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ABSTRACT

This paper reports on the ‘Participation and HCI’ invited
Special Interest Group (SIG) meeting held at CHI 2012 in
Austin, Texas. The SIG was motivated by the increasing
relevance of participation in the CHI Design community.
Participatory work has been performed with very different
intentions: to democratize the design process; to better
inform the design of new systems; to engage the public in
the construction of their own futures; or simply to appease
funding commitments. This invited SIG brought together an
invited panel of experts who have explored participation to
varying degrees to talk about their work in addition to an
open discussion. The SIG provided an opportunity for
discussion and reflection on how and why participative
techniques and methods are used in HCI research and
practice in different contexts. A number of themes emerged
from the discussion: the timescales of participation; why
people get involved in research; power relationships
between researchers and participants; formalizing and
generalizing participatory approaches and methods; and
evaluating and documenting participatory work in HCI. The
report concludes with a plan for future work at CHI 2013
and within the broader HCI and design community.
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INTRODUCTION

The CHI community has been interested in the role of user
participation for three decades, although this has grown
Copyright remains with the owner/author(s).

exponentially in recent years. It is often stated that the
origins of the notion of participation in HCI were in the
Scandinavian co-operative design movement in the 1970s.
Here workers were motivated to take a more active role in
shaping the workplace of their near future, particularly in a
period where computers were being introduced into
workplaces and job roles were being radically altered or
replaced altogether. Within broader CHI work, user and
stakeholder participation in the design process has been
often viewed as beneficial to designing better systems for
target groups [4]. More recently, increased awareness of
experience-centric approaches [19] and cross-disciplinary
work between computing, the arts and the humanities [13]
question the relationship between user participation and
design innovation.
The growth in awareness and application of participatory
methods surrounding HCI poses a challenge to the CHI
community. Whilst the methods and tools researchers are
aware of are growing, we lack a clear understanding of
when and why using specific methods is appropriate. As
cuts to funding place pressure on HCI researchers, the role
and quality of participation might become questioned. New
methods might be created without fully understanding those
already used, or methods are drawn from other disciplines
and used without acknowledging their epistemological and
ethical roots.
There is a sense that we need to stop for a moment and
reflect on the efficacy and ethics of the methods used in
participatory research. A number of Participatory Design
(PD) researchers are working on evaluating the long-term
value of participatory work [2]. There are also ongoing
efforts to organize the varieties of methods available [16],
whilst others have argued for a return to the original values
of PD [1]. Whilst this is encouraging it is clear however that
a discussion of participatory methods used in HCI would
benefit from, and be beneficial to, the broader CHI
community.

ORGANISATION OF SIG

The main goal of the SIG was to explore why researchers
involve people in design processes at all, and to discuss
how appropriate participatory HCI methods, tools and
approaches are being used in different contexts and
domains. In total 28 CHI delegates participated in the SIG,
with 21 of these participants registering for a Participation
and HCI mailing list at the end of the SIG. The discussion
between participants was seeded by brief provocations from
four invited experts, each representing one of the following
key areas of participation within the CHI community: 1)
Susanne Bødker, representing participatory design in the
Scandinavian tradition; 2) John Carroll, representing
participation and collaboration in a community informatics
setting; 3) Gary Marsden, representing participation in the
context of HCI4D; 4) and Peter Wright, representing
participation as it is understood in collaborative arts
practices. We expected these position statements would
encourage further discussion around topics such as:
• The integration and cross-pollination of participatory
methods across diverse disciplines and fields.
• Review examples of projects that have compared and
contrasted methods used within participatory HCI work
and how such knowledge can be made applicable
beyond individual projects.
• Discuss what it is the CHI design community requires in
order to understand the implications of certain
participatory methods and processes prior to
commencing a project.
• Finally, whilst the prevailing theme is for increasing
participation, are their contexts where participation is
inappropriate?
PARTICIPATION AND CHI 2012

