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1. Introduction 

 

“When something seems ‘the most obvious thing in the world’ it means that 
any attempt to understand the world has been given up.” 
― Bertolt Brecht 

 
Within human-computer interaction (HCI), the word “user” has become so 
common sense that it has an implied meaning (Redström, 2017). The seeming 
clarity of the term may lead to underestimating the need to look deeper, 
uncovering tacit assumptions that underlie everyday practice and that over 
time have become part of the term. Terminology is a basic tool available to 
researchers in every field. It is also a key element of differentiation between 
different academic disciplines and domains (Gunnarsson et al., 2014). 
Vocabulary and methods of communication are never easy to track, and 
especially in academic writing, they do not carry over from topic to topic or 
between disciplines. Even when scholars use the same words, the values and 
meanings attached to them not only differ depending on disciplinary divisions, 
but they can also vary within the same field depending on the paradigm to 
which an author subscribes (Golinski, 1989). The lack of consensus comes to 
a head in interdisciplinary research and collaboration projects. Including 
different parties of varied professions in both academia and industry as well 
as actors such as nonprofit organisations or art collectives is highly valued as 
indicated by the amount of funding provided to such initiatives (Huutoniemi, 
2010). If people are thus meant to work together, how do they understand each 
other despite their differences?  

This dissertation addresses this issue by focusing on the concept of The 
User, a term central to the field of HCI and to the design and development of 
technology in collaborative design projects. In this dissertation, I analyse the 
generic understanding of The User in the context of a large-scale 
interdisciplinary museum design project, focusing on its use by designers, 
academics and museum practitioners. Through discourse analysis, I develop 
an understanding of how the term is co-opted by multiple discourses present 
in collaborations and becomes a field of struggle. By observing how The User 
is defined and negotiated in both theory and practice, I uncover tensions that 
underlie interdisciplinary collaborations and articulate possible points of 
conflict. Finally, I discuss how communicating this knowledge to the project 
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members can lead to developing new ways of resolving tension and sensitising 
various stakeholder groups relevant to the design process.  

1.1. Domain and Audience 
This research is situated in the domain of museum technology. It followed 
several designer teams under the broad umbrella of a EU-funded collaboration 
project that are involved in processes of research through design (Zimmerman 
et al., 2007). Due to its cross-disciplinary nature, this dissertation is relevant 
to multiple fields of study. Its audiences can thus be defined as threefold. First 
and foremost, this dissertation is framed as a contribution to the academic field 
of HCI. It focuses on empirical data gathered throughout the process of re-
search through design (RtD) and as such can inform future design practices. 
Furthermore, it contributes to the discussion of critical reflection in the field 
as well as the role of social scientific theory therein. Due to topical relevance 
to museums, this dissertation can also be of merit to museum scholars and 
practitioners who are involved in the processes of creating new digital solu-
tions for the cultural heritage sector. Finally, this dissertation can be of value 
to discourse scholars in various fields because it is an empirical application of 
discourse theoretical concepts from different traditions.  

1.2. Research question 
The focal point of this project is the people in it, both those doing the work 
and those for whom the work is done. The primary lens for this research is an 
investigation of human agency and how is it approached in a field such as 
HCI. In HCI, humans are foregrounded even in the name and as such deserve 
attention. In this dissertation, I narrow my interest specifically to the concept 
of The User, which is a very common and widespread idea in this field that 
has developed throughout the history of HCI but has also been problematised 
as ambiguous and vague, affecting the development of the field as such. Un-
covering underlying assumptions about the term can further help the process 
of critical reflection and improvement of the field.  

 
For this reason, using the lens of discourse theory I study the concept of 

The User in HCI to deconstruct it in the context of a practical design innova-
tion project. This is expressed by the primary research question:   

 
RQ1: How is the concept of The User negotiated and practically imple-

mented in an interdisciplinary design collaboration? 
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This question focuses on the existing ideas about The User but goes beyond 
them to observe how specific understandings of the word and related concepts 
manifest themselves in design work. It’s important to mention that the invo-
cation of the main idea I am concerned with is signalled through the spelling 
including emphasis in italics as well as capitalisation of first letters. The User 
refers to the complex discourse theoretical articulation of the issue whereas 
referring to a user or the users, refers to actual people involved in the work.   
 
The question is accompanied by three subquestions that operationalise the 
main question and make it possible to address. These are as follows:  

 
SQ1 What constructs can be observed within the practice?  
SQ2 What problems occurred due to existing ideas?  
SQ3 How can teams be made more aware of these issues?   
 

In this dissertation, I contribute an in-depth ethnographic account of existing 
uses of terminology as it manifests in the context of the studied project. This 
forms a foundation for further analysis of what aspects were problematic, what 
kinds of struggle emerged and whether sensitising designer teams to these is-
sues has positive effects. 

1.3. The GIFT Project  
Technology projects in the museum domain have received increased attention 
in recent years (L. Bannon et al., 2005; Beer, 2015; Carayannis et al., 2018; 
Carrozzino & Bergamasco, 2010; Claisse, 2017; Hürst et al., 2016; Jung et al., 
2016; Liarokapis et al., 2004; Schofield et al., 2018; van Dijk et al., 2014). 
The push towards digitisation has created new challenges for museum institu-
tions that previously did not have to be as technology savvy as today (Black, 
2012). The Meaningful Personalization of Hybrid Virtual Museum Experi-
ences Through Gifting and Appropriation (GIFT) project was a Horizon 2020 
collaboration within which the empirical part of this dissertation was con-
ducted. GIFT was a digital innovation project exploring ways to meaningfully 
incorporate technology in museum contexts through collaboration among mu-
seum institutions, researchers and commercial partners. The GIFT consortium 
included three university partners with expertise in HCI and playful design, 
one artist company specialising in performance-based digital experiences, one 
small design agency with competence bridging art and marketing and a prom-
inent European nonprofit organisation with a mandate to encourage digital in-
novation in the cultural heritage sector. To briefly summarise the project 
goals, I quote one of the early project publications: “the central challenge of 
the GIFT project is to create designs that facilitate meaningful interpersonal 
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experiences. GIFT focuses on hybrid experiences realised through mixed re-
ality designs that complement, challenge or overlay physical visits with digital 
content” (Back et al., 2018, p. 31). What made GIFT different from other ini-
tiatives in the same area was its focus on meaningfulness rather than new tech-
nological solutions. Further details about the specifics of the project are pro-
vided in Chapters 4 and 5.  

1.4. Dissertation structure  
This dissertation is divided into three parts which, in a nod to the context of 
museums, I label as exhibits. Exhibit A provides the reader with the concep-
tual framing of this work. This includes its background in HCI and museum 
studies, the theoretical approach and the methodology. The background fo-
cuses on a historical review of the concept of The User in HCI. The theories 
used in this thesis draw upon HCI through the introduction of design theory 
as well as the interdisciplinary approach of discourse theory, which combina-
tion provides opportunities for unique insights into the concept of The User. 
The section on theory is followed by a description of the overarching method-
ology of this study and an overview of the case of the GIFT project including 
presentation of project partners, discussion of the different events that oc-
curred and the internal structure of the project and divisions into work pack-
ages.  

Exhibit B is an account of empirical data gathered throughout the duration 
of the project. In this part, I present my own observations and reflections in 
situ. The ethnographic account combines multiple forms of data into a narra-
tive that is intended to guide the reader through the focus selected as central 
to this dissertation. It should be noted that while the richness and vast amount 
of data gathered throughout the empirical work could potentially be used to 
explore a variety of stories, The User and the tensions around this concept 
form the focus of Exhibit B. These tensions are broken down into three parts: 
1) the starting point, including the call for a project proposal, the GIFT pro-
posal and the first events in the project that together became a scaffolding for 
the entire project duration; 2) the design cases, where I focus on retelling the 
story of three design subprojects run as part of GIFT; and 3) interventions, 
where I discuss my own influence on the process and ways of sensitising the 
GIFT team throughout the project.  

Finally, Exhibit C contributes an analytical and critical account of this dis-
sertation’s findings. This is where previously presented data is combined with 
theory and where the research questions are answered. I end the dissertation 
with a discussion of contributions, reflections on the research process and op-
portunities for future research.  
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2. Background 

This chapter situates the thesis within the interdisciplinary context by which 
it is influenced. A historical review of The User establishes the centrality of 
the concept in the field of HCI and tracks its progression from its introduction 
until today. A brief overview of new museology follows because this helps 
contextualise the GIFT project as an interdisciplinary design project in the 
domain of museums. The new museology perspective on humans as primarily 
visitors became prominent in the GIFT project, and review thereof will help 
the reader understand the later presented findings. Finally, these two back-
grounds come together in a discussion of previous interdisciplinary design 
collaborations in the museum sector, situating the GIFT project among previ-
ous work while also mapping some of the challenges faced by similar projects 
in the past. 

2.1. The User 
The discipline of HCI is a young field which is still in a state of constant 
change, redefining its own boundaries and priorities. In their chapter “Repre-
senting the user: Notes on the disciplinary rhetoric of human-computer inter-
action”, Cooper and Bowers discuss the original articulation of “users” as an 
important step towards defining HCI as a field of its own and legitimising it 
as an academic discipline. Cooper and Bowers argue that there are two con-
cepts relevant for the viability of HCI as a discipline of its own:  

We identify two crucial categories that HCI has constructed: the user and the 
interface. It is not that users and interfaces lay undiscovered until HCI found 
them. Rather, HCI discourse actively produces users and interfaces where be-
fore there were none and does this in ways that draw upon and reinforce disci-
plinary realignments. (Cooper & Bowers, 1995, p. 50) 

 
Building on this observation, Cooper and Bowers consider The User necessary 
for HCI to be necessary. The User is part of the foundational myth of the dis-
cipline. A clear example emerges in Cooper and Bowers’ discursive analysis 
of texts by the foundational HCI theorist Ben Schneiderman. They show how 
in these texts, users are deemed frustrated, anxious, struggling and suffering 
computer shock. They are also fragile and need protection offered by HCI 
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practitioners who provide for their needs. This kind of construction is a rhe-
torical device used by early HCI scholars to create a space for their contribu-
tions. According to the authors, the discursive construction of The User be-
came a relevant topic as early as the 1970s, manifesting in three distinct rep-
resentations: The User as the object of HCI studies, The User as a cognitive 
construct and The User as a political representation. These three categories 
served as an analytical distinction to identify different areas of interest within 
the field, because in practice, The User is all of the above.  

The first of the representations, The User as an object of HCI, represents 
how users form the very foundation of the discipline. As Cooper and Bowers 
note, “users are a necessary construct for HCI’s legitimacy, in that they form 
a constituency awaiting adequate representation” (1995, p. 52). The User as a 
cognitive construct refers to the way humans are understood within HCI and 
represented as cognitive models that can be of practical use in design pro-
cesses. The way interfaces are designed is supposed to take user’s cognitive 
capabilities into consideration and translate them into specific functions and 
interfaces.  

Finally, The User as a political representation refers to the primacy given 
to humans in HCI practice. Cooper and Bowers highlight user-centred design 
(Norman & Draper, 1986; Schneiderman, 1987) in particular as opposite to 
technology-centric framing. User focus was a political statement about what 
priorities design should follow. As expressed by Schneiderman, all designers 
have the social and moral responsibility to work towards improving the world 
and making it more hospitable for humans (Schneiderman, 1987). Through 
the articulations of user-centred and user participatory design, concepts of em-
powerment and humanism were prioritised as central to HCI practice, with the 
ethical responsibility placed on the shoulders of interface and system design-
ers.  

These ideas were further developed through the approach of participatory 
design (B.N. Sanders, 2002). This design school takes a political stance claim-
ing that including users in design is not just good for the design; it is also a 
moral obligation. An early publication representing this perspective is the 
1987 article by Bødker et al. titled “A utopian experience” published in an 
edited volume titled Computers and Democracy – a Scandinavian Challenge 
(Bødker et al., 1987). The influence of work unions in Scandinavian countries 
is among some of the strongest in the world. In response to the automation 
processes enabled by computerisation of manual labour, the participatory de-
sign school intended to return some of the power from management, which is 
responsible for procuring and installing automatisation tools, to the employees 
who work with these on a day-to-day basis. Participatory design places high 
value on the knowledge and expertise of individuals and is a good example of 
how The User can be a political representation. Broadening access to design 
can be understood as a way of redistributing power in organisations. This sets 
the participatory design school in contrast with early HCI work, in which users 
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were considered just part of the system and yet another piece that could be 
replaced. Participatory design does not only foreground users as valuable but 
gives them the opportunity to exercise their rights and affect societal change 
on a broader scale.  

The focus on change is one of the foundational features of HCI because it 
is grounded in a discourse of progress. It motivates the drive for constant im-
provement by prioritising the needs of The User as the primary driving force, 
which distinguishes HCI from other branches of computer science. Cooper 
and Bowers discuss how the idea of progress entered a crisis in the 1980s that 
is today reflected in what is considered a paradigm shift in HCI from first to 
second wave HCI. The crisis was triggered by a sense of failure; the first op-
timistic scenarios of user advocacy had failed, and the systems that had been 
created were possibly more obtrusive than helpful.  

This crisis resulted in scholars attempting to reiterate the promises of HCI, 
notably in the influential text by Bannon titled “From Human factors to human 
actors” (1995). Bannon highlights that one of the weaknesses of early HCI 
was a limited and reductive understanding of people as cognitive machines. 
Bannon popularised a newly developing direction of research represented by 
other researchers such as Suchman and Bodker focusing on “understanding 
people as actors in situations, with a set of skills and shared practices based 
on work experience with others” (1995, p. 25). In his criticism, Bannon more 
closely examines both HCI terminology in general and the concept of The 
User in particular. Bannon discusses how the term “user” had already become 
widespread in HCI and was used in a multitude of ways implying people op-
erating a system, being involved in the creation of systems or simply being 
stakeholders in design processes. He also made note of how The User was 
often constructed as naïve, adding validity to the expertise of designers needed 
to help them. In contrast, Bannon argues that users in practice always need to 
make adaptations to systems to accommodate their workflows and habits, 
holding that users are not passive consumers but rather actively contribute to 
the creation of systems in use, effectively making them codesigners. Bannon 
felt strongly enough about this to write an entire section titled “Users are not 
Idiots” stating that the fact that users cannot immediately understand new 
technologies does not mean they are stupid or helpless. He sees the process of 
users developing their patterns of use, routines, and workarounds as a neces-
sary element of design. Users should be allowed to be active and learn based 
on their needs and wants. Bannon argues that while the respective expertise of 
people involved in systems design can vary, this can be leveraged as an asset 
rather than considered an obstacle to overcome through designing for easy 
learning and stupid users. Bannon postulates specific changes to perspectives 
applied within HCI, which can be summarised by the headers of his text: from 
product to process, from individuals to groups, from the laboratory to the 
workplace, from novices to experts, from analysis to design, from user-centred 
to user-involved design and from user requirement specifications to iterative 
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prototyping (1995). Bannon stresses the need for a more holistic approach to 
HCI focusing on process and people in their social context. Bringing design 
out of the lab and into a workplace means considering its function and use in 
real life situations rather than modelled experiences. It further embraces the 
role of The User as an expert partner who can positively contribute to design 
rather than the problematic individual who must be dealt with and catered to. 
Moving to iterative prototyping also encourages adaptation and highlights that 
design is a negotiation between the designer and user, not a one-way street. 
This changes the power dynamics in the relationship between HCI practice 
and users.  

Cooper and Bowers conducted a discursive analysis of Bannon’s text, high-
lighting how it recontextualises and redefines the concept of The User. They 
note that The User is here more defined than in prior practice. First wave HCI 
was framed as a response to a lack of acknowledgement of human needs in 
design. Bannon’s conceptualisation of the second wave is articulated in oppo-
sition to the first wave. Whereas users were previously seen as individuals, 
they are now groups; where they were naïve, HCI now wants them to become 
experts. However, because this perspective still exists in opposition to a hu-
man-oblivious computer science, it still supports the legitimising narrative of 
the discipline, and the progressive perspective is maintained.  

Cooper and Bowers published their comprehensive discourse analysis in 
1995 at a time when rapid changes were soon to come. During the 1990s, 
technology development was happening at a rapid pace in both a hardware 
capacity and through the breakthrough of internet technology. Although 
promises of participatory design and users as cocreators captivated the HCI 
community, as practical design work began, the ideal faced considerable dif-
ficulties. Bødker and Iversen (2002) engage in this topic with a critical reflec-
tion, discussing the early phase of participatory design as a “fascination” with 
the user. In an empirical example, Bødker and Iversen showcase how design-
ers began interacting with users to gather information that could inform their 
design but at the same time failed to make any real changes based on that 
information: 

In retrospect, many of the software designers were indeed amazed by how their 
users handle real world situations. They were also convinced that it was im-
portant for the future users to be involved with design decisions, at least at an 
overall level. This is what we call initial fascination with use.  

Yet, many parts of this work seemed wasted. The observations of the software 
developers were only made useful in the design process in sporadic and ad-hoc 
ways. The user descriptions were not made useful in design; neither were the 
observations of designers and user descriptions ever brought into dialogue with 
one another. (Bødker & Iversen, 2002, p. 11) 
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The ideas of empowerment and political representation were lost during the 
design process, and the participation remained on a very shallow level with 
final designs still under full control of the designers.  

 In 2006, Bødker discussed another transformation in the field of HCI 
framed as third wave HCI. Like the preceding rearticulation of HCI, the third 
wave came as a response to existing trends and constituted an attempt to make 
sense of new emergent phenomena and develop methods viable for their study. 
Whereas the transition between the first wave and second, as labelled by Ban-
non (1995), could be considered a move from laboratory to workplace, the 
change from second wave to third can be formulated as a refocus from the 
workplace to studying the use of interactive technologies in all facets of life 
(Bødker, 2006). This added new layers of complexity to the fundamental HCI 
idea that design processes need to be adapted to users’ needs. Because com-
puters were no longer just for work, The User was no longer an identifiable 
employee. The User might be anyone. Furthermore, it was no longer possible 
to frame The User from just the work perspective with its tasks and production 
goals, leading to more fleshed-out conceptualisations of users as participants 
in a culture; part of a social setting; and individuals with personal preferences, 
hopes and dreams. HCI broadened its scope to the use of computers in non-
work contexts such as entertainment, socialising and shopping. Because both 
The User and the context of use had become much more open, the number of 
their combinations increased exponentially. This created space for exploration 
of new modes of interaction, theories and methods. With this widened scope, 
the idea of creating universal technical solutions or design guidelines was 
largely abandoned, and both practices and theories from the design disciplines 
were brought in to support more aesthetic and experience-related considera-
tions in design. Still, The User remained a central locus for exploration, this 
time focusing on the user’s experience. As Bødker concludes, HCI should 
“embrace people’s whole lives and transcend the dichotomies between work, 
rationality, etc. and their negations” (Bødker, 2006). With the increased focus 
on design practice, third wave HCI spurred a strand of critical reflection re-
lated to the nature of design and design knowledge. Stolterman (2008) pro-
vides a comprehensive summary of the different discussions on this topic. He 
includes the concept of “wicked problems” (Buchanan, 1992), defining design 
as a deeply human activity that attempts problem solving while also address-
ing the messiness and under-determined character of human interaction. Em-
bracing the necessity of addressing wicked problems and creating a toolkit 
that, unlike positivistic science, could address this type of research became an 
important element of the third wave. 

Redström (2006) discusses whether in the move to incorporate more of the 
human experience in design processes HCI might have shifted its focus from 
designing technology to designing its own users. Furthermore, Redström con-
ducted a discourse analysis of then-contemporary HCI focusing on the shift 
from interface design towards experience design and the changing role of The 
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User in design. Redström articulates an important aspect of the concept of The 
User:   

First of all, people, not users, inhabit the world. A ‘user’ is something that 
designers create. As a person turns to an object, inviting it to be a part of her 
lifeworld, making it hers, she might decide to start using it for some purpose; 
and as she begins to use the object, she becomes a ‘user’. (Redström, 2006, p. 
129) 

 
Redström further highlights how the concept of a user is a constructed cate-
gory; people are at any given point much more than just users.1 Additionally, 
Redström observes how identifying someone as a user defines that person in 
relation to objects—in this case, particular instances of design. For example, 
Redström discusses the way in which speed, efficiency and ease of access are 
typically considered desirable properties in the design of an interface. While 
these ideals are no doubt important, Redström highlights how they also inev-
itably lead to eradicating choice. Optimising applications often becomes a 
question of how to get users to do what the designers intended and how to do 
this in shortest time possible. This often involves removing options and forc-
ing users onto a specific track of behaviour all in name of their own good as 
understood by the designer. Trying to guide users towards a preferred pattern 
of use means closing avenues for alternative interpretations and ambiguity, 
possibly limiting user agency and effectively designing users. This puts an 
ethical responsibility on the designers, who must realise the extent of their 
influence on the world and the people who inhabit it.  

Responsibility became a central focus for development of an even more 
critical and reflexive strand of HCI that has emerged in the last decade. Bar-
dzell et al. (2010) showcase the possibilities of a critical reading approach by 
providing three critical readings of the same design. The authors go step by 
step through the different layers of interaction afforded by the design and high-
light how these translate into expectations towards the potential users:  

This hypothetical user (…) does not exist in empirical reality and must be con-
structed out of a combination of available data and a designer’s experience and 
imagination. This hypothetical user is, in a way, built into the resulting design. 
As a critical strategy, we can explore how designers build the hypothetical user 
into their designs and how that hypothetical user is »made visible« in the de-
sign itself. (J. Bardzell et al., 2010, p. 5) 

 
The design Bardzell et al. chose, Maeve, is a museum installation that is en-
countered in a public space. This means that the users must learn to use the 
system on the spot in a public area while observed by others. This creates a 

                               

 
1 This sentiment is somewhat familiar to Bødker’s proposition to embrace whole human lives 
as mentioned before 
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performative dynamic that can shape what kinds of individuals will or will not 
engage with the exhibit. Furthermore, the design relies on The User’s 
knowledge of architecture, digital literacy and familiarity with science fiction. 
These requirements are built into the expected interaction and as such contrib-
ute to designing The User, as discussed by Redström. 

In such observations lie the seeds of another recent turn in HCI towards 
feminist theories. Feminist HCI contributes to the proliferation of ethical and 
moral approaches to HCI and design. Bardzell and Bardzell discuss how HCI 
has become increasingly self-aware of its impact, developing an “accountabil-
ity for its own social and cultural consequences” (2011). Feminist approaches 
in social science have long engaged with the concepts of social progress 
(Chafetz, 1997; Delamont, 2003; Harding, 2011) and justice (Lovell, 2007; 
Smith, 2008; Van Wormer, 2009) and as such could be of great relevance to 
HCI. Again, feminist HCI redefines the scientific pursuit within the field. 
Satchell and Dourish (2009) and Bardzell et al. (2010) all argue that HCI re-
search should engage more in critical studies, looking more at narratives and 
construction of meaning and emphasising self-reflexivity. Feminist HCI takes 
this one step further by proposing that HCI cannot isolate itself from the po-
litical context in which it operates and needs to be both politically and socially 
engaged (S. Bardzell & Bardzell, 2011; Bellini et al., 2018), that researchers 
should embrace their position in the world and that individual engagement can 
be a powerful driving force for good research (Dimond, 2012). Feminist ap-
proaches thus put more emphasis on transparency of process, self-reflexivity 
and approaching people as people in their entirety (S. Bardzell, 2010). Ethi-
cally, focus moves further away from the first wave naïve novice user (Schnei-
derman, 1987), the skilled practitioners of the second wave (L. J. Bannon, 
1995) and the experiential aspects emphasised in third wave HCI (Bødker, 
2006) to highlight values of empathy, collaboration and diversity (J. Bardzell 
& Bardzell, 2016).  

These are notable values and discursive shifts in the recent critical turn in 
HCI which have been gaining traction as conferences such as DIS and CHI 
have introduced critical HCI tracks to their agendas. As our understanding of 
this area grows, new challenges can be identified. Bossen et al. (2012) discuss 
impediments to the ways users can benefit from engaging in participatory and 
reflexive processes through two examples of digital innovation projects, both 
run by experienced HCI professionals, in the museum domain. One is a best-
case scenario which produced a high level of satisfaction among the partici-
pants, but the second is a critical assessment of a scenario that produced a 
great deal of frustration. The latter project brought together teenagers, mu-
seum practitioners, designers and researchers, but each group had a different 
stake in its outcome and brought their own understanding and priorities into 
the participatory process. The internal structure of the project and the different 
groups of users involved in the design process resulted in various kinds of 
tensions including disagreement on content, on professionalism, on ownership 
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of solutions, and on core goals and values for the design project. This connects 
to Bødker’s (2006) discussion of the complexity of design problems, in this 
case emerging from how the project connected multiple facets of life, includ-
ing professional practice for museum curators, artistic pursuit for teenagers 
and scientific innovation for researchers. Participation can lead to conflict, 
frustration and failure. The authors emphasise that participation can still be an 
ideal to pursue but that conflicts are not necessarily solved by simply increas-
ing the intensity of participation; participations requires a more thorough pro-
cess of negotiation with participants (Bossen et al., 2012).  

Two articles by Bødker develop a historical perspective on all three waves 
and help problematise and contextualise the role of participatory design. In 
“Third wave HCI 10 years later” (2015), Bødker discusses the changes in tech-
nology that have occurred during the decade since her article on second wave 
problems meeting third wave solutions (2006). Bødker identifies the rise of 
social media and different new ways of sharing content online as having an 
enormous influence on how humans interact with one another online and of-
fline. She discusses how online cultures are now inherent parts of everyday 
lives and how meaning created in the virtual space has seeped into every facet 
of contemporary societies (2015). The orientation towards critical HCI is fore-
shadowed in Bødker’s text as the issues of moral and ethical judgements be-
come central. These changes are described as extremely rapid, and Bødker 
questions what kind of impact they have on humans (2015). There is no doubt 
that technology that humans have created is now in turn affecting them. What 
is the direction of these changes? Is it positive or negative? Is it even possible 
to tell the difference? This paper poses these questions as a set of open chal-
lenges that HCI scholars must address. 

A second paper by Bødker and Kyng is a retrospective examination of par-
ticipatory design and its development (2018). The authors argue that partici-
patory design is as relevant as ever because it can be a useful tool in addressing 
some of the questions mentioned above. The role of the researchers is in their 
eyes more than ever one of activism, fighting for human rights and raising 
ethical questions regarding technology. This must be done in collaboration 
with users because they are the humans HCI researchers are active for, and 
they have the right to cocreate and participate in what should be democratic 
processes surrounding innovation. The authors reiterate the imperative for us-
ers to become more than just sources of information. Just as proposed in crit-
ical HCI, Bødker and Kyng (2018) argue that treating users as humans first 
matters and is a moral imperative for designerly and scholarly engagement 
with users.  

To end this section, I discuss the idea that a fourth wave of HCI is currently 
in development. With the emergence of critical HCI, HCI researchers have 
begun articulating a new agenda, methodology and epistemology. Frauen-
berger (2019) writes about entanglement HCI as the possible direction for the 
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field. Grounding his ideas in postphenomenology and critical HCI, Frauen-
berger discusses approaches to sociomateriality as promising avenues. He re-
views several theories from this tradition including Barad’s agential realism 
(2007), Latour’s actor-network theory (2007), DeLanda’s assemblage theory 
(2016) and more. These theories have been used in research in neighbouring 
fields such as information systems and communication studies to highlight the 
complex ways in which material and performative aspects of reality comingle 
to create the phenomena humans observe. However, these theories need to be 
made relevant for the human-centric and progressive discourse that is charac-
teristic of HCI. Frauenberger sees potential in promoting sociomaterial ap-
proaches and he postulates a way in which the HCI community could adopt 
these. He frames his vision for the fourth wave as follows: 

  
Summarising, I have argued to leave user-centred design behind us, and 

with it the mantra of user experience. Instead, I suggest to move towards design 
practices that feed off controversies, that are participatory, involving human 
and non-human actors, that are speculative to create spaces in which we nego-
tiate desirable futures, that are agonistic to recognise the creation of technology 
as a political arena and that reach across design and use. I am suggesting to 
move from optimising user experience to designing meaningful relations that 
are enacted as part of our ongoing re-configuring the world. (Frauenberger, 
2019, p. 2:21) 

 
The vision of HCI as a political force with social responsibility that goes be-
yond optimisation and measurement towards meaningful and critical experi-
ences has gained traction (J. Bardzell & Bardzell, 2016; Frauenberger, 2016) 
and is visible in the critical design tracks of central conferences, but more 
work is needed to further explore its potential.  

2.2. New museology  
The GIFT project concerned innovation in the museum context. Thus, to fully 
grasp the concept of The User within the project, it was necessary to examine 
how humans are problematised in the field of museum studies (Hooper-Green-
hill, 1994). Traditionally, museums have been much more concerned with ob-
jects and collections (Macdonald, 2011). The balance of this focus changed 
rapidly in the 1980s with the introduction of the perspective known as new 
museology (Vergo, 1989). The new movement focused on the human aspect 
of museums and their role vis-à-vis modern society. In this section, I briefly 
present the main principles of this perspective and highlight how they relate 
to The User. 
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Origin and challenges 
The concept of new museology first emerged within the field of museum stud-
ies in 1989 with the publications of Peter Vergo’s edited collection (Vergo, 
1989) of the same title. In this compilation of essays, the various authors at-
tempt to problematise the role of museums at a societal level by highlighting 
how museum practices have changed. Traditionally, museums were seen as 
institutions responsible for conserving and classifying historical objects 
(Hooper-Greenhill, 1992). In the late 1980s and early 1990s, political and so-
cial changes prompted questions about what is preserved, for what reason and 
for whom (Hooper-Greenhill, 1994). Many museum collections are aggrega-
tions of items from different parts of the world, some acquired through private 
donations, some through purchase, some as stolen goods and some from war 
pillage. The classification systems were also criticised as flawed or even racist 
with the focus of historical narrative on the white western world. With the rise 
of identity politics, museums found themselves at the crossroads of question-
ing their own identity(Merriman, 2000). This led to a renewed interest in the 
needs of local communities and possible contributions museums could make 
to the modern world. In terms of the business sector, museums began to be 
classified as leisure centres, turning the attention of institutions towards the 
quality of user experiences focusing on joy and engagement (Middleton, 
1991).   

Audiences  
What followed was an intense period of audience research. A strengthened 
effort in marketing and understanding customer profiles meant that museums 
began defining their target groups. Exhibitions and museum programs began 
to be developed with specific communities in mind. A phenomenon referred 
to by some as “primacy of the visitor” began (Macdonald, 2011). From this 
point forwards, the visitor was the central point of consideration when new 
plans were made. The collection, the structure of space and all other elements 
of museum practice were dominated by the target groups and the prediction 
of marketing departments, changing the focal point of museum activities. The 
curators were steered towards designing for engagement and accessibility, and 
the prior focus on collections slowly diminished. This also led to quick adop-
tion of technology as an element associated with fun and entertainment. Dig-
ital solutions such as displays, touch interfaces, games and even augmented 
and virtual reality proliferated within the cultural heritage industry (Witcomb, 
2006). This led to a diminished importance of the historical and educational 
value of museums which in subsequent years met with a critical response.   

Current development  
Hooper-Greenhill (1994) has studied the movement of new museology, and it 
has more recently been covered in an anthology edited by Macdonald (2011). 
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In pursuit of more equal representation, museums have begun engaging in re-
search projects that allow them to further improve their visitors’ knowledge. 
The social aspect of the museum experience has been brought into focus be-
cause studies have shown that visitors seldom go to museums alone. Families 
with children, tourists and local fans all have different patterns of behaviour 
which the museums have to address (Hooper-Greenhill, 2006). Furthermore, 
visitors are now considered an interesting source of information which can 
provide more voices within the museum space.  

Discursively, it is apparent how visitor studies approach visitors in multiple 
ways. Depending on priorities, a visitor can be viewed as an informant, a col-
laborator, a stakeholder or a customer (Bal, 2006). Just like HCI, new muse-
ology is implicitly normative. The study of the visitor and the ways of educat-
ing them, entertaining them and giving them more agency in exhibits are driv-
ing forces behind the proposed practices. While these ideals have been present 
in museology for a while, work produced in the last decade questions the de-
gree to which they were implemented in practice. The ideals have been com-
modified through how museums are increasingly becoming part of the enter-
tainment industry (DesRoches, 2015). Furthermore, many institutions struggle 
to embrace the visitor-first approach (Gorman, 2011; Kreps, 2015; Montien, 
2019; Stoškutė, 2017) through the complexity of the role of museums as cul-
tural heritage institutions. The landscape of modern museum institutions is 
also extremely diverse, and the capability of implementing change depends on 
factors such as museum size, funding and expertise (Karadeniz et al., 2015; 
McCall & Gray, 2014; Ronan, 2014).   

2.3. Interdisciplinary Collaborations in the GLAM 
Sector 
GIFT was a unique project with its own goals and stakeholders, but it shared 
some of its setup with a range of projects represented in HCI literature. The 
increasing need to introduce digital solutions in museum spaces has led to a 
number of interdisciplinary collaborations engaging in design projects with 
that focus. These projects are similar in how they bring together various dis-
ciplines including museology, media studies, business studies, information 
systems and HCI. Below, I make note of some reoccurring characteristics of 
such projects, illustrating the discussion with two specific projects that share 
traits as well as some partners with GIFT.  

Technology centric 
Due to increased funding for digital solutions, many collaboration projects in 
the galleries, libraries, archives and museums (GLAM) sector have taken a 
technology-centric approach by choosing a specific technological solution 
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first to then explore its potential in the museum context. This has been most 
notable with but not limited to technologies such as augmented reality (AR; 
Jung et al., 2016; Keil et al., 2014; Liestoel, 2019; Magnenat-Thalmann & 
Papagiannakis, 2005a) and virtual reality (VR; Maye et al., 2017; Schofield et 
al., 2018; Simeone et al., 2015). Projects in this area have explored how to 
incorporate both  technologies in the museum space (Claisse, 2017), how they 
affect social interaction (van Dijk et al., 2014), how they should be considered 
for purposes of exhibit design and curation (Hürst et al., 2016; Schofield et 
al., 2018) and what changes these technologies cause to visitor experiences 
(Ali et al., 2018; Jung et al., 2016). Virtual museums are also a topic on this 
agenda with explorations of how content can be made more accessible and 
engaging online without the need for physical presence increasing accessibil-
ity and engaging new audiences (Liarokapis et al., 2004; Magnenat-Thalmann 
& Papagiannakis, 2005b). This became more relevant than ever during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, which caused limited access to common shared spaces. 

Including people 
Museum curation and design are often seen as expert disciplines where users 
contribute but do not have ownership of the process. This has recently been 
challenged. Some projects in the GLAM domain have more actively engaged 
with participatory processes to more explicitly address issues of power and 
access (Bech-Petersen et al., 2016; Ciolfi et al., 2016; Taxén, 2004). Through 
in situ workshops with a variety of stakeholders, practitioners have focused 
on creating spaces that may allow more equal access to how cultural heritage 
is packaged and consumed (Dindler et al., 2010; The Museum as Digital Sto-
ryteller, n.d.). In recent work, Bannon (L. Bannon et al., 2018) has fore-
grounded a new strand of research on the intersection between HCI and cul-
tural heritage and explores opportunities for new shared methodologies. 

