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ABSTRACT 
Designing from both the personal and the local is one way 
to connect sincerely and reflectively with a design problem 
at hand. Many design techniques are aimed towards 
understanding the perspective of the other and rightly so. 
However, it is the tightness of the feedback loop that is 
often most important in developing a design that works. 
Designing from the local and personal, one cannot escape 
this feedback loop, and one is motivated to persist. In this 
note I reflect on an academic path that has meandered along 
largely motivated by this personal and local perspective.  
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AARHUS 2005 
What political, cultural, economic, and institutional 
borderlands do we inhabit, what are the shifts since the last 
critical computing conference in 2005, and how do we 
situate ourselves and navigate those shifts? (Lindner et al, 
2015). I appreciated these questions, which in part made me 
realise the need to carve out time for more critical reflection 
in my own work.   

I attended the Aarhus conference in 2005. Two of the 
papers that were most memorable for me were those by Dan 
Shapiro and Phoebe Sengers et al [9,10]. Shapiro called for 
greater participation by practitioners of participatory design 
in large and complex public IT projects in the wake of 

much public money being spent on systems that were beset 
with delays, worked poorly or failed [10]. Citing Beck, 
Shapiro reminded us that P is for political, that participation 
was not just about engaging users and that PD practitioners 
should join together to take action and foster better design 
in large public projects [2].  Sengers called for reflective 
design, design that caused others to reflect, which in some 
way appeared to be the opposite of PD, the impetus coming 
from the designers’ motivation and thinking [9]. Both 
papers have been inspiring to the community and presented 
considerable challenges. How does a practitioner/ 
researcher, even if they band together with others, have 
enough sway to influence large complex projects? 
(Exceptionally, there have been notable efforts in 
Scandinavia by PD practitioners in the area of e-health and 
personal electronic health records.) How does a 
practitioner, through design, get others to reflect, at least for 
more than a moment? 

STARTING LOCALLY 
To me it seems that in both cases one has to connect to the 
local circumstances at hand and establish credibility in 
some form.  Starting small and local was advice that I was 
given in 2004 by a seasoned PD practitioner who worked in 
a non-profit organisation. I had been contemplating 
engaging in ICT4D and he suggested I do some work in my 
own community first. I followed his advice and established 
a community IT project, a digital noticeboard in my own 
commuter suburb, which needed a better local 
communication fabric [3]. This was in 2006, prior to social 
media taking hold there. I understood his advice to mean 
that I should work in my own community and reflect on my 
own designs as they affected the community around me 
first hand, also suffering their consequences, both 
technically and socially, and certainly before I went off to 
design in more unfamiliar territory.  

A FORTUNATE ENGINEER 
In 2004 and 2005, topics of agency and usability were very 
much alive, as they still are today. PD practitioners were 
still designing technologies to better address workers 
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practices and to make interfaces more natural or 
accountable. Like many I came to HCI/CSCW and PD from 
a bordering discipline, completing my PhD in 1999 in the 
field of engineering design and having worked for several 
years in aircraft engine design and manufacture. Through 
out my PhD, my advisor had told me, ‘if you want to learn 
about design and make design tools, you have to do design.’ 
I agreed this was sensible. Looking back, it was a great 
privilege to have an advisor, who would both accommodate 
me as an engineer learning to do design and embrace me as 
a student trying to explore and research engineering design 
from some kind of new perspective. I got to work on a very 
interesting project designing part of a space telescope and I 
was influenced by anthropologists, designers and education 
researchers at XEROX PARC and the Institute for Research 
on Learning.  From those experiences to this day my 
research group is a design practice, exploring by doing 
design as well as seeking methodological and theoretical 
perspectives. But, in particular, it is informed with the 
knowledge that I learned, unusually, as an engineering PhD 
student: Design is a social process.  

Being trained as an engineer brings a perspective that I have 
wrestled with. The closed world of engineering is less 
narrow than the closed world of AI that Agre describes [1]. 
Focussed around representation, logic, deduction, inference, 
one can see, especially from Agre’s account, how the AI 
world confines itself.  But there is still a strong mindset in 
engineering that the important problems can be fixed with 
engineering solutions, (in spite of Papanek and Fuller’s 
pyramid, which suggests that very few problems can be 
tackled in this way) [6].  And just as computing is a kind of 
imperialism, so too is engineering and for that matter, 
design thinking. As Agre wrote.  

“A computer, then, does not simply have an instrumental 
use in a given site of practice; the computer is frequently 
about that site in its very design. In this sense computing 
has been constituted as a kind of imperialism; it aims to 
reinvent virtually every other site of practice in its own 
image.”[1] 

TURNING TO USER-CENTRED AND PARTICIPATORY 
DESIGN  
In my early career I hoped that I could design better 
technologies by exploring the perspective of those who 
would use them. I was most interested in the idea that the 
participants’ domain knowledge and the designers’ 
facilitation and technical knowledge could be brought 
together in interesting ways to make an engineering design 
better targeted and more relevant more quickly. I wanted 
people that the design affected to have a say. I was less 
focused on the power issues imbued within design although 
they were latent within.  