To open the SIG we provided a brief overview of the
impact the notion of participation has had upon work
presented at CHI 2012. There were multiple instances at the
conference of presenters and authors referring to elements
of participation in their work. Many of these dealt with very
different notions and meanings of the term participation.
For the purposes of clarity, these different approaches can
be summarised as three broad categories: participation in
design processes, designing for participation and
implicating upon participatory design.
The majority of the work at CHI ’12 focused upon
participation in design processes. A number of papers
explicitly discussed the role of participatory design
processes and methods with groups of people who have
specific needs and expertise [21, 36, 37, 53, 56]. Others
explicitly discussed participatory design with a more direct
focus on developing or iterating new concepts or ideas [19,
52, 54]. There were more technically focused papers, that
described the development and evaluation of new systems,
that referred to using techniques or methods of participatory
design during the course of their design [3, 13, 24, 22, 10,

33, 26, 48]. Some of these discuss performing participatory
design processes but do not explain what these comprised
of [3, 10, 33, 26, 48]. Friedman and Hendry avoid using the
term participatory at all—instead focusing on co-design and
co-creation [21]. Others looked to the participatory design
literature for insight but appropriated techniques from
elsewhere [29, 1, 12].
Papers discussing designing for participation had a
tendency to focus on how people are included and excluded
from social communities and how technologies were used
to help shape or disrupt these. These included examples of
deploying new tools to enable participatory decisionmaking in small communities [30, 51] and studies of online
participatory cultures forming around DIY practices [48].
Le Dantec’s [32] work on facilitating community support
networks for homeless mothers and the emergence of
‘publics’ provided an example of the blurring of
participation in design processes and designing for
participation.
Many papers drew conclusions that were referred to as
implicating upon participatory design [16, 8, 45, 17, 40], in
that whilst the studies or work described were not explicitly
about participatory design it is suggested that the findings
and future work would impact upon PD literature and
practice. Borning and Muller [4] drew heavily from the
participatory design literature in order to separate
themselves from its heritage. Finally, a number of papers
referred to their methods and general approach to research
as participatory [39, 28, 24] but did not refer to particular
methods or design/participative processes.
PROVOCATIONS

The introduction to the session was followed by the four
brief provocations provided by Susanne Bødker (SB), John
Carroll (JC), Gary Marsden (GM) and Peter Wright (PW).
At the end of each provocation we asked each expert to
provide a question that they felt was of crucial importance
to the CHI community in terms of ‘participation’.
Participation and choice

SB argued that participation in design processes should be
about making participants aware that they have a voice in
the decisions that inform the design of new technologies.
Participants should be made aware that they do not have to
buy into existing technologies, hierarchies and
infrastructures—that there are meaningful alternatives that
can be made available to them, or meaningful alternatives
that they can help create [2]. SB suggested that in these
types of processes the designs created are not necessarily
understood as solutions to manifesting problems, but
instead instruments to support thinking differently.
Participatory design, therefore, is not about pleasing users
of new technology but challenging them to question the
decisions that are often made on their behalf. New types of
requirements for technical systems emerge from these
discussions. It was noted that these new systems might be

more challenging to technology providers to implement
than those that they may ideally want to pursue. SB noted
that her particular interest in recent years has shifted to
exploring how PD processes can support civic life, creating
broader conditions for participation via new technologies.
She argues that much of the development underpinning
Web 2.0 in recent years has been provided mostly by
commercial actors, not citizens.

an integral member of the community. When you spend so
much time building a rapport with people it is very difficult
to suddenly become removed from this social context and
environment. Finally, he commented on how his
experiences highlight how participatory design at CHI
focuses on the “stuff of design” rather than process – is this
a problem the community should tackle?
Participation and artistic practice