Consortia  
One of the characteristics of GIFT that is shared with multiple projects is that 
it was structured through a funding program requiring a multiple-party setup. 
In such a consortia-based project, a variety of actors such as academics, mu-
seum institutions, designers, developers and artists come together to explore 
the opportunities of digital technology within cultural heritage. Many of these 
projects last for several years, in Europe most notably thanks to the Horizon 
2020 program. GIFT is only one of many projects taking this shape. For this 
dissertation, I examined two recently completed EU-funded initiatives which 
focused on personalisation and adaptation of museums through digital tech-
nology. Both personalisation and adaptation assume putting the users at the 
centre of attention. These projects were Cultural Heritage Experiences through 
Socio-personal interactions and Storytelling (CHESS Consortium, n.d.) and 
Material Encounters with Digital Cultural Heritage (meSch, 2013). In line 
with GIFT, both projects focused on hybrid museum experiences, aiming to 
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create tools for the creation of interactive museum exhibits which connect the 
physical visit with digital content. In line with new museology ideals, both 
projects also intended to bridge the gap between cultural heritage and the mu-
seum visitors by implementing traditional museum concepts in technology, 
such as enhancing storytelling with modern technology. I have reviewed these 
projects from the perspective of understanding how they conceptualised, prob-
lematised and then implemented user participation. As sources of data, I made 
use of publicly available material as published on the respective project 
webpages. 

One central insight from this analysis is that in these projects, participation 
is primarily concerned with the participation of the consortium members and 
most notably the museum representatives. The curators and museum staff are 
empowered by the technology developed, and the power relationship between 
the technology designers and museum staff can be described as one of part-
nership. The opportunity to shape digital systems available in museums helps 
the museum staff create the stories that the audience then encounter. An illu-
minating example is how the meSch project included workshops that were 
considered participatory. The participants in these workshops were different 
types of experts such as designers and museum curators but did not take an 
active stance towards introducing representatives of eventual museum audi-
ences. 

In contrast, the museum visitors did not have nearly as much impact on 
their experience. In both projects, users were consulted during the design pro-
cess for feedback in staged experiments but were essentially considered 
sources of data for evaluation of the prototypes under development. Their in-
sights were often used as material for thought for designers but did not directly 
affect the development of the technology. Essentially, both projects consid-
ered the museums as their target user groups; the visitors that would in the end 
use the product were approached more as consumers. 

These projects were good examples of the different ways of defining The 
User in HCI. If museum institutions are identified as central users, they can 
receive a great deal of access and power. If museum visitors are identified as 
users, the input they provide is interpreted by experts and implemented at the 
courtesy of the creators, removing any direct choice from the hands of the 
visitors. Their experience is then evaluated in relation to the expectations of 
the creators, who have envisioned how users are supposed to engage with the 
exhibit and what they will experience and learn. Deviations from these expec-
tations in a trial are treated as unsatisfactory results, typically leading to rede-
sign and very often the exclusion of alternative methods of engagement. These 
projects provided good examples of designing The User as described by 
Redström (2006) and discussed in Section 2.1, and they made later observing 
this phenomenon in GIFT much clearer.  
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3. Theory  

This chapter introduces the most important theory grounding this thesis. The 
overarching aim is to introduce two bodies of theory originating in the fields 
of design theory and discourse theory, respectively, and establish a connection 
between them. While this might seem eclectic, I make an argument that these 
bodies of theory are related not just in the phenomena they address but also in 
how they address them. This connection is then further explored throughout 
the analysis sections to further exemplify how this combination of theories 
can productively contribute to research outcomes. 

3.1. Design Theory of Research Through Design 
As a scholarly practice, research through design (Zimmerman et al., 2007) 
relies on how manipulating the environment through the introduction of ex-
perimental designs can lead to new forms of knowledge. The character of this 
new knowledge is still widely discussed and could even be called contested 
(J. Bardzell et al., 2015; Gaver, 2012; Storni, 2015). In the background chap-
ter, I discussed how the concept of The User has been approached within HCI 
and interaction design. This chapter discusses concepts brought forth by de-
sign philosopher Johan Redström regarding how design practice produces the-
oretical contributions and how The User can be part of them. Below, I briefly 
present his argument in order to then highlight the possible openings for con-
necting this approach to discourse theory. 
 

3.1.1. Theory as fluctuating and constructive  

“Making design theory” (Redström, 2017) opens with a brief reflection on the 
role of theory in HCI practice as well as its definition. Already in Chapter 1 
Redström showcases the concept he labels “transitional theory”, which he ex-
plains as follows:  

I will call it “transitional theory,” a kind of design theory that is inherently 
unstable, fluid, and dynamic in character. And keeping to one of the basic ideas 
of research through design, it is through the making of this new transitional 
theory—the making of this example—that we might learn something, hope-
fully also about design theory per se. (Redström, 2017, p. 2) 
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This view of theory positions it as a work in progress, neither fossilised or 
anecdotal, framing but also being framed by other factors. This allows for a 
shift in how theory can be thought of and further implemented in a life cycle 
of a design intervention. Theory gains a temporal aspect and shifts based on 
the stage and progress of a project. It unfolds side by side with the design and 
becomes articulated through the practice. The ideas of unfolding and articula-
tion create a direct intersection in the vocabulary used by Redström and that 
of discourse theory. As I discuss further below, both consider meaning a net-
work of ideas that can become crystallised only in short intervals of time be-
fore it must again transform into something new based on the outcomes of the 
research it was used for and based on the metadiscussion of the theory itself. 
 

3.1.2. Conceptual openness: an opportunity and a challenge 

In the introduction to his book, Redström further problematises the idea of 
transitions as both an opportunity and a challenge. He argues that lack of uni-
fied definitions is not simply a matter of missing knowledge or a lack of trying. 
He states, 

 
I believe that the absence of one basic definition is significant, and it tells 

us something crucial about what is at stake in design theory (…) this absence 
of unified definitions is not a conceptual shortcoming of our thinking but in 
fact an effective strategy for coping with certain kinds of complexity – alt-
hough this is not something we have made explicit (Redström, 2017, p. 6).  

 
One of the characteristic features of design work is the need to address wicked 
problems (Buchanan, 1992). While many scientific disciplines aim for objec-
tivity and can remove the object of their study from many empirical elements, 
the core of design is staying situated in the context of use. This means that the 
solutions design research provides must remain relevant within existing sce-
narios. Complexity of this kind is beneficial in the sense that it ensures that 
research remains relevant to practice. At the same time, however, it means that 
gaps occur between more traditionally articulated theory and practice because 
the latter happens faster. Redström exemplifies this by discussing two defini-
tions. By studying the definitions of “form” and “user”, Redström showcases 
how these concepts, although defined in specific theoretical contexts, are more 
complex while in becoming. As Redström describes this challenge, 

 
While the wide application of the term “user” certainly affords a range of 

critical inquiries, I focus here on aspects related to the issues found in the pre-
vious example of form, and in particular the confusion of concepts for articu-
lating what is for ones meant for what becomes. (2017, p. 71) 

 



 

 34 

Redström then proceeds to further engage in the discussion of the development 
of the concept of The User that was summarised in Chapter 2.1. Redström emphasises 
that there is a difference between a theoretical idea and a concept in use. He discusses 
the variety of ways of arriving at a definition of use and user, emphasising that there 
are several conceptualisations embedded in design which both designers and academ-
ics continue to reproduce. This emphasises the importance of reflecting upon the 
choices of definitions made because they imbue not only ongoing work but also future 
possibilities. Exploratory design choices and research through creating solutions have 
deeply embedded consequences for defining users. Finally, Redström emphasises the 
importance of keeping concepts open while maintaining their critical relationship with 
theory. 
 

One might object that these alternative definitions, therefore, are not at all 
precise, and this indeterminate fluidity is something that proper theory would 
have to remove. But it is precisely this issue that is at stake here: whether de-
sign can rely on the same kind of precision that we come to expect from sci-
ence, or if it needs something else to support its development. (Redström, 
2017, p. 82) 

 
Conceptual openness together with the idea of transitional knowledge mean 
that fluidity in conceptualisation is not a flaw to be eliminated but rather a core 
value relevant to design knowledge.  

3.2. Discourse theory 
The productive direction of design theory is a good fit with discourse theoret-
ical approaches. Discourse theory focuses on how meaning is created through 
words and actions. It thus helps to describe and analyse the different tangible 
and intangible considerations central to design practice. Furthermore, it is an 
interdisciplinary theory that has been applied by practitioners of many fields 
(Asen, 2004; Cushing, 2009; Gunnarsson et al., 2014; Simon, 2007) including 
HCI as highlighted in Section 2.1 with extensive discussion of Cooper and 
Bowers’ (1995) work. In this section, I introduce the historical grounding of 
discourse theory by explaining the ideas of social construction of reality to 
then proceed with discourse theoretical terminology. I further narrow my fo-
cus by committing to a theoretical tradition of discourse theory as represented 
by Laclau and Mouffe. Finally, I introduce a recent framework based on said 
theories, namely the discursive-material knot (Carpentier, 2017), which pro-
vides a scaffolding and vocabulary for studying The User.  
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3.2.1. Social constructionism and the origin of discourse 

To begin a discussion on discourse theory, an introduction to the social con-
structionist tradition is necessary. Burr (2003) describes the four main princi-
ples of social constructionist approaches as 1) a critical approach to 
knowledge that is taken for granted, 2) historical and cultural specificity, 3) 
the link between knowledge and social processes and 4) the link between 
knowledge and social action. These principles articulate social construction-
ism as a nonessentialist approach in which knowledge is considered contin-
gent on the historical and cultural processes during which it has been devel-
oped. Social processes shape what is deemed relevant to know, how 
knowledge is kept track of and in what direction pursuit of new understanding 
is steered. Social processes thus shape the actions taken by individuals as they 
make choices based on the knowledge available at a specific time and place. 
The idea of discourse becomes central because it is defined as a form of social 
action which plays a part in producing the social world. Discourse simultane-
ously describes and creates a social reality (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002). 

The concept of discourse originates in the study of language and in how 
reality is mediated through language. The ways in which one describes the 
world, emotions and feelings depend on the available language. This does not 
mean that material reality does not exist but rather that said reality is under-
stood through the use of language. According to Saussure, the connections 
between words and their physical representations are arbitrary (De Saussure, 
2011). The sign “door” and an actual door have no real relationship to each 
other aside from the association agreed upon within the framework of a spe-
cific language. The meaning of words is thus socially created.  

According to the structuralist tradition that Saussure represents, language 
is a set of signs which are organised in a fairly stable manner (De Saussure, 
2011). The stability of that structure is the main point of criticism raised by 
poststructuralists and a significant factor in the emergence of the discourse 
theoretical perspective. The discourse theoretical approach stems from an in-
tellectual engagement between poststructuralism2 and Marxism. While Marx-
ists were accused of creating a system in which all social interaction is deter-
mined through economy and history and too strict, poststructuralists were ac-
cused of creating a system which is void of historical grounding and mostly 
an advanced game of words where anything goes (Jørgensen & Phillips, 
2002). The back and forth between these theoretical perspectives caused 
heated debates and contributed to the creation of discourse theory.  

                               

 
2 It is important to mention that both social constructionism and poststructuralism are highly 
questioned labels. In this project I follow the understanding proposed by Jorgensen and Philips 
(2002) stating that social constructionism is the umbrella term which includes poststructuralism 
and in turn the discourse theoretical approaches related to that tradition. 
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 The different traditions of discourse theory problematise the nature of dis-
course as well as the flux of meaning and its association with reality in differ-
ent ways. The rich history of this development could become a dissertation of 
its own because the nuanced differences between the existing approaches to 
discourse have been extensively explored in academic literature (Fairclough, 
1995; Hall, 2001; Torfing, 1999). This thesis follows discourse theory as ar-
ticulated by Laclau and Mouffe (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985). The choice is mo-
tivated by the focus their approach places on the analysis of struggle and ten-
sions as drivers in the formulation and reformulation of meaning. Further-
more, Laclau and Mouffe approach discourse in a pluralistic way which in-
volves not only text or utterances but also practices and processes, opening for 
discussion design and design processes as discursive events.  

 

3.2.2. Laclau and Mouffe’s Vocabulary  

Laclau and Mouffe explain that signs establish their meanings through rela-
tionships between each other, but those relationships are context dependent 
and not relatively static in the way that structuralists envisioned them. Signs 
create a living network with words constantly evolving, gaining new meanings 
and positions. Structures are temporary, created through active use of dis-
course and capable of change through practice. Discourse is a process of con-
stant struggle to articulate and thus fixate the meanings with which humans 
operate through the establishment of social conventions. The accomplishment 
of permanent stability is ultimately impossible because any structure is con-
tingent, meaning that it is a possibility but not a necessity. As framed by the 
authors, 

The practice of articulation consists in the construction of nodal points which 
partially fix meaning; and the partial character of this fixation proceeds from 
the openness of the social, a result, in its turn, of the constant overflowing of 
every discourse by the infinitude of the field of discursivity. (Laclau & Mouffe, 
1985, p. 113) 

 
Discourse analysis is the study of that constant struggle to achieve fixation 
and of the processes surrounding it, allowing some meanings to become so 
stable that they are taken for granted. It is important to narrate this phenome-
non in the terminology of discourse theory.  

Signs, while in use in a network, acquire meaning through juxtaposition 
with other signs. Meaning is thus created based on differential position be-
tween multiple signs. One example is the medical metaphor discussed by Jo-
hannessen (1994). In medical discourse, the body is divided into a variety of 
systems which are made meaningful through their contribution to the entire 
system. Digestive, pulmonary and cardiac systems are understood by their po-
sition and role in the whole network that constitutes the functioning human 
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body. Each system is a sign which gains meaning through the relationships of 
which it is a part. In every network, there are some signs that are more central 
to the entire structure. Laclau and Mouffe call these nodal points (Laclau & 
Mouffe, 1985). In medical discourse, one of the privileged signs that is more 
central to the discursive frame is the above-mentioned body. Signs such as 
symptoms and tissues become meaningful in relation to the nodal point of the 
body.  

A discourse is established once the signs become fixated (i.e., gain stabil-
ity), and in that situation, closure is achieved. Laclau and Mouffe emphasise 
that closure is always temporary and never definitive. To achieve closure, a 
process of exclusion must occur. Fixating the meaning of a sign means defin-
ing it in a way that removes all other possible interpretations. The excluded 
options are what Laclau and Mouffe call the field of discursivity (Laclau & 
Mouffe, 1985). Continuing with the same example, modern medical discourse 
focuses on physical bodies as constructed out of systems and accessible via a 
deconstructive scientific method of study. Medical discourse neglects the pos-
sibility of the body being a holistic centre of energy, for example, which 
means that alternative medicine approaches are excluded from this specific 
closure. However, the word “body” does not become fixated with just this one 
discourse but rather exists as a sign in multiple discourses. The field of dis-
cursivity and the excluded meanings still exist and can struggle for the own-
ership of the body through articulating it differently in a new network. The 
body is then a nodal point around which discourses are organised, but no one 
discourse can claim its ownership in perpetuity. Laclau describes these types 
of signs as floating signifiers (Laclau, 1993). These are signs which by them-
selves are actively contested by multiple discourses, and their meaning be-
comes set through fixation into a context and network of meanings. Floating 
signifiers are always so overdetermined that it is difficult to understand what 
they would mean on their own. To once again provide an example, in medi-
cine, the term “body” is central to the entire discipline, but the word “body” 
can also be used together with the word “soul,” which moves it into a religious 
network, changing what it stands for and its role (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002). 
In the words of Laclau and Mouffe, this change in meaning is done through 
the articulation of meaning in a particular discourse:  

[W]e will call articulation any practice establishing a relation among elements 
such that their identity is modified as a result of the articulatory practice. The 
structured totality resulting from the articulatory practice, we will call dis-
course. (Laclau and Mouffe 1985: 105) 

 
Therefore, while signs are always polysemic, combining signs stabilises their 
meaning by connecting them in a network with their value based on the dif-
ferential position they have to each other. Closure occurs when signs are thus 
stabilised to the point where all meanings but one are excluded and exiled into 
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the field of discursivity. Closed discourses often converge on nodal points, 
meaning signs that are more important than others; these can be floating sig-
nifiers. Floating signifiers are objects of competition between discourses, 
where each tries to fill them with their own meaning. These signifiers become 
defined within closure, but closure is a temporary balance; the structure of 
signs within a closure can be reproduced or challenged through articulation. 
Fixation of meaning never lasts long because in reality, the struggle to stabilise 
meaning is constant. While some discourses are seemingly stable in society, 
conceptually they could be challenged at any given point. This indicates the 
direction of research that the discourse analysis approach follows. Because 
meaning is in constant flux, attention should be given to the process of differ-
ent attempts of achieving closure and the competing values, conflict and 
power relations involved in those processes.  

 

3.2.3. The Discursive-Material Knot  

The criticism of Laclau and Mouffe’s articulation of discourse theory has pri-
marily focused on the lack of importance it places on materiality (Geras, 1987; 
Joseph, 2003). Carpentier argues that their theory is clearly grounded in the 
material but that it directs its attentions disproportionately towards working 
with the discursive. While staying within the general frame of discourse the-
ory, Carpentier (2017) has proposed an extension towards incorporating as-
pects of materiality into the discursive framing more explicitly. His frame-
work known as the discursive material knot (DMK) relies heavily on Laclau 
and Mouffe’s concepts but attempts to establish a nonhierarchical relationship 
between the discursive and the material. From the perspective of HCI, the 
framework proposed by Carpentier presents an alternative approach to entan-
glement similar to those discussed by Frauenberger (2019). 
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Figure 1. The discursive-material knot and its relations. (Carpentier, 2017, p. 67) 

To achieve a nonhierarchical approach to the discursive and the material, Car-
pentier proposed a four-dimensional analytical framework consisting of the 
discursive, the material, agency and structure. Figure 1 shows how all the 
components can interact with one another while remaining equal parts of the 
process. It is important to note that these dimensions are part of an analytical 
scaffolding because in any empirical context, they are all intertwined and can-
not be clearly delineated. Carpentier breaks this down into smaller sections 
focusing on one component at a time. This section follows a similar structure 
using partial graphs to explain what each of the dimensions brings to the the-
oretical tool set. 
 

The Discursive 
The discursive corresponds to the theories of Laclau and Mouffe as discussed 
in Section 3.1.2. While the discursive is constructed in the same way as in the 
previous section, it is here established as one of many components that con-
tribute to the creation of meaning. Carpentier focuses on the relationships that 
the discursive maintains and its impact on the other elements.  
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Figure 2. The discursive component and its relations (Carpentier, 2017, p. 74).  

First, as elaborated by Laclau and Mouffe, the discursive is in a constant dia-
logue with itself, but it also enables interpretation of the material. While ma-
terial objects exist on their own, it is through discourse that they gain their 
meaning. Carpentier et al. exemplify this by discussing the entangled relation-
ships between humans and soil (Carpentier et al., 2021). While soil is a mate-
rial aspect of nature, depending on the discursive frame, it can be seen as either 
rich and providing resources or a potential threat to one’s livelihood once it 
begins threatening collapse and ruination of houses. A similar process of 
meaning-making connects discourse to structure. Discourse makes sense of 
the social structures that exist within societies and renders them legible. As an 
example of this relation, one can consider university as a social structure. Uni-
versity is a higher academic setting bound through tradition and culture and a 
structured approach to education. University is also a discursive frame which 
within the discourse of education distinguishes itself from other structures 
such as, for example, secondary school.  

Finally, the discursive helps to articulate the individual acts of agency by 
highlighting subject positions and highlighting where their power resides. 
Continuing with the university example, there are quite clear subject positions 
considering students, teachers, researchers, and other staff. Each of these has 
a different influence on the discourse and a different role to play in order to 
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reproduce the idea of the university. All of these subject positions and the 
(material) actors who perform them have some agency and some opportunity 
to introduce change and destabilise the discourse about universities.   

The Material 
While the discursive depends on human articulation and understanding, the 
material relates to the tangible nature of reality. That there is a material truth 
to the world cannot be denied; even if the discursive interpretation of a catas-
trophe can be questioned, it remains a fact that it has happened. A volcano has 
erupted, a river has flooded or an explosion has occurred. In Carpentier’s 
framework, the material concerns the aspects of meaning that are tied to such 
physical realities. Specific items have material expressions; for example, tech-
nology take forms of applications, devices or artefacts. The material also in-
cludes the environment in which everything occurs. Within this broader con-
ceptualisation, it is possible to consider factors such as need and sources for 
funding. The material is constantly present because nothing can happen out-
side of known reality. Material interacts with material through physical con-
tact including acts of building and destruction.  

 

 
Figure 3. The material component and its relations (Carpentier, 2017, p. 70). 
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The material further enables social and legal structures. With the rise of the 
world wide web as a technological solution, people suddenly gained access to 
new forms of communication and unprecedented reach. This new material ac-
cess increased the number and complexity of social structures online and al-
lowed families to maintain contact when out of physical proximity. For exam-
ple, during the COVID-19 pandemic, technology and devices allowed univer-
sity courses to continue. Maintaining the structure of education was made pos-
sible by the material help of infrastructure. The material can also be damaging 
to structures. In previous work, I have reported on problematic gaming from 
the perspective of treatment (Prax & Rajkowska, n.d.). Our research followed 
the experiences of a group offering help to youth through family therapy. This 
support structure broke down and the service discontinued when the organi-
sation ran out of funding.  

Material is important to agency because its presence makes possible certain 
choices. To continue with the example of the university and the pandemic, in 
my own department, faculty were offered technological augmentations includ-
ing new camera devices and courses in online teaching. Without the material 
cameras, no teacher would have had the choice to move their classes online. 
This example highlights another important aspect of this framework, namely 
the close entanglement of some of the concepts. The internet is a structure in 
terms of the communication it allows, but it is also material. The opportunities 
the internet provides individuals are part of the discursive layer built on top of 
the physical solution. All four components of the model exist in a very tight 
coupling, and discussing one aspect necessarily highlights elements of the oth-
ers. The analytical distinctions are present to help make sense of discourse, 
but they cannot be fully entangled to become discursively distinctive. 

In the context of this dissertation, untangling material aspects became cen-
tral due to how the goals of the project were to design and implement material 
technical solutions. Untangling material aspects was also central due to the 
connection with museology. The GLAM sector maintains a strong focus on 
physical objects and collections. Working with museums means working with 
items that have been preserved for perhaps hundreds of years, bringing mate-
riality very vividly into the centre of the design practice not just through tech-
nology but also through historical artefacts.  

Structure 
Structure is understood as a stable form of interaction that develops over time, 
creating a simultaneously limiting and enabling context for social interaction. 
In structuralism, structure is discussed as an organisational logic of society 
which systematically excludes certain behaviours and can be viewed as im-
mutable vis-à-vis individual action. The DMK concept of structure is heavily 
inspired by sociological theory, most notably Giddens’ (1986) theory of struc-
turation. Giddens highlights structures as not only closing off certain avenues 
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of action but necessarily also enabling new actions. A passage that Carpentier 
quotes from Giddens puts this very aptly:  

 
Structure is not to be equated with constraint but is always both constraining 

and enabling. This, of course, does not prevent the structured properties of so-
cial systems from stretching away, in time and space, beyond the control of 
any individual actors. Nor does it compromise the possibility that actors’ own 
theories of the social systems which they help to constitute and reconstitute in 
their activities may reify those systems. The reification of social relations, or 
the discursive “naturalization” of the historically contingent circumstances and 
products of human action, is one of the main dimensions of ideology in human 
life. (Giddens, 1986, p. 27) 

 
While structure can over time become so solidified that it obscures certain 
choices, it is always dynamic, and new possibilities can surface. Structure is 
reified by individual action and thus strongly connected to individual agency 
and social meaning making. Structure interacts with agency by delineating the 
realm of the possible. For example, cheating is a practice that is forbidden 
within the structure of the university code of conduct, and the structures in 
place act to make it as difficult as possible to cheat. At the same time, cheating 
would not be possible if the behaviour itself was not codified and punished. 
The structures in place produce a space in which students can find new and 
often creative solutions to circumvent the system.  
 

 
Figure 4. The structure component and its relations (Carpentier, 2017, p. 72). 



 

 44 

Structure is thus in a state of flux because it can be changed by individual 
actions, but it also organises existing possibilities and resists constant redefini-
tion by defining the general limitations of social action. Material is also sub-
ject to structure because both objects and environments are created to fit struc-
tural constraints. University classrooms are structured to support a form of 
teaching-learning activity in which one person speaks to an audience facing 
them. The alignment of chairs, boards, projectors and spaces reinforces the 
practices of the universities.  

From the perspective of HCI, one interesting way of structuring the mate-
rial could be the idea of ergonomics. Depending on the purpose and actions in 
a space, humans optimise their surroundings to support healthy habits, good 
posture and efficient work. Finally, structures shape discourses because they 
stabilise them both directly through imposing structural meanings on signifi-
ers and through their shaping of the material. 

 

Agency 
Agency is understood as the individual capacity for action. While society is 
governed through structures, expectations and a variety of social norms, 
agency is the power to choose within such enabling and restricting structures, 
including deciding whether one obeys or transgresses the established influ-
ences. It is easy to equate agency with the concept of free will. Sociology has 
conceptualised agency (Giddens, 1979) and produced extensive research in an 
attempt to establish how much space there is for individuals to change their 
own mind while within an existing structure that confines them to act in a 
learned way (Archer & Archer, 2003; Fuchs, 2001; Pickering, 1993; Taylor, 
1985).  
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Figure 5. The agency component and its relations (Carpentier, 2017, p. 69). 

In DMK, agency has a clear connection to discourse because it is individuals 
who through their practices articulate discourses, and agency can be exercised 
to reinforce or destabilise discourses or affect their specific elements. For ex-
ample, while grading can be a strictly standardised and structured activity in 
some universities, in others there is more space for freedom in grading and 
some room for negotiation between teacher and student. Agency interacts with 
the material by the process of making or creating material results, which is the 
same design process which is so central to HCI. Individual action and structure 
exert pressure on one another to create social phenomena. 

 

Summary 
DMK is centred on four components, namely the discursive, the material, 
structure and agency. These components are separated for the sake of analyt-
ical clarity, though in reality they exist in an entangled relationship and cannot 
be clearly delineated. The DMK is a nonhierarchical model which focuses on 
the different and complex ways in which all these components interact with 
one another in the process of meaning making. No one component is more 
important than the others; they are all necessary to make sense of reality. DMK 
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is extensively built upon Laclau and Mouffe’s strand of discourse theory, as 
was discussed in Section 3.1.2. The cumulated vocabularies of discourse the-
ory and specifically DMK are central as guiding principles for analysis in this 
dissertation.  

3.3. Discourse and design theory 
Discourse vocabulary is a valuable analytical tool for discussing meaning 
making as relevant regarding design theory. Discourse theory and design the-
ory also share some core principles and concepts. Early in “Making Design 
Theory”, Redström introduces the concept of assemblages when discussing 
technology (2017, p. 3). The assemblage concept is taken from new materialist 
approaches which Carpentier has also used (2017, p. 5). By bringing in as-
semblage, both authors refer to the complex combinations of physical and dis-
cursive elements. While Redström does his best to avoid the term because it 
comes with a theoretical load, DMK provides a tool for untangling this knot. 
In DMK, assemblages are understood on a practical level as ontic representa-
tions of knots. If the discursive material knot is a theoretical construct which 
can be discussed analytically, an assemblage is the physical manifestation of 
that knot (Carpentier, 2017). In this dissertation, the central knot of interest is 
that of The User. What is observed empirically, then, is the assemblage of The 
User as it came to be through the specific projects, the gathered empirics and 
the people involved. 

The most important point of commonality between Redström’s and Car-
pentier’s theories is the concept of transition. Just as discourse theory focuses 
on contingency and meaning in motion, Redström proposes to approach de-
sign theory as transitional. In both approaches, transitional knowledge is an 
asset that can sensitise practitioners in the moment. While each approach 
acknowledges moments of closure and the need for some stability over time, 
their main contribution lies in their emphasis on phenomena in becoming and 
the need to capture that fleeting stage. Together, the two approaches produce 
a set of analytical vocabulary that is productive in capturing processes of mak-
ing, be they of discourse or material, as they unfold.  

Finally, each approach promotes a reflexive and critical stance towards 
knowledge and meaning. Acknowledging that processes in motion are far 
from perfect, Carpentier and Redström encourage discussing the imperfec-
tions and acknowledge their role in the outcome of action. This perspective is 
also directly connected to how I approach the assemblage of The User in this 
thesis. My observations were situated in research through the design process 
that was GIFT. Over time, my metastudy of the project allowed me to create 
a metareflection on the practice of research through design. This allowed me 
to articulate a form of transitional theory about how these kinds of processes 
occur in an empirical setting and how they can be navigated from within. 
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4. Methodology 

A concern with methodology rather than method means that we need to 
understand the commitments involved in the various techniques that we em-
ploy, and the consequences of their combination. (Dourish, 2007, p. 3) 

 
Interdisciplinary research faces a mixture of influences when it comes to understand-
ing knowledge and what methods are appropriate for its creation. HCI has been known 
to pick and choose methods from various fields with little to no regard for their un-
derlying methodological and epistemological assumptions. The methodological ap-
proach in this dissertation was inspired by the ideas of Paul Dourish (2007) as well as 
more recent developments within humanistic and critical HCI. In his article on critical 
reflection upon implications for design, Dourish writes,   

 
The term “methodology” is often abused in HCI, but when I speak of meth-

odology here, I want to use the term formally, to encompass not just the craft 
methods and techniques that a discipline employs to do its work (…) but also 
the epistemological foundations of the discipline and the ways in which meth-
ods feature as part of a broader set of conversations about forms of knowledge 
production and the kinds of objects that disciplines examine and create. (Dour-
ish, 2007, p. 3) 

 
A fundament of this thesis is its connection to discourse theory and corresponding 
concepts from design theory. For this reason, it approaches knowledge as dynamic 
and in motion. The methods must therefore also be dynamic and in motion. Below, I 
describe my main methodological stances as a mixture of ethnography and action re-
search. I embrace a social constructionist paradigm (Berger & Luckmann, 1967) by 
putting myself at the centre of this work and accounting for the effects I had on the 
processes studied. 

4.1. Ethnographic action research   
My overarching methodology can be described as ethnographic action re-
search. In this section, I introduce the two traditions. Both have a long history 
in HCI. First, ethnography is closely associated with anthropology through 
early studies by Malinowski (1922) and Mauss (2002). Ethnography is a 
method focused on spending time with a community, learning about it through 
practical engagement in it and creating an account of it so that it becomes 
contextualised for others (Willis & Trondman, 2000). Ethnography has com-
monly been used as a tool for studying communities of practice within HCI 
(Dourish, 2014) and for studying the ways users engage with technology 
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(Chamberlain et al., 2017; Pritchard & Vines, 2013). It allows researchers to 
immerse themselves deeply in the field and explore the understandings of the 
communities with which they work. As described by Dourish,  

 
Ethnography is an approach to understanding cultural life that is founded 

not on witnessing but on participation, with the goal of understanding not 
simply what people are doing, but how they experience what they do. (Dourish, 
2014, p. 1) 

 
Within HCI, ethnography has often been relegated to gathering requirements 
in development cycles. Dourish discusses this as a negative development and 
a belittling understanding of ethnography by the discipline of HCI (Dourish, 
2006). In his article on implications for design (Dourish, 2006), Dourish high-
lights that the strengths of ethnography do not lie in providing field data to 
produce clear design directives but rather in how a deep engagement with a 
field allows the researcher to understand alien phenomena and the lived expe-
rience of those who engage in them.   

 
Ethnographic work at the conceptual level may work best not by providing 

answers but by raising questions, challenging perceived understandings, giving 
silenced perspectives voice, and creating new conceptual understandings. 
(Dourish, 2007, p. 12) 

 
In “Ways of Knowing in HCI”, Dourish (2014) suggests some overlooked op-
portunities where ethnography can meaningfully contribute to HCI and design 
practice. He stresses the unique access the ethnographers have to communities 
of practice and provides some advice on how engaging in ethnography reflects 
on the process of knowledge production. He further explains the role of the 
ethnographer in the field: 

 
The ethnographer is one of those, as are others, each engaged in the pro-

duction of social life as a lived and enacted accomplishment. Certainly, it 
would be different if the ethnographer had not been there, just as it would have 
been different if a slightly different cast of characters had turned up. What’s 
important of course is to make this clear. (Dourish, 2014, p. 18) 

 
The active role of the ethnographer in the shared creation of meaning aligns 
with theoretical and methodological choices for this dissertation. It is also an 
important ideal in action research. The social psychologist Kurt Lewin devel-
oped the term “action research”, which he refers to as “a spiral of steps, each 
of which is composed of a circle of planning, action, and fact-finding about 
the result of the action” (Lewin, 1946). Action research is employed as a 
method of knowledge production in a range of fields. Four key concepts are 
consistently present in every action research project, namely the cycle, the 
personal experience, the change process and reflection. The cycle refers to the 
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iterative character of action research, which occurs in cycles of planning, act-
ing, observing and reflecting. The personal experience accounts for, on one 
hand, the topic of study which is the experience of the participants and their 
actions and reactions. The personal experience also relates to the role of the 
researcher and the effect their personal background has on their work. Change 
process focuses on the fact that action research is purposefully created to in-
troduce a change in the environment, thus directly affecting empirical out-
comes. Finally, reflection puts great focus on learning from one’s own prac-
tices, improving between cycles and being transparent in accounting for one’s 
interventions.  

A distinguishing feature of action research is that it is a method for formal-
ising knowledge in the field. McNiff (2013) argues that action research is a 
process in which real-life experiments provide a reflective space to produce 
personal experience knowledge. This knowledge manifests as procedures, val-
ues and skills. Action researchers produce this type of knowledge through di-
rect involvement, in observing phenomena and by conducting experiments 
(Baum et al., 2006). 

 
Within HCI, action research has been most commonly employed in partic-

ipatory design projects. Because action research promotes engagement with 
local communities and distribution of power, participatory design methodol-
ogy has been an obvious fit. Hayes further describes the relevance of action 
research in HCI by highlighting its unique research focus on unknowable so-
cial realities with research problems that are constantly evolving and defined 
in the situation by a variety of stakeholders with dynamic and mixed values 
(Hayes, 2011). Hayes further remarks that the method is also a good example 
of an entanglement because doing and knowing are brought together to create 
a cohesive whole that can be used to promote learning. Action research as 
employed in HCI can then be seen as the designer moving from the position 
of an expert leader to becoming a coach who shares the knowledge with other 
participants and together with these engages in mutual exploration of mean-
ing. Furthermore, Hayes connects the approach of action research to ideas of 
power and critical thinking:  

Emancipatory AR promotes a kind of consciousness raising and criticality that 
seeks to empower partners to identify and rise up against problems they may 
not have identified initially on their own. (Hayes, 2014, p. 51) 

 
Criticality demands constant reflection on behalf of the researchers as well as 
increased transparency of methods and values. Because elements of research 
evolve depending on the situation in the field, a large challenge lies in report-
ing on action research in a manner that renders it legible to the reader.  

Tacchi et al. (2003) have brought ethnography and action research together. 
In their work with local communities, they developed a manual for conducting 
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ethnographic action research. The approach has since been adopted by multi-
ple studies. Ethnographic action research brings the two methods together 
through a cycle of in-depth reflexive information gathering and intervening. 
Ethnographic methods are used to engage deeply in the field and create rela-
tionships that enable the researchers to participate and observe the ongoing 
work. Then as the researchers see opportunities for change, in collaboration 
with other participants, they engage in planned and open interventions. This 
format became relevant for the work conducted for this dissertation. Through 
my engagement in a three-year project, I had a unique opportunity to become 
a part of an international team of researchers, museum representatives, design 
teams and end users to learn about the ways they worked and collaborated. 
While on one hand I was part of the project and engaged in general tasks such 
as attending design meetings, brainstorming, writing deliverables and con-
ducting tests, I was also tasked with studying the project itself and delivering 
my observations to the team as part of the theory building effort within the 
project. All project participants were informed of my dual role and consented 
to it during the first in-person meeting. Through ethnographic methods, I 
gained insight into the process of research through design from the perspec-
tives of multiple stakeholders. Through active interventions, I was able to of-
fer my insights to other partners and help them reflect on their own choices 
and decisions. 

