the cards for more general 
inspiration. 

Expanding design and engineering specifications 
with values. Design specifications identify 
different metrics with which to assess the quality 
of sociotechnical systems. Choose one or more 
cards relevant to your project. Drawing on the 
card’s theme, description, visuals, and/or activity 
develop metrics which could be included in your 
project’s design specification. Brainstorm how you 
might measure, track, and evaluate your progress 
addressing the metrics.



About the Envisioning Cards

This second edition of the Envisioning Cards brings together under one cohesive design the original set of 32 
Envisioning Cards published in 2011 including the four suits—Stakeholders, Time, Values, and Pervasiveness—
with the supplementary set of 13 Envisioning Cards published in 2018 with the Multi-lifespan suit. The 
second edition preserves all the cards. In the second edition, all five suits now appear on each card and slight 
changes have been made to the text on some cards; the images are unchanged. On some cards the examples of 
stakeholders have been broadened beyond human beings (e.g., humpback whales, oceans, space). There is now 
a single “Create your Own” card which supports making new cards for any of the five suits as well as opens the 
opportunity to create your own suit.

Citation: Batya Friedman, Lisa Nathan, Shaun Kane, John Lin, Daisy Yoo, Nick Logler, Stephanie Ballard, and 
David G. Hendry. Envisioning Cards: A Value Sensitive Design Toolkit (2nd Edition). Seattle, WA: University of 
Washington, 2024.
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