Participation and longetivity

JC introduced his argument by talking about his
experiences of participatory research within geographical
communities over extensive periods of time. Rather than
working in timescales such as days, weeks or even months,
JC’s work has a tendency to work on the scale of years and
decades (e.g. [9]). These projects are costly both financially
and in researcher time. The focus is not on user interfaces
but rather on the participatory development of
infrastructures that support relationships between members
of a local community. JC referred to how within
communities much of the participatory work would be
identifying ways for people to relate with others. This might
be neighbours, or mediating between different types of
actors (such as commercial and non-profit). The
consequence of this type of work would typically be design
research focusing on new infrastructures that enable people
to connect and relate to one-another better. For example,
past projects JC has worked on have implemented new
networks and infrastructures within communities, and are
going on to explore the issues of hyperlocality between
community members and actors. JC noted that in these
projects there would often be a stark contrast between work
that focuses upon long lasting influence and low-level
small-scale interventions that test out new ideas. These
different scales have subsequent effects; the numbers of
actors involved, the amount of time stakeholders engage
with a project, and the frequency of researcher contact.
Participation and community

GM introduced his provocation by talking about his
transition from PhD student and lecturer in the UK to doing
participatory design in South Africa. He spoke about his
original assumptions of how traditional techniques for usercentered and participatory design could be applied similarly
in this new context. He soon had to start questioning some
of the very basic principles of his background however,
finding himself asking how you can involve people in the
design of new computer technologies when they do not
even know what a computer is. In these contexts, traditional
PD methods are not immediately appropriate – and
researchers tend to find themselves perceived as an expert
in a context where their prior expertise is no longer entirely
relevant. GM stated that in these contexts, participatory
work is as much about building trust and social equality
with members of the community as it is designing and
deploying technology. He observed that his work in Africa
has made him more sensitive to the role of the researcher as

PW explored three areas of interest surrounding
participation as it is practiced within the arts, aesthetics,
politics, and temporality. Discussing particular examples to
illustrate these areas he asked whether there was something
that the HCI community could take from the participatory
arts community to reconfigure what participatory practice
might become. He argued that the aesthetic experiences of
taking part in large-scale collective installations motivated
people to contribute to large-scale spectacles. He mentioned
how participatory art projects can remind us that
participation is a means and not an end in itself, something
which is often forgotten in political rhetoric around
participation. He also pointed to research projects that have
paid attention to the temporality of participation working
over extensive periods of time with people and questioned
what happens beyond the end of a project. Finally, he made
the point that participatory projects often make a
questionable assumption: that the purpose of participation is
the creation of equality, whereas the assumption of equality
should be the starting point.
ANALYSIS

Following each provocation the discussion was opened up
to the floor and SIG participants were asked to respond with
follow-up questions. The questions and resulting
discussions were documented by the workshop organisers
on large sheets of paper and post-it notes during the SIG.
These notes were transcribed. We performed a thematic
analysis [7] on transcripts of the provocations, the resulting
questions and discussions from the SIG. Data was
summarized by an open coding structure. These codes were
then grouped together into 4 themes that summarise the
data. These themes are: time and participation; why, power
and expertise; levels of participation, formalization and
generalisability; and reflecting on and evaluating practice.
Time and participation

Discussions arose following all of the provocations on the
issue of time and how much time researchers spend
collaborating with participants on projects. JC referred to
Muller’s work on participatory and value centered design
(e.g. [42, 43]) where participation works on the level of
minutes and hours. Here, a PD session might only last two
hours and focus on an intense data collection exercise to
gather design and system requirements. A number of views
were expressed at the SIG that these approaches have a
tendency to be shallow due to their brevity. It was
questionable what value participants might gain from taking

part in such a process. Muller et al. possibly would not
consider this an issue, as they approach their participatory
work from a different frame of reference to those exploring
long-term engagement with communities.
JC and GM both advocated conceptualizing participatory
work in terms of a long-term engagement within
communities. In these contexts time is relevant in that
short-term interventions can lead to a misgauging of what
might be considered good design. SB referred to this in her
provocation, how brief interventions and evaluations can
lead to the implementation of the incorrect system. JC also
referred to how it is necessary to engage with a community
for an extensive period of time in order to understand the
different expertise within and making these visible to other
stakeholders within the setting.
Why participate?: Power and expertise