 

4.1.1. Qualitative Content Analysis  

In addition to my ethnographic work, I had access to some textual sources. 
Whether it is a video, an image or an actual text, any document contains more 
than the information written in it; its language and framing can be useful 
sources of information. Qualitative content analysis focuses on the layers of 
discursive meaning which are embedded in media as they are produced. In 
media and communication research, scholars commonly study film, historical 
texts, political speeches, marketing messaging and many other forms of media 
which are well documented and accessible via libraries or digital archives. 
This method is commonly combined with research situated in the area of dis-
course theory. By studying existing documents, one can critically study the 
articulations as captured in a moment of closure. As discussed in Chapter 3, 
observing discourse in motion can be difficult, so existing documents are an 
important source of information regarding the sentiments and interpretations 
shared by those contemporary to their creation. Content analysis includes cod-
ing of the material studied based on either preexisting or deductive categories.  

In this dissertation, I employed  qualitative content analysis for some of the 
relevant media. I used content analysis to examine some of the official docu-
mentation that was produced in connection with the GIFT project, including 
the call for proposals issued by the EU, the project proposal submitted to said 
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call and some deliverables created by other partners. Some of the coding was 
done deductively based on concepts at the core of this thesis such as The User. 
The deductive analysis was complemented with inductive coding when new 
themes were identified. Content analysis also applies to my reading of the final 
designs created within the project. Because the artefacts created all have visual 
interfaces, the study of their prompts and messaging could be done using con-
tent analysis. 

 

4.1.2. Participant Observation 

The signature methodology of ethnography is observation. Anthropologists 
engage deeply with their field of study by staying with local remote commu-
nities and learning their habits first hand. As a method, observation is not in-
dependent of the researcher. The researcher makes on-the-spot choices about 
what is relevant to observe. A trained observer will notice things that perhaps 
others would not account for, whether habits, mannerisms or other less tangi-
ble signs.  

Observation provides direct access to social interaction between individu-
als, which the researcher makes sense of as a third party who is not as invested 
in the process. An ideal for the observer is thus to remain uninvested, but this 
may not always occur. Naturalistic observation assumes that observers should 
be objective spectators of events unfolding in front of them, having no real 
impact on their unfolding (Angrosino & Rosenberg, 2011). The role of re-
searchers is then to document, classify and organise what presents itself to 
them without judgement or preassumptions. This perspective has been ques-
tioned and pushed through the development of more constructivist ap-
proaches. Participant observation has become prolific in ethnographic re-
search and is further nuanced through the researcher’s degree of participation. 
As Moeran (2009) discusses, active participation by researchers affects their 
position in the in-group and the perception of study participants and their ex-
pectations, and it has direct effects on the research results. Considering the 
scale from the traditional fly-on-the-wall observer to a participant who is ac-
tively shaping the events unfolding, it becomes clear that the status of the re-
searcher needs to be treated with transparency, full disclosure and a critical 
approach to allow readers to create their own perspective on the results of the 
study. However, some effect is unavoidable in a socially constructed world; 
even the sheer presence of the observer alters the situation and can have very 
real if unplanned results. 

In my own work, I have been a participating observer. I had an active role 
in the different events, sometimes having an impact on their shape and form. 
The roles I took in the project put me in a position that allowed me great mo-
bility and access to multiple aspects of the work in progress. By joining the 
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activities, contributing and being one of the regular project participants, I ac-
quired a position of close collaborator and was given free access to most 
events as well as most data within the project. This means that I have been 
awarded a large amount of trust from my colleagues. In my analysis work, I 
must carefully balance myself as a researcher, myself as a coworker and my-
self as a person with feelings who formed lasting relationships within the 
timeframe of this project.   

 

4.1.3. Interviews  

Interviews are a common method to elicit descriptive and subjective accounts 
of events. I used interviews whenever possible, meaning when I had access 
and when some information was missing for me to form a thorough under-
standing. Throughout the project, I conducted informal in-the-moment inter-
views with project participants to complement my observations. In later stages 
of the work, I also conducted semistructured interviews (Jenner et al., 2004) 
with selected project participants, asking them to reflect on the theoretical 
concepts present in the GIFT project. The ideal situation would have been to 
interview them both at the beginning and at the end of the project to be able 
to discuss any changes in focus that emerged from the work and in particular 
from my own interventions. Unfortunately, my role as a newcomer to the pro-
ject in the beginning and the pace of the process made it impossible to conduct 
interviews in the beginning and gave me access to only a few of the partici-
pants at the end of the project. Some of the design choices were also already 
made during the writing of the project proposal before I even began my PhD 
work.  

Late-stage interviews were productive in two ways. First, they helped me 
comprehend the understanding of The User that the project partners mani-
fested after engaging in the joint project activities, including interventions in-
itiated by myself. They highlighted how interventions made them reflect more 
on their practice and whether they would bring some of the learnings into their 
future work. I also asked the participants for direct feedback on the participa-
tory action research work I did in the project. Their reflections on the inter-
ventions I created together with colleagues helped me understand the benefits 
and shortcomings of the chosen approach. 

4.2. Case Study  
While my methodology is ethnographical, I approach GIFT as a case or an 
instance of a more generic phenomenon, namely a research through design 
collaboration project with multiple stakeholders. Case study methodology has 
been used in this research project to make sense of the empirical data. Case 
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study is a term that has been used in multiple fields, and its meaning can vary 
depending on the topic, domain and methodological approach of the study. I 
used a case study as a research strategy as problematised by Yin (2014), who 
sees case studies as full-fledged research approaches that stand on their own 
merit. Case studies can contain either one case or multiple cases, and their 
purpose can be to examine one phenomenon in detail or explore multiple in-
stances of the same phenomenon in comparable cases.  

I problematise the GIFT project as a multi-instance case of a design collab-
oration including stakeholders with different values regarding users. Although 
unique in its premises, observation of GIFT produced findings that will be 
applicable to similar collaboration projects involving varied stakeholders. 
While no generalisation can be claimed, GIFT is one of many projects per-
taining to digital innovation funded by international agencies. The reason that 
the format is relatively common is that it is seen as a good way of bringing 
together industry, culture and academia. Formulating GIFT as a case falls in 
line with Yin’s suggestions for exploring research questions addressing the 
“how” of the phenomenon, in this case how The User was articulated. This 
choice also further aligns with the need to deeply engage with one project to 
fully understand its depth and study it as a particular relevant exemplar. Thus, 
studying a case such as GIFT with the level of access I acquired produced rich 
descriptions and salient observations that can enrich the current understanding 
of collaboration processes in HCI as well as the concept of The User. 

 

4.2.1. GIFT Project Structure and Data Collection 

Funded through the Horizon 2020 initiative, GIFT was an EU project working 
with technology in the context of cultural heritage institutions and a collabo-
ration between partners from different sectors and countries. GIFT was di-
vided into multiple work packages to structure and articulate the work division 
between the different partners. In this section, I present an overview of the 
project organisation and timeline to frame the analysis that follows in the sub-
sequent chapters. I also provide description of specific project events, their 
character and their role in my data collection.  

 
Project partners  

• IT University of Copenhagen (Denmark), research group MAD Art and 
Design  

• Uppsala University (Sweden), the Human Computer Interaction group  
• The University of Nottingham (UK), the Mixed Reality Laboratory  
• Blast Theory (UK)  
• NextGame (Serbia)  
• The Europeana Foundation (Netherlands)  
• Culture24 (UK)  
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Figure 6. GIFT project timeline 
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Figure 6 presents an overview of the events that contributed to my data gath-
ering. This is not a comprehensive list of all GIFT events but represents the 
data corpus. The figure highlights the types of events in question (design, test-
ing, theory workshop, action research meeting) by organising them in separate 
horizontal categories; these types are explained below. Each event is further 
colour coded by a short bar representing the partner organising the events. 
Events organised by NextGame are marked with short orange bars, yellow for 
Blast Theory, grey for Uppsala University (UU) and blue for ITU. Every event 
was attended by representatives from multiple project partners and sometimes 
also by companies and museums affiliated with the project. The project events 
also have labels corresponding to the division of cases used in this dissertation. 
Twitto refers to events where the appropriation case was in focus, BT refers 
to Blast Theory and the gifting case and Sensitive Pictures (SP) relates to the 
emotion recognition case. Because these were not the only designs developed 
within the project, some of these events also featured discussions and devel-
opments of other designs. 

Design workshops 
Design workshops form a considerable part of my data, particularly when dis-
cussing the dictator case. These workshops are primarily related to the design 
work of NextGame and Blast Theory, which are the partners primarily tasked 
with developing digital solutions that could be used in museum contexts. 
NextGame and Blast Theory were commercial partners, and their participation 
was partly motivated by their goal to create products that could have potential 
sales value. Both companies developed their applications in collaboration with 
local museums. NextGame initially worked with the Museum of Yugoslavia 
and later started collaborations with the National Museum of Serbia and the 
Munch Museum in Norway. Blast Theory was focused on Brighton Museum 
and its Royal Pavilion complex, later expanding their work to Munch Mu-
seum. 

The design workshops were attended by designers from the companies as 
well as museum representatives and researchers. The universities had slightly 
different roles in this context. Nottingham University was often involved as 
an enabler, supplying possible technology solutions to be used in the design 
work. ITU did some design work on their own, offering speculative design 
solutions for possible adoption. All university partners were also tasked with 
studying and reporting on the produced designs. Design workshops were a 
crossroads where the goals of the different partners met and were materialised 
in the form of prototypes and artefacts, which provided the basis for the design 
studies. Workshops were explorative and creative, involving ideating and sug-
gesting possible solutions as well as testing specific technological solutions. 
The process of designing the solutions often sparked discussions which related 
to the user experience and possible use scenarios. 
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The specific dates for all events are indicated in Figure 6. In the case of the 
sensitive pictures case, some of the workshops are missing because the in-
formants did not identify a specific date in the conducted interviews and I did 
not have the opportunity to attend them because I learned about them post-
factum. BT Sprint refers to a week-long design meeting hosted by Blast The-
ory. It was a design workshop focused on exploring the concept of gifting 
within the museum space both as an exercise within the team but also includ-
ing invited guest users. Artcodes and emotion mapping were two technology-
driven workshops during which the team familiarised themselves with the re-
spective specific technologies. Both were hosted by Nottingham University in 
collaboration with Next Game and ITU. In the case of the Artcodes workshop, 
the activity was collocated with the first workshop with museum representa-
tives from Serbia and is described in greater detail in Chapter 6. Twitto A and 
B were follow-up design meetings focusing on one of the ideas that emerged 
from brainstorming during the Artcodes workshop. These meetings were cen-
tred on a specific design idea related to the Serbian museum collaborator Mu-
seum of Yugoslavia, which is located at the mansion of the deceased dictator 
Joseph Broz Tito. The name Twitto is a spin on Tito and Twitter, and the de-
sign concept played with the question “How would Tito use modern media for 
propaganda?”  

I attended all of the above events except for the emotion-mapping work-
shop. While these were the major group design workshops that occurred, most 
of the design work done in the project happened outside of these events. In 
between workshops, progress was made by individual partners who then con-
sulted with others during larger events. Sometimes this in-between work was 
done by smaller subgroups of participants, such as the collaborations between 
Nottingham University and Next Game and Nottingham University and Blast 
Theory. 

 

Theory Workshops 
Uppsala University organised the theory workshops. Their goal was to bring 
the expertise of the different university partners together to create an over-
arching theoretical framework for the project. Throughout these workshops, 
the researchers identified points of focus relevant for the scholarly work and 
made choices about what issues to pursue. One of the conceptual goals of the 
project was to describe what a meaningful hybrid museum experience could 
be. This required narrowing down our theoretical approach to certain aspects 
that would be considered crucial. Discussions of meaning and meaningfulness 
are always opened with the question of for whom something is meaningful. 
The development in these workshops led me to consider The User as the core 
perspective for my own work.  

In parallel, Uppsala University worked to create their own set of methods 
for how to develop and communicate theoretical perspectives in ways that are 
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relevant for design. These were at times tested and tried within the project. In 
Figure 6, these tests are referred to as scenario events because one of the sen-
sitising methods developed within the project was named sensitising scenar-
ios. Its description is available in one of the supporting publications (Waern 
et al., 2020).  

 

Consortium meetings 
Consortium meetings were primarily administrative and addressed issues such 
as time planning, resource distribution and reporting to the EU. These meet-
ings included reports from the different partners on the state of their progress, 
and some time was devoted to linking all the elements of our work together. 
The latter was done by exploring some of the designs, discussing our contri-
butions or deciding which elements of the project needed adjustments. This 
administrative work was not entirely disconnected from the practical develop-
ments; in particular, I could observe how project participants encouraged more 
in-depth discussion of goals and aims of the project. The process also brought 
to light possible disagreements and misunderstandings. These meetings fo-
cused heavily on identifying anything that the EU could potentially evaluate 
negatively. The benefit of having all consortium partners at the same location 
was that they could all voice their opinion and harmonise the premises we all 
used in our empirical work. Each consortium meeting was also a place for us 
to bond through shared dinners, socialising and writing, which led to greater 
group cohesion. It is also worth mentioning that the half-time consortium 
meeting (midsymposium) was the site of one of my interventions. The con-
sortium meetings can be seen on the timeline as CM and occurred on average 
once every half year. The concept of The User frequently arose even in these 
administrative meetings, once again often paired with the challenge of under-
standing and achieving meaningfulness.  

 

Field Trials 
Throughout the duration of the GIFT project, there were several invited and 
public trials. I actively contributed to these by helping in their organisation as 
well as with observation and interviews. Most trials were closely connected to 
the professional partners NextGame and BlastTheory, but ITU Copenhagen 
also organised some local tests. I did not include the ITU tests in my data 
collection because they were either independent student projects or parallel 
work of a PhD candidate who developed one of the more speculative design 
solutions in the project with little or no collaboration with the other partners. 
The testing events that I incorporate in this work include the following: 

First testing of Twitto – June 2017 
Second testing of Twitto – February 2018 
Public test of the gifting app – July 2018 
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National Museum of Serbia, Your Stories – April 2019 
Munch Museum, Sensitive Pictures – August 2019 
 

Action Research Module Workshops 
The action research module (ARM) was an action research project coordinated 
by ITU Copenhagen in collaboration with Culture24. The ARM worked with 
what they called the lead user panel (LUP), which consisted of 10 different 
museums from around the world, namely 

• ARKEN Museum of Modern Art, Denmark  
• Royal Pavilion & Museums, United Kingdom  
• CAOS Centro Arti Opificio Siri, Italy  
• Center for Studies of Holocaust and Religious Minorities, Norway  
• Danish Museum of Science & Technology, Denmark  
• Derby Silk Mill, United Kingdom  
• The Munch Museum, Norway  
• Royal Albert Memorial Museum & Art Gallery, United Kingdom  
• San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, United States of America  
• Tyne & Wear Archives & Museums, United Kingdom 
 

The module became a self-contained innovation project within the broader 
framework of GIFT for the benefit of the participating museums. ARM con-
sisted of five workshops spread over 18 months (Figure 6 WS1-5). Each work-
shop provided the museum practitioners with theoretical concepts and practi-
cal actions to implement in their own institutions. The results of those actions 
were reported at the following workshop, and the future work was adjusted 
accordingly. ARM workshops consisted largely of discussions between re-
searchers and museum staff. The concept of The User was floated numerous 
times during these workshops because each museum must think about their 
own audience, personnel and stakeholders while the researchers were trying 
to apply more general concepts that could be useful for all participants.  

While the ARM work could thus have been a useful resource in my study, 
access to the ARM workshops for researchers other than those organising it 
was limited. I was present at two out of five workshops in mixed roles and did 
not manage to obtain the continuity of data needed to make this subproject 
part of my analysis. Information from the ARM workshops was not shared 
with the other work packages in the interest of protecting the museum partic-
ipants’ professional interests and to create an environment in which they 
would not feel like study subjects for the researchers. While the ARM had 
been planned to feed into the project through commentary and professional 
expertise, the ARM work ended up drifting away from the rest of the project. 
The interactions between the other work packages and the ARM workshops 
were limited to short presentations and small-scale experiments, with the latter 
led by each museum and moderated by the consortium researchers in charge. 



 

 59

These few instances became relevant to the development in the other work 
packages and are discussed when relevant, but no separate section on ARM 
results is provided in this dissertation. 

 

Dissemination and other project activities 
The GIFT consortium participated in a variety of public events which served 
as dissemination venues for our work. This included workshops and presenta-
tions conducted by the various partners as public outreach, book fairs, et 
cetera. Describing GIFT to a different set of audiences required a change of 
vocabulary from an academic one to a perhaps more industry focused or gen-
erally approachable one. From the perspective of discourse theory, change 
could mean an actual renegotiation of the terms used by the project members 
and could for this reason be interesting to include in the analysis. Because I 
did not attend the public events of other project participants, here I can only 
speak of the experiences of the Uppsala team and the different presentations 
and events our team attended representing GIFT. The activities of other part-
ners are briefly mentioned but accounted for as only secondhand information 
more to provide context than as a data source.  
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4.3. Analysis Process 
Following a complex project like GIFT for a full 3 years creates a very rich 
data source. Its analysis was done in two stages: one ongoing throughout the 
project and one after the project ended. Early analysis was primarily done 
through reflections on my own notes and material produced during the early 
events. The field notes were organised into more coherent narratives that could 
then be used to inform the project of my observations during follow-up events. 
Furthermore, the early analysis informed the intervention aspect of the action 
research part of this work. This is particularly visible in Section 7.3, where I 
discuss how I used the early insights to structure a midsymposium interven-
tion.  

The more systematic part of the analysis began during the project but took 
proper shape after December 2019 when the project was finally over and there 
were no more new events. The note data was further processed into written 
excerpts documented together with photographs, recordings and transcripts. 
This made the raw data acquired in the field more coherent and ready for anal-
ysis. The data produced was coded using a double cycle of coding. The first 
cycle was deductive based on the vocabulary existing in theories discussed in 
Chapter 3. This included discourse theory keywords such as subject position, 
discursive frame and power as well as design theory keywords such as design, 
artefact, user and interaction. In the second cycle, patterns were identified and 
coded according to emerging themes, with a focus on key terms which I found 
to be reoccurring and relevant to the topic of inquiry (The User combining 
multiple subject positions). I considered multiple qualities. On one hand, I 
looked for precise expressions produced by the project participants. On the 
other, I had my own impressions produced while in the field, which included 
observations of communication as well as nonverbal cues. Together, the thick 
description of data in relevant cases as well as a description of the analytic 
themes create the core of this dissertation. 

Discourse theory directs focus towards a nuanced understanding of prac-
tices in the community. Thick descriptions are an appropriate tool for articu-
lating practices as a narrative, highlighting their discursive framing as well as 
interpreting the nodal points to which they pertain. Along the lines of ethno-
graphic methods, later chapters use material from these thick descriptions in 
vignettes and close accounts of the events unfolding. 

4.4. Pseudonymisation and protecting sources 
As mentioned in section 4.1.2, I found myself in a difficult position when it 
comes to disclosing the identity of project participants. On the one hand, all 
participants consented to be part of my research. On the other hand, I strongly 
believe that their names and professional identities should be kept out of the 
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text to protect them from potential harm and avoid compromising their pro-
fessional profiles. However, their individual expertise needs to be accounted 
for to provide transparency for the reader. This means that obfuscating identity 
might also remove necessary background information that would contextual-
ise what kind of tradition they come from and how their perspective is in-
formed.  

To cope with this, I created a few labels which I use throughout this disser-
tation. First, I divided participants into functional groups, namely designers, 
researchers, artists, developers and curators. These labels relate to their dom-
inant functional roles in meetings. These roles are not necessarily exclusive; 
at times, researchers with a long history of designerly work can be referred to 
as designers if they step into a designer role during a specific meeting. By 
researchers, I mean participants associated with any of the universities who 
were in the project consortium and in the context of the meeting adopted a role 
focusing on research. When I refer to designers, I primarily refer to individuals 
from the two companies responsible for prototype development and design 
work. Sometimes company labels are broken down into artists and developers 
corresponding to individuals’ primary role in their institution. Finally, curators 
refer to the different kinds of participants from different museums. On a few 
occasions, it was other staff such as museum pedagogues, program directors, 
digitisation experts or communication experts, but they are categorised under 
the same museum label. 

As later analysis shows, it is also important to flag the organisational com-
mitments of different participants. Different universities had very different re-
sponsibilities within the project. Similarly, the two commercial partners had 
varied processes and sets of values. Finally, the museums had the greatest va-
riety between them, which should be kept in mind at all times. For this reason, 
whenever I discuss people involved in the project, I identify them by the or-
ganisational label as explained in the abbreviation section and throughout the 
dissertation (i.e., ITU, UoN, UU, BT, NG, MM, MoY, BM) as well as a func-
tional label corresponding to the role they played while making statements. If, 
for example, one of my colleagues from Uppsala University shared their opin-
ion in a meeting, they would be labelled as UU researcher. This highlights the 
organisational commitments without signalling a specific individual because 
all partners had multiple representatives within the project consortium.  

4.5. My Positionality 
An important part of ethnographic research is the awareness of one’s own in-
fluence on the data and process of research. As already mentioned in Section 
4.1, an ethnographic approach assumes active participation of the researcher 
in the creation of shared meaning in the field. To help the reader navigate my 
own involvement, it is necessary to discuss my own background and approach 
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to the research I have conducted over the years. I am originally Polish but have 
spent most of my adult life in Sweden. This mixed cultural background is a 
great asset in terms of languages I can speak and cultures I can easily fit into. 
My bachelor education was accomplished in Poland resulting in a BA in soci-
ology with profile in new media. I then continued with a MA at Uppsala Uni-
versity in media and communication studies with a focus on digital media and 
society. I have previously worked as a marketing consultant and community 
manager in technology companies, specifically focusing on app development. 
I transitioned into the field of HCI through assisting in teaching and then start-
ing my PhD. Throughout my studies, I have been deeply affected by several 
traditions with influences of Marxism, poststructuralism and discourse theory 
being the most notable. I am a woman, and my view of science has been deeply 
affected by feminist philosophy. I love video games, and this love was an im-
portant aspect in my choosing to apply for this specific project. To observe a 
process of design and creation of playful interventions was a dream come true.  

Throughout the process of my research, I involved myself fully in partici-
pating in and observing project activities. As a person, I can be loud and out-
spoken but also helpful and happy. I believe that because of these qualities, I 
was capable of developing personal relationships with multiple participants, 
and I now count many as not only coworkers but also friends. I became part 
of the project through practical actions of setting up cameras or transcribing 
audio but also through personal discussions in between the workshops and 
social interaction. In this account of my research, I attempt to contextualise 
my role in all the events as much as possible, and I hope that this brief over-
view of who I am and where I come from will allow the reader to reflect on 
my process critically.  
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5. Starting Point 

5.1. Call for proposals 
For a project proposal to come into being, there must first be a call for appli-
cations. In the case of GIFT, the project application addressed a call issued 
within the Horizon 2020 funding program concerning the topic of “Virtual 
museums and social platform on European digital heritage, memory, identity 
and cultural interaction”(European Commission, n.d.). To begin understand-
ing this project framework, I first examined how this topic is further situated 
in the hierarchy of Horizon 2020, which is illustrated in Figure 7.  
 

 
 

Figure 7. Horizon 2020 program structure. Parent categories of the topic GIFT ad-
dressed.  

 
The virtual museums topic is situated in a broader call for research pertaining 
to European cultural heritage and its possible effects on society at large. Going 
one step up, the interest in European heritage stems from an organised initia-
tive to create more reflective societies. Reflective societies are considered to 
have a vested interest in meaningful interactions with cultural heritage, which 
can inform future responsible decision making by basing it in knowledge of 
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the past. Going up again to the next parent category, one finds interest in so-
cietal challenges. European identity, including European cultural heritage, be-
comes an important point of reference in today’s rapidly changing world. Eu-
ropean values are seen as potentially anchoring and stabilising influences that 
are shared by multiple member states of the EU. In this framing, the changing 
world is full of challenges that cannot be faced by individuals and must be 
addressed collectively. Among the main ongoing struggles, the program dis-
cusses matters of identity, memory, integration and representation of minori-
ties, all of which must coexist with a rapidly developing technological land-
scape and requirements for new media literacy. One step up in the hierarchy, 
all these issues are addressed under a label of priority, namely societal 
changes. The funding program acknowledges seven areas that must be ur-
gently addressed in the coming years including the above-mentioned Euro-
pean identity and its role in public reflection side by side with demographic 
changes, sustainability, climate action and protection of individual freedom. 
Together, all these topics fall under the large umbrella of Horizon 2020, the 
program with the central task “to build a society and a world-leading economy 
based on knowledge and innovation across the whole Union, while contrib-
uting to sustainable development.” 
   The different levels of abstraction call for different objectives which then in 
turn become translated into more specific action on the level of individual 
grants. While the GIFT project is a direct response to the virtual museums call, 
it belongs in a larger value system cocreated and promoted by the EU. Interest 
in virtual museums exists only in so far as it can be connected to positive social 
change on an international scale for member states. This is an important fram-
ing because it highlights that the funding acquired came from a very particular 
source and with goals and requirements that consortium members would not 
be able to change throughout the project’s duration. It is also one of the im-
portant sources of tension because regular review processes would happen 
throughout the project and conducting work according to this agreement 
would be evaluated. 

5.2. The GIFT proposal  
The proposal is a legal document describing practical details such as project 
participants, deliverables, a budget and other technical information necessary 
for a written agreement. The proposal is also a manifesto of the views and 
values shared by all the project partners. The proposal was crafted in direct 
response to the above-discussed call and had to fit into the requirements out-
lined by the funding agency. The proposal is a pitch and a promise as well as 
a formal agreement to which the consortium would be held accountable for 
the duration of this project. Together the call and the proposal delineate the 
design space while also scaffolding multiple tensions that would stay with us 
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for the duration of the project. Here I classify these tensions based on their 
origin. First, I discuss the pressure that comes with research financed through 
external funding, particularly an EU program. Second, I discuss the tensions 
that come with interdisciplinary research which includes representatives from 
different countries, research fields and industry sectors. While the variety of 
backgrounds is often discussed as an advantage, it comes with possible differ-
ences in opinions and practices. Finally, I discuss tension itself as a meaning-
ful tool. Throughout the call, the proposal and the work of the GIFT consor-
tium, the idea of challenging research, societies and existing institutions ap-
pears repeatedly. We saw the intersection of differences as very fertile ground 
for innovation, and as such, we purposefully committed to maintaining con-
flicting value systems to cultivate a reflexive process.  

 

5.2.1. External funding and its pressure   

In the first place, a project proposal must fulfil the requirements necessary for 
acquiring funding. Although mundane, this is an important detail to think 
about. The EU emphasises the need for collaborations that cross multiple 
country borders and include representatives of different academic disciplines 
as well as industry. The choice of project consortium members is thus a stra-
tegic choice.  

The proposal begins with five sections that cover all the administrative 
grounds needed for the project. This includes general information, a list of 
participants and their contact details, a budget, ethical considerations and a 
call-specific question. This structure and its language were part of a preexist-
ing application template; hence, it was the first solid frame to which the project 
had to adapt. Section 1 comprises general information and provides an over-
view of the project through a brief abstract. It also situates this proposal within 
the realm of European funding by inquiring whether this proposal has been 
previously submitted for review under the same funding framework. This is 
also where important declarations are made such as declaring that consent has 
been acquired from all participants, that the information provided is correct 
and that all the data will be handled and processed by relevant partners ac-
cording to existing legal regulations. Section 2 is a list of institutions that will 
participate in the project as well as the individuals who will be involved on 
behalf of each institution. Each participant is classified using their legal sta-
tuses as well as codes which can be used to identify the character of each in-
stitution (e.g., NACE 853 – higher education and NACE 72 – scientific re-
search and development). Section 3 is a detailed budget which accounts for 
the necessary expenses for each partner.  

Section 4 is a thorough overview of possible ethical concerns that can ac-
company any kind of research. Like the previous sections, the ethics form is 
an important administrative tool, but it is also where we first discussed how 
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people outside of the project might be affected by it. Up to this point, the ap-
plication had mostly dealt with practicalities, resources, disclaimers and 
agreements. Here for the first time we start discussing humans, which are 
physical beings who have certain undeniable rights. The ethics issues table 
was constructed in accordance with medical discourse where questions about 
stem cells, embryos and other kinds of tissue are raised.  

 

 
Figure 8. Ethics table in the GIFT proposal 

While this section has a practical purpose of establishing what level of privacy 
and ethical consideration the project in question meets, by selecting specific 
aspects of humanity, it makes a statement about what is worth mentioning. 
Asking about volunteers highlights the importance of agency and ability to 
choose. Similarly, asking about informed consent further establishes research 
as something optional and transparent and gives the people the right to know 
what they are participating in before they make a commitment. Questions of 
vulnerability and involving children and patients in particular show that cer-
tain kinds of humans require more consideration than others. While these 
types of considerations are fundamental in research ethics, the presence of 
these statements in an application defines the conceptual space within which 
the project exists. One cannot apply for funding without answering the ques-
tions above. Section 5 concludes the administrative part of the proposal by 
discussing rules that this specific call adds on top of the usual project require-
ments. High awareness of data management and making research data pub-
licly available aligns with the values of societal impact and public innovation 
as highlighted in the call for proposals.  

After these initial sections, the proposal proper begins. This is where the 
reasoning of the project and its merits, values, opportunities and risks are out-
lined and discussed. This is also where authors of the proposal argue how this 
project would be a good fit for the call in question. In the proposal, this is done 
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in two ways: by showing alignment of values and by showing alignment of 
goals. One of the first direct connections to the call for proposals is invoking 
the subject position of European citizenship as a meaningful collective iden-
tity. This was the central label regarding human beings in the call for pro-
posals. Although citizenship is most associated with nation states (Stokes-
DuPass & Fruja, 2017), the proposal embraces the idea of Europeans citizens 
who relate to European culture, going past the limitations of countries. The 
proposal is a statement about the shared character of cultural heritage and its 
role as pertaining to individuals experiencing cultural heritage via museums. 
This falls in line with the value system of the EU, which as an organisation 
attempts to foster the cultural and historical connections between the European 
nation states, trying to rise above the possible differences and committing to 
collective action (Conference of the Representatives of the Governments of 
the Member States, 2012). The frame of citizenship highlights the importance 
of belonging to a society and responsibility towards said society through en-
gagement (Asen, 2004).The use of citizens in the abstract points towards a set 
of expectations regarding the people we design for as well as a set of values 
our designs would pursue. Furthermore, European citizenship as a construct 
promoted by the EU in their writing is an important political statement that is 
reinforced through research commitments that use it as a relevant frame of 
reference.   

 

5.2.2. Internal structure and expectations 

While the structure of the proposal is tightly framed by the external require-
ments, the matter of who was allowed to be part of the consortium was decided 
based on prior work experience and individual areas of excellence. The variety 
of theoretical backgrounds, domains and skills became one of the greatest as-
sets of the project, but it also later led to tension and conflict. This consortium 
created a very interesting intersection as highlighted in the proposal:  

The GIFT consortium mobilises a diverse group of resources, which are well 
positioned to meet the challenges: We have gathered some of the world’s lead-
ing academic researchers in pervasive games, HCI and digital cultural heritage 
alongside leading artists and designers, to build on a range of earlier successful 
practice-based collaborative research projects. The British artist group Blast 
Theory has earlier collaborated with researchers from University of Notting-
ham and University of Uppsala to produce artwork and research of high inter-
national impact. The designers behind the Serbian start-up NextGame have 
earlier collaborated in similar efforts with researchers from IT University of 
Copenhagen. Together with Europeana Foundation’s expertise and commit-
ment to grow and develop Europe’s digital cultural heritage, this is a consor-
tium that is uniquely positioned to innovate both in terms of method, design, 
technology, and theory, and to produce results with real impact for the sector 
and for society. 
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In the proposal, each partner is discussed as expert in their area and as such 
capable of contributing to the quality of the overall project. The language of 
the proposal highlights the compatibility of different forms of knowledge and 
practice. This combination is also framed as unique and an improvement com-
pared to other work previously done in this area. Furthermore, this specific 
setup values meaningfulness and societal change rather than technology and 
novelty for the sake thereof. These shared values are what bring the consor-
tium together. This is very well formulated in the proposal as follows:  

  The GIFT project distinguishes itself from these prior projects by focusing on 
personal and emotional experiences, through the novel approach based on gift-
ing and appropriation. This is the heart and centre of the approach, drawing on 
some of the world’s foremost expertise in pervasive game design and locative 
media, both from academia, design and arts. 

 
Once more, the difference is an element of strength which allowed the project 
to produce novel results and discover new forms of knowledge that would not 
be attainable in a more homogenous group. The project also became further 
defined in opposition to prior research which is categorised as too technology 
centric and potentially contributing to negative societal effects such as filter 
bubbles. That said, part of the GIFT project was developing technological so-
lutions that could be tested and implemented on a commercial level by our 
industry partners. This setting had the potential to lead to conflicting goals, 
but it is resolved in the proposal by mentioning the role of technology as a tool 
to achieve project objectives rather than a goal in and of itself. This is very 
clearly stated in the proposal and became an important point throughout the 
project duration.  

By combining existing knowledge in new ways, the project will develop new 
formats for compelling virtual museum user experiences. Some new technol-
ogy and software will be developed in this process, but the project’s core con-
tribution lies in the development of new designs that are primarily guided by 
development in audience behaviours, more than the capabilities of new tech-
nologies. 

 
The consortium was thus committed to work with both the discursive and the 
material parts of cultural heritage. While embracing physical locations and 
artefacts, the ultimate question was what kind of knowledge and language is 
necessary to meaningfully combine it with technology. While discourse theo-
retical vocabulary is not a part of the proposal, it provides an interesting break-
down of the project objectives. The discursive includes the conceptualisations 
necessary for research as well as dissemination of findings. As phrased in the 
proposal, GIFT would be creating 
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a common language, a set of carefully developed concepts that capture differ-
ent forms of deeply personal experiences of cultural heritage. These core con-
cepts will originate in part in a range of relevant disciplines including HCI, 
Ethnography, Art History, Game Studies, Performance Studies, Museum Stud-
ies, Information Studies, and Archaeology, but it must also directly and prac-
tically relate to how such experiences are articulated and shared by visitors. 

 
At the same time, the consortium intended to provide very tangible, material 
solutions in the forms of prototypes, apps and other interactive tools for de-
sign, such as a deck of design cards. The intertwining of the discursive and 
material aspects is visible on all levels of the proposal including research ques-
tions, background, methodology and findings. It is also supported by the sci-
entific method employed at the core of GIFT, namely performance-led re-
search in the wild. In the proposal, it is briefly explained as   

a newly emerging approach that lies at the intersection between the arts, new 
media design and human-computer interaction. The methodology involves 
moving between three different perspectives: practice, in which professional 
artists drive a creative process of creating and staging new interactive experi-
ences in recognized cultural venues; studies, in which ethnographers document 
both the artistic process and audience experience so as to provide so-called 
“rich descriptions” of the resulting artwork; and theory, in which new concepts 
and frameworks are generalized (often alongside toolkits that directly embody 
these). 

 
This approach also informed some of the decisions made in this dissertation. 
As a person acting from within the consortium, I had access to the practices 
of our different partners and at some points became involved in design work. 
My main task was related to the second perspective of conducting the ethno-
graphic research on project process, which is one of the core contributions of 
this dissertation. Finally, I participated in theory creation as a member of Work 
Package 5 (Theory). Having an overview of how these three perspectives were 
introduced in the proposal gave me an opportunity to observe how they un-
folded during the empirical part of the project. It also gave me a unique un-
derstanding of the internal project structure and its effect on what happened 
next.   

 

5.2.3. Challenge and conflict as meaningful  

So far, I have identified the external pressure visible in the proposal related to 
the expectations of the funding agency. I then discussed internal structure and 
the goals and values the different project partners voiced in the proposal as 
relevant to their work. While interdisciplinary potential and complementary 
skillsets are widely discussed, there is little research about the possible chal-
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lenges of such co-operations. This is an interesting absence because the pro-
posal text also establishes challenge and conflict as meaningful and sometimes 
desirable for the purpose of social change.  

As discussed in the internal structure section, GIFT was partially defined 
by the logic of difference from other research done in the same domain. The 
project engaged with issues of power distribution and critical reflection on 
cultural heritage. This can be clearly seen in the discussion of the contested 
character of heritage as curated and selectively preserved.  

Since much, indeed most, of the cultural creations we are surrounded by are 
destroyed and forgotten over time, the intentional and often very expensive 
curation and preservation of some, but not all, cultural products is an act of 
power.  

 
In the proposal, one of the objectives is to redistribute that power from heritage 
institutions to users. The story told by the museums to the public should pass 
through a critical audience of peer visitors requiring a certain responsibility of 
exhibits.  

A core assumption in the project is that modes of co-creation and co-interpre-
tation – providing the visitor with creative tools for engagement through gifting 
and appropriation – will provide a path towards personalised interpretation and 
deep engagement. 

 
Despite the focus on the visitors and their personal experience, the expert 
knowledge is considered to lie with museum staff and not the potential visitors 
or users. According to the ARM, the activities are framed based on the needs 
of cultural heritage institutions, making museums power players in this con-
text once again. Museum curators remain in a position of gatekeepers at their 
own facilities. They will judge how to use technology best and then hand over 
whatever has been created to the visitors. This deliberate distribution of con-
trol is important considering the aim to provide critical and personal reflec-
tions to the visitors. While user-centric design and end user testing were men-
tioned in the plans for other work packages, this mismatch between who 
should be asked for feedback became a recurrent theme throughout the project.  

Here I do not attempt to criticise the use of expert knowledge. Expert 
knowledge is valuable, and the museums provided valuable feedback and col-
laboration. That said, the structure of the project favours a particular distribu-
tion of power rather than openly challenging it. On a discursive level, the pro-
posal promises to do both, meaning to empower both museum curators and 
the end users, the assumption here being that their priorities align and can be 
integrated.  

We think that a creative approach to the digitalization of museums can turn the 
space of the museum from one of a relatively passive space of observation to 
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an active space for participation. This participation is not only a form of en-
gaging audiences new and old, but it can also be used as a way of extending 
the practices and appeals of museums while capitalizing on their already exist-
ing resources. In other words, playful approaches to the space of the museum 
can lead to a transformation of museum spaces into new locations for aesthetic 
experiences built on already existing collections, thus answering to the chal-
lenges that not only culture, but the Arts themselves pose to museums and cul-
tural heritage institutions. 

 
In the proposal, the critical aspect of cultural heritage is very visible. Experi-
ences such as culture shock, ideological clashes and historical chasms, alt-
hough possibly emotionally loaded, are all viewed as meaningful ways of in-
teracting with history. This leads to another normative standpoint of the design 
work we did in the project. 

Currently dominant forms of personalization may contribute to such negative 
effects, as shown by scholarly studies of fragmentation of online publics, the 
echo chamber effect, conspiracy theories, filter bubbles etc. However, we 
claim that user experience design with a strong focus on personal and emo-
tional encounters may also have a potential for beneficial impacts on the same 
issues. 

 
Making European heritage accessible to a greater number of people was at the 
core of the project. Furthermore, it was not just about numbers. It was also 
about the deep, personal, transformative experience that goes beyond just 
looking at objects in a museum building. There is a direct correspondence be-
tween these goals and the call. The GIFT project’s fit is further highlighted by 
the introduction of a value system that aligns with that of the EU as previously 
presented.  

 
In the proposal, there is a high level of awareness of existing issues in ac-

cessibility and interaction with cultural heritage.  

Very often, the assumption is that this heritage is automatically relevant for the 
visitor, and that access and understanding is what is needed. But European cul-
tural memory and heritage might not necessarily be something that random 
visitors feel is relevant or connected to their personal experiences. 

 
The proposal highlights the fact that many visitors might not feel like they 
belong in museums as they are structured now. Many cultural heritage insti-
tutions are still influenced by the history of colonialism, and the favoured his-
torical narrative is western centric. Visitors coming to a museum might be 
immigrants, minorities or other groups that have been underrepresented in the 
currently dominant way of structuring cultural heritage. This is seen as a chal-
lenge to overcome.  
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Creating meaningful virtual museum experiences therefore requires user expe-
rience designs that can challenge the users’ understanding and interpretation, 
also in the face of complex encounters across cultural, historical and ideologi-
cal divides. 

Here The User is framed as someone who needs to be challenged, but it is 
underarticulated why this is desirable. The User has an understanding and an 
interpretation of the world in which they exist, and both of these are influenced 
by elements such as culture or history. The formulation notes that different 
users might be subject to ideological divides, highlighting that a user group is 
not homogenous and needs to be open enough to allow inclusion of the differ-
ent perspectives.  

Allowing people to appropriate and share cultural heritage collections in ways 
that are flexible and malleable but also thoughtful and nuanced may help citi-
zens reflect on the experience and make sense of heritage from foreign cul-
tures, distant pasts and across ideological divides – and possibly break through 
a veil of indifference for some audience members. 

 
Therefore, creating personalised virtual museum experiences opens up issues 
that go well beyond the ways in which personalisation is usually discussed in 
computer science and other disciplines. For instance, there are a number of 
ways in which encounters with cultural heritage content can be not only en-
lightening and pleasurable but also provoking, shocking or even incompre-
hensible. 

 
Culture shock: people from different cultures may have difficulties under-

standing and accepting expressions of European (or national) culture  
• Historical chasm: contemporary audiences (in particular the youngest gen-

eration) may not understand expressions and values from the past (e.g. histor-
ical gender roles, religious paradigms, cosmology etc.)  

• Clashes between ideological worldviews may cause obstacles for under-
standing and acceptance • New audiences are not necessarily prepared to ap-
proach cultural heritage with reverence and respect, modes that are typically 
assumed in most curated presentations. Lack of respect or interest may cause 
audiences to disregard, mock or engage in trolling activities 

 
Such reactions are personal and natural, but they risk creating a chasm be-
tween art and the appreciation of art, sometimes leading to rejection and loss 
of interest and even to requests for censorship. 

To achieve step change progress towards this vision, we aim to address a series 
of specific scientific and technological challenges in the GIFT project. Virtual 
museums should contain user friendly systems that make it easy and engaging 
for visitors/users to appropriate and re-use collections, play with them, create 
their own content, and share with others. We propose, in particular, that sharing 
between two or a few individuals is a particularly promising format, due to the 
particularly complex and profound nature of art and heritage content. The main 
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challenges to achieving this are: • A lack of theoretical and conceptual under-
standing of the potential for personalization of hybrid virtual museum formats 
to be used to bridge the gap between citizens of diverse backgrounds, identities 
and languages on the one hand, and cultural heritage on the other  

• A lack of pioneering formats for meaningfully personalized virtual museum 
experiences • A lack of tools and guidelines that would allow non-technical 
specialists to experiment and develop rich virtual museum experiences 

 
Personalisation is often brought forward as a challenge regarding the custom-
isation of information searches. However, for the cultural heritage sector, 
something larger is at stake. The mission of heritage institutions is to achieve 
goals that are complex and profound: to preserve, interpret and facilitate learn-
ing and engagement with European heritage, memory and identity. Focus is 
placed on experiential clashes arising from various forms of sociocultural es-
trangement, as discussed above. 

Since much, indeed most, of the cultural creations we are surrounded by are 
destroyed and forgotten over time, the intentional and often very expensive 
curation and preservation of some, but not all, cultural products is an act of 
power. Consequently, acts of rejection and ridicule are acts of resistance – de-
liberate attempts to overthrow the power relationship. The extreme form of this 
is when cultural heritage is actively destroyed as an act of war, an act that has 
strong demoralizing effects. 

 
In this project, we resisted categorising such cultural clashes as merely a prob-
lem. They also offer opportunities for creating bridges between different cul-
tural contexts and experiences. That which at first appears scary or strange can 
be connected to the individual’s own experiences by empathic relation as well 
as comparative reflection. Creating opportunities for this type of constructive 
cultural clash forms the basis of what we in this project called meaningful 
personalisation. 

We think that a creative approach to the digitalization of museums can turn the 
space of the museum from one of a relatively passive space of observation to 
an active space for participation. This participation is not only a form of en-
gaging audiences new and old, but it can also be used as a way of extending 
the practices and appeals of museums while capitalizing on their already exist-
ing resources. 

 
While the visitor of a physical museum is an audience, the online visitor can 
act in multiple roles, including those of curator, commenter, documenter and 
performer.  
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5.2.4. Mixed priorities  

However, what is most important is not the technical composition of the sys-
tem but rather the user experience intended to overcome personal barriers to-
wards the experience of cultural heritage. 

A core assumption in the project is that modes of co-creation and co-interpre-
tation – providing the visitor with creative tools for engagement through gifting 
and appropriation – will provide a path towards personalised interpretation and 
deep engagement. 

 

 
Figure 9. Value creation in GIFT 

 
Value was created through two forms of innovation: social innovation and 
business innovation. By helping citizens access art and cultural heritage col-
lections irrespective of physical location and by making such virtual visits 
more personal and therefore more engaging, our project contributed to “sup-
port access to culture and citizens’ engagement with culture in less developed 
regions”. Cultural heritage with its combined mission of both scholarly re-
search and dissemination and interpretation for the general public offers a 
good context for applied media research and development. Scholars and com-
municators in the cultural heritage sector may benefit from new media re-
searchers’ strong focus on audience studies and design research. 

Beyond the value created for Blast Theory and NextGame, the project cre-
ated value for the larger segment of cultural and creative industries that work 
as contractors and providers to the cultural heritage industries. By sharing the 
knowledge and learning gleaned from the project in an open-source frame-
work that other companies can use to develop their own products, we aimed 
to help the entire sector grow. The two SMEs in the consortium believed this 
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would also directly benefit them, taking a cue from the car manufacturer Tesla 
Motors that recently made all their patents available as open source in order 
to help the whole electric car industry grow. Blast Theory and NextGame be-
lieve that by giving impetus for growth to the whole market of museum con-
tractors and by increasing the sector’s adoption of playful designs, we aided 
the development and market penetration of the creative products made within 
the GIFT project. 

5.3. Kick-off 
The kick-off meeting was the first point when the consortium discussed their 
vision and the associated underlying value system. Although some of this ap-
peared in the proposal, it primarily included theoretical consideration. At the 
kick-off meeting, we had to actually discuss the applicability of the concepts 
and negotiate our priorities. Emotional attachment was deemed highly rele-
vant similarly to concepts of personal encounters and sharing between the in-
dividuals.  

This introductory presentation was followed by presentations of the indi-
vidual work packages led by the primary investigators within the consortium. 
In these presentations, each participant outlined their vision for the work as 
well as where their expertise lies and what individual contributions they could 
make. Work package 5 presented background material about theory that 
would be relevant to contextualise meaningful personalisation. I also pre-
sented my intended work process to all of the members of the consortium, and 
they consented to me being an observer and writing about the GIFT process. 
WP 4 introduced their methods of action research and their idea for a frame-
work that would help museum institutions work internally with digital inno-
vation. This was particularly interesting for me because I was already planning 
action research elements in my own study. As I understood at the time, WP4 
would be the main platform of dialog for project members and museum rep-
resentatives, but throughout the duration of the project, that function became 
confined to specific project representatives, losing connection with the rest of 
the process. Rather than running in tight collaboration with the project, WP4 
became more of an independent group that worked in parallel with the rest of 
the consortium without much communication therewith.  

 Rather than outlining the presentations in depth, I focus on presenting and 
analysing the discussion that occurred after all work packages had their time 
slot. These discussions were also the first point of contact for developing the 
different discourses within the GIFT project. First, I identify the subject posi-
tions that were in common use. The concepts of user, visitor, audience, insti-
tution and citizen were constantly present and were also used as functional 
labels that helped the consortium differentiate between the different levels of 
engagement and different types of stakeholders within the project. There was 
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an instance of this in how the kick-off participants, particularly the designers, 
requested a more thorough discussion of who the users are. Rather than dis-
cussing this in abstract, the participants wanted to be more specific, seeking a 
delimitation of the intended audience for the designs that would be developed 
in WP2 and WP3. This is how The User became defined as someone who is 
technologically literate. It was also decided that the user-centric design ap-
proach outlined in the project would be interpreted as human first, meaning 
that technology should adapt to its human user and not the other way around. 
Cocreation was deemed an important principle to follow. Already at this stage, 
consortium members also noticed the duality of the idea of The User as on one 
hand closer to the visitor and on the other hand closer to the museum institu-
tion. As voiced by one of the BT designers, 

It is critical to know who is involved, who is a partner, who do we work with. 
(BT designer, 17.01.2017)  

 
This meeting was also when we first discussed the alignment of priorities 
among the different stakeholders. Although in the proposal the perspectives 
of museums and users are given equal weight, the sentiment that came through 
in this discussion was different. One of the consortium members presented 
their past work, focusing on museums as institutions that want to solve prob-
lems according to their own criteria and retain control over their collection, in 
which they place much of their institutional value. Furthermore, the reason 
this was highlighted was to invoke a tension that this person found in the pro-
posal formulations, where people, meaning visitors, will want to relocate 
meaning in their interaction, whereas museums will not. In the following dis-
cussion, other consortium members emphasised how aware we would need to 
be of these tensions because to be successful, we would need to navigate the 
needs and demands of both these groups. This is also where the blurriness of 
lines in the concept of The User appeared front and centre. Alternating be-
tween discussing museums as users and visitors as users was a recurrent pat-
tern that happened in most meetings. As represented in my notes,  

 
Each presentation jumps between who The User is. WP3 started off by talk-

ing about groups of visitors playing together in a museum but then went on to 
discuss how to attract users to their solution as in how to convince museums 
to install it in their place. A lot of focus on functionality that could be convinc-
ing. WP4 focused on museums as users as their framework is supposed to tar-
get the museums. WP2 kept mentioning both museums and visitors as stake-
holders, also introducing concept of audiences.  

 
Following this session, the workshop participants were divided into several 
subgroups based on topics of prototypes, theory and framework, which are the 
three main types of contributions we would create in the project. Each group 
had approximately 30 minutes to discuss on their own, and then we had a joint 
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discussion for another hour or so. What quickly became apparent was that 
each group spent a considerable amount of time discussing who we were 
working with and who we were creating solutions for. All three types of con-
tributions would depend heavily on the target audience and the goals we 
wanted to pursue within our work. Hence, a large portion of these discussions 
focused on users, priorities and success criteria. The theory section highlighted 
the necessity of adopting a mixed approach where academic knowledge as 
well as practitioner knowledge would need to be heeded. Our work needed to 
contribute outside of academia, helping designers in the space of cultural her-
itage to create more meaningful experiences. At the same time, the theory 
work would be grounded in interdisciplinary perspectives and established 
knowledge from multiple disciplines as represented in our consortium. 
Among the participants we had expertise in performance studies, playful in-
teraction, research in the wild, research through design, affect theory, anthro-
pology, sociology, learning theory and many more fields. This variety was 
seen as central to our possible success because we could adapt to the needs of 
the process by utilising the vast knowledge base available to us.  

Framework discussions were focused on how to translate the work done 
and the experiences created within the project into some form of instruction 
on best practices in museums. The central question that we would subse-
quently repeatedly ask became “Who is the framework for?” On one hand, the 
framework would be intended for museum institutions interested in creating 
hybrid visitor experiences. On the other, it would target HCI practitioners and 
designers who may find themselves creating such experiences and in need of 
guidance. Finally, the framework could inform possible policy making regard-
ing support for technology in the GLAM sector. From this, it is possible to 
elicit an understanding of how both work packages, namely theory and frame-
work, were thus far mostly concerned with the museums, the institutions and 
the broader arena of public discourse.  

In the discussion of the proposed prototypes, the discussion of users be-
came more explicit. Prototypes were discussed as having to fulfil the needs of 
institutions to convince them to implement these solutions in their museums. 
Successful prototypes would also need to be well received by their audiences 
and contribute something to the individual experience of its testers. In this 
discussion, the project made a few commitments: we would work with organ-
isations that “get” our idea, that are “digital ready” and that for practical rea-
sons are in physical proximity to the designers.  

Unpacking these commitments further, working with organisations that 
“got” our idea meant that the project participants were not prepared to spend 
a great deal of work convincing museums of the validity of the approach. 
“Digital ready” meant that the consortium preferred partners that had already 
been including digital technology in their programming or were convinced it 
has something to offer to the museum. In particular, choosing institutions that 
were digital ready meant that a certain level of trust could be placed in the 
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basic infrastructure already existing in the museums. Finally, physical prox-
imity would help the designers have a close relationship with the museums, 
allowing for a more tightly knit workstyle.  

Finally, the discussion ended with the concept of meaningfulness, which is 
central in the GIFT proposal. The consortium agreed that defining meaning-
fulness would be challenging, but one thing that was noticeably clear was that 
in order to define meaningfulness, we would first have to ask the question 
“Meaningful for whom?” Although no answers were produced at this stage, it 
was highlighted that meaningfulness is contextual and would depend on the 
groups and audiences targeted. Again, the need for some form of delimitation 
of who The User would be was brought forward and left unsolved.  

5.4. Creating a theoretical scaffolding 
After the kick-off, a great deal of theoretical work needed to be done for the 
project partners to adequately frame their understanding of concepts such as 
meaningfulness, personalisation and hybridity. The next event in the project 
was a two-day theory workshop in Uppsala, Sweden. During this workshop, 
the academic partners met to discuss the conceptual area in which the project 
would be situated. Before the workshop, I was tasked with creating a literature 
review based on the proposal to identify some of the concepts that could help 
us navigate the project. I created a mind map of the different fields involved 
to show the academics in the consortium where we found ourselves at the time 
of the workshop based on the proposal.  

Throughout the workshop, we worked on modifying this mind map to move 
it in a direction on which we could collectively agree. The review was com-
plemented by others with expert knowledge in their own areas. We ended up 
with an Excel file covering references from various fields as well as a smaller 
list of areas that we found most relevant for the project. This meant that further 
commitments were made.   

To better understand our direction, I summarise the choices made in this 
step of our process. From the beginning, we identified that our work would be 
human centric as also stated at the kick-off. Concepts such as presence (Gum-
brecht, 2004), embodied interaction (Dourish, 2004) and trajectories (Benford 
et al., 2009) represent ways to conceptualise the different human needs in a 
design. We made another commitment to critical theory approaches (Landry, 
2000), which leverage aspects such as power distribution (Hall, 2001) and 
participation (Arnstein, 1969). This body of knowledge addresses perspec-
tives on The User that in the proposal were signified by the use of the citizen 
concept. Using concepts such as uncomfortable interaction (Benford et al., 
2012) , forum theatre (Sullivan & Lloyd, 2006), procedural rhetoric (Bogost, 
2008) or critical play (Flanagan, 2009), we would reflect on aspects of our 
users such as their agency or power position. This line of thought connects 
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further to critical museology (Grewcock, 2013) and subversive curatorship 
(Marstine, 2008), and thus aligns with at least some aspects of the museum 
perspective. Because museums are institutions that create history by selecting 
what is exhibited and preserved, their role in society is deeply political. Work-
ing with museums meant that we were working with questions larger than in-
teraction design because our contributions would potentially shape how mu-
seums interact with their stakeholder groups beyond the project. At this point 
in the project, we saw opportunities to connect to the tradition of critical cu-
ratorship (Lorente, 2012) and transgressive art (Cashell, 2009) that are focused 
on allowing more voices to be heard, curating history for representation and 
empowerment.  

All of these theoretical commitments have a direct impact on the concept 
of The User. In this workshop, we took an active stance towards empowering 
people vis-à-vis technology, putting their needs first and working to provide a 
space in museum institutions for new voices that historically have not been 
represented. The priorities were strongly placed on the process, the ethical side 
thereof and the critical change we would like to see in society. This stance 
would put some distance between our practice and any potential perspective 
on what would be considered a commercial success. After this workshop, we 
used the literature collected in our future article writing as well as a commu-
nication tool between the academics to make sure where our priorities laid. 
Over time, we drifted from this starting point to other areas, and I discuss how 
these changes occurred in the following chapter.  

5.5. Conclusion 
 The early stages of the project focused on conceptualising some of the central 
ideas that would be prioritised by the GIFT consortium. The User can be seen 
as the site of struggle because it is filled with a multitude of meanings origi-
nating from the many commitments the project participants would like to hon-
our. On one hand, the call for projects and proposal created the formal mani-
festo of the planned activities and theoretical attachments. On the other, the 
kick-off and the theoretical workshop were empirical attempts to further elab-
orate and organise the many influences. From the beginning of the project, we 
saw some of the conflicting expectations that different partners had based on 
their individual goals and expertise. Finally, the tension between user and vis-
itor began to take shape with extended discussions on the role of each in the 
project as well as their relationships to other actors such as museums and the 
consortium itself.   
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6. Cases 

Throughout the GIFT project, a number of collaboration subprojects were 
conducted involving varied constellations of partners and institutions. Of 
these subprojects, I selected three as cases in line with the discussion of case 
studies in the methodology section. I chose these cases based on the different 
outcomes they produced, and they represent different possible ways of navi-
gating tensions that can emerge within design collaboration projects. When 
adopting a case study perspective, it is important that none of the cases are in 
themselves representative of the GIFT project or design projects in any larger 
context. Each case is unique and provides unique insights into the processes 
that can be adopted or emerge in interdisciplinary design collaborations. Their 
primary value may lie in the observed differences because they occurred in 
the context of the same overarching project. Below, the three case studies are 
named after the core interaction mechanic pursued in each case. Their descrip-
tion, while roughly following the timeline of each case, is structured around 
themes that emerged from analysing the data collected for each case through 
a discourse-material lens. 

6.1. The Appropriation Case 
 

6.1.1. Overview 

Chronologically, the appropriation case was the first subproject to launch its 
activities within GIFT. The first workshop occurred in March 2017 and in-
cluded representatives from NextGame, the Museum of Yugoslavia and all of 
the university partners. The collaboration lasted throughout 2017 and included 
multiple design workshops and user tests as shown in Figure 10. After a final 
test in February 2018, the collaboration was suspended. The team reunited 
once more in spring 2019 for a wrap-up workshop exploring possibilities for 
continued work.  
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Figure 10. Timeline of the appropriation case. 

6.1.2. Themes: Appropriation, Visitors and Users 

The collaboration was initiated by NextGame, the Serbian partner in the pro-
ject. Because NextGame and the museum were located in the same city, first 
contact was made, and a first workshop was scheduled for March 2017. The 
idea was to bring all the participants including the museum into the same space 
to get to know each other and brainstorm possible ideas for developing a hy-
brid experience for the Museum of Yugoslavia. The workshop was structured 
around an open-ended exploration of the Artcodes technology previously used 
in the cultural heritage context by the University of Nottingham (Ali et al., 
2018). We were briefly instructed on what Artcodes are, how they work, how 
they link to content and how they allow for appropriation of content. Artcodes 
can be compared to QR codes but allow for markers with some artistic value 
because a wide range of graphical figures can be used as markers. The logic 
of how Artcodes are recognised is simple enough for people to learn it, allow-
ing people to create their own images which can be scanned. Markers can be 
anything from simple drawings to complex artistic patterns, which renders 
Artcodes much more appealing than generated codes such as QR codes, espe-
cially in a museum context. Using the Artcodes application, museums can de-
sign a hybrid experience by linking content to existing or new codes. Users 
who go through an experience developed with Artcodes are also offered the 
opportunity to remap the existing content of the experience to new content of 
their own selection, hence appropriating the experience and creating their 
own.  

This introduction of Artcodes is one of the first examples of how technol-
ogy was often introduced as a material resource in the design process. This 
way of working was favoured throughout the GIFT project. The idea behind 
introducing generic technology early was to open up a space of design possi-
bilities and provide tools for exploration. The technology itself was not nec-
essarily the one that would be used in the resulting design but was considered 
more of a provocation and a starting point. As stated by a UoN researcher,  

The purpose of doing something with Artcodes is not that we will necessarily 
end up using it in the project. It’s to think of it more as a prototyping tool; it’s 
something that allows us to get going with some design conversations just 
practically, hopefully really quickly, and something that just might inspire 
some ideas. (UoN Researcher, 22.03.2017) 
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The concept of appropriation became a recurring theme through the different 
presentations and discussions. This relates to the text of the proposal because 
the prototype to be delivered by NextGame was described as an “appropriation 
game”. The Artcodes technology has a clear link to appropriation. As a UoN 
researcher expressed during their presentation,  

You scan things that other people made beautiful, and your job as a visitor is 
to mess with this stuff and to make it point to your own content, share with 
friends (…). We talk about this being a process of appropriation. (UoN re-
searcher, 22.03.2017) 

 
NextGame later picked up this thread as they explained some of the inspira-
tions they had when creating the ideas for the proposal. These inspirations 
were important because they became relevant in other parts of the project, 
which I return to in the other cases. To introduce them briefly, one of the NG 
designers explained,  

First one is Significant Objects [an arts installation project]. We are really fas-
cinated by this project. There are three guys that bought hundred cheap objects 
on flea market: ashtray (worth 50 cents), plastic rabbit, trivial things. Then they 
engaged a hundred writers to write hundred narratives about those trivial ob-
jects. It’s a plastic horse, an airplane—trash, basically trash. But when writers 
made narratives, those objects became rich objects, and that completely 
changed the character of the object. That’s appropriation of the object. (NG 
designer, 22.03.2017) 

 
They also discussed a second important influence. 

Second concept is a campaign of the Denver bookstore. They translated very 
famous literature pieces into Facebook posts, so Picture of Dorian Gray—
British guy dies after selfie goes wrong. We wonder how many “likes” it got. 
Basically, based on clickbait they made you read, so you will be tricked to click 
on this status, and then you will discover it leads you to Picture of Dorian 
Gray. Romeo and Juliet—teenage girl tricked boyfriend into killing himself. 
Two families are now apart. Tragic story. So if you translate content of the 
object into something different, you’re doing appropriation. (NG designer, 
22.03.2017)  

 
The same designer then aptly summarised these influences, saying, 

We see here two principles of appropriation. One principle is “add new narra-
tive to the object”, and second principle is “change context of the object”. (NG 
designer, 22.03.2017) 

 
Then the NG designer proceeded to discuss more specific prototype ideas that 
they wanted the museum curators to consider. Inspired by the idea of inter-
connectedness, they discussed the sheer number of simultaneous visitors in 
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museums all around the world and introduced the social aspects of museum 
visits as another key element. Their main idea was to create a game that could 
be played in multiple institutions in different locations. The users would be 
prompted to find museum content that fulfils some form of challenge criteria 
such as “find something round, find something red”. By bringing visitors to 
doing this simultaneously and together, museums could be made into inter-
connected playgrounds. In the terminology of Waern and Løvlie (2022), this 
design appropriates the museum space by restaging it, using its space as a 
platform for a new form of social activity.  

Tapping into emotions and allowing visitors to be social and experience 
something with someone else were important design goals for the museum as 
well, as illustrated by the statement of one of the Museum of Yugoslavia cu-
rators: 

 
People are not attending sport matches to play football; they are attending 

to socialise, enjoy, to look at the game, so that’s the thing that we need to know: 
the emotions and interactions that people want in museums. That’s the thing 
we need to understand, and that’s something that can be quite challenging. 
(MoY Curator, 22.03.2017) 

 
The comparison between sports and museums implies some level of commit-
ment to the new museology perspective of museums as entertainment. Simul-
taneously, an important difference is drawn out in the following statement:   

What’s so different in museums than in library, cinema, everything else? You 
can express yourself in different venues; what is different in museums is the 
transportation of values, emotions, histories and everything, authority, that you 
get from artifacts or cases. (MoY Curator, 22.03.2017) 

 
While modern museums are indeed part of the entertainment industry and 
need to compete for the same resources (particularly attention), they simulta-
neously hold an important societal role and carry responsibility for shaping 
history. Creating a hybrid experience for a museum is therefore a more com-
plicated matter than simply creating a game to foster social interaction. This 
sentiment was expressed by museum curators and agreed upon by all parties 
present. The discussion went on to focus on how to enable visitors to have 
meaningful experiences, with one of the museum curators arguing, 

You can’t give people freedom to do whatever they want. This is the time for 
museums to make people take a certain way. (MoY curator, 22.03.2017) 

 
Giving people freedom to create their own content would result in content of 
varied quality, possibly including offensive comments or lies. The museums 
emphasised how important it was for them to control the messaging of their 
institution because they would not want their name associated with vulgarity, 
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for example. Furthermore, the museum representatives argued that guiding the 
visitor is part of the museum’s responsibility. A person in a museum is a vis-
itor first, and any other role such as game player or user would need to fade 
into the background.  

This emphasis needs to be contrasted with how the roles of visitor and user 
were largely conflated in the EU project proposal, as discussed in the previous 
chapter. The visitor/user fusion in the proposal breaks down in how the mu-
seum representative here emphasised how the intended audience must be vis-
itors first. Museum approach here also revealed the perception of this visitor 
group that are negative and to some extent derogatory, namely their tendencies 
to simplify, be offensive and need guidance. In the proposal, users are called 
both citizens and visitors; they are supposed to have meaningful personal re-
actions to cultural heritage, appreciate the multifaceted character of history 
and be willing to explore new technology and novel emotional experiences 
unlike anything they have tried before. By contrast, this discussion indicated 
that the design practice could not trust its users. They could not be left to their 
own devices and needed guidance and boundaries. At one point, the discussion 
went one step further by exploring technology as an opportunity to “lure” un-
suspecting people by using technology as a hook for the more important trans-
formative experience provided by the museum. One of the participants com-
pared this perspective to a parent tricking their children into eating vegetables. 
This also led to discussion of the idea of social brokerage and exploring how 
personal relationships could contribute to mutual learning and understanding. 
As expressed by one participant,  

I work in the museum, and for me, it’s much better to do something like this, 
to guide our visitors and give them different kind of experience, but for me 
personally, it is about the moment people interact with each other and use the 
museum as a mediator for the interaction. (MoY curator, 22.03.2017). 

 
These arguments clearly show the mixed expectations towards potential visi-
tors/users. While they can be expected to come to the museum for knowledge 
and learning, they can also be expected to deface them. While appropriation 
and self-expression are important, they are not more important than the control 
the museum exerts over the available information and discourse in the exhibit 
space.  

In principle, the existence of different facets of The User in this discussion 
is not an issue because all subjects are always overdetermined. In practice, 
some of these values would eventually receive more commitment than others 
and would lead to a specific closure of the concept of The User in the subpro-
ject as well as in other subprojects. While not problematic on its own, each of 
these understandings of The User influenced the overarching project losing 
the context of creation. The concept of The User sedimented in two ways, 
namely theoretical and practical. While according to theories described in 
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Chapter 5  we expected users who were their best selves, in practice, when 
discussing design suggestions, we often assumed the worst possible scenario. 
This led to communication issues as well as clashing conceptualisations of the 
best form of interaction. What would be the best solution for a well-behaved 
visitor would be a design that is open to diverging ideas, while planning for 
the worst-case scenario user would mean that the best solution would have 
mechanisms necessary to subdue possible disruptions. As discussed by 
Redström, The User is a subject position that only comes into being when 
there is something to be used. Design choices that prioritise giving control to 
the museum over visitor self-expression both rely on and create very different 
users and user behaviours. 
 

6.1.3. The important word in the project is “meaningful” 

We began the second day of the workshop with the guided tour of the local 
museum. Exploring the space sparked new ideas which were discussed after-
wards in a wrap-up session. An important element of that session was a dis-
cussion of possible risks and problems the collaboration could face. During 
that discussion, the lead NextGame representative left the room for some time, 
which resulted in a very lively discussion which seemed to have previously 
been held back. I outline this discussion in detail because it influenced the 
future collaboration and highlighted some tensions that due to lack of resolu-
tion would eventually lead this subproject to a standstill. 
 

When the museum representatives were asked about their opinions on the 
workshop, the project and the game concepts that had been discussed, they 
treaded carefully. They considered some of the ideas relevant and interesting, 
but they did not seem pleased with the overall outcome and articulated some 
concerns related to the game ideas from the previous day (the one where peo-
ple in different museums would play a game together). They considered the 
proposed form of interaction shallow and meaningless. Having people in a 
museum look for something red would turn the place into a playground for the 
sake of playing. This contrasts with how the NG designers considered play-
fulness meaningful in itself; for them, an experience that would make visitors 
engage with the collection and with other visitors was sufficiently meaningful. 
The museum curators expressed that they wanted technology to be enticing 
but not a goal on its own. Playing for the sake of playing was not something 
the museum representatives wanted to see. 

- Is it problematic for the museum to change the context this way? To stand in 
front of Tito’s grave and say something funny and send it to my friends. (NG 
designer, 23.03.2017) 
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- I don’t have as much problem with that as I have about the superficiality. I 
think it’s a tricky thing that we should be careful about when we are making 
games. It’s not just about game when it comes to the museum. It should be the 
tool that makes the museum context more interesting, interactive and engage 
people, but we shouldn’t make a game for the sake of games. I think [your 
game] was super funny, and I like that it uses the collection, but what else? I 
would need some other layer. (MoY curator, 23.03.2017)  

 

This comment prompted a long discussion. In the end, it came down to trying 
to define goals of the project as well as the concept of meaningfulness in rela-
tion to museum visits.  

- You saw from the presentation yesterday that the game stimulates behaviour 
that is useful for the museum. Observe this, check that … making your inter-
pretation. It makes them active. It makes them observe, understand and share, 
and I think that it’s not a game for the sake of game, but a game for the sake of 
being deeply engaged there and socialise with other people. (NG designer, 
23.03.2017) 

- If we use your example from yesterday, if you have 30 seconds to find a round 
object from the museum and then 30 seconds to find a red object, what do you 
get from that? Okay, yeah, you played, you had fun, but from the museum 
point of view, I want them to be engaged, I want them to be active, but just add 
some other layer. (MoY curator, 23.03.2017) 

 
Engagement is not enough for the museum. They are not just keepers of 
knowledge; part of their task is to use their collection to educate the public. 
The developers cared much more about the interpersonal aspect of the inter-
action and visitors doing something fun together. They furthermore consid-
ered it an activity that can mediate learning while not constructed around a 
particular topic to teach. The discussion continued and clarified the stand-
points further: 

The important thing for us is to enable people to integrate their own interpre-
tations somehow. People will come to your museum, and some percentage will 
go out without an impression. If more people can be cocreators to add some-
thing personal and establish a dialogue with objects in a museum. (NG de-
signer, 23.03.2017) 

 
A point of confusion emerged from the distinction between a playful activity 
and a game. The two terms were used very differently by the partners. While 
the developer made a very clear distinction, the museum curators seemed to 
treat the two as synonymous. The NG designer elaborated,   

 Game is a formal system with scoring, defined space and defined participants. 
Playful activity is something else. It’s much more open. So definitely playful 
activities enable people. (NG designer, 23.03.2017) 
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This distinction triggered a strong reaction from the museum, suggesting that 
in their vocabulary, a game understood as explained above would not fulfil 
the project criteria because the application to be developed was described as 
an “appropriative game” in the project proposal. Again, terminology defini-
tions were brought into the discussion, this time with a focus on the concept 
of meaningfulness as one of the core values for the project:  

- What do you mean? The important word in your project is “meaningful”. 
(MoY curator, 23.03.2017) 

- There are many definitions of meaningful. Meaningful in terms of game de-
sign means that game system is structured in a logical way so that you can 
understand immediately what you should do, what buttons you should press, 
what is the goal of the game, what is your position in the game, who are you, 
etc. In terms of games, that is meaningful, but in terms of museum, it means 
something else. But definitely meaningful, yes. We agree about that. We don’t 
want to make game in the sake of game. (NG designer, 23.03.2017) 

 
This again reveals the negotiation of the concept of meaningfulness and the 
tools that could be used to achieve it. The developers placed a great deal of 
emphasis on enabling people to contribute their own perspective and their own 
story. This became further complicated as a representative from another mu-
seum voiced their idea of meaningfulness:  

Meaningful can mean many things; for instance, I don’t have a problem with 
things that are playful because for me it would be meaningful that people feel 
welcomed and present in the museum. That it’s not very strict. So, meaningful 
presence in the museum for somebody interacting with some other person and 
in the same time in the museum is meaningful enough. It’s not necessary that 
you learn about the objects. Not necessary to experience art in this way or that 
way. We don’t have to make that kind of person have that kind of purpose for 
this type of activity. It’s not necessary because we have many other tools we 
can use for education and learning and those kinds of things. We can use this 
activity to make people interact with each other, to try to explain that we share 
heritage, like I see that same thing in museum that you have in Moscow or 
Beijing or somewhere, and I have an idea that we share heritage and … That’s 
why it’s simple. Because we are doing the same thing and we use the similar 
objects, we have an idea that we are sharing similar experience. (NM curator, 
23.03.2017) 

 

Despite the intensity of the discussion, no practical decisions were made, 
meaning that there was no definite clarification of expectations. This also 
meant that the project remained very open, which the developer framed as 
follows: 
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This is wonderful because finishing this brainstorming without conclusion is 
conclusion. (NG designer, 23.03.2017) 

 
Negotiating key concepts and values important to project participants reflects 
on the concept of The User. Although users were not discussed here per se 
(e.g., in terms of demographics or audience segments), the assumptions related 
to their needs and expectations frame who they would be should this subpro-
ject materialise. 