The issues surrounding longevity and time spent engaging
with participants fed into discussions about why people
might want to be involved in a participatory design process
in the first instance. The questions emerging from this space
were: What do people think they will get out of
participatory design? How do we perform participatory
design with an emphasis on gains for ‘users’? What is
meant by ‘gains’ in the first place? Does this refer to users
gaining from the outcomes of the design process, or does it
conceive participants as ‘users’ of a participatory design
‘service’ where they gain from being involved in a project
with researchers?
There was a shared sense at the SIG that very often
researchers do not make it explicit to participants the
process they are going to be involved in. This raises issues
related to informed consent – even more so in situations
where participants cannot fully consent to participating in
such a project (as with children or people with learning
disabilities).
When discussing the ethics and rationale for people wanting
to be involved in research – and the reasons why designers
and researchers want them involved at all – questions about
power relationships followed closely. The discussion
suggested that participatory work (be that design, art or
other) should be about sharing decisions and
understandings. In PD you attempt to focus on
collaboration and negotiating the needs of diverse
individuals. Whether such a sharing of power is possible in
all contexts was questioned at length in the SIG. In recent
years there has been a corpus of work that has begun to
explore the role of PD in work with children in various
settings (e.g. [18, 49]). Some suggested it was very unlikely
that children could have equality and share power (with
researchers or otherwise). In these situations, participatory
processes might focus more on providing opportunities for
children to express themselves (as per Friere [20]), rather
than emphasizing shared understandings and equalization of
power.

Another key issue related to power and collaboration is how
researchers perceive themselves as acting in situ during a
project. One question raised was whether ‘we’ should act as
facilitators or act as designers. Should participatory
approaches to design be about developing prototypes and
new systems? Or should it be about making people aware
that design can be a way of living for them and not a
specialist process that only experts have? Related to this is
the issue of ownership and authorship emerging from
participatory processes. SB referred to how, in most cases,
participatory artists would hold the intellectual property of a
participatory work despite working with members of the
public or a group of people for an extended period of time.
This raised the question of single authorship in an artwork
when multiple contributors might also support the process
and how this was different in research.
Levels of participation: Formalisation & generalisability

There was a discussion about the terms ‘participation’ and
‘participatory’, and how these are defined and interpreted in
different disciplines and domains. For example, the term
‘participation’ means a different type of engagement with
users in the Scandinavian PD context compared to how it is
framed in most CHI papers. This becomes even more
complex in the current context of CHI as the Arts and
Humanities have a greater impact upon HCI literature, as
the term ‘participation’ becomes even more loaded and
defined in different ways. JC suggested that what was
needed is some ‘policing of participation’. He suggested
creating a taxonomy of participation where the community
explored the types and degrees of participation and how this
is interpreted differently in different domains. There was a
consensus that the CHI and PD community need to
establish ways of critically evaluating the processes of
participatory and collaborative research.
There was also a broader discussion about the
generalization and formalization of participatory processes.
The notion of the ‘Living Labs’ was highlighted as an
exemplar model of working intensively with one
community. Yet this model is difficult to transfer between
communities and become generalizable as Living Lab
processes are highly responsive to the needs of the specific
groups of people taking part in it. The issues of
generalizability across different contexts also become
problematic when we encounter dramatic differentiations in
culture. As noted by GM, how can the CHI community
perform
responsible
research
when
researchers,
stakeholders, residents etc are highly culturally diverse?
The discussion highlighted that formalizing participatory
design methods and techniques would be deeply
inappropriate, as projects have to be highly responsive to
the specific needs of the users, groups, communities and
stakeholders involved. At the same time, there was a
palpable sense that participatory designers and artists, as
well as researchers and practitioners performing