 

6.1.4. Interaction Versus Content  

What followed the workshop was a few months of focused work by NextGame 
developers during which they began creating the first prototypes in collabora-
tion with the research partners. While the project partners worked closely to-
gether, constantly communicating via email and videoconference meetings, 
the museum representatives were mostly involved during the occasional field 
tests and workshops held within the museum. This meant that the concept de-
sign relied on expertise from academics and developers but less on the exper-
tise of museum curators. The continued process reproduced the frustrations 
articulated in the first meeting. In June, following this development period, 
multiple workshops were conducted at Museum of Yugoslavia (MoY) includ-
ing the first field tests within the dictator case. Again, multiple design ideas 
were explored, some suggested by the designer and some by other academic 
partners in the project. One example of the latter was the Monuments design, 
which was created and tested by a fellow PhD student from ITU (Ryding & 
Løvlie, 2018). This design was only briefly introduced and discontinued after 
this trial. We also explored a wider range of technological solutions including 
3D photogrammetry and a new version of Artcodes, this time based on mod-
ular stamps that could be combined into various shapes to create Artcodes in 
the exhibit space, such as by combining fixed installations and portable parts.  
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Figure 11. Exploring creating Artcodes with modular stamps 

However, the main emphasis was placed on the development, testing and iter-
ation of the Twitto concept. This idea developed specifically for the Museum 
of Yugoslavia was a playful take on its history building on the life and work 
on former president of Yugoslavia Joseph Broz Tito, who is known as a master 
of propaganda and diplomacy. As previously mentioned, the Museum is built 
around Tito’s grave and a collection of objects he owned. In Twitto, Tito’s 
history is developed into a playful, fictional history game in which the former 
president was an alien called Twitto who used Twitter to communicate with 
his subjects at the time of his rule (a contrafactual idea because social media 
was not in common use during the time period). To play the game, the user 
would go on a scavenger hunt in the museum space. The June iteration of the 
game included a personal “Red passport”. The passport would be used as doc-
umentation of the visitor’s journey through the museum. The user would re-
ceive a physical red passport full of blank pages designed to look like a pass-
port from the time period. Stamps were distributed throughout the exhibition 
and designed to look like the stamps one would get in a passport while travel-
ling. They would be situated near museum exhibits with relevant content, such 
as a US stamp near a moon rock gifted to Tito by the president of the US. The 
stamps would be scannable using the Artcodes app, and once they were 
scanned, the participant would be able to create tweet-like messages about the 
museum objects. 

This idea combined a variety of potentially meaningful concepts. The red 
passport was a reference to the history of Yugoslavia as one of the few coun-
tries that maintained diplomatic relations with both east and west during the 
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Cold War era, making the Yugoslavian red passport one of the most valuable 
travel documents in the world because it allowed for great freedom of move-
ment.  

 

 
Figure 12. Scanning a moon stamp in a red passport 

This concept also included aspects of appropriation (as foreshadowed in the 
project proposal) because participants were allowed to add their own com-
ments in the form of tweets, and there was a focus on material aspects of the 
museum collection. While the content was playful, it was designed to lead the 
visitor around the museum while providing a relevant framing. 

After all workshop participants had an opportunity to the test the applica-
tion, we had a 1.5-hour-long debriefing organised partially as semistructured 
individual interviews conducted by NextGame staff and partially as an open 
group discussion where all participants shared their own experiences and ex-
plored possible directions for the future. The participants in this test were re-
stricted to invited people, primarily consortium members and some museum 
curators (including four persons from the Museum of Yugoslavia). The de-
briefing was loosely organised because its purpose was to discuss the ideas 
and not to evaluate the implementation because it was still at an early stage.  

The passport idea and the physical stamps were universally praised as an 
enticing element enhancing a visit. At the same time, the use of ink for the 
stamps in the museum space was controversial. During the test, the stamps 
would hang next to exhibits on a piece of string, but the curators expressed 
some worries about people handling ink so close to actual exhibits. Stamps 
also led to technical difficulties because the quality of the imprint would vary. 
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If a stamp was less than perfect, the Artcodes app would not recognise it. 
Physical stamp locations also created bottlenecks in the exhibition. The mu-
seum space is controlled by the logic of the exhibit; hence, the curators had 
planned the location of each item prior to the project, and this structure could 
not be changed to suit the needs of the application. In practice, this meant that 
all the objects selected by the developer for thematic needs of the experience 
were located in the same room, causing practical issues with access.  

All of these issues were potentially possible to overcome, but the curators 
also voiced objections to the idea as such. They were particularly concerned 
about how the application took the visitor’s attention away from the visit to 
instead focus on a mobile device. The discussion returned to the concerns re-
lated to shallow engagement. The museum representatives were also particu-
larly worried about the fictional narrative potentially coming off as fake news 
and causing possible confusion for the visitors. While the developers consid-
ered this method of interaction a form of critical reflection on modern political 
discourse inside and outside of social media, the museum curators rather saw 
it as creating an alternative narrative in parallel to that offered by the museums 
and out of their editorial control.  

There was also friction between what the partners saw as the main purpose 
of the trial as such. For the developer, the goal was to experiment with the 
interaction (i.e., the stamps, the passport and the app) and understand how it 
would function in an exhibit space. The museum was much more concerned 
about the narrative and the content of the application. This led to a situation 
in which the developers stressed how the narratives in the app could easily be 
changed, asking instead for feedback on whether the interaction would be ac-
ceptable to the museum. In response, the museum representatives stated that 
they could not evaluate whether the interaction was acceptable without under-
standing what it would be used for and how well researched the content would 
be.  

The way the unresolved tension became manifest in the prototype under 
discussion is an example of how a discourse becomes closed through material 
manifestation. The discussions in this workshop emerged as a concrete mani-
festation of the more conceptual discussions in the first workshop: the devel-
opers discussed meaningfulness in terms of playfulness and interaction, while 
the museum representatives discussed meaningfulness based on content and 
narrative. During the previous workshops, ideas could be kept open, and the 
user experience could be constructed around fluctuating signifiers and perhaps 
even conflicting ideas, but once all of this was manifest in something tangible, 
some meanings had to take priority. Hence, differences in priorities became 
more manifest in the discussions in this workshop than they previously had 
been. 

 
This observation also applies to the idea of The User. When the developers 

focused on interaction while the museum representatives focused on content, 
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it signalled different emphases on what The User is supposed to take away 
from their visit. The proposed application tacitly defined The User as playful, 
interested in history, capable of understanding and creating alternative facts 
and reflecting upon them and having a keen interest in hybrid museum expe-
riences mixing fact and fiction. This conceptualisation of the prospective user 
conflicted with the museum’s vision of the visitor as someone who needs guid-
ance and is less versed in both history and the distinction between fact and 
fiction. To open the museum for appropriation and users’ own expression, the 
developers gave users an option to type in their own statements in the form of 
short messages similar to tweeting. When the museum representatives ex-
pressed concerns about what these messages would contain, the developers 
suggested restricting use so that the tweet-like system would only be used 
within the museum, providing museums with control of the reach of potential 
statements. However, they simultaneously stressed that sharing and public dis-
play were important values to them, and they defended the idea of fictional 
tweets. As part of their design rationale, they found public expression to be an 
important element that would open cultural heritage to individual voices out-
side of the dominant museum narrative. The social perspective of the museum 
visit was identified as important for future development because all partici-
pants agreed that they saw value in the collaborative forms of emergent play 
observed during the trial. This included instances when the testers exchanged 
stamps with one another or collaborated throughout to make the scavenger 
hunt aspect easier.  
 

6.1.5. The Breakdown 

The developer documented the feedback from the first test, and another itera-
tion of the design followed. The next event I became involved with was a 
second testing session in February 2018. For this test, I helped create the post-
experience questionnaire and conduct some of the interviews with the test par-
ticipants. This second iteration of Twitto came with substantial adjustments. 
The stamps and the passport were removed so that all interaction was con-
strained to the application. Artcodes shaped like historical military insignia 
were instead printed and placed around the exhibit space. The story was 
changed to become more grounded in historical facts, focusing on the real Tito 
and his path towards dictatorship.  
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Figure 13. Tito’s story in the app 

After scanning an Artcode, The User would read about specific moments from 
Tito’s biography, such as joining a political party, being imprisoned and be-
coming a postwar hero. Users were then asked to reflect on what they would 
have done in the same situation. What party would they create? What would 
its symbol and slogan be? The users would have to create text answers, draw-
ings or pictures of themselves or of the objects in the exhibit space.  
 

 
Figure 14 Producing the content in the app 
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Inputting their own thoughts would produce a small item such as the manifesto 
book in Figure 14 that could be shared with other visitors in the museum. 
While the core game mechanic of hunting for Artcodes was maintained, the 
rest of the framing was thus heavily reworked. Through the way users would 
add their own comments and content, appropriation also remained central, and 
the idea of allowing visitors to share their own stories with other visitors was 
retained, introducing a social aspect into the design. 

This user test was done with participants from outside the project, namely 
a number of students from a local university program related to cultural herit-
age. In addition, Museum of Yugoslavia curators and associates of NextGame 
participated. The preference for testers as insiders would become a recurring 
pattern in the project, which would influence the delimitation of The User, 
which is discussed further in the following cases as well as in Exhibit C.  

The results of the test were again mixed. The activity was considered fun, 
but the participants expressed uncertainty about the purpose of the experience 
and whether it was appropriate in the museum context. It was also unclear 
whether the app was to be approached playfully or seriously. Some testers 
approached the task very seriously, creating content based on their political 
beliefs, while others approached it casually, creating propaganda for move-
ments such as “sweatpants in office on Fridays”. In relation to the interaction 
model, the curators preferred moments of interaction when the application 
would direct the users’ attention to the exhibit itself. For example, one of the 
tasks in the application included a prompt to find something in the exhibit to 
photograph. This meant that instead of entering the content into the app them-
selves, users would need to actively search for something in the objects on 
display that they felt related to themselves.  

The museum staff were overall dissatisfied with the content. While they 
considered the app an interesting idea, they believed the design took too much 
liberty with Tito’s history, creating a narrative that they would never consider 
incorporating in a public exhibit. It should be noted that this was the first time 
the museum representatives were vocal about this objection. Their expecta-
tions for the application were that it would introduce an extra layer of experi-
ence and provide a new form of reflection on the exhibit, but in their opinion, 
this did not materialise in the actual prototype. After this, there was no further 
progress on the application because there was no consensus about how it could 
be continued in a way that would be acceptable to all partners.  

 

6.1.6. The Wrap-up  

The development of Twitto was left at a standstill. After a year passed, we at 
UU mediated a workshop between Museum of Yugoslavia and NextGame in 
spring 2019. This workshop was organised in its entirety by UU as an attempt 
to break through the project deadlock or at least allow the partners to reflect 
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on why the project had reached a standstill, clearing the way for future collab-
orations. We began by collectively creating a timeline of the project and each 
participant’s reflection on their role in it. The discussion was motivated by 
helping one of the UU participants (who had not previously visited Serbia) 
become acquainted with the project, but it also allowed each partner to reflect 
upon and discuss their own involvement. Afterwards, we ran one of the sen-
sitising scenarios (Waern et al., 2020), which are a form of simple roleplaying 
developed within GIFT to sensitise designer teams to theoretical concepts. 
The scenario selected for this event was closely related to the museum context 
but allowed developers and museum curators to act in roles they would usually 
not adopt. Roleplaying proved both informative and silly and seemed to break 
down some social barriers to create a more relaxed atmosphere. One of the 
curators referred to it as therapy. The process finally enabled the partners to 
open up, articulating what had been problematic during the collaboration. Mu-
seum representatives explained how they felt that the developers had not been 
doing their due diligence following up on historical data and instead engaging 
in a playful but uninformed design experiment. On their side, the developers 
felt that the museum representatives were being conservative and sceptical of 
anything outside of their comfort zone.  

At the same time, both parties agreed on the purpose of engaging in a hy-
brid museum design experiment. They saw potential in creating content for 
museums that would enrich their offer and allow visitors to consume 
knowledge in a more interactive way than during a typical museum visit. They 
agreed on the importance of learning, although it became clear that they un-
derstood learning in different ways. There was agreement on the fact that 
learning is more than just facts and figures and that critical reflection and per-
sonal experience mattered most.  

What became clear was that the clash emerged from assumptions of each 
party, including bias against one another as well as differences in vocabulary 
and expectations about the process. From a discourse perspective, this can be 
conceptualised as a form of power struggle. As each partner tried to convert 
the other to their perspective, the relationship became antagonistic and a strug-
gle for who would have the last word rather than a cohesive collaboration. Due 
to the way in which the materialisation (in the form of a design prototype) was 
always in the hands of the developer, the museums feared the worst based on 
their prior experience with digital technology being introduced in shallow 
ways. The developer came with assumptions about museums as loci of control 
over the hegemonic construction of history. 

Both parties appreciated the opportunity to articulate these tensions be-
cause they expressed that they wished they had understood this previously. 
Part of the discussion centred on the negotiation of the definition of central 
concepts, but this time with each side listening and asking questions rather 
than imposing answers. For example, museum curators explained that for 
them, research is about developing the factual data and context to be exhibited, 
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which can then be used to experiment with different forms of interaction. They 
saw their role as educators as extremely important. Developers explained that 
to them, research starts with creating game rules, balancing the experience and 
determining the appropriate timing and intensity. It is only when these ele-
ments are in sync that they can begin to think about the content. This differ-
ence contributed greatly to the initial conflict and eventually brought the pro-
ject to a halt. 

The UU representatives then turned to the museum representatives to ask 
them how museums do research. They explained their process and how much 
they would like to be involved in the technical development. Towards the end 
of the workshop, the developer proposed a slimmed down interaction idea 
originating in Twitto but taking all of the narrative out. The final hours of the 
workshop were spent brainstorming towards a new design that was acceptable 
and relevant to both parties. Due to project limitations and the late stage of the 
GIFT project, this design was not pursued further within the project. As of the 
writing of this text, I have no further information on the case. However, the 
lessons learned in this collaboration were important for NextGame in their 
subsequent collaborations. 

 

6.1.7. Conclusion 

The appropriation case was chronologically the first case in the GIFT project. 
Engaging with a politically difficult museum initiated discussions about 
meaningfulness, the role of museums in the creation of cultural heritage and 
the role of the visitor/user. A conflict emerging from how the different part-
ners would normally initiate a design project was further reinforced through-
out the project because the different partners would not relent on their priori-
ties. While the project was never finished, it produced lessons that became 
relevant for the other subprojects. Managing expectations and negotiating 
shared values and definitions was understood to be important in early stages 
of collaboration. Furthermore, different frames of reference and assumptions 
about one another contributed to the conflict, which became increasingly dif-
ficult to resolve as the project progressed despite everyone’s good intentions 
and planning.  
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6.2. The Gifting Case 

6.2.1. Overview 

The gifting case was primarily pursued by Blast Theory, an artist collective 
that has a long-standing history of collaborating with the University of Not-
tingham (UoN) in HCI research. This case came with a well-established meth-
odology for both research and design articulated as “performance led research 
in the wild” (Benford et al., 2013). The long-standing collaboration between 
BT and UoN was a strength of the project because the two organisations 
worked closely together on the design as well as the technology. A major dif-
ference between this case and the dictator case was that the design idea, 
namely a gifting app which would allow users to create mixtapes of museum 
content which they could then share with significant others, was thoroughly 
explained in the project proposal. This idea was preserved throughout the en-
tirety of the project and is one of the elements of the GIFT project that fol-
lowed the drafted plan very closely. Figure 15 highlights the main events 
within the collaboration. 

 

 
Figure 15. Timeline of the Gifting Case. 

 

6.2.2. According to the proposal 

The first event I participated in was a sprint week in Brighton in July 2017. 
Because I was not fully aware of the specifics of this case, I expected the week 
to resemble the early meetings in the dictator case, consisting of brainstorm-
ing, exploring ideas and planning. To my surprise, this was not the case at all. 
During that week, BT artists came forward with a basic app constructed to-
gether with UoN researchers. The sprint was centred on testing the basic app 
and collecting feedback from invited participants as well as consortium mem-
bers. Exploring the dynamics of gifting in the context of hybrid museum ex-
periences was a core interest.  
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Figure 16. Sprint setup in Brighton   

The first day we arrived at the museum, we were shown to the space we would 
be using for most of the week. BT artists and UoN researchers began preparing 
a technical setup that would facilitate the tests. Once that was done, we were 
given an overview of how far the development had come. We met the local 
museum representatives who introduced us to their institution as well as to 
their prior work with digital and hybrid installations. The museum represent-
atives communicated a great deal of enthusiasm for working with technology 
in cultural heritage and expressed their view on the importance of social shar-
ing and human interaction in their museum. We were then invited to test the 
application for ourselves. The discussions after that focused greatly on practi-
cal and technical aspects of the solution, which was still in early stages of 
development.  

After lunch, feedback from consortium members on the app continued a 
while longer. We raised topics such how the app would be introduced to visi-
tors in the museum, its attractiveness and its purpose. We also discussed the 
values the gifting experience would prioritise. The designers’ intention was to 
create an app that could create emotional attachment and become meaningful 
through social interaction and reciprocity. Part of the intention of the sprint 
week was to explore how to create that level of personal involvement from the 
users. Afterwards, we were briefed on the tests that would occur on the fol-
lowing days. Blast Theory had developed the trial setup in collaboration with 
UoN. As part of this setup, Blast Theory had invited participants who were 
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supposed to explore the processes of creating and receiving gifts through the 
app. This early data was important to the artists because they explained that 
they wanted to explore different variations of exchanging gifts while having 
one and the same form of technological scaffolding to enable the exchange. 

The second day of the sprint opened with the final preparations for the tests. 
The team divided the tasks among us so that some would be responsible for 
onboarding the testers, others acquiring consent and producing the necessary 
paperwork, yet another group conducting interviews and some conducting ob-
servations. The day consisted of two test sessions with feedback from the con-
sortium members in between the sessions. After the first test, all of the project 
participants discussed their main interest in the sprint event. The designers 
expressed a desire to test some of the design choices and see the reactions to 
a sample technology in situ. The various researchers present were focused on 
their main topics of research and publication. Finally, the museum represent-
atives were primarily interested in visitor behaviour and how the app could 
alter the dynamics of a visit to their museum. Overall, the tests produced some 
interesting results. Because the technology was in an early stage, there was a 
great deal of feedback related to technical issues including problems with wi-
fi connection, the digital assets present in the app, technical problems with 
photos vanishing and requests for missing features. Other types of feedback 
related to how it felt to construct and gift an experience, to be in the same 
space as the receiver and opinions on the general potential of this form of 
interaction if it was to be developed further.  

Day 3 was partly conducted at the museum with further tests. Day 4 led to 
some changes. One more test was scheduled, but Blast Theory made a choice 
to remove the technology from this test to instead focus on going through the 
whole experience with only pen and paper. This test focused on possible gift 
making for strangers. The idea was to explore whether visitors could create 
gifts for people they do not know. The outcome showed that testers had a dif-
ficult time creating content without knowing who the gift was for. This was 
an interesting finding which showed the importance of social connection and 
personal involvement to contextualise an experience. In the afternoon, we 
moved to the Blast Theory offices for a session of wireframing and working 
on what needed to be improved in the next iteration. We also spent some time 
reflecting on the tests and our design process. In this discussion, several con-
cepts from user-centred design were floated: identifying use cases was named 
as one of the most important parts for the BT designers; identifying core user 
needs was considered relevant; and experience design issues such as providing 
an overview, providing clear scaffolding for the experience and establishing 
its purpose were commented upon. However, many of these issues were also 
pushed to the next iteration. It was particularly interesting that user needs were 
discussed at such a late stage once an initial prototype already existed. Tradi-
tionally, a user-centred design process would begin with identifying said 
needs before moving on to the next stages of work. The lack of clarification 
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of the user needs and use was thus both surprising and clearly identified as a 
problem.  

The final day of the sprint week occurred at the office and was a wrap-up 
discussion. We all discussed the data that had been gathered during the week 
and who would take on the responsibility of analysing and sharing it. The tests 
produced an abundance of data of different types. All the gifts created by the 
testers were saved and catalogued, and the relationships between collection 
items, their locations and how they were framed would be studied by UoN. 
Interview data was collected in the form of recordings to be studied qualita-
tively. The wrap-up also included a reflection on the process of the sprint week 
itself. The testers also expressed a need for more technological scaffolding, 
which related to the stage of development of the application rather than the 
proposed experience. During the discussion of how to structure the software 
engineering necessary for the further development, all partners agreed to dis-
cuss, document and share ideas before committing to technology. A time plan 
was made, and intermediary check-in points via Skype were established. We 
also reflected on the form of the tests. The main discussion point was that not 
all project participants were interested in the same information and that we 
needed to spend some time determining the purpose of each test and ensure 
that the setup and choice of participants aligned with each test’s purpose.  

 
At the time, the sprint week was difficult for me to understand. Our days at 

the museum were very structured, and we were asked for very specific feed-
back. Some of the consortium members present at the event voiced their sur-
prise because the expectation had been that this would be a more open-ended 
design exploration. Unlike the previous design workshops I had visited, the 
process was proceeding to the letter according to the idea presented in the 
project proposal, with the primary focus on realising the promises made. There 
was not much room for influence from either academics or the museum cura-
tors present. The design and development process were opaque and the pro-
cess for setting up the trial very much obscured. I lacked a great deal of infor-
mation that could make sense of it. In hindsight, The User was constructed in 
a very particular way in this test. The gifting function as such had already been 
decided, and what remained was to develop an experience that would lead The 
User to believe that they needed this function.  

 

6.2.3. Under Control 

Most of the development in the gifting case was done between the meetings 
in close collaboration between Blast Theory and the University of Notting-
ham. The decision-making process resided with the artists to the extent that 
even during collocated events when decisions had to be made, they key actors 
of the organisation would leave the room to hold a separate discussion and 
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inform us of the direction once we all reconvened. This impacted the role of 
my own organisation in this case. UU was charged with responsibility for the-
ory development and the inclusion of theoretical perspectives throughout the 
project. Because we were not privy to the internal process, we could not fill 
this role.  

This lack of clear lines of communication with other parts of the project 
was a point of discussion during one of my interventions, specifically the 
midsymposium presentation described in greater detail in Chapter 7. This dis-
cussion happened in May 2018 and helped me understand the artists’ ap-
proach. When the BT artists were confronted with comments on the lack of 
transparency and lack of consideration of users in their design, they replied by 
explaining their rationale. Their design process was also documented in a se-
ries of interviews conducted by UoN researchers. Their process was strongly 
grounded in the tradition of artist-led research, and as such, some of the issues 
with how The User was included that I observed were deliberate and con-
sistent with the adopted methodology. Including invited testers as well as ex-
pert users with personal attachment to the case were deemed more relevant 
than potential inclusion of an average user. Additionally, the knowledge of 
The User could always be overridden by the designers, hence putting The User 
in the position of a test subject rather than partner. When I questioned the 
focus on The User, they framed it as follows:  

 
Anytime in which we are disregarding users and disregarding cocre-
ators, we are doing that precisely because we believe that is the ap-
propriate strategy to develop a meaningful experience, and that’s 
where the artistic practice and its relationship in user-centred design 
is a critical question. (BT artist, 29.05.2018) 

The collaboration between Blast Theory and the University of Nottingham has 
now existed for over 20 years. During that time, they have developed a unique 
working style creating a symbiotic relationship between art, design and re-
search known as performance-led research in the wild (Benford et al., 2013).  
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Figure 17. Model of Performance-led research in the wild (Benford et al., 2013, p. 
14:3) 

Figure 17 provides an overview of the approach. Benford et al. (2013) argue 
that following artists and giving them the lead creates opportunities for more 
surprising and creative experiences. It also opens space for design relating to 
cultural production and provides an opportunity to observe said design in situ. 
This creates a complimentary relationship between creation of the experience 
by artists, theory as developed by academics and collaborative studies in the 
wild. This deliberate approach also provides insight into the role of The User 
in this case. While users are considered, their presence in the process is over-
ridden by the artistic practice and the messaging intended by the creators. As 
highlighted by one of the artists, artistic practice is often critical of user-cen-
tred design. This dissertation’s locus of analysis, namely The User, is not en-
tirely compatible with this focus and changes how we evaluate it. The role of 
The User is different and, due to the artistic experience design, also more set 
than in the other cases.  
 

6.2.4. Final Trial 

After another development period, a final test of the gifting app was conducted 
in Brighton in July 2018. We spent three full days in the museum doing test-
ing. Some of the elements of the prototype are shown in Figure 18. 
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Figure 18. Creating a gift in the GIFT app.  

The User, guided by audio instructions, would have the opportunity to create 
a gift for someone close to them. To do so, they would take photos around the 
gallery and create voice messages for their loved one guiding them around and 
explaining the rationale behind their choices. The User could also receive ex-
periences, including an example GIFT experience created by designers, to 
walk around the gallery based on the path and messages prepared by someone 
else. The core mechanics of the application remained the same from the be-
ginning of the subproject, but the interface went through multiple iterations. 
Figure 18 shows the appearance of the application at the time of the test de-
scribed in this chapter.  

 
The testing crew was quite large and included artists and other workers 

from Blast Theory as well as researchers from all the GIFT academic partners. 
Overall, there were 16 to 20 people depending on the day and the time of the 
test. The entire event is thoroughly described in Deliverable 2.4, which is 
available for public access. My role during the test was primarily observation 
of the visitors who participated in the test. I was situated on the upper floor 
with a view of the main gallery and was tasked with tracking the movements 
and actions of test participants. When necessary, I also moved around the mu-
seum space helping with setup and interviews. The work division depended 
very much on what was needed in the moment, but all the tasks were pre-
planned and well structured.  

This test provided another opportunity to observe the degree of control ex-
erted by the artists. Blast Theory designed the visitor experience throughout 
the museum not restricted to just the app but including marketing material up 
front and providing onboarding staff at the front of the house. Although any-
one visiting the museum could participate in the test, the publicity around it 
was mostly done through social media channels and mailing lists that belong 
to Blast Theory. Many of the recruited visitors attending during the test days 
had a prior relationship with Blast Theory or at the very least were familiar 
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with their work. In particular, one of the main points of control was the 
onboarding station. The staff at the onboarding station were responsible for 
encouraging people to try the experience and ensuring that those who decided 
to participate had an easy and enjoyable time with the application. The 
onboarding station was organised by Blast Theory and manned by volunteer 
workers recruited and trained by the company.  

As the artists themselves stated, the test was designed to procure feedback 
on the specific use case of creating gifts. The research questions for the 2018 
test focused on the application design itself as well as visitors’ movement 
through the museum and their experience. While questions related to personal 
meaning and impact on relationships and identity foregrounded the users’ feel-
ings, the main purpose of the test was framed rather instrumentally. The idea 
was to learn more about these topics to leverage them for improved design 
rather than explore the human aspect and give the users a space to articulate 
their own experience. From the perspective of The User, it remained unclear 
who would be a user in an actual museum implementation.  
This test was much easier for me to understand than the earlier events  because 
I now had the idea of artist-led research in mind. The process was organised 
in a way that would support the artists and their future work in finalising the 
app and the museum experience while allowing UoN researchers to explore 
the phenomena that emerged around the designed experience. The focus was 
clearly on the experience as such and not on its participants. While users were 
an integral part of the test, they were placed in a framework of testing. Based 
on pretest announcements and the onboarding process, participants came with 
the idea that they would be testing a new experience and providing feedback. 
This framing is different from that of a normal museum visit. 

 

6.2.5. Artistic and Commercial Success  

The gifting app was iterated one final time based on the received feedback and 
underwent one last test in the wild in summer 2019. True to the iterative cycle 
of development, prior user feedback had been carefully considered and chan-
nelled by the artists into directions of their priority. Overall, the new iteration 
as seen in Figure 19 included several changes to increase accessibility and 
comfort for the visitors as well as further adjustments focusing on aligning it 
with Blast Theory’s artistic values. This time, the application was available at 
the museum, but without extra support from the GIFT project team. It was 
placed at the museum for four months over summer 2019, and the researcher 
involvement was limited to gathering and studying the content created by the 
users as well as the metadata on their journeys, both retrievable from the app’s 
data server. A short qualitative survey was also embedded in the app but was 
completely optional.  
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Figure 19. Final iteration of the GIFT app.  

Thorough study of this in-the-wild deployment was conducted by UoN re-
searchers and reported in one of the GIFT deliverables (D2.6). The focus of 
the report is on the experience and its development since previous iterations 
and on providing a close examination of the behaviour of the visitors in the 
museum space. The data collected by the app supports an analysis of which 
specific artefacts were chosen to gift as well as patterns of exchanging the 
objects. The report argues that the museum institutions see this  feedback as 
useful because it allows them to reflect on the physical aspects of their venue.  

Finally, the gifting app was implemented in a second museum, which was 
initially a surprise. During consortium meetings and events, BT struck up a 
conversation with Munch Museum representatives present in the ARM group. 
After negotiating a deal, BT provided Munch Museum with a version of the 
experience adapted to their own institution. Unlike the previous parts of the 
project which were part of the GIFT consortium funding, this was a service 
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purchased by Munch Museum. This commercial development was a unique 
element for GIFT because most of the other design processes were museum 
specific. The collaboration with the second museum went well as further de-
scribed in deliverable 2.6.  

During my follow-up interviews within the project, I became aware of a 
change in the relationship between the artist/developer and the museum once 
the relation became professional. The terms of agreement between partners 
became more important, and the primary topics of negotiation were conditions 
of the deal rather than any specific content or user needs. The museum repre-
sentative referred to this relationship as an order that was put in and a specifi-
cation that was delivered and fulfilled. This is a good example of how the logic 
of a development project, such as research or commercial, can affect the shape 
of the relationship and potentially its further development. 

  

6.2.6. Conclusion 

While the appropriation case did not come to fruition due to irreconcilable 
differences, the gifting case is an example of how such differences can be 
overcome. The possible tensions were resolved by one of the partners taking 
full control of the design and development process. This was done through 
several choices in the gifting case. It primarily focused on the form of interac-
tion, thus avoiding the possible conflict around the content. Making the inter-
action intimate and between two people meant avoiding problems with shar-
ing content publicly. This also removed the discussion of possibly offensive 
content limiting the risks for all partners involved. By taking control in this 
way, with sufficient skill and experience, the controlling partner can ensure 
that there is a positive outcome. Through the established collaboration struc-
ture between BT and UoN, the process also ensured an academic outcome so 
that both academics and designers learned something for the future. A key 
element was how the core function of the gifting application remained un-
changed from the proposal until the final iteration. This provided a clear path 
forward and a clear progression path from test to test.  

The strategy worked largely because of the artistic and design expertise that 
the dominant partner provided, including their previous experience in the pre-
cise domain of hybrid museum experiences. That said, through foregrounding 
artistic integrity and designer expertise above all other perspectives that the 
partners could potentially bring, the process did not engage in the critical, re-
flexive discussion promised in the proposal. The choice of following a perfor-
mance-led design research approach was never questioned. This had an impact 
on the role of The User in this subproject. While users were consulted at dif-
ferent intervals and their support was incorporated, The User expertise and 
type of users present were clearly steered by the needs and priorities of the 
artists. This can be framed in Redström’s terms as an example of designing 
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The User (2006). This subproject focused on an intended trajectory of the visit 
based on the artists’ ideas for the design space. Users were involved to cali-
brate the response the application was receiving rather than to affect its con-
ceptualisation. The level of control also affected the eventual outcome of the 
project because achieving good results was much more difficult without the 
extra support provided by the artists. This shows an interesting tension be-
tween design and other types of museum staff who then have to work in an 
institution affected by the changes made for external reasons.  

6.3. Emotion Recognition Case  

6.3.1. Overview 

This collaboration began in spring 2018 and quickly became one of the core 
deliverables for the project. It primarily took shape in response to the feedback 
the consortium received from the funding council, but it was also a continua-
tion of working with stories as vessels for meaningful interaction as previously 
explored in the appropriation case. Representatives from the main collabora-
tors NextGame and Munch Museum discussed the possibilities of collabora-
tion during a consortium meeting dinner. As they discussed the technology 
NextGame had been creating in the tools work package of the project and the 
core features of Munch Museum’s exhibit, the two partners saw potential in 
working together. Own experiences with the appropriation case had made 
NextGame interested in museums and exhibits centred around historical per-
sons with strong personalities, and the Munch Museum seemed to offer op-
portunities for exploring this further. The subproject included the events 
shown in Figure 20, which this chapter further elaborates on.  
 

 
Figure 20. Timeline of the Emotion Recognition Case 

 

6.3.2. Emotions in the Museum 

After this first informal contact, NG invited the MM representatives to Serbia 
for an ideation workshop. Hosted by NG at the National Museum of Serbia, 
MM curators, NG staff and a few local curators engaged in a set of theatre 
exercises to explore the feelings and actions of individuals who find them-
selves in the museum space. This was one of the few workshops in GIFT that 
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was not centred on exploring technology opportunities. The open-ended char-
acter of the workshop encouraged personal reflection as well as social inter-
action, and locating it in a museum space created focus on the visitor experi-
ence on the spot and then in front of works of art.  

The collaborators in this subproject considered this workshop essential for 
creating a shared understanding through exploratory methods as expressed be-
low:  

The workshop was very interesting because we analysed how we can, in front 
of the painting, cause people to emote, how we could cause emotions. What 
shall we ask? How should we play? We prepared six exercises and then visited 
six paintings and played games there. When I say games, I mean drama exer-
cises using our participatory theatre techniques that we use all the time [in 
NextGame]. (NG designer, 19.09.2019)  

 
As this excerpt indicates, the initial focus was on people, namely individuals 
visiting the museum, and not on their role as users. This remained a priority 
throughout the duration of this collaboration. Furthermore, the use of this kind 
of participatory technique for creating a shared understanding was novel 
within the project. The methods described in the previous case studies, starting 
with technology explorations or tests with proposed designs, were also the 
dominant approach in the design collaborations that are not discussed in this 
chapter. 

The next step was for the designers to travel to Norway to run a second 
workshop, this time in the intended museum space for the future experience. 
This workshop included multiple MM staff members as well as the two NG 
representatives who were in charge of organising it. As in the previous work-
shop, the group went through the museum stopping at relevant paintings, 
playacting in front of them and exploring their own reactions and ideas. While 
both parties considered both workshops fruitful, an interesting tension sur-
faced. The participants were forced to acknowledge that neither the method-
ology nor the content that they were starting to imagine was appropriate for 
everyone. As stated by a MM curator,  

It’s a bit the nature of these workshops that they are maybe not for everybody. 
Some people are really into it and find it fascinating; it creates a great atmos-
phere in the group, and people are really sharing things with each other, and 
maybe some people find it a bit awkward, or they find it a bit too intruding, 
and that they don’t really want to open up in that kind of setting. So that was, 
I think, maybe one of the key takeaways, at least for me, and I felt like that was 
something we had to be aware of when proceeding working on the experience. 
(MM curator, 05.11.2019) 

 
The way this subproject was initiated through open-ended explorations of 
what visitors might experience or want to experience aligns better with user-
centred design methodologies than the two previous case studies even though 
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the participants were not representatives of any end user demography. The 
workshops brought to the foreground an understanding of The User as a per-
son, and the quotation above shows how the curator considers understanding 
people important. Realising that the kind of content that was emerging from 
the ideation—content that would be highly emotional—might not be for eve-
ryone was an important takeaway at this point. Another interesting thread here 
is that such individual differences were accepted and not considered potential 
shortcomings of the future users as had been considered in the appropriation 
case. This commitment to visitors as individuals is one of the elements that 
makes this case particularly relevant for this dissertation.  

The choice to start this case without technology was particularly surprising 
because this subproject actually had strong technological requirements im-
posed by external regulations. Due to some unfortunate statements in the pro-
ject plan, the half-term project evaluation had imposed a strong requirement 
that the project had to develop a prototype using some form of emotion recog-
nition. While this requirement had spurred the focus on exploring emotions in 
the two workshops, the choice to not introduce technology early on was a de-
liberate one made by NextGame. The reasons for this change in strategy are 
discussed further in the findings. After the workshops, the lead designer and 
the museum curator engaged in a collaborative process of translating the ide-
ation results into content for the experience and integrating this content with 
emotion recognition technology into an app for testing. Throughout this pro-
cess, NG was also in touch with ITU, UoN and UU to discuss the different 
options in design and implementation, but this communication was organised 
ad-hoc, and my records of this communication are sparse.  

 

6.3.3. “It’s not for everybody” 

The focus on users as individuals became even more pronounced during the 
first test with an early prototype in autumn 2018. This time, the test partici-
pants were members of the GIFT consortium, museum representatives partic-
ipating in the ARM module of the project and a few local curators. As with 
the other cases, this was an internal event focused on expert feedback and not 
recruiting any actual visitors. During the test, the participants went to a room 
outside the exhibition space in which reproductions of Munch’s paintings had 
been hung. They then sat in front of each painting and listened to an audio 
recording created to trigger strong emotions aligned with the painting. After 
each recording, they self-reported their feelings using sliding scales in the 
same app. The participants’ facial expressions were filmed using GoPro cam-
eras, and the recorded data was later used for testing the emotion recognition 
software, which was not yet in place. After repeating this with all of the paint-
ings, the participants had a personal, one-on-one conversation with Munch. 
This was an audiovisual presentation containing a prerecorded message with 
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multiple options selected depending on which emotions the visitor had re-
ported during the experience.  

 
The results of the first test were summed up by a MM curator as follows: 

I think the feedback that we got from the first test was a bit similar to my take-
away from the drama workshops, which is that some people really enjoy it, but 
it’s not for everybody. It’s a bit awkward. (MM curator, 5.11.2019) 

 
Some respondents felt that the emotional experience was not interesting at all, 
that it was too personal for a public space and that they would never attempt 
it of their own volition. They also doubted whether the content, which pre-
sented a very strong interpretation of the paintings, was appropriate in the mu-
seum context. Other participants enjoyed the experience and claimed that they 
managed to establish an emotional connection to the paintings which they nor-
mally would not have when viewing or interacting with art. They further men-
tioned that this was a novel experience and that they enjoyed its exploratory 
character. Again, most participants agreed that the emotional narrative was 
not enough to create a full museum experience. They also felt the need to learn 
about the collection and the painter. The design team picked up on this feed-
back, and in the following iteration, more emphasis was put on adding an in-
formation layer that would create a balance to the emotional storytelling.  

People did not just want to get this very personal approach to the art, but they 
also wanted to get to know a bit more about Munch and his art, so we increased 
the amount of information that you get through the experience to maybe bal-
ance it. There is an immersive part, but there’s also a more informative part 
which gives you some insight into the historical context of a work. (NG de-
signer, 19.09.2019) 

 
This test served as a form of reality check for the collaborators. During devel-
opment, the core group of museum curators and developers followed their own 
expectations of what a museum visit would be and what would be attractive 
to potential museum visitors interested in emotional experiences. The feed-
back received showed that prospective users outside the core team might not 
be as open to or positive about this kind of experience. While the testers in 
this case were experts, museum visitors also hold a set of expectations about 
what a museum visit entails that can be difficult to overwrite. Similar concerns 
emerged in semipublic trials in the dictator case. For many people, visiting a 
museum is related to admiration of art and history as well as learning more 
about the same. Subverting these objectives can be met with a pushback re-
garding the relevance of the experience in the space in which it is imple-
mented. 

Understanding The User is not just a matter of identifying a specific audi-
ence or target group. The User is also shaped by societal values. Internalised 
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expectations are an important factor in the visitor response and cannot simply 
be overwritten by designer intent, and the willingness to accept new ideas is 
highly individual. The reactions from the group of expert testers likely reso-
nates with the wider demography of MM. While some visitors would enjoy 
the emotional content as a kind of provocation, others would feel dissatisfied.  

Furthermore, this test adopted technology as a mediator of the experience. 
While the prior workshops had focused on playacting and sharing in a small 
group, the focus of the emotional experience was moved from being interper-
sonal to being mediated between human and computer. This had an observable 
impact. 

I think it’s even worse when it’s just you and the machine basically, or just you 
and the interface in a web application or in the—in the mobile, because in hav-
ing the drama workshop where you have one leader and you have the small 
group and you’re all sharing with each other, it’s very easy to create an intimate 
atmosphere where you’re willing to open up and to share. (MM curator, 
05.11.2019) 

 
It is highly likely that people felt more comfortable in sharing their emotional 
journeys when part of a small group led by a skilled facilitator. There was also 
a certain distrust of the technology. While the recordings encouraged listeners 
to respond verbally and be honest, a few of the participants expressed worry 
about their utterances potentially being recorded without their knowledge or 
consent. Experiencing strong emotions in front of paintings while in a space 
shared with other individuals who were not sharing the same experience was 
also difficult. The feeling of the experience being awkward, as previously 
mentioned by the curator, became even more apparent.  

Regarding the technology as such, test participants expressed dissatisfac-
tion with the interface for self-reporting emotions. The interface was based on 
basic emotions that might be recognisable by state-of-the-art emotion recog-
nition software (i.e., happiness, sadness, disgust, surprise, anger and fear). 
These simple labels were not enough for the participants because they had a 
difficult time classifying their feelings as just one of these. The posttrial anal-
ysis of the recorded facial feedback comparing it to self-reported emotions 
showed that emotion recognition software could not adequately track the emo-
tions people reported. It became clear that the available technology was only 
suitable for overt, intense responses. The testers mentioned that they did not 
feel comfortable showing too much emotion outwardly because they were in 
a public space. This again illustrates how The User is very much embedded in 
a system of societal expectations.  

The strong narrative was again problematised. Many testers complained 
that they felt that the narrative was too intrusive, forcing them to have opinions 
with which they disagree. They discussed their favourite paintings and what 
they think they convey. This reaction might be directly related to how the 
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group of testers were to some extent experts in the museum domain. Shallow-
ness, lack of learning and fostering a critical approach to art were recurring 
themes in the criticism by expert groups in evaluations throughout the project, 
but this group is a very specific segment of what can be considered The User 
that does not necessarily correspond with the actual users of the experience. 
A few interviewees held both perspectives in mind, commenting on how this 
experience could be interesting for people who normally do not have a relation 
to the artwork, but for them personally, it was unappealing. However, it re-
mained unclear whether the design was targeting such a user group, because 
all testing up to and including this test had relied on feedback from experts. 
Can museum experts put themselves in the shoes of The User and design what 
could be meaningful to them, or does the subject position of curator or cultural 
heritage practitioner create some conflict? While the question is relevant for 
all of the case studies, in this case, we actually produced some answers. 

 

6.3.4. Testing with the public 

Overall, this test provided important feedback for the design process. The in-
sight into museum and visitor expectations for the museum visit helped the 
developers create a more balanced experience that could potentially appeal to 
a broader audience by including both an emotional and an informational layer. 
It also provided information about what the technology could offer and the 
impact of using emotion recognition technology in a museum context.  

 
After the workshop, the MM curators and NG developers continued to 

work in close collaboration, calling upon the academic partners for assistance 
when needed. They started by improving the scripts of the audio recordings to 
include both emotions and information. Listening to an audio narrative while 
standing in front of a painting remained the centre of the interaction. Some of 
the paintings were replaced, and the conversation with Munch at the end of 
the experience was further developed.  
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Figure 21. Application interface guiding visitor to specific themes 

Because the physical limitations of the exhibit space meant that no cameras 
could be installed near the paintings, the NG developers decided to locate the 
conversation with Munch in the lobby in a little booth that visitors would enter 
one by one. This improved emotion recognition because people reacted more 
freely when the meeting was not in a public space, and this also made it tech-
nically possible to place the camera where it would have a good view of the 
visitor. This also meant that visitors could enjoy the experience in the exhibit 
space without being self-conscious about being recorded. This change in how 
the experience was staged resolved many of the tensions identified during the 
previous test.  

 
 

 
Figure 22. Booth for conversations with Munch 
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Finally, the users were asked to express their emotions using a number of slid-
ers and text after each painting. This form of reporting asked users to provide 
their own interpretations of their emotions directly after the interaction and 
was later interpreted together with the findings of video emotion recognition 
software.  

 
 

 
Figure 23. Self-reporting of emotions  

Here I also want to stress the collaborative nature of the process around these 
changes. The developer and the museum representative worked intensively 
together with each side having influence over the format of the interaction as 
well as the direction of the narrative and the underlying knowledge embedded 
in the experience. While each partner used their expertise, they also chal-
lenged each other and were able to negotiate solutions that would be satisfying 
for both. It might have helped that both were somewhat outside of their com-
fort zone because the iterative process was much more experimental than in 
prior cases. 
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After a few months of internal testing and iterating, a larger test was organ-
ised that within the project we referred to as deployment. The application 
would be available at the museum for five days with open invitations so that 
actual museum visitors would be given the opportunity to try it. The complete 
results of this test are reported in the project deliverables as well as a published 
article (Benford et al., 2022). Here I focus on the overall reception and the 
insights this provides about who the users were once the development moved 
into the space of the museum and visitors could self-select if they wanted to 
try the experience.  

Overall, reception was very positive. This can be seen in both the quantita-
tive and qualitative results of the test. Figure 24 shows the distribution of re-
sponses to several questions about personal opinions of the experience as ex-
pressed by the testers.  

 

 
Figure 24. Summary of responses from participants in exit interviews (Benford et al., 
2022)  

What awoke the most interest as findings was that the experience managed to 
connect deeply to the individual participant’s own life, helping the users de-
velop a personal relationship with the exhibited art. As expressed by one of 
the testers,  

I think the most interesting part is maybe that I could connect my own story 
with Munch’s story, and that was like a parallel line through the exhibition. I 
didn’t expect the camera to turn on me and ask me these kinds of questions. I 
was surprised, a little bit shocked, a little bit hesitant, and when I look back, 
I’m not sure how comfortable it was, but I think it was interesting to have this 
kind of parallel line going on. (MM tester, 28.08.2019) 
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Bringing the individual and their experience to the forefront allowed for a per-
sonal attachment to the exhibit. It created a landscape which triggered emo-
tional reactions while also providing historical detail. Emotion turned out to 
be a powerful vessel for experience, and the auditory landscapes used to trig-
ger emotions were appreciated.  

The technology aspect of the application still turned out to be the limiting 
factor. Emotion recognition software is still in its early stages and can only 
recognise very particular expressions. To work flawlessly, this application 
would have to identify fleeting and complicated feelings. That said, the indi-
viduals’ interaction with the technology and their response to received feed-
back created another way of fostering internal reflection. Some participants 
trusted the technology and incorporated its results into their own understand-
ing of their emotions, while others questioned the capability of a machine to 
understand human emotion. The technology thus became a part of the visitor 
journey, and the output of the application became relevant not just because it 
generated a specific emotion result but due to the interaction between this re-
sult and the trajectory of the visit. Benford et al. (2022) further report this in 
detail. 
 

6.3.5. Technology as a Moving Target 

After the final large test described in the previous section, the partners kept 
working on developing yet another iteration in which the technology for emo-
tion recognition was replaced. This time, the visitors were given headphones 
with EEG capabilities so that their brainwaves could be scanned, and that data 
could then be interpreted as emotions. This technology is even more immature 
than the facial emotion recognition used in the previous iterations, and in that 
sense, this subproject pushed the envelope on both the technical and experi-
ential qualities of possible cultural heritage applications. The reason that this 
technology was selected lies in the realisation from the previous tests that the 
technology did not need to be accurate to be interesting and spur reflection. 
The EEG test was just a brief two-day exploratory event, but the original emo-
tion recognition experience remained available on location until the end of the 
specific exhibit for which it was designed. It continued to be positively re-
ceived by museum visitors, but the activity level dropped significantly once 
the upkeep of the experience required more input from the museum, such as 
in the form of renewed printing of marketing material.  

 

6.3.6. Conclusion 

This collaboration was different from the two previously detailed cases in sev-
eral ways. First, the process was exploratory and open. It iterated through mul-
tiple technologies and forms of narrative. Furthermore, despite working under 
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technological requirements, it was also unusually agnostic in its selection of 
technology. What is even more remarkable is how long lasting this partnership 
has become. After engaging with NextGame, Munch Museum also worked 
with Blast Theory, incorporating the gifting app in one of their exhibits. The 
research relationship with ITU also continued and resulted in the creation of a 
digital media lab at the Munch Museum, including recruiting joint PhD stu-
dents.  

The experimental process and the balanced consideration for partner needs 
and competencies created a space that was conducive to innovation and that 
continues to thrive after the project. As expressed in an interview with an MM 
curator commenting on their process of acquiring funding for the joint centre,  
 

For us, that would be a very nice way to keep in touch and to keep on working 
together and to take the learnings from the GIFT project further and try to an-
chor them also more specifically in our institution. Kind of make it into some-
thing. (MM curator, 8.11.2019)  

 
The project helped develop a functioning working process for development 
which will continue to be used beyond the life of the project and which main-
tains The User as its central consideration.  

 
This was also the case that best managed to find a balance between artistic 

creativity and technological innovation on the one side and museum and end 
user perspectives on the other. With few limitations in mind, the partners first 
engaged in roleplaying and understanding the emotional states of individuals 
before proceeding to design. This meant that the individual experience became 
a central consideration throughout the development further supported by test-
ing with both experts and museum visitors. It is also apparent that the expert 
and visitor perspectives did not fully align. While the design received rather 
critical feedback from experts, it was largely appreciated once deployed in the 
museum. Finally, there was also an openness towards acknowledging that in-
novative and specialised experiences might not have every visitor as their tar-
get audience. The application was not for everybody, but the museum ac-
cepted this and pursued further development nonetheless.  
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7. Sensitising as Resident Theorist 

7.1. Overview 
An important consideration in developing the GIFT metastudy was that the 
project participants would be kept informed of its progression throughout the 
duration of the project. This made it important that any intermediary analysis 
from early observations be fed back to the members of the consortium. This 
was the action research element of my ethnography as outlined in the meth-
odology section. This form of engagement was distinctly different from the 
participant observations that dominated my engagement with the cases. The 
interventions were based on learning from the cases, but because they were 
happening in parallel with them, it also affected them. This is an essential part 
of the learning and acting cycle characteristic of action research and resonant 
with the action-reflection cycle that characterises design. These interventions 
were developed with and for the consortium. The support I received resulted 
in more developed and informed sensitising methods which benefited from 
extensive knowledge of my colleagues. They also generated pushback, and 
that pushback was integral in my own work because it helped me arrive at a 
reflexive and critical discussion of my role. 

The idea of a resident theorist (RT) came up early in the project. Its first 
mention can be traced back to the theory workshop in March 2017 described 
in Chapter 5. While we worked with a broad network of concepts, the question 
remained how to keep track of which ones would be included in ongoing work. 
This was particularly interesting from the perspective of Uppsala University, 
which was responsible for theory development in the project. At that stage, 
my role in the project was still open. While I knew I wanted to work with 
understandings of The User and I was bound to the GIFT project, there was a 
large space for exploration. This meant that I was a flexible resource who 
could move between the different parts of the project as needed.  

Working with theory and observing the progression of concepts selected at 
that early stage quickly became my task as I engaged in a metastudy of the 
project. This role quickly became dubbed that of an RT, meaning the person 
who is familiar with the theoretical background and discussions that have oc-
curred in the consortium and who could follow up on these concepts when 
needed in situ. I attended as many meetings and workshops as I could and 
ensured that theory was present and useful for the project process. The method 
and its development have been reported in the GIFT book anthology (Waern 
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& Rajkowska, 2022). In this chapter, I discuss how the RT method contributed 
to the insights reported in this dissertation as a unique opportunity to initiate 
discussions and probe for answers where I felt this was relevant.  

7.1. Being the Resident Theorist 
The task of RT was defined as 

 
a functional role within a project team, a person who keeps track of how the 

team develops their terminology and making sure that team members share a 
somewhat common understanding of concepts that are critical for the project 
focus and direction. The RT is tasked with provoking the project team with 
relevant concepts and theories deemed relevant by the team itself, to heighten 
their critical awareness of both misunderstanding and critical gaps in their rea-
soning. (Waern & Rajkowska, 2022, p. 137)  

 
Through being the RT, I gained a position from which I could specifically 
focus on the concept of The User and the ideas that informed it within the 
project. The role provided a way to combine my focus on my own study with 
being an asset to the team. I represented Uppsala University and our work 
package at most of the events. Initially, this opportunity was overwhelming 
for me as a PhD student just beginning my journey into academic research. 
While access was not an issue, my power position in terms of academic hier-
archy was as low as it could be, which had an impact on me and my role 
throughout the project. While I consider the role of RT possible for other pro-
jects and have suggested some methods for this in the GIFT book, it is cur-
rently difficult to detach the role from me, my experience and the GIFT pro-
ject. 

Being an RT also gave me a unique opportunity to report my findings back 
to the consortium on a regular basis. This expanded into further engagement 
with methods for sensitising teams to theory as explained in the theoretical 
background of this dissertation. Being the RT became an important part of my 
methodology of ethnographic action research because it became the label of 
the mechanism of my interventions. At the events I attended, I was always in 
a mixed role of an observer, project participant and RT. The balance of these 
roles changed from event to event based on the ongoing needs of the project. 
Nonetheless, in all workshops, I looked for opportunities to highlight theoret-
ical perspectives and reflections on my own observations in discussion.  

During workshops, I adopted two primary roles as RT. The first was that 
of providing academic context through, for example, explaining different per-
spectives on a phenomenon grounded in different theoretical traditions. This 
was already evident in our first workshop in the dictator subproject, namely 
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the Artcodes workshop in March 2017. During a discussion of how far tech-
nology can go within cultural heritage applications, the curators asked for pos-
sible scientific data. 
 

- Do you have statistics of how many users etc.? (MoY Curator, 
23.04.2017) 

 
- Mostly qualitative studies which are more explorational to see how many 

people are attracted and so on. I feel that now we need something more theo-
retical because it’s interesting to listen to your discussion, and it feels like we 
are having this argument which is done a lot in museum studies and in HCI. 
We argue between what we want the museum to be and what technology makes 
it and whether the technology needs to be adapted to the needs of the museum 
or should museums redefine what they are to have the engagement and the 
technology. This is one of the underlying things that we need to resolve before 
we can say what the prototype will be. Clearly there is some kind of conflict 
of interests because you want to still have some curatorial control and still have 
the freedom to let people do what they want. It’s all those tensions coming 
together. (Me, 23.04.2017) 

 
While an on-the-spot comment could not provide specific numbers or statis-
tics, it formulated the ongoing discussion in terms of two trends existing in the 
fields represented by the disciplines of the participants. Reiterating a point in 
a different vocabulary and grounding it in research that had been previously 
reviewed by the consortium was a common practice in my role as RT.  

A second form of intervention was to challenge an ongoing discussion 
when an aspect of critical theory would question and possibly contradict the 
actions suggested by project participants. One of those moments is captured 
in my field notes as follows: 

 
We are discussing how to hook people into the application. How do we get 

them to install something on their phones or even engage? X proposed the no-
tion of clickbait from the morning presentation. Everyone got excited cause it 
sounded so fun. Some off the top of the head examples were tossed around and 
everyone laughed. At the same time, I felt somewhat uncomfortable as the ex-
amples seemed somewhat dishonest and misleading. I asked about how this 
refers to the changes in media landscape where trust has become a serious issue 
due to phenomena such as fake news and clickbait. This was mostly discarded 
as the idea for it was seen more as playful and not deceitful. Everyone reas-
sured me the point would not be to trick anyone but to subvert their expecta-
tions. This was followed with a brief discussion on ethical standards we con-
sider relevant as we then quickly came back to the topic of design solutions. 
(Me, personal notes 23.04.2017)   

 
Posing a question informed by previously considered theories—in this case, 
critical media studies—moved the discussion in a new direction. Whether this 
was useful from the perspective of workshop participants is difficult to say, 
but it did provide a certain level of reflexivity. While many people in the room 
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were academics and had knowledge of the topics or theories I raised, the dif-
ference was that for me as RT, raising alternative theoretical perspectives was 
an explicit task. Because most of the events were focused on very practical 
issues including the concrete exploration of design ideas, other participants 
were very deeply in the mindset of design and problem solving. My role and 
mindset were different, making me capable of recontextualising the ongoing 
discussion and asking critical questions about emerging ideas.  

While theory was always the core of the RT method, it quickly became 
apparent that I could not fully convey complex theoretical ideas. The role al-
lowed me to reaffirm core values that had previously been chosen by the con-
sortium and present them in association with recognisable and easy-to-under-
stand concepts. Furthermore, my vocabulary was always focused on making 
sure that the theoretical concepts could be understood by an interdisciplinary 
team with different traditions and terminologies. While in an academic context 
this could be seen as “dumbing down” of theory, in the context of project ac-
tivities, this became a practical way to operationalise theory in a manner that 
could become relevant. Hence, interventions focused on sensitising the team 
to theory rather than teaching theory. 

7.2. Midsymposium  
From the beginning of the project, together with my supervisor, we planned 
for one occasion when I would stage a prepared intervention, communicating 
my observations and findings to the project consortium. This intervention was 
staged during the midproject symposium in May 2018. The goal of the inter-
vention was to articulate the observations I had made during the first half of 
the project and create a space for a critical, self-reflexive discussion among 
project participants. This was seen as a contribution from Uppsala University 
researchers to reinforce the theoretical framing to which the project subscribed 
at its beginning and to follow up on how the framing had been visible in prac-
tice. 
 

7.2.1. Content of the presentation 

The consortium meeting during which the intervention occurred began by dis-
cussing the state of the project and our plans for developing the project further. 
It had originally been planned to be a public event that would disseminate 
partial results, but this plan was changed for practical reasons. Instead, the 
midsymposium became a time of reflection and replanning. One of the longer 
discussions pertained to communication within the project as well as the status 
of the ARM workshops. The participants felt that despite the consortium being 
a joint force, the work had disintegrated into multiple clusters of collaboration, 
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and the communication between those clusters was not optimal. The NG de-
velopers were particularly interested in increased access to the ARM segment 
of the work because they saw the lead user panel as a potential source of useful 
information and feedback and providing possibilities for future collaborations. 
From this perspective, there was some disappointment with how the consor-
tium meeting was occurring simultaneously with the ARM meeting; thus, 
ARM participants had to choose which meeting to attend.  

It was in this context that my presentation was held. I was extremely 
stressed. I was about to deliver a critical reflection on what we had been doing 
for 1.5 years. I was the most junior person in the room, and the power relations 
were deeply entrenched in my mind. The presentation was a compilation of 
different questions I had developed throughout my participation in all the 
events up to this point and was perhaps particularly reflective of the status in 
the appropriation and gifting cases. The purpose of the presentation was to 
highlight issues where the project had committed to certain normative choices 
without ever discussing them. 

 
 

 
Figure 25. Example slides from the intervention 
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Due to my focus on The User, the presentation heavily featured questions 
about the involvement of end users in our testing as well as the positioning of 
technology in what we had done so far. I also commented on what character 
of end user participation or cocreation we wanted to pursue.  

Figure 25 shows some of the slides I used to support the presentation. All 
photography was done within the project and exemplified specific arguments. 
I argued that despite the initial focus on meaningful interaction, the project 
veered in the direction of putting technology and design ideas first. I exempli-
fied the argument with the Blast Theory sprint meeting and with other design 
workshops. Furthermore, I argued that we did not involve real visitors or users 
in our work but that these were usually represented by members of the con-
sortium or invited guests. This meant that we were working in an artificial 
environment constructed through our design priorities yet detached from the 
actual context of a museum visit. Finally, I challenged the priorities of project 
participants by highlighting the design ideals prioritised in the project pro-
posal, how we were falling short in pursuing them and how we were settling 
for solutions in the moment without considering the larger picture.  

In a sense, the presentation made a devil’s advocate argument. It challenged 
the status quo to hear the arguments that participants would use to make sense 
of the process up to this point. The focus was on critical aspects that needed 
to be addressed by the entire consortium to determine if there was a shared 
perspective or elicit possible existing differences. With this focus, I expected 
pushback, which I received. The pushback was immediate, and the discussion 
after the presentation was very illuminating. Why did we not invite prospec-
tive end users into our process? Why were we working with technology first, 
namely with app prototypes, even though the proposal said we would not? 
Was this something that just happened, or was it a deliberate choice? In the 
process, I also emphasised that if these were deliberate choices, they were 
perfectly acceptable, but I had seen these choices being made without my 
knowing whether they were deliberate or side effects of a lack of time or struc-
ture or some other cause. The discussion that followed clarified the under-
standing of these questions among participants and communicated intentions 
and priorities more clearly in ways that could then be used to plan the next 
steps of the process. 

 

7.2.2. Discussion 
The role of technology was discussed at length. The early introduction of technology 
was elaborated as less of an early commitment and more as a tool around which to 
structure discussions. As stated by a UoN researcher in direct response to my presen-
tation,  

The first is you saying we test the tech, not the experience, as if those two 
things are separate, and they are not. I think we are testing the experience as 
delivered by technology. When we get to the stage of producing technology, 
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which is a lot of work, is when you can no longer do experiment testing in any 
other way. (UoN researcher, 29.05.2018) 

 
The project participants were also vocal about a specific strategy towards the 
involvement of user representatives in development and trials. They argued 
that there were conscious motivations behind the choices to include different 
types of users at different stages of the process because the feedback that can 
be acquired differs vastly depending on who is invited to the tests. The BT 
artists explained the logic behind their choices and their plans for the path 
ahead. As a UoN researcher also expressed,  

Of course, we tested with invited visitors in Britain, and that clearly has 
strength and weaknesses. The big weakness is they are not real visitors, and I 
totally get that, and that’s exactly what we were doing, but the idea that we’re 
not listening to those people, that we’re not cocreating … Everything that we 
did after the test last year is to go through all the feedback from those visitors 
and assess sentence by sentence of feedback we got and the learning we got to 
then build this next version at the end. So, you know, I’m not suggesting that 
it’s some sort of blemish-free process, but again, it’s too sweeping a character-
isation suggest that we’re not listening to the people who we are testing with. 
(UoN researcher, 29.05.2018) 

 
The strategy for tester recruitment had not previously been discussed with this 
level of nuance. Different work packages had become isolated and made their 
own decisions without documenting their rationales. For members of the con-
sortium who were not intimately involved in specific subprojects, their work-
ing process was opaque and not a source of learning between partners. It was 
also impossible to know whether tester recruitment had been done according 
to a conscious methodology or was a haphazard outcome of a lack of time or 
resources. Discussing strategies further opened an exchange on the goals, ex-
pectations and shared issues within the project and among the different project 
stakeholders:  

There is a bit of friction between what museums are actually looking for and 
what we are providing, and I don’t think that we have taken those lessons to 
heart and really thought through what those mean for the project. (BT artist, 
29.05.2018) 

 
This was further elaborated as follows: 

We have a gap between what the museums are looking for, what the visitors 
are looking for and what we are providing, basically. We need to develop a 
conscious understanding of that, and then it doesn’t mean that we should 
change. It means that we focus on what is going on, but there is one thing that 
I think we should change, and that is that we have to stop testing on people we 
invite to tests. (UU researcher, 29.05.2018) 
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This exchange became a longer discussion with a great deal of bearing on the 
idea of The User. Using the existing knowledge of museums to understand 
visitors turned out not to be an optimal strategy because the expectations of 
the different stakeholders do not always align. Project members observed the 
need to engage directly with audiences rather than relying on secondhand ex-
pertise. They also referred to their prior experience, mentioning how position-
ing an application towards The User rather than the museum can change the 
reception, particularly when it comes to motivating people to engage with the 
experience in the first place.  

It creates a quite huge shift in perspective of why use the app at all. In my other 
projects, I see this coming up over and over again that when we invite visitors, 
we get the wrong kind of feedback. I remember distinctly when we decided to 
charge people for a service once just because charging them even just a little 
made a completely different perception of what service we were providing, and 
that was super important for the evaluations. (UU researcher, 29.05.2018) 

 
This quotation highlights how much framing and context can affect potential 
evaluations. As discussed in the emotion recognition case, testing with experts 
and testing with museum visitors yielded quite different responses. This also 
led to an interesting methodological discussion with some degree of disagree-
ment between consortium members that had not been previously articulated 
as can be seen in the following exchange: 

- It seems to me that there is sort of a spectrum of the approaches that fit the 
different points of design processes, right? At the start, you want a very under-
standing tester who can help you give some first feedback, so perhaps that’s, 
uh, an expert, a peer, a colleague. Then you move gradually from there to the 
toughest test, which is some random person in museum, who is, you know, 
they don’t care about you or your app. Can you engage that person? But for 
me, that’s sort of one of the last stages. (BT artist, 29.5.2018) 

- No. I would disagree with that; I think that you can make conscious choices 
about who you engage. It is not necessarily so that you cannot engage with the 
random visitor also in early tests. There are both practical and methodological 
reasons for doing so sometimes, so I don’t think there are practical issues. (UU 
researcher, 29.05.2018) 

 
It was further argued that regular museum visitors would not be capable of 
providing certain kinds of feedback that could be articulated by other types of 
testers: 

I still think we did invite the same invited testers; we had a really great con-
versation with them about the script and about the quality of the museum. 
Those were not things that a random museum visitor could tell us, but we still 
need feedback on these areas. Although we will ask everybody, it doesn’t make 
somebody’s viewpoint on that qualitatively any less valid just because they 
were invited. (BT artist, 29.05.2018) 
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This discussion progressed to the point of questioning definitions of invitation 
and visitor.  

We just need to be really clear that most of the visitors to the museum are 
invited one way or another, right? Museums are in their own public game them-
selves, right? There is not a massive difference between random museum and 
invited visitors. (UoN researcher, 29.05.2018) 

 
I wish to emphasise how important it was to have this discussion. Articu-

lating the logic of choice and discussing it with one’s colleagues seemed to 
create a reflexive atmosphere that despite the critical tone was friendly and 
collaborative. Second, this discussion highlights the various nuances that can 
be elicited through the explicit inclusion of multiple theoretical and methodo-
logical traditions. An invited person has a different stake in the technology 
they are testing than a person who is visiting the museum for other reasons. 
Similarly, charging people for a service changes their attitude and responses. 
The discussion developed towards nuanced positions that were more on a 
spectrum. One of the developers expressed that they felt they had already 
learned a great deal from this process, and if given an opportunity to start over, 
they would have done things differently.  

7.2.3. Inception: observing the responses to observations 

The presentation became one step among several that asked the project partic-
ipants to develop a coherent perspective on considering the users and in turn 
informing how the process could be improved. For the purposes of the disser-
tation, it was extremely useful to be able to observe how project participants 
responded to these early findings. The discussion also affected my own un-
derstanding and planning for the second half of the project. The exposition 
provided by the NG designers and the BT artists allowed me to understand 
each subproject better and to reflect on my own assumptions and judgements. 
In the previous chapter, I discussed my initial lack of understanding of the 
performance-led research in the wild approach used in the gifting case and 
how developing that aspect of my knowledge changed my impressions of the 
later phases of that project. The midsymposium presentation and discussion 
contributed to that effect. Action research engages all participants as both sub-
jects and collaborators. The ideas I could provoke within the gift team had a 
direct impact on this research and happened in constant communication with 
ongoing events. While my responsibility was to sensitise others, I also became 
sensitised to concepts they represented, and we all had the unique opportunity 
to engage in a cycle of mutual growth.  
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7.3. Conclusion 
The approach of RT as developed early in the GIFT project had as its main 
goal to sensitise team members and other stakeholders to theoretical concepts 
relevant to the project. I achieved this through on-the-spot injections of theory 
that could contextualise or challenge ongoing discussions and through a pre-
planned presentation that would report my observations of our work back to 
consortium members. This created an environment in which operationalising 
theory was explored through communication and mutual learning. One of the 
core findings for a position of the RT was that while a team is in the mindset 
of doing, reflecting critically on the process can be extremely difficult. Intro-
ducing an RT or similar role with the responsibility to keep the critical and 
theoretical reflection in mind allowed for new paths in ongoing discussions. 
Such discussions, which raised points that were provoking and challenging, 
were generally appreciated by the consortium members.  
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8. Findings 

In the previous three chapters, I presented and analysed core phenomena 
within the GIFT project. Chapter 5 discussed the overarching project framing, 
focused on its regulatory setting, project plan and joint meetings. Chapter 6 
contained information on the design activities of three of the larger design 
projects within the overarching project framework with emphasis on their dif-
ferences in execution and outcome. Finally, Chapter 7 detailed my own role 
in the project, my strategies for intervention and the potential impact these had 
on ongoing activities. In this chapter, I bring these threads together into an 
overarching analysis, arguing that the design and development of all of the 
cases in GIFT were shaped by a set of tensions related to how the concept of 
The User was approached both discursively and materially. To arrive at an 
analysis of these tensions, I turn to Carpentier’s idea of the discursive-material 
knot (2017) to untangle the different influences contributing to these tensions. 
The chapter is split into three sections, with the first one focusing on the ele-
ments of The User assemblage, the second focusing on tensions observed 
around it and the third on the role of sensitising. This structure reflects the 
three research subquestions as formulated in Section 1.2. 

8.1.  The User as a discursive-material knot 
Carpentier’s (2017) idea of the discursive-material knot provides vocabulary 
necessary to untangle the various influences that shaped the construction of 
The User assemblage. I use said vocabulary to investigate the four components 
of the model described in Section 3.2.3—namely the discursive, the material, 
structure and agency—through how they manifested in the empirical context 
of the cases presented in Chapter 6. It should be noted that when analysing a 
design process, one addresses a constantly moving target and that all these 
elements were in practice constantly changing. The articulation of the knot is 
then an analytical observation of different points of closure that occurred 
within the project and which contribute to the overall picture of The User. The 
in situ entanglement of these elements is then further reflected upon in the last 
two sections of Section 8.1.  
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8.1.1.  The Discursive 

As discussed in section 2.1, The User concept is essential to the discursive 
framing of HCI. However, in a cross-disciplinary project with multiple stake-
holders and multiple discourses, this is not the only concept nor the only dis-
cursive frame that shapes how the concept becomes fixated. In GIFT, the con-
cept of The User was invoked together with a range of related concepts, some-
times overlapping in what they were referring to and sometimes not. While 
they have in common that they are prominently used to refer to humans, they 
differ in which humans they refer to and whether they view humans as indi-
viduals or collectives. In this section, I untangle the most important concepts 
that competed for influence over the project discourse.  