participatory-esque work in HCI, would benefit from an
agreed-upon best practice for documenting projects.
A question raised several times was what the relationship
between participatory approaches to design and action
research. Action research was particularly influential in
early Scandinavian participatory design work and Hayes’
[25] recent discussion of this relationship describes both PD
and AR as long-term iterative cyclical approaches. RC
described how this work had highlighted the potential need
for initial research questions to be reformulated in the field
with partners once engagement began. Such work points to
design practice that benefits from openness and attending to
the particularities of the people and places participating in a
project, where collaboration occurs through a joint revision
of the research question.
Discussions about levels of participation also introduced
issues about what counts as enough engagement to be
considered participation. JV referred to his experiences of
working with digital artists who, following Krueger [31],
conceptualize participation at the level of active
spectatorship; i.e., people are always active agents and they
hold their own participative stake in the aesthetic
engagement of an artwork. Therefore, as the Digital Arts
community becomes stronger at CHI, there is potential for
the term ‘participation’ to become increasingly blurred in
terms of its meaning. Taking these ideas further into the
context of participative media, is there a point where people
participate unintentionally by looking at a website, or by
retweeting a tweet? In the context of social and
participative media, the terms participation possibly needs
to be re-evaluated.
Reflecting on and evaluating practice

Another issue raised was that very rarely are the benefits
and negative consequences of participatory research
articulated in the literature. OI is currently performing
research into ‘user gains’, i.e., in what ways have
participants benefitted from taking part in a design process.
He noted very rarely do researchers ask what the users get
out of participatory design. This raised broader questions
about the varying experiences people have of taking part in
participatory design: what are appropriate ways to
document and capture experiences of participatory
processes over time?; what are the conditions for
stimulating experiences of participation?: is it possible to
formulate criteria for best practice for certain contexts
where people are involved in design processes?
It is also very rare for designers and researchers to articulate
what they want from participation; be this from their
participants (i.e., why did they use PD in the first place?)
and what they personally take from the project (i.e., the
designer/researcher as a co-participant in the process).
Good documentation and evaluation of participatory work
in HCI should consider how to get researchers and
practitioners to self-reflect and make visible the effects

projects have on the researchers’ lives. This might support
greater discussion and provide ways to critically evaluate
the outcomes of a participatory design process.
CONCLUSION AND FUTURE WORK

The SIG provided the opportunity for 28 members of the
CHI community to come together and discuss some of the
key
issues
surrounding
the
role
of
user/stakeholder/community participation in design
processes and technological development. As a result of the
discussion a number of key issues have been highlighted
that should be addressed by the CHI community working in
this domain:
• Mapping out the various definitions of the term
‘participation’ across the CHI community and finding
ways to negotiate how the term participation changes as
new discourses are absorbed by the community (Digital
Art, Critical Theory, etc).
• Working as a community to identify the aspects of
diverse participatory processes (be these co-design, PD,
HCI4D etc) that can support ‘best practice’ across
multiple domains and contexts.
• Providing greater emphasis in literature to participant
experience and researcher self-reflection. Establishing
what the barriers are to publishing such work at CHI.
• Exploring in more detail the issues surrounding
authorship and ownership of intellectual property in
participatory design/art and community informatics.
• Making it more transparent in papers and documentation
why certain groups of people have been ‘chosen’ to
participate in research, and subsequently understand at a
deeper level why those who choose to be involved
participate in the first place.
The organisers, invited experts and interested SIG
participants will continue to shape the above issues via a
mailing list and public website. A ‘Participation and Digital
Interaction’ website has been set-up that will be used to
document these ongoing discussions and the plans for the
future (see: di.ncl.ac.uk/participation). A workshop will be
held at DIS 2012 on the topic of cross-disciplinary
perspectives on ‘participation’ and the impact these
differing perspectives have on interaction design. The
organisers of the SIG are currently scoping out the
possibilities of extending these discussions to a larger
audience at CHI 2013. We would like to involve more
diverse perspectives in this discussion, including those from
industry who use co-design techniques and researchers
within CHI who perform short-term participatory
engagement with users and stakeholders. On this basis, we
will propose a workshop and/or a panel for CHI 2013 based
upon some of the themes emerging from the SIG and the
workshop at DIS 2012. It is clear to us that as
user/stakeholder/community involvement in design
processes become ever important, it is critical that the CHI

community understand why and how participatory work is
performed in diverse situations and that the community as a
whole improves the manner in which this research is
documented.
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