Throughout the project, the discursive aspect of The User was thus shaped 
by all these concepts and a variety of discursive frames. These frames can be 
conceptualised as different subject positions that were invoked within the pro-
ject discussions and associated with the different competing discourses within 
GIFT. This section begins with an overview of the different subject positions 
within the project. It then continues with a discussion of how these subject 
positions interact with one another within the discursive layer of the knot. Fi-
nally, this section ends in a problematisation of how the discursive relates to 
other parts of the knot. 

Subject Positions  
User  
 
From the perspective of this thesis, it is a relief that I can identify The User as 
one of the dominating subject positions within the project. Its origin is in the 
discourse of HCI as previously discussed in the background section. It defines 
a person through their relationship to a technology and through their practice 
of use of said technology. As discussed by Redström (2017, p. 71), its exist-
ence presupposes an existence of a product to be used. Because design pro-
cesses and in this case much of the GIFT project focus on shaping the experi-
ence of technology with The User in mind, usage of the term invokes a set of 
assumptions about who the eventual users will be.   

The term “user” was introduced in the proposal and remained vital through-
out the entire project. Users were often invoked during discussions of ideas 
such as game mechanics, interaction patterns, flow or experience, such as in 
the appropriation case while discussing possible game modes. This was ob-
served in the appropriation case whenever the NG developers discussed pos-
sible interactions as well as during the gifting case, particularly during the 
sprint workshop. Furthermore, in terms of language, The User was connected 
with categories such as user behaviour, user experience and user interface. 
This shows how the term maintained a strong connection to the discourse of 
HCI. From an HCI perspective, users are important stakeholders in any project 
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because whatever is created is ultimately given into their hands. It is therefore 
necessary to ensure that any experience The User might have is approachable 
and engaging. This framing was also heavily present at all testing events 
where the user experience would be of central interest.   

However, when invoking the subject position of The User, the focus was 
less on the implicated human but more often drew attention to features of the 
technology that needed to be created. When discussing users, conversations 
focused on their desired or potential behaviour, what they would find engag-
ing, what would keep their attention or what would bore or repel them. Dis-
cussions about who they would be, their capabilities or their values were 
largely lacking. When discussions did progress towards the latter, they became 
full of contradictions. On one hand, users were considered a source of creative 
energy, transforming a generic product into something much more interesting. 
On the other, users were not considered trustworthy; they would find ways to 
destroy what they were given and their input would be of questionable value.  
Users were mentioned in most meetings, and the use of the concept was usu-
ally closely tied to the parts of meetings where design was a priority. An ex-
ample of this was in the Belgrade workshops (see Section 6.1), where the vo-
cabularies of user versus visitor constantly fluctuated during the same event. 
User  also features prominently in the project plan, where it is used in a manner 
closely consistent with HCI discourse, such as when proposing the creation of 
a museum experience which would be approachable and meaningful for users. 
These observations provide an interpretation of the subject position user as 
centred around the experience of technology and aspects related to what im-
proves said experience. In contrast, visitor research would be more used to 
investigate personal values, interests and motivation. The difference is im-
portant because by focusing so closely on the design process, the subject po-
sition of The User reduces some aspects of humans from the subject position. 
 
A particular problem with the discursive frame of The User is that during a 
design process, it is the project participants who fill the concept with meaning. 
As previously discussed, at the beginning of a project, users do not exist. They 
are discursively constructed to provide guidance through the design process 
and ensure that creators do not forget to keep the needs of users in mind. The 
concept can be anchored in an external framing, such as by interviewing po-
tential users. However, the anchoring can also be done by the designers using 
their expertise to fill the subject position to produce a first prototype that can 
be used and that can be iteratively developed and polished based on feedback 
from actual use. In both scenarios, iteration and multiple rounds of feedback 
are necessary, but the initial grounding of the subject position differs. What is 
notable is that in GIFT, almost every subproject began with the second ap-
proach. Even in the emotion recognition case that began with a more experi-
mental approach, only museum curators and developers were included in the 
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initial explorations, and there was no attempt to elicit the experience of actual, 
eventual end users. 
 
Visitor  
The subject position of the visitor was equally as prolific as that of The User 
in the project. It originates primarily in the museum discourse, and specifically 
the understanding of a visitor as defined through new museology (see Section 
2.2). Whereas The User focused on the experience enabled by technology, the 
visitor focused on the experience of the museum and its content. The visitor 
was the primary term used by museum representatives. The concept is com-
monly used throughout the proposal, and in that text, an important link is es-
tablished between visitor and user. The proposal text attempts to bring the two 
concepts together and establish how they can support one another. In the pro-
ject, the difference between them was more articulated, such as when a curator 
emphasised the perspective of “visitor first, user second”.3 This meant that 
although these two positions were considered compatible and simultaneous, 
there were priorities between them that sometimes differed between project 
organisations. The discursive frames were in competition, and as shown in the 
case studies, their differences and goals were not completely resolved.  

The subject position of the visitor has often been articulated in a rather ide-
alised way, especially in new museology literature. A visitor is an individual 
with interest in museum content. Visitors come to a museum mostly out of 
their own free will and are there to learn and experience something new. Vis-
itors are expected to form meaningful, personal relationships with cultural her-
itage. The task of a museum is to ensure that visitors have a so-called trans-
formative experience, meaning that they leave the museum with a new appre-
ciation of something that can be beneficial to their own life (Garner et al., 
2016). Hence, visitors should be approached with a critical voice of guidance 
and challenge. Visitors can come to the museum alone or in groups, with fam-
ily groups being most common. At the same time, curators in GIFT articulated 
how visitors, like users, can be difficult. They might also be in the museum 
for the “wrong” reasons such as posting on social media, not interacting with 
the museum or even acting in an ignorant or offensive manner. 

Within GIFT, the concept of the visitor invoked the idealistic concepts but 
often highlighted the mixed qualities of real visitors with which the project 
would have to work. While transformative experiences were a recurring theme 
(see Section 6.1.2) and achieving meaningfulness in a visitor journey was con-
sidered crucial, the negative aspects of visitors were also mentioned. Visitors 
were sometimes defined as needing education through guidance from the mu-
seum as well as clear instruction about how to behave in the museum space. 
The potential for offensive content produced by visitors and visitors engaging 

                               

 
3 See section 6.1.2 
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in meaningless playfulness were constant concerns. While developers often 
highlighted their interest in giving visitors a voice (visible in all cases), muse-
ums wanted to retain the final word and moderation of said voice. While the 
understanding of The User was fairly consistent across the subprojects, the 
idea of the visitor differed greatly between the cases and the different museum 
institutions engaged in them. The Yugoslavian case showed the most caution 
towards visitors, which can to some extent be explained by the museum’s con-
troversial collection. The gifting case saw visitors as recipients of an experi-
ence that was scaffolded for them but also as active creators. Finally, the emo-
tion recognition case engaged visitors as individuals with personal back-
grounds and histories, promoting an inward examination of the personal ex-
perience.  

The fact that visitors are typically not alone in the museum was an im-
portant consideration in the GIFT project, yet every case addressed this dif-
ferently. In the abstract, the GIFT consortium discussed how meaningful mu-
seum visits should support some form of social meaning making, such as that 
developed in the gifting case. At the same time, almost all of the prototypes 
focused on a single user with their phone, even isolating them from their en-
vironment through screen-based interaction and the use of earphones. Partners 
argued that creating this kind of individual environment made it easier to cre-
ate a meaningful experience (see section 7.2) and one that is more fitting with 
existing museum practices such as audio guides with which visitors are al-
ready familiar. 
 
Tester  
The subject position of a tester received substantial attention during the project 
because it became an important part of planning as well as reporting on our 
activities. Throughout the first half of the project, all testing events were or-
ganised with invited guests chosen purposefully by the developers. The tests 
primarily included consortium members, friends, local students and associ-
ates. Testers were used to provide feedback and guidance for the design pro-
cess so that the final product would be appropriate. From an HCI perspective, 
testers and end users are supposed to be part of the same pool so that their 
feedback can be representative of the desired user group. Testing with invited 
guests and experts fulfils a different purpose related to how their feedback can 
potentially be more relevant to the target goals of the project. The strategy 
yielded different effects in different subprojects. Expert testers provided feed-
back based on their prior experiences with the project or the designers, but 
once we moved to field tests, the reception of the technology could differ 
greatly. The gifting app had invited testers throughout most of the process and 
also received an expected, rather positive reception from the actual museum 
visitors. The sensitive pictures experience initially received very harsh cri-
tiques from experts and early testers, but the actual test in the museum space 
on random visitors yielded more positive feedback.  
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Invitations, who was invited and how they were invited were important 
aspects when testers were discussed, In discourse-theoretical terms, inviting 
means signalling what role one expects the other person to take. Consider the 
following quotation from the midterm intervention: 

We just need to be really clear that most of the visitors to the museum are 
invited one way or another, right? Museums are in their own public game them-
selves, right? There is not a massive difference between random museum and 
invited visitors. (UoN researcher, 19.05.2018) 

 
The speaker’s idea of invitation here does not fully cover all the implications of the 
discourse theoretical concept of invitation. Inviting someone is priming them. De-
pending on whether they are invited by the museum, the developers or the researchers, 
they may assume roles of visitors, users, testers or research participants, respectively. 
Each of these subject positions comes with implicit expectations that exist within so-
ciety as sedimented discourse. This next statement can be then contested within this 
theoretical frame:  

We had a really great conversation with them [the invited testers] about the 
script and about the quality of the museum. Those were not things that a ran-
dom museum visitor could tell us, but we still need feedback on these areas, 
and although we will ask everybody, it doesn’t make somebody’s viewpoint 
on that qualitatively any less valid just because they were invited. (BT de-
signer, 19.05.2018) 

 
Assuming the importance of invitation, the framing of the request to join the testing 
process makes a difference. While museum visitors might not have been able to pro-
vide the developers with the same information, their invitational framing might very 
well have primed their testers in ways that missed out on other possibly important 
feedback for the final product. While both choices are valid, the invitation makes a 
difference, as is further discussed in relation to agency.  
 
Customer  
The customer is an interesting subject position because while not often dis-
cussed openly, it bleeds into the other subject positions. Originally grounded 
in economy, customers are defined by their relationship to the consumption of 
goods (Carr, 1999). They are part of the chain of supply and demand. They 
have the resources necessary to sustain businesses and allow for future work. 
Over time, the term was further explored in marketing, also focusing on char-
acteristics of the customer which might cause them to become more active in 
spending their resources (Fellesson, 2011). In an EU project such as GIFT, 
collaboration with industry and future marketability of at least some of the 
created products are required.  

This subject position was present whenever discussion turned towards who 
could potentially interact with what was being designed. “Customer” had a 
twofold meaning because museums can be customers and purchase the solu-
tions for their venue, or individual persons in a museum might purchase and 
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download an app. While the concepts of visitor and user were sometimes used 
to discuss these aspects, the discussion sometimes turned to market desirabil-
ity and potential reach in ways that make this subject position distinct. While 
many design discussions focused on meaningfulness and achieving the best 
results, the customer subject position was also present in discussions of who 
could use it, how appealing it would be to different kinds of institutions or 
people and how to target a solution to be more or less generic because a more 
generic solution would increase the opportunity for selling the same solution 
to or in a wider number of places. While specialised designs crafted for a spe-
cific museum were generally more appreciated, the idea of an app being more 
generalisable (the gifting experience is a clear example of this) meant that the 
same generic idea could be implemented in different types of museums. An-
other example of the same consideration was present in NextGame’s focus on 
museums centred on strong personalities because they saw potential for reus-
ing similar design solutions in multiple venues. 
 
Citizen 
The citizen subject position is a bit different than those discussed so far due to 
where it occurs. The idea of a citizen is very prolific in the project proposal 
and refers to collective identity built around ideas of national similarity. T.H. 
Marshall defined citizenship as a status that grants an individual three levels 
of rights: civil, political and social (1950). Being a citizen thus means having 
personal freedom and having the right to political activity, voting, social wel-
fare and security. In modern times, these ideas have been primarily associated 
with nation states. In the case of the Horizon 2020 framework, the construct 
of citizens of the EU raises the frame of reference from countries and nations 
to the supernational institution of the EU. European citizens are signalled as 
secure in their position beyond their national borders and are part of a collec-
tive, multinational history. By introducing this concept, the Horizon pro-
gramme depicts European citizenship as a shared experience impacting cul-
ture and life experience. Furthermore, because citizens are political subjects, 
using this label brings power relationships and legal rights into the context of 
cultural heritage. In the proposal, this is acknowledged through a discussion 
of how citizens have the right for their history to be represented in cultural 
heritage. 
 
While the frame of citizenship is continuously stressed throughout the pro-
posal, it is almost nowhere to be seen in the execution of the project, where it 
becomes dominated by the other subject positions. This highlights the contex-
tual usefulness of certain frames. While none of the subject positions can be 
removed from their context of use, the frame of the citizen is only relevant in 
communication with the EU. Citizenship could have played a larger role in 
the GIFT project, particularly concerning the appropriation case, which quite 
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directly engages in topics of democracy, authority and dictatorship. Neverthe-
less, this frame could not be observed in the data for this case nor from any of 
the others. Despite its presence in the initial documentation, the discursive 
frame of the citizen was lost in the process. While I cannot speculate on the 
reasoning behind this development, the juxtaposition of use of citizens in the 
proposal and the lack thereof in the project is noteworthy and related to how 
the legal aspect of cultural heritage and what rights individuals have in this 
context were not discussed. The proposal contains a discussion of minority 
representation and diversity, yet there was no explicit reference to these topics 
during the project.   
 
Audience 
This subject position refers to a more collective identity than visitor or user. 
Audiences are aggregations of visitors, but they also possess their own unique 
features. Audiences represent certain visitor archetypes that are considered 
when discussing the purpose of museum exhibitions and experiences in mu-
seum space. The subject position removes a certain portion of individuality, 
stressing the shared objectives of entire segments of populations.  

Audience implies a rather passive subject position. While visitors and users 
are active and do something in the museum, audiences receive whatever con-
tent is produced. An example audience that became relevant in later stages of 
the gifting app was school children. Their behaviour and needs are quite dif-
ferent from those of tourists, for example, who are another relevant audience. 
While school children are individual visitors and some of them will love mu-
seums, some will hate them. The audience label communicates something 
about their collective expectations and actions in the museum space. Once the 
gifting app was installed in the museum, it turned out to be popular to use the 
gifting app during school trips to collect material and then later discuss the 
collections in the classroom. At the same time, international tourists some-
times struggled with the same portion of the interaction because anyone to 
whom they could send their content was abroad and unlikely to ever visit the 
museum.  

A relevant concept here is the discourse theoretical idea of chains of equiv-
alence. By aggregating groups of visitors and ignoring their individual differ-
ences, museums can operate on a larger scale. At the same time, removing 
detail also comes with drawbacks because it becomes easy to adopt stereotyp-
ical perspectives on audiences. Throughout the design process, the subject po-
sitions of audience, visitor and user were repeatedly invoked and in constant 
negotiation. 
 

Moments of closure 
While all of the above subject positions coexist at all times, their relative im-
portance varied depending on the ongoing events. This can be conceptualised 
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as observing moments of closure of the concept of The User in which the dif-
ferent subject positions would be present to varied extents. A moment of clo-
sure would occur for example during testing events when all of the ideas had 
to be expressed in a material artefact. Closure is also visible in project report-
ing for example in previously discussed project deliverables in the gifting 
case. Depending on the occasion, the user and visitor subject positions shifted 
between sometimes being indistinguishable to being completely adversarial 
throughout the entire process. In contrast, the subject position of tester primar-
ily became visible when planning, executing or evaluating tests. Moments of 
closure also highlighted the absence of some of the subject positions discussed 
above. As noted in the discussion on testers, the choice to specialise tests to 
include museum curators or recruited participants who were willing to give 
extra time to the project meant excluding other perspectives such as inviting 
ordinary museum visitors. Observing what was chosen and what was conse-
quently excluded is a powerful source of data.  

In moments of closure in the project, we could for example observe that 
“real” visitors or users could be more forgiving than invited ones. It became 
clear that what museum representatives think the visitors need and what visi-
tors actually want do not necessarily align. Prioritising designer-led ap-
proaches also meant that the artistic vision or interest was prioritised over the 
users’ needs and desires. While users were considered when it came to mo-
ments of decision making, they were not the main consideration as stated by 
the BT designer cited in Section 6.2.2, for example. Users were a source of 
feedback, but their participation was formed by the needs of developers and 
the research project. While this is consistent with principles of user-centred 
design, it can be questioned in light of the other ideals within the project (pro-
posal) such as representation, individualised meaningfulness, diversity and 
critical reflection. This choice also raises questions of power. While The User 
was given all forms of empowerment during our theoretical discussions, the 
actual power was not in their hands during the moments of closure. 
 

Hegemonic discourses forming the priorities 
HCI and museum studies both had a large influence on the direction of the 
project. In the case of the GIFT project, these two fields can be considered 
hegemonic discourses because they would often take centre stage and dictate 
the priorities of the project. While other discourses were present, they were 
more assisting rather than deciding factors. For example, the choice of perfor-
mance-led research in the wild meant that the will of the artist would be the 
main driving force behind the development of the gifting case. 
  
 
 



 

 142 

8.1.2. The Material 

The material in the GIFT project encompassed multiple aspects of the project 
organisation, including funding as well as technology and assets. Because the 
project was embedded in several systems that made it possible, each system 
had its discursive and material properties. While the discursive was repre-
sented by the different subject positions as well as discursive framing of dif-
ferent stakeholders, the material was seen through the physical conditions 
each stakeholder provided. The material was also a part of network of meaning 
embedded in the discursive material knot. After discussing all the material 
conditions of The User in GIFT, this section also considers the relationship 
between the material and other aspects of DMK.  

EU Framework 
The fact that GIFT was an EU-funded project is an important material aspect. 
This means that the actual livelihood and continued financial support for the 
project was tied to formalised expectations as well as specific deliverables. 
The EU framework of Horizon 2020 as seen in the analysis of the proposal 
creates a conceptual space for the idea of European citizenship and the soft 
values that come with it. Simultaneously, it frames which aspects are neces-
sary to fulfil to acquire funds. In this sense, the shape of GIFT had to accom-
modate the practical demands of the funding agency. This can be seen in the 
selection of hybrid technology as central, but it further expands into the choice 
of project partners and participants. On one hand, the discursive side priori-
tised interdisciplinarity as a goal of its own related to the quality of research 
and benefits for society at large. On the other, the interdisciplinary collabora-
tion and participation of both academics and industry partners was necessi-
tated by the funding agency. While these two arguments easily fit together, 
this duality highlights the material and discursive underpinnings of project-
related decision making. In turn, said decision making had an impact on who 
The User would become. Because introducing partners from both industry and 
academia would mean working with mixed priorities, the variety of discursive 
frames was thus necessitated by the material project requirements. The fram-
ing of the citizen, specifically the European citizen, was directly connected to 
the funder’s priorities. Ultimately, the funder has the legal power to disagree 
with project choices and enforce the pursuit of avenues that are considered 
more appropriate in comparison to initial planning. This was apparent regard-
ing the role of emotion recognition in the whole project. Although early ex-
plorations showed that the existing emotion recognition technology cannot 
provide what would be necessary for the designers to create the depth of ex-
perience they sought, in the process of project review, the funder decided that 
said technological options were not considered thoroughly enough. While the 
expert opinion suggested the technology to be limiting, the funder nonetheless 
insisted on pursuing it and made it a necessary factor for future review. While 
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this option is of course part of the funding agreement, the exercise of material 
power is an important consideration in the lifetime of any project.   

Technology 
The GIFT project consortium was concerned with hybrid museum experi-
ences. In this context, hybridity refers to the experience of a museum visit as 
a physical visit to the museum enhanced with various forms of digital media. 
One of the goals of the project was to bring technology into the physical mu-
seum exhibits while taking advantage of features that can be added through 
the use of digital devices. This delimitation had some important implications 
for the material opportunities the project could undertake. Throughout the dif-
ference cases, we observed a heavy focus on mobile phones as devices of 
choice. One of the recurring arguments for said choice was a very practical 
one relying on the fact that today, most people possess a smartphone device 
which can adapt to content available through external platforms. This had a 
direct bearing on who the eventual users would become because they would 
have to be technology savvy and own a smartphone. While this is not a high 
bar, it shows how material considerations of technology lock certain choices 
in place. Hybridity could be achieved through other means, but the issues of 
accessibility were considered more important than the novelty of the technol-
ogy itself. Settling for screen-based applications meant relying on the existing 
mental models of the users, who are assumed to not need any basic tutoring in 
the use of smartphones or other touch devices. While the gifting case and ap-
propriation case both focused on bespoke applications for specific museums, 
the emotion recognition case chose to collaborate with an online platform that 
would allow any user access to the content without requiring an additional 
installation. This is an important technological consideration concerning user 
privacy and ease of use. Simultaneously, choosing an online platform poses 
other challenges. While an application needs to be installed once, an online 
platform requires an ongoing internet connection which is yet another material 
consideration. It also relies on the technological infrastructure of each mu-
seum, which can differ greatly. During one of the early tests in Serbia, wi-fi 
coverage became an issue. Because the majority of the project consortium 
members came from EU countries, they have been used to mobile internet 
across borders. The prices of internet connection outside the EU are much 
higher and a very harsh limitation for tourists. This resulted in the appropria-
tion experience being confined to one specific building with the best coverage 
and meant a limitation on the kind of content that could be used.  

Museum space and objects  
Museum collections were at the centre of the project development and became 
an important element to consider while working on design. The different cases 
highlighted the importance of showing the material objects first and focusing 
the attention of museum visitors on the real artefacts. While the digital content 
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was considered an important augmentation, much greater value was attached 
to physical objects in the museum’s possession. The exhibit space also created 
further limitations in terms of possibilities of movement and interaction for 
The User. Because many museums hold their most valuable artefacts behind 
protective glass and under security, this had to be incorporated in any planning 
of user interaction. As seen in the case in Serbia, which explored physical 
stamping, the introduction of ink in a space that could be harmed thereby was 
not considered a viable solution. Similarly, interacting with the application 
would cause people to crowd in one spot trying to scan a specific code, result-
ing in disruption to the usual flow of visitors in the building.  

Other challenges were encountered in the emotion recognition case. As be-
came apparent early on in that process, there was no option for installing cam-
eras in the museum exhibit area. This was a technical limitation because emo-
tion recognition is still new and requires a stable input and a closeup of a spe-
cific individual, which could not be achieved in a public space. This was also 
tightly coupled with the aesthetics of the museum and what can be featured 
there, what could be a distraction from the art and what is safe for the artwork. 
Throughout the project, I observed a great variety of opinions among museum 
professionals regarding adding extra elements to exhibits. Some went as far 
as saying that even adding an Artcode to an item would be too intrusive and 
could not be done. This further affects the users because the conditions of 
museum space and objects limit what kind of feedback users can receive and 
what kind of movement and interaction is possible. In the end, physical items 
and museum space are the most important assets of the institution, and alt-
hough exploring other modalities is ongoing, the traditional object-centrism is 
still a constant presence.  

 

Material as necessitating closure 
While the material conditions create both opportunities and limitations, they 
necessitate choice and committing to a scenario which will work in the real 
context of use. When discussing the discursive aspects of users, many discus-
sions could be had at once, and not all conflicts needed to be resolved for the 
project to be able to function on a conceptual level. Physical limitations were 
in that sense much more binding, forcing a functioning solution for the work 
to progress. In the emotion recognition project, this became very visible be-
cause the design was constantly updated to fit with the reality of the capacity 
of emotion recognition as well as the museum space. While a perfect observa-
tion could be designed in principle, once a test was organised on location, it 
brought in the unnegotiable elements of reality such as physical paintings and 
the architecture of a museum. Although a test booth was expected to work, the 
direction of light became an unexpected hindrance and led to on-the-spot 
workarounds. Material limitations hence require closure of solutions which 
can stay open on a conceptual level. They provide a set of limitations that must 
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be incorporated into planning and which cannot be circumvented by means 
other than a material intervention. Material is both enabling and disruptive 
because similarly to the discursive, it changes over time. The physical exhibits 
in the museum space are regularly redesigned, leading to necessary changes 
in the design solutions. Furthermore, the iterative nature of design means that 
material solutions are produced in multiple steps, so every new prototype com-
mits to certain ideas while eliminating the options of others. Technology can 
provide new forms of experience, but it is simultaneously embedded in an 
existing practice of use, and its legibility and ease of access have to be kept in 
mind at all times. The closure necessitated by the material helps articulate and 
fixate The User in a physical environment and an existing network of rules 
and requirements.  

 

8.1.3. Structure  

In the framework of the discursive-material knot, structures stabilise and ena-
ble discourse. This is done by introducing elements of sedimented discourse. 
Rules and established patterns that belong to preexisting logic, such as the 
logic of academic research, can be used as a point of reference in decision 
making. Each logic can then be associated with organisational structures of 
project partners. This section provides an overview of said logics based on the 
analysis of my own observations to then discuss their basis in organisational 
machines. It further problematises the relationships between the different as-
pects of the DMK.   

The logic of research 
This logic refers to the way the world is conceptualised and structured in the 
context of academic research. The process becomes a focus, and one of the 
core interests is knowledge in addition to novelty. Research is supposed to 
lead to a new understanding of something previously obscured. Under this 
logic, humans become subjects, participants and informants. The logic of re-
search comes with established methodologies and standards for good practice. 
While there is a variety of theoretical traditions, there is an orientation towards 
exploration and explanation. Here I do not want to engage in a prolonged dis-
cussion of differences between qualitative and quantitative traditions. While 
the methods of each might differ, the production of knowledge and pursuit of 
new conceptualisations and possibilities is shared by both.  

The logic of research is also strongly attached to reflexivity, critical think-
ing and transparency. Great effort is put into planning one’s work and deciding 
ahead of time what priorities and considerations are necessary. The concept 
of meaningfulness received a great deal of academic attention in the project 
as documented in a number of publications. This became the core idea for 
which planning of methods and explorations was shared between the different 
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partners. To define what is meaningful was a huge undertaking and arguably 
not one that can be achieved with any degree of generality. Thus, a great deal 
of the academic effort focused on this one abstract concept and its exploration 
using GIFT as the limiting frame. This also meant that while users would be 
present in this work through its connection to HCI, they would not be given 
equal elaboration to other central concepts .    

In the case of GIFT, The User became a subject of its own academic delib-
eration due to my own influence in the process. The term The User was given 
explicit attention and was grounded in theoretical traditions previously dis-
cussed in this dissertation. The reflexive cycle and renegotiation of terminol-
ogy were deeply influenced by the logic of research because it was conducted 
in parallel with my own writing of this monograph as well as other articles. 
With The User as the central point of my attention, I could provide a much 
more in-depth reflection on the topic than my other academic colleagues, who 
had a different set of priorities.  

The logic of EU projects  
The agreement to participate in the Horizon 2020 program came with a preex-
isting set of rules and regulations. The program covered the costs of the project 
for a duration of three years, after which all the project deliverables had to be 
connected and reported on. There were intermediate reviews which happened 
on a regular basis and served to keep the project participants accountable to 
their commitments. The measure of progress was the submission of landmark 
deliverables which had been previously agreed upon. The deliverables were 
directly connected to tangible outcomes such as prototypes, reports or articles. 
This logic focuses on the arrangement that was agreed upon and its completion 
in a timely manner. It is also result oriented and connected to legal and finan-
cial responsibility. The logic of EU projects has the characteristic feature of 
structure because it both enables and inhibits different actions within the realm 
of possibility.  

When it comes to The User, the EU project logic introduces important con-
siderations such as promoting research relevant to European citizens which 
has an impact on multiple countries within the EU. This means that the users 
must represent multiple member countries, and their characteristics rise above 
national specifics. While this certainly remains part of the logic, the actual 
requirement structure does not account for soft values that accompany the is-
sue. The primary subject of the review was outcomes including the digital 
prototypes developed. While the review process remarked on the lack of use 
of a specific technology, it never mentioned the lack of topics such as gender 
perspective or sustainability perspective which were also part of the project 
agreement. Because no clear criteria against the fulfilment of these aspects 
could be judged, they were left open to interpretation. The topics that received 
the most feedback from the funder were on a smaller scale referring to design 
details, marketing goals and dissemination numbers. The logic of EU projects 
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is tied to a legal structure and a funding program. Prioritising final products 
results in a lack of support for evaluating less tangible yet equally meaningful 
goals. 

 

The logic of design 
This logic is tightly connected to the field of HCI and the practice of design. 
The core element is the positive and constructive orientation because the focus 
is on a process of creating a solution. The logic of design can be characterised 
as a forward-driving force which attempts to remove all obstacles in its way. 
The logic of design is iterative, meaning that changes are made throughout the 
process based on the ongoing feedback received from a variety of sources such 
as design experts, museum curators and users. Between the iterations there is 
also a more reflexive layer of practice during which past actions are evaluated 
and improved accordingly.  

In the GIFT project, the logic of design was tightly connected to material 
explorations. Designing was done through playful interaction with technology 
which put forward the limitations of what is within the realm of possibility. 
This logic was also tightly connected to the well-established HCI approach of 
user-centric design. In this approach, users are a central consideration when it 
comes to the direction of a solution. The design is supposed to improve the 
user experience during a museum visit. That said, the methodology of user-
centred design does not necessarily give users a position of power. While their 
needs and opinions are important, the major expertise on how to fulfil user 
needs lies with the professionals in the field. Design can be organised using 
principles of direct participation, but that was not the direction chosen within 
GIFT.  

In this project, the logic of design was also connected to the level of speci-
ficity of the created museum experience. On one hand, design was considered 
contextual, and any successful and meaningful experience would have to be 
adapted to the specific institution. On the other hand, the solutions were meant 
to be kept at a level abstract enough that they could be adapted to other insti-
tutions in the future with a limited amount of effort. The logic of design di-
rectly interacts with the concept of The User, making The User the focus of 
the process. Meaningful interaction can only be achieved by understanding 
the needs of individuals in the context of the museum visit, including their 
physical and social environment. The understanding of The User is constantly 
developed throughout the design process through events such as field tests or 
feedback sessions. Large portions of the process are concerned with communi-
cating the design to the intended audience and ensuring that all of the parties 
involved have a shared understanding of what is happening and what is meant 
to happen. In some ways, the logic of design is also about incorporating The 
User. This is visible in discussions of how horrible users can be. Users can be 
a potential source of disruption, they can misuse a good solution and they may 
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be unaware of what they truly want and need. Balancing these two attitudes 
was an ongoing struggle throughout the design process.  

The logic of art  
The logic of art became visible primarily in the gifting case, but it was also a 
logic visible in some of the actions of museum representatives. In this logic, 
the main consideration is the aesthetic experience and an artistic vision. While 
visitors or users are still important, it is their reception of art that is key. This 
importance is also superseded by the larger idea that an artist wants to convey. 
The gifting prototype explicitly submitted to this logic by being part of per-
formance-driven research in the wild. Performance and the individual sensi-
tivities of the art collective were the dominating factor, which can also be seen 
in the description of decision making in the gifting case. Museums gave voice 
to this approach when discussing their own exhibits and collections. While 
they appreciated the introduction of technology, one of the main priorities was 
to not allow a new hybrid experience to disrupt the existing visit or distract 
from observation and the material objects. This could be partially seen in the 
emotion recognition case, where the emotional narrative of paintings became 
the core of the interaction with app interface being secondary. The emotional 
experience one would have within oneself was what mattered.  

This once again changes the priority and role of The User. The logic of art 
puts emotions, aesthetics and artistic vision first. While The User must be pre-
sent to have the experience, it is not their perception or approval that is im-
portant. They are there to receive something that was prepared by another cre-
ator and to interpret it on their own internally. In this logic, satisfaction and 
need fulfilment are not as important as transformative, meaningful experience. 
In this logic, The User needs to be challenged, shocked and awed and to have 
an emotional and personal experience that cannot be easily measured.  

The logic of capitalism 
Due to the professional character of the project, the logic of capitalism is by 
necessity present. The idea is that needs are to be fulfilled, demand created 
and supply provided. Products created must be marketable and must bring in 
return on investment. The logic of capitalism is also tightly connected to that 
of the EU Horizon programme. The industrial partners are expected to produce 
solutions that can be used beyond the duration of the project and that will 
provide profit according to measures provided in the project plan. Museum 
experiences will be sold to museums or to visitors, and as such, the design 
must create a want in the audience to use them. The product has to fill a gap 
in the market and provide value corresponding to the necessary investment. 
Similarly, research output has to be formalised and disseminated. In the GIFT 
project, one of the ways the theoretical contributions were delivered was in 
the format of a book which the publisher can then sell. Every element of the 
process is commodified. 
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In this logic, The User is a customer, or someone whose attention needs to 
be attracted because this will result in business opportunities. Furthermore, a 
product is supposed to make users want it, creating a new need and interest 
for engagement. While most of the other logics collaborate with The User to 
fulfil their needs, understand them or provide them with a new form of expe-
rience, this one is more about using them. This is an interesting balance be-
tween trying to make one’s solutions marketable and profitable to maintain 
one’s livelihood and creating a commodified avenue for profit that might ac-
tually be more harmful than helpful. While GIFT participants always consid-
ered ethics in their behaviour, the logic itself does not imply that necessity. It 
is about novelty, marketability, competitiveness on an open market and con-
tributing to the economy.  

Organisational machines  
Each of these logics may sound familiar to the reader. Each of them is often 
associated with modes of operation of organisations. Organisations in this 
sense are sedimented logics that further reinforce themselves. The logic of 
research is central at universities. Because they have been created around 
knowledge production and dissemination, they embody some of the principles 
of the logic in their legal structures and procedures. While universities are 
much more than just research, part of their formal character is a more codified 
version of the logic of research. Because universities have existed for hun-
dreds of years, they have also been a source of stability for that logic to remain 
in place. This is not to say that there is no variation. Even within the last 20 
years, we have observed some changes to research logic. Particularly in HCI, 
the discussion of shifting paradigms and how to approach conducting and re-
porting research is constantly discussed. Nonetheless, the universities as or-
ganisational machines provide continuity to this idea. Similarly, the logic of 
EU projects is grounded in rules and regulations of the EU and their funding 
agencies. While the programs change every three years, there is an underlying 
structural and principial basis that makes it possible to recognise the logic of 
a project.  

One could argue that the logic of art or design is much less formalised. 
Despite the lack of formal limits, there is a recognisable pattern of values and 
behaviours that can be associated with the logic. It is mostly defined through 
the practice itself. Artists define what art is, and designers define what design 
is. While pinpointing the specific definitions might be elusive, there are char-
acteristics that should seem familiar to the reader and with which each of the 
logics is concerned. They are grounded in both empirics and established ac-
counts of practice represented in literature and sedimented over time.  

While some organisations such as universities are more clearly representa-
tive of a specific logic, no organisation can ever be limited to just one logic. 
In particular, the reading of the logic of capitalism here is done from a discur-
sive perspective rooted in media and communication studies where it is seen 
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as a framework in which all life activity happens. It is heavily imbued in the 
organisations that surround us; even universities have to think about balancing 
their budgets and ensuring that the research conducted is sustainable in cost 
and benefit over time.  

 

8.1.4. Agency 

While materiality and structure can be seen as more static in the project be-
cause a great deal of this was decided at the time the project acquired funding, 
the aspect of agency became interesting as it unfolded on a meeting-to-meet-
ing basis. While each partner had to fulfil their role, everyone had an oppor-
tunity to propose changes or offer critiques and try to use their own agency to 
steer the project in a preferred direction. This could be seen in the twists and 
turns that the different subprojects took based on the feedback from consor-
tium members, testers and other informants. In this section, I discuss the ways 
that agency manifested during the project and its relation to the other elements 
of the DMK. 

Design choices  
One of the meaningful exercises of agency in the project was to pursue the 
performance-led research in the wild as an approach in the gifting case. While 
the project defines research through design as a more abstract frame, this spe-
cific direction took the entire work package in a different direction than the 
others. Deciding that artists would take the lead in the design with researchers 
supporting and studying their individual designerly instincts meant a different 
methodology than that visible in the dictator case, for example. The gifting 
case knowingly focused on the artistic vision as a priority and consistently 
pursued it throughout the duration of the project. While this was at times chal-
lenged with questions regarding the transparency of decision making, the BT 
artists worked with their approach and, while accommodating some of the user 
requests, remained strongly committed to the core principles. The choice of 
the artist group also had a substantial impact on how the GIFT project devel-
oped. Blast Theory has a long-standing history of performance art installations 
and a prolific collaboration in research with the University of Nottingham. 
Having them as part of the consortium meant relying on their artistic sensibil-
ities and giving them the space they needed.  

Another important act of agency throughout the project was the process 
changes that occurred at Next Game. While the dictator case struggled with 
miscommunications and difficulties, the company took their own initiatives 
and developed a cocreative approach to design together with Munch Museum. 
They leaned heavily on their own strengths and took charge of their work 
package.  
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Selection of priorities and content  
The museum representatives in the project had strong opinions about their 
own role in the project. As the guardians of the collections and experts of vis-
itor experience, they were focused on ensuring that the mission statement of 
their institution was always considered. They maintained a strong hold on dig-
ital content matching their physical items and on the types of interactions the 
users would experience at their institution. Simultaneously, the museum rep-
resentatives in the projects were considered digital champions in their home 
institutions. From the beginning, they were invested in augmenting their mu-
seums with digital technology and strongly advocating for the solutions in the 
project among their peers. This meant that while elements of the agency of 
institutions were evident, there was a space for everyone representing muse-
ums to leave their mark. In the gifting case, the museum contact was very open 
minded and encouraged exploration while providing in-depth knowledge of 
past digital initiatives. In the emotion recognition case, the museum represent-
atives ensured that the possible installation stayed close to the artist featured 
at the museum, but they also engaged in very exploratory practices such as 
performance art and roleplaying to discover what could be relevant even if 
initially outside of their expertise. While museums had a controlling role in 
project outputs, the individual curators were a source of inspiration for the 
subprojects and left their mark in each case.  

Accounting for myself 
It is also important to mention my own agency in the project. I have been 
discussing the value of users in the design process since early stages of the 
project. My interpretation of this often drifted more towards the methodology 
of participatory design, whereas the understanding of some of the other con-
sortium members was that of user-centred design and the importance of the 
designers’ expert knowledge. This back and forth was an example of agency 
in action and is clearly visible in the analysis of the midsymposium interven-
tion. Bringing this topic in as central to my research became an act of agenda 
setting for our many project meetings. The space I was granted to present my 
observations to the consortium members meant that I had the opportunity to 
challenge their work practices and decision making. While users were consid-
ered in the project on an ongoing basis, it is likely that they would not have 
received such an explicit conceptualisation if it were not for my influence.   

Agency of The User – a missing piece?  
Different partners in the project exercised their agency in terms of choosing 
design methodology, selecting content or selecting technology, for example. 
All of these decisions had an influence on the articulation of The User but at 
the same time were decisions not made by users. In the GIFT project, The 
User was able to contribute, but only within boundaries drawn by museums, 
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designers and researchers. While testing and iterating is done based on feed-
back from users, it is always mediated through the project partner organisa-
tions. Throughout GIFT, the most common scenario was to include users as 
active within a preordained structure created by the museum and developers. 
In that sense, the agency of The User was somewhat limited because while 
they contributed information important to the design and designers, they were 
never active partners in the process of negotiating the design. Their interest 
was always represented by someone else, be that an artist, developer or aca-
demic. 

The way collaboration projects are set up to use the agency of different 
stakeholders as a force for change could be further enriched by including users 
in the process. While it was argued that the users have limited capacity to 
provide relevant feedback and that there is a need for experts to interpret it, 
other design methodologies have focused on precisely this issue and argued 
for the benefits of incorporating users as project partners not in the least for 
democratic purposes. It is not necessary to have user participation in every 
design project just for the sake of participation, but the direct agency of those 
who would become eventual users should be included for more direct repre-
sentation of varied voices.  
 

8.1.5. The knotted relationships  

Mapping all the elements of the material-discursive knot provides an insight 
into how The User was articulated within the project. While the individual 
elements can be considered a snapshot of moments of closure, it is the dy-
namic interplay between them that determines the outcome of the design pro-
cess, which can be very difficult to capture. One of the core relationships dis-
cussed throughout this dissertation is the interplay between different dis-
courses that struggle for inclusion when it comes to articulating The User. The 
subject positions such as user, visitor or customer are most relevant when con-
sidered together. This is for example visible in the differences between the 
proposal and the actual project content. As discussed in the appropriation case, 
the theoretical fusion of visitor/user identified in the proposal text was chal-
lenged by the museum’s user-first approach. The competing definitions and 
values embedded in the different terms are constantly changing through inter-
action among project participants. The relationship between the different dis-
cursive approaches is also further connected to the presented elements of 
structure. In the gifting case, we can observe influences of the logic of art, 
research, design and capitalism. Each type of logic is more closely attached to 
specific subject positions; for example, customer and capitalism together cre-
ate a system of values that is imposed upon the concept of The User. The 
gifting case is also an example of employment of agency where the dominat-
ing logic was chosen by the partners’ methodological commitments. Pursuing 
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the approach of performance-led research in the wild clearly prioritised the 
logic of art ahead of the logic of research, giving the performance the priority 
in this relationship.  

To adapt the project to the logics of EU, academic research and industry 
practice, many choices had to be made in terms of what to include and what 
to exclude. An obvious example of inclusion is the push from EU reviewers 
for further exploration of emotion recognition technology in the Munch Mu-
seum case. The limiting of input in the appropriation case can be seen as an 
exclusion of certain forms of expression which were deemed less relevant than 
other institutional goals. At the same time, every structure in the project had 
an opportunity for pushback from individual agency. Feedback from user rep-
resentatives, be they invited or actual museum visitors or skilled experts 
within the consortium, could challenge assumptions.  

Another key factor was the interrelationships between the discursive and 
the material. While the discursive showed competing ideas and expanded the 
field of possibilities, the material brought these ideas down to tangible solu-
tions which could be discussed as stable. The material conditions such as fund-
ing or the structure of Horizon 2020 were to some extent limiting, but at the 
same time, they provided the opportunity for further exploration that would 
otherwise not be possible. Between the moments of closure, the material 
would also help frame different challenges that the discussions could not have 
predicted in abstraction. This was especially visible when technology during 
testing inspired further changes to the next iteration of solutions. The discur-
sive subject positions also gained very material expressions because the theo-
retical user was grounded in real individuals participating in tests. Each aspect 
of the knot was important for the outcome of the GIFT project and how it 
approached The User as reported in this dissertation. Detailing the factors and 
how they relate to each other highlights how complicated the process of de-
fining terminology and negotiating meaning can be in a collaboration. By an-
alytically breaking down these dependencies and operationalising them, we 
can make the process more transparent.  

8.2. Tensions in articulation 

8.2.1. Between the discursive and the material  

One way of considering design is as a process of continuous renegotiation of 
boundaries. Designers take a space of possibilities and, based on their exper-
tise, the given conditions, the design choices already made and their 
knowledge of users and the domain, limit the choices until a possible solution 
is created and possible to test. This typically happens in multiple iterations as 
the boundaries are solidified, tested and adjusted as needed. An important step 
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in the process is translating the many commitments such as theoretical con-
siderations, technological functions and design methods into an artefact or an 
application, namely a material outcome. In that process, the richness of dis-
cursive meanings competing for attention achieves closure because the mate-
rial solidifies them, making an abstract “what could be” into a very real “what 
is.” 

In GIFT, this fixation of meaning was observed at the multiple testing 
events organised within the project. In the presented cases, the workshops fo-
cused on exchanging ideas, exploring options and determining priorities and 
values. These abstract concepts were then translated into actual prototypes that 
the participants could use. The artefacts were physical representations of what 
was deemed crucial to achieve success in this project and were used to further 
inform necessary changes. To test the application in situ, we needed actual 
user interfaces and user interactions. This closure, although important for pro-
gress, was never permanent. In the iterative stages between the tests, the space 
of opportunity would reopen once more but now informed new considerations 
triggered by the impact reality had on the test. From Schön, we learn that the 
material form in itself inspires further development, uncovering opportunities 
that the designer had not conceptualised (2017).  

The User would thus gain closure through tests. While in its abstract form 
it was a floating signifier, a contentious idea full of struggle and competing 
discourses, the material prototype would manifest which of the considerations 
had, at least for the moment, won. During the discussions of the appropriation 
case, we could see tension between an articulation of The User as free and 
creative versus guided and controlled. The guided aspect was captured in the 
prototype through a stricter scaffolding of the interaction tightly connecting it 
to Tito’s biography and historical facts. The creative aspect was retained by 
still offering open text fields and allowing opportunities for own expression. 
The User as fixated in an application was situated at a point that negotiated 
competing values. Through the test event, it also became apparent that while 
abstract users could be discussed as disruptive and disrespectful, the users who 
participated were neither. This does not exclude this possibility for future tests 
but sets realistic expectations about which values and considerations might be 
more central than others given the real circumstances. 

The material conditions are more constricting than the discursive. They re-
quire closure, but they also provide opportunities that could not be expected 
in abstraction. Both elements change over time and solidifying and relaxing 
the boundaries of articulation are both necessary steps in an iterative design 
process. 
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8.2.2. Organisational machines as forces in design  

As discussed in the previous chapter, design priorities are shaped by the influ-
ences of hegemonic discourses. In GIFT, these discourses were tightly con-
nected to the various stakeholder institutions. The interpretation of The User, 
while negotiable, was already grounded in the prior experience of the different 
partners. This can be illustrated with museums as an example. Museums are 
part of a specific discourse surrounding the practice of preserving and exhib-
iting cultural heritage as outlined in Section 2.2. They thus argued for the pri-
macy of the visitor and the object. Museums are further regulated by material 
conditions such as public funding, physical objects and state regulation. The 
physical collection of each museum had a direct impact on their understanding 
of The User, most visibly in the appropriation case.  

An organisational machine is a sedimented form of discourse which has a 
strong influence due to its long-lasting character, often codified through legal 
means and professional standards. In GIFT, we were interacting with muse-
ums, which are cultural institutions that have developed structures around 
which their work is organised. While museums value digital innovation, they 
do not prioritise it above the already established museum mission statement. 
Other core organisational machines present in GIFT were universities, a com-
mercial developer and a performance art collective. Each organisational ma-
chine can be associated with a more stable set of values and goals. Universities 
were associated with discourses of progress as well as critical reflection. Their 
activities were bracketed by legal regulations; the ethical considerations im-
plemented in each individual institution; and perhaps most importantly, the 
logic of academic publishing. For universities, users were a consideration pri-
marily as elements in the larger process of research. Individual researchers 
brought with them their disciplinary traditions and attachments, with this in 
itself representing the liberal values of higher education and its preference for 
a multitude of voices. The art collective was much more closely attached to 
the logic of art and the need for individual expression. While users were an 
important consideration, they were seen more as one of the elements of the 
process rather than a focus. The art collective was also strongly attached to the 
logic of capitalism and material considerations of the outcome because their 
continued existence depends on the marketability of produced experiences. 
The commercial developer was strongly attached to the logic of design as well 
as the logic of capitalism. The emphasis of their process was partially on play-
ful design and exploratory options but also on the marketability and business 
potential of the outcome. While each of these organisational machines could 
become active in any of the elements of discussions that occurred, these ele-
ments were more intrinsic and more solidified in their approach over time. 

Organisational machines in the project existed on multiple levels. There 
were partner types such as developers or universities. Furthermore, even 
within each label it was possible to define further machines. For example, with 
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regard to universities, there were multiple organisations involved in the pro-
ject (UU, ITU, UoN) which in turn would have their own characteristics. We 
could also go one step in the other direction and identify the one organisational 
machine within which all partners had to function, namely the EU. Being sit-
uated in a program funded by an organisation this large meant that their prior-
ities and values would have to be shared by all the partners. This was not a 
friction-free process. Through periodic review, the EU also became an im-
portant design stakeholder and actively impacted project priorities. This was 
most clearly visible in the emotion recognition case where the use of this spe-
cific technology was a direct result of comments received through annual re-
view. Organisational machines are forces in design because they stabilise and 
limit the possible articulation of meaning in the processes in which the ma-
chines engage. The organisations exert influences over narrowing and priori-
tising possibilities according to their vested interests, these being more stable 
over time. 

8.3. Sensitising concepts as a design strategy  
Carpentier shows how to use sensitising concepts to work with discourse 
within a project (2017). Similarly, Redström discusses the importance of tran-
sitional knowledge developed throughout design work and the need to not be-
come too attached to specific design choices. Both theorists thus highlight the 
usefulness of sensitising processes in actual practice. My own work was em-
pirical, investigating how to operationalise and practice what the two authors 
propose in the context of a complex design research project. I did this by ex-
ploring sensitising as the RT.  

Carpentier applied his methods in the context of media and communication 
studies. Thus, they have not been previously exposed to the specificity of de-
sign work. Redström proposed the concept of transitional knowledge as an 
approach to sensitise design, but his discussion of this form of knowledge re-
mains on a theoretical level. In this section, I present how my sensitising work 
was influenced by the intersection of these two theories and how it could be 
used for future work.  

 

8.3.1. Theory in motion and temporary closure 

HCI contributions are often conceptualised on a spectrum between abstract 
theory and particular design solutions. They are moments of closure achieved 
through design that can provide useful insights over time. Redström brings to 
the fore the need for a toolkit for investigating “things that become”. This 
means investigating phenomena as they unfold, capturing the temporary char-
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acter of the process. Redström labels the knowledge created this way as “tran-
sitional”. Transitional knowledge is produced throughout the duration of the 
project and constantly shifts depending on the needs of the situation. It con-
tains temporary definitions, tensions, negotiated boundaries and other ele-
ments necessary to push work forward, but at the same time, it cannot be 
placed on the spectrum of theory versus particular. Transitional knowledge is 
important in situ but due to its unstable character is seldom documented or 
disclosed in descriptions of the final results.  

My analysis of The User is an account of working definitions in motion 
changing and evolving together with the needs of the project, its shifting pri-
orities and the power balance among participants. Articulation of The User 
can thus be conceptualised as capturing a form of transitional knowledge 
which while grounded in theoretical principles and prior experience becomes 
something new in the moment when the different ideas represented by the 
participants meet and clash. Raising awareness of The User was thus my at-
tempt at documenting transitional knowledge, as proposed by Redström, and 
using said knowledge, through the RT approach, to sensitising as proposed by 
Carpentier. 

In this dissertation, the methodology of the discursive-material knot is used 
as a toolkit to articulate Redström’s concept of transitional knowledge. The 
four dimensions provided guidance about what aspects to consider during re-
search. The discourse theoretical grounding of the DMK stressed the im-
portance of the negotiation of meaning in situ, thus connecting to Redström’s 
proposal to document what occurs spontaneously. Studying the moments of 
temporary closure allows for the description of concepts and ideas in use while 
also highlighting the unstable character of knowledge produced. The analysis 
of how these moments become fixated and change over time provides an in-
sight into how design happens in practice. All of this temporary insight can 
then be used to sensitise the team to the ongoing struggle. Pointing out the 
different tensions and occurring changes is a way of injecting another form of 
reflection into the design process. Sensitising teams to transitional knowledge 
could then be seen as a way of making theoretically grounded insights relevant 
to the design practice. 

 

8.3.2. Opportunities and challenges in situ 

While sensitising is an activity that seems to be appealing to many audiences, 
translating it into practice in specific cases creates several issues that must be 
resolved. In “Making design theory”, Redström proposes design programs as 
sensitising frameworks but does not propose how to practically engage in the 
sensitising process. In his work, Carpentier provides a clear account of work-
ing with sensitising in an empirical case of conflict studies even if in a context 
(the Cyprus conflict) that is quite far removed from the kind of design projects 
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discussed in this dissertation. In this section, I provide some practical guidance 
emerging from my own experiences of working with sensitising design teams 
in an empirical setting related to research through design. While the prior sec-
tion consisted mostly of ontological reflections on the interaction between 
forms of knowledge, this one focuses on methodological considerations that 
could be helpful in planning specific research activities. 

Mixed expectations  
Sensitising concepts awoke interest in most of the project participants, and 
some had worked with the idea before. Increasing awareness of topics relevant 
to the project among the team seemed to be universally considered positive. 
One of the core issues of the activity quickly became the different expectations 
towards what sensitising could be and what concepts we would use for its 
basis. Some participants expected to be introduced to abstract sociological 
theory that would contextualise how humans interact in the area of cultural 
heritage. Some expected to learn more about the expertise of other project 
participants through mutual sharing of knowledge. Some expected that this 
process would articulate a set of priorities to which everyone must adhere. In 
my work as RT, I tried to navigate the different needs of the consortium mem-
bers, but it was never possible to address everyone’s preference. We devel-
oped further tools to help with the process in the form of sensitising scenarios, 
but even with the development of new methods, we barely scratched the sur-
face on the formats necessary to sensitise mixed audiences.  

Mixed expectations towards how sensitising can occur were also visible 
through the engagement of project participants. While in our approach sensi-
tising was a process that included deciding shared priorities together and ex-
ploring the needs and interests of the consortium, some of the partners ex-
pected it to be a more passive transfer of knowledge. This meant that while 
our activities were designed around causing critical discussions and helping 
participants form their own findings, that was not something that appealed to 
everyone.  

Conflict management: antagonism and agonism 
Sensitising is a tool in conflict management. The conflict in the appropriation 
case is a good example of this. In this case, the intervention conducted during 
the last workshop helped the partners understand communication problems in 
their collaboration, turning an agonistic exchange into an agonistic under-
standing of one another. Working with sensitising had some transformative 
power towards contextualising the misunderstanding, opening up the space for 
honest communication and changing the conflict towards co-operation. Each 
side still strongly held to their beliefs, but they tried to find a third way that 
would produce a compromise between their expectations.  

Being able to interfere with conflict requires a position of some power. My 
role in the project did not give me much authority. Within the project, we 
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offered a variety of tools such as workshops and my participation as RT, but 
these were yet more activities to which the collaborators had to give their time. 
Convincing others that this kind of work is valuable and worth taking time for 
can be very difficult. Sensitising can be seen as delivering criticism of the way 
decisions are  made, which can cause defensive reactions. Furthermore, stok-
ing critical discussion was sometimes seen as distracting from more produc-
tive tasks such as prototyping or testing. The element of challenge from sen-
sitising can be a constructive force, but making space for it can be difficult.  

What is a success? 
How does one know that one succeeded when using sensitising methods? 
While creating a physical prototype or conducting a test with a specific num-
ber of users is seen as a positive outcome, it is extremely difficult to establish 
whether sensitising work has any effect. Its outcomes are not measured by any 
of the deliverables necessitated by the EU reporting framework. When it came 
to technology, EU reviewers cared a great deal about testing specific solutions, 
but when it came to softer concepts such as ethics or humanistic values, there 
was no need for further accountability. While we can clearly state the reach of 
some GIFT ideas based on the social media KPI tracking required by the Hori-
zon 2020 framework, the internal process of raising critical ideas and discuss-
ing ethics cannot be formalised in the same manner.  

During the work, I faced the question “So what?” a few times even from 
within the consortium. Members asked, “Why is this concept important 
enough that it requires extra time, and how are we supposed to act upon it?” 
Sensitising designers and museum curators to the perceptions and feelings of 
human beings might not be a measurable improvement, but it goes back to the 
concepts of responsibility and moral right. There is no way of translating this 
into easy-to-follow implications for design. Much more exploration is neces-
sary to understand these methods and their impact. Because no criteria or sys-
tems for accounting for value of these kinds of approaches exist, it is very 
difficult to argue that anyone should spend their time on this.  

In the end, sensitising had some positive effects even if they were difficult 
to identify in the moment. In a follow-up interview, one of the consortium 
members discussed the midsymposium intervention:  

 
That presentation was kind of a rationalisation of something I felt already.  

When somebody says something that’s true and correct in that moment and 
you agree, like, “Aha, that’s it”. (NG designer, 19.09.2019) 

 
The intervention provided the vocabulary and articulated a tension that the 
participants had previously felt but which they could not identify themselves. 
This led to further discussion of the issue and meant additional feedback from 
other project participants. Others also commented on the same intervention as 
a good point of challenge and reflection. Initiating a discussion on different 
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occasions was seen as conducive of further problem solving and opening up 
the space for new directions. Sensitising could thus be viewed as another 
method of arriving at new design ideas. Methodologies such as brainstorming 
have long been used to channel discussion into solutions, and sensitising could 
then be explored as a method of critical provocation and a strategy to link the 
ideas pursued by critical strands of HCI with applied design research.  

 
 



 

 161

9. Discussion and Conclusions 

9.1. Questions and Results 
In this dissertation, I investigated how humans as being affected by and being 
users of technology are considered and constructed in collaborative design 
projects. My case study was a three-year EU-funded project of high complex-
ity including multiple design subprojects and targeting the domain of hybrid 
experiences for museum visitors. The central question posed was “How is the 
concept of a user negotiated and practically implemented in an interdiscipli-
nary design collaboration?” In this concluding chapter, I return to this research 
question by first summarising the answers to the research subquestions as for-
mulated in Section 1.2 to then propose an answer to the overarching research 
question.  

 

9.1.1. Ethnographic accounts of users’ becoming  

The answer to the first subquestion, “What constructs can be observed within 
the practice?”, became a much more complicated endeavour than I had fore-
seen when initiating my study because throughout the study, it became clear 
that the constructs were changing and needed to be accounted for more as 
processes rather than stable entities. The User is part of a complicated reality 
constructed discursively through language and discussion but also affected by 
the brute facts of the structures and regulations framing the project as well as 
by individual choices of the involved designers and museum representatives. 
It does, however, become through temporary closures, in particular during 
user trials, in how implemented prototypes steer their behaviour as well as in 
who actually comes to use the same prototypes. Discursively, The User is af-
fected by multiple discourses and their terminology, representing different 
meanings and values that are entrenched in the professional practices of schol-
ars, designers and museum personnel as well as in the organisations they rep-
resent.  

In this dissertation, the concept of The User was scrutinised as a discursive-
material knot, which is a nonhierarchical structure encompassing both discur-
sive and material aspects. The discursive-material knot provides a useful tool 
for capturing the changing nature of The User both in flux during the different 
events as well as in the form of temporary closure achieved through tests and 
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prototypes. Using Carpentier’s framework helps distinguish the different ele-
ments and label them clearly. Understanding of The User as changing relates 
closely to what Redström discusses as forms of transitional knowledge that 
unfold in a process. The different constructs discussed in Chapter 8 capture 
the temporary closure of the understanding of The User, which then evolves 
from stage to stage and subproject to subproject.   

This characterisation of The User has broader implications for the termi-
nology within the field of HCI. While projects such as GIFT may begin with 
an open approach to who users might be and what their needs are, this open-
ness is implicitly limited. The User is grounded in the values and assumptions 
of the designers as well as other project participants and organisational stake-
holders. The User is not a tabula rasa but rather a floating signifier, an over-
determined term full of so much meaning that it overflows and is a constant 
site of struggle of multiple discourses. As discussed in Section 2.1, The User 
in HCI has evolved over the decades of the discipline. Studying the shifts 
within GIFT makes it possible to critically reflect upon how terminology 
evolves not only over decades of research but even within the scope of a single 
project. The User exists as many things at once: a user of a technology, a vis-
itor in a museum, a customer in an entertainment institution and more. Each 
of these subject positions is situated in a discursive and material context as 
shown by the deconstruction in the previous chapter. Within the GIFT project, 
I could observe multiple framings of The User which bore close resemblance 
to the shifting conceptualisations through HCI history and its three waves. The 
User was sometimes approached as someone who requires guidance and does 
not have the expertise to know what is best for them; this was common in first 
wave HCI. Within the same meetings and discussions, users can be conceptu-
alised as cocreators who can intelligently engage with cultural heritage, which 
corresponds with second and third wave HCI conceptualisations. Further-
more, they can be critical of their interactions and use their voice to provide 
relevant commentary on the content of museum institutions as political agents.  

As discussed in Chapter 8, The User comes into being through the design 
practice as well as through the act of committing to specific choices leading 
to closure of meaning, which is most often observable through the created 
solutions and their testing. The three cases presented in Chapter 6 showcase 
how different these processes and outcomes can be. Together, the subject po-
sitions presented in this dissertation, their material and structural conditions 
as well as the process of their coming together contribute to an ethnographic 
account of users’ becoming in an empirical setting.   
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9.1.2. Conflict in situ 

SQ2: What problems occurred due to existing ideas?  
Navigating the complicated process of collaboration while negotiating the per-
spectives of different project stakeholders was a challenge. As discussed in 
the different cases, misunderstandings emerged resulting from implicit as-
sumptions held by the project stakeholders. This was particularly obvious in 
the appropriation case where in the end, the museums and the designers could 
not come together to create a hybrid experience with which both parties were 
satisfied. The misunderstandings originated partially in the stakeholders’ as-
sumptions and expectations regarding one another. It was also related to dif-
ferences in terminology under which the partners operated. There were also 
clear differences in what the different museums considered a meaningful ex-
perience. In the emotion recognition case, the Munch Museum accepted a so-
lution that was provocative and had limited appeal, but when similar features 
were proposed in the appropriation case, this approach was not acceptable to 
the Museum of Yugoslavia. 
Conflicting expectations on The User also emerged due to a lack of transpar-
ency as well conflicting organisational priorities. Due to the initial lack of 
transparency, it was sometimes difficult to understand the motivation for cer-
tain choices by the design partners. This was most visible in the gifting case, 
which is one of the issues that prompted my intervention at the midterm sym-
posium, when the rationale was further clarified. Even more important was 
how The User was constantly pulled in many directions at once due to the 
ways stakeholders were bound by their organisational priorities. While they 
were supposed to be visitors first from the perspective of the museums, they 
also had to be digitally savvy and familiar with mobile interfaces. One of the 
primary goals was to provide meaningful, transformative experiences, but the 
design and development partners also had to provide relevant business plans 
and ideas about how to monetise these encounters. Developers had to follow 
their creative ideas while also adapting to an EU review which demanded ad-
hering to a specific technology solution discussed (but not promised) in the 
proposal. As previously stated, The User is a field of struggle, and analysing 
that struggle provides insights into involved stakes and values.  

Tensions also occurred between planning and reality. Some of the solutions 
that were initially explored, such as physical stamps, had to be abandoned due 
to very practical limitations of technology and museum space. Both the phys-
ical layout of the museum and its character as a cultural institution affected 
which solutions were possible to pursue. For example, the emotion recogni-
tion case developed a solution that was specifically tailored to museums cen-
tred around a single charismatic figure and that would not easily transfer to 
other types of museums. Finally, the ARM process became isolated from the 
other project activities in ways that were not envisioned in the proposal, partly 
due to the wishes of the participating museum representatives but also for 
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practical reasons such as timing constraints. While the researchers and design-
ers and sometimes also the museum representatives expressed a wish for 
greater collaboration, this did not materialise. 

 

9.1.3. Sensitising to establish shared grounds 

SQ3: How can teams be made more aware of these issues?   
Despite issues identified in section 9.1.2, GIFT maintained a self-reflective 
and critical perspective on its own activities. An important step towards rais-
ing and reflecting on issues was the initial discussions of defining the initial 
values and directions that project participants want to pursue. Creating a the-
oretical scaffolding based on the text of the proposal and establishing shared 
priorities created a foundation for a critical discussion of ongoing activities. 
This meant that there was an outline of what we intended to do, and as such, 
it could be compared against. This approach combined well with my activities 
as the RT. In my concluding interviews, participants expressed that it had been 
helpful to have a dedicated person to continuously question decisions and dis-
cussions and raise critical issues within the project. Focusing on creative ac-
tivities which are primarily directed towards producing a solution can make it 
difficult to also consider possible negative aspects of the process. With the RT 
being a dedicated position, I was given space to report my observations back 
to the consortium in the form of provocations. I believe that this caused a level 
of reflective discussion that otherwise might not have occurred.  

Sensitising strategies were thus primarily helpful to get everyone on the 
same page. It was difficult to use sensitising to transmit specific academic 
theories, but it helped in operationalising and transmitting the underlying val-
ues and concepts of said theories to the nonexpert audience that constituted 
the project consortium. Trust turned out to be an important factor because 
some of the misunderstandings early on resulted from a lack of trust. Using 
sensitising concepts and the RT approach meant having a mediator in the room 
who could contextualise discussions by referring them to external sources. 
Doing that in connection to the mutually agreed-upon project values fostered 
a process that welcomed critical discussion and gave it the needed space.  

 

9.1.4. Articulating The User 

How is the concept of a user negotiated and practically implemented in an 
interdisciplinary design collaboration? 

 
Throughout my analysis of the subject positions that came into play when ap-
proaching The User, it became clear that I could not restrict my analysis to 
instances when the specific concept of The User was explicitly used. Rather, 
the prospective humans who would participate in the designed experiences 
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were brought into the process, both discursively and materially, in multiple 
subject positions. At this point, it makes sense to notice how I have developed 
an argument around how The User is articulated without ever providing a clear 
definition of who or what The User actually is, meaning who it refers to and 
what perspective is taken on them. This happens because The User is not sta-
ble; The User changes over time with the stages of design. Thus, The User 
could not be easily incorporated into the project or represented by a certain 
group of people. It is a construct and an assemblage of all the influences that 
articulate it in a specific context. It becomes temporarily fixated through real-
world events, but it does not retain its shape in between said events.  

The User is an important concept in HCI because of the way the discipline 
promotes inclusion of human perspectives in design. As showcased by Cooper 
and Bowers (1995), The User lies at the very heart of the discipline of HCI. 
Early on, their inclusion often remained on a shallow level characterised by 
fascination with The User as a human machine as highlighted by Bødker and 
Iversen (2002). Discussing The User as a discursive-material knot highlights 
the many aspects of humans that coexist within design research. I believe that 
it would be a mistake to reduce this complexity by some kind of token repre-
sentation. The User is riddled with tensions and inconsistencies; hence, the 
design decisions made in the cases in some way all considered The User at 
their starting point, but through their activities, workshops and discussions, 
they changed their definitions and delimitations throughout the three years of 
the project duration. 

The User is negotiated as a process of constant unfolding and transition. 
The User becomes what it needs to be in the moment, but over time, the con-
cepts become sedimented in produced artefacts and solutions and their practi-
cal implementation in the museum context. Sedimentation happens in all 
stages of the process, including brainstorming, designing, prototyping and 
testing. Each stage nudges The User in a direction, and when this happens, the 
nudges can be difficult to untangle from everything else occurring.  

Bringing together the different stakeholders with differences in both com-
petence and interest means that trust and mode of collaboration impact how 
these sedimentations happen in a way that might be very different from a more 
coherent project team where participants share goals and background. GIFT 
revealed that The User is not just a discursive construct but rather becomes 
expressed through discursive signifiers, material and structural conditions and 
influenced by who has agency. The User takes shape as transitional knowledge 
which, although grounded in the respective disciplines of practice, must adapt 
to stay productive. At the same time, the way it changes must be constantly 
reviewed and reflected upon because practical considerations can overshadow 
both theoretical focus and established values.  

In EU projects, finding space for such reflection can be difficult. Such pro-
jects are designed to be measurable, measuring outcomes in terms of produced 
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reports, artefacts and dissemination activities. They do not offer ways to ac-
count for soft values, such as how users are conceptualised. Negotiating re-
flection and understanding between stakeholders required additional ways of 
creating a shared approach to the design challenges. In my role as RT and in 
deliberate interventions in the form of guided sensitising exercises, I was able 
to contribute to raising issues, provoking reflection and overcoming trust is-
sues.  

Finally, The User in this process is constantly pulled in different directions 
as the different organisational value systems and goals set in. Reflecting on 
this aspect of the articulation is important as already highlighted in section 
2.1.  

9.2. Contributions  
This thesis contributes to HCI by advancing the critical discussion of The User 
concept which is central to the field. The ethnographic account contributes 
multiple examples of both successful and less successful collaborations and 
by analysing the different strategies for constructing The User in a practical 
context. It also provides an in-depth analysis of the existing representations of 
The User, which can be seen as a continuation of prior work by Cooper and 
Bowers contributing to terminology in the field. An important result of this 
dissertation is how differently the parties approached users and how their of-
ten-implicit perspectives were unlikely to have been brought to the surface 
without an active observer on location. The thesis also shows how active in-
terventions can work to sensitise teams and bring these differences to their 
attention. Finally, an additional contribution is the use of the discursive-mate-
rial knot as an analytical framework. Combined with design theory, it provides 
some needed vocabulary which allows for untangling the influences post facto 
while emphasising entanglement in practice. 

9.3. Discussion 
The GIFT project was a remarkable case of interdisciplinary and international 
design collaboration. Thanks to this project, I have had many opportunities to 
study design practice first hand and interact with practitioners who have been 
in the field for decades. The multiple subprojects offered a nuanced and varied 
understanding of The User within the scope of one consortium. While GIFT 
is a specific case, it nevertheless shares characteristics with many other pro-
jects in the same space. As part of the Horizon 2020 program, it allowed me 
to gain an insight into the functioning of EU-funded collaborations. The work-
ing process of creating regular deliverables and being subject to regular review 
introduces tensions that were highlighted throughout this dissertation. The 
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project also reflects the increasing impact interdisciplinary collaborations 
have in HCI. Including theories as well as practitioners representing different 
fields has been one of the key elements of the eclectic and open approach 
described in HCI literature. Through my work with GIFT, I have had the op-
portunity to become involved in the Swedish network for cultural heritage 
where together with my university colleagues we spoke of the process we par-
ticipated in to other museum institutions. Our experiences of digital develop-
ment in the cultural heritage sector were deemed relatable, and we were in-
vited multiple times to share them in different cities. GIFT has also been a site 
of study for multiple PhD students and postdoctors. The richness of material 
gave each of us the opportunity to pursue our own topics while being able to 
stay connected to our peers in a way that many early career scholars do not 
have access to.  

My own position and influence in the project merits another reflection. The 
narrative of The User is just one of many angles of exploration I could have 
taken. It was deeply affected by my association with the field of HCI where 
the concept is central as discussed throughout this dissertation. My prior 
schooling in critical traditions brought me to this specific angle of interest in 
questioning the terminology of The User. Simultaneously, I believe that these 
qualities are what allowed me to create such an in-depth account of the phe-
nomenon. While at first it was difficult to argue for the combination of theo-
ries, methods and approaches to which I had committed, I stayed with the re-
search setup I believed in, producing a backstage view of some of the aspects 
of the GIFT project that did not make it to our other publications. With this 
dissertation, I never attempted to portray some hidden objective truth of the 
project but rather as encouraged by Dourish deeply explored a practice 
through participating in it, living it and analysing it. While this account is no 
doubt my account coloured by some of my own background, I believe I have 
engaged thoughtfully with my own circumstances and produced a problema-
tisation of an existing concept that is transparent and can hopefully push for-
ward a discussion of the role of such work in HCI.  

9.4. Closing remarks 
Focusing on humans in the process of design collaboration brought to the front 
some of the philosophical underpinnings of the discipline of HCI. To some 
extent HCI has always perceived the role of the practitioner as being a spokes-
person of users, but this perception has been operationalized in different ways 
throughout the history of the subject. Articulating The User based on an em-
pirical project brought to light the difficulty of analytic distinction of concepts 
we commonly use. This means that as the technology develops so too does 
our understanding of it and its role in society. As discussed by Frauenberger, 
the idea of entanglement is becoming increasingly relevant to discussing the 
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field of HCI as the boundaries between technology and humans are becoming 
increasingly blurred. 

Accepting that technology, design, and The User are entangled highlights 
a need for responsibility for the world we create in design. Setting a goal to 
reflect on The User in a critical manner in design projects can act as a response 
to an almost imperceptible process of designing users through technologies. 
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