My first major project was neither local nor particularly 
personal, but it stemmed from a personal frustration with 
the bodily limitations of interfaces. We began from more of 

a tech perspective exploring all sorts of domains that might 
benefit from gestural interfaces. Dentistry seemed fertile 
ground. Infection control and sterilisation procedures meant 
that dentists couldn’t work on a patient and operate a mouse 
and computer keyboard at the same time. 

At that time, 2001, I also felt that ubicomp needed to 
investigate itself in the real world rather than in the lab, in 
order to better understand its elements and possibilities. The 
dental project explored using speech, gestures, RFID etc to 
operate an interface, investigating how dentists practiced 
with multiple instruments, devices, patients and information 
handling all at the same time.1 I was acutely aware that I 
didn’t want to detect gestures using cameras, as I thought 
there were already enough cameras around monitoring 
people, so the latent power issues of PD did have an 
influence in my praxis. However it proved much harder to 
detect gesture by using accelerometers in dental 
instruments, than using vision techniques, although we had 
some success. The research findings seemed to come out 
around the edges of the projects, although in some respects 
this meant they lay at the core too. My engineering student 
designed a speech based interface that turned out to be quite 
cumbersome to use and brittle to variations in practice. In 
so doing, he learned how important it was to understand the 
variety of human practice in a way that he had never 
realised before. Seeing this student’s perspective shift felt 
like an achievement, almost but not quite a conversion! We 
also found out from taking a design approach towards 
gesture that we could uncover a lot more about it than 
simply by studying it using observational methods, as has 
been done for years in fields such as linguistics. To 
understand gesture in its context of production, you have to 
do gesture, design with gesture and try to capture it in some 
way.  

On reflection, the dentists were so skilled in appropriation 
and articulation work that we found precious few sites for 
ubicomp intervention. Interventions always introduced new 
articulation work, new readings and new procedures. I 
always wondered if it was my failure of ingenuity as an 
engineer.  Glad wrap on the mouse seemed to work as well 
as gesture interfaces for using computers while observing 
infection control procedures. 

Having moved into HCI design from more traditional 
engineering of aircraft engines and being more interested in 
humans and interfaces than aircraft engines, I was finding 
that paradoxically where humans were involved, the need 
for the technology intervention was often less. A fine new 
drill, or a better imaging technology would be a boon, but 
for the most part these specific technologies that sought to 
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do one physical operation or transformation were more 
useful than trying to make more smarts at the interface; 
People were smart enough.  

TURNING TO ACTION RESEARCH 
In my next major project which began in 2004, the 
community digital noticeboard project, I was turning to 
action research and an interest in community engagement. 
It was through this project that I really engaged in my local 
community. The dental project sought out a context as a 
way to think about technology design. In the community 
project, by contrast, the major impetus was the local context 
of the community needing more resources to support local 
communication. An institutional shift also facilitated my 
change in research direction. I had begun my academic 
career in a mechanical engineering department, but had 
transitioned into a department of IT and electrical 
engineering, for a variety of reasons. In Australia, IT and 
electrical had far more female academics than mechanical 
engineering, which at that time was primarily associated 
with heavy and process industries. In my new department of 
IT, I somehow felt much more license to explore 
community action projects. 

FINDING SCOPE WITHIN SOCIO-TECHNICAL SYSTEMS   
Although my research training was in the United States, and 
I grew up in the UK, I settled in Australia. Australia is a 
pragmatic and optimistic country that spends relatively little 
of its income on research. In my experience it is very 
difficult to get a grant without promising a tangible 
technology outcome to demonstrate a research innovation. 
This is the institutional and political borderland in which I 
reside. Although I find there is greater recognition that 
technical systems are sociotechnical systems than ever 
before, there is still a sense in which technology is the hard 
elite ground rising out of the social swamp, to borrow from 
Schon’s (1987) description [8]. Technology has primacy 
and HCI/CSCW or interaction design is seen as secondary.  

However, guided by the advice from my PhD advisor, ‘if 
you want to understand design, you have to do design’, I 
have persisted in exploring socio-technical questions from 
within design projects oriented towards socio-technical 
outcomes. Technology and socio-technical systems can take 
so many different forms that I do not find a technology 
orientation problematic or confining, since it can be such a 
small part of a project. It is possible to spend a large 
amount of time researching, exploring, designing and  
reframing and relatively little time producing technology.  
There is also scope for critical work within these projects. 
Although “user-centredness” is seen as secondary to 
technology, it is increasingly seen as necessary. People are 
rearing up their ugly heads in all sorts of domains, not using 
their domestic eco-feedback systems as they should, 
needing to visualize big data, needed for crowd-sourcing to 
monitor the environment, and being discovered in the sights 
of robots wandering around the Campus.  

Human-attentive and environment-attentive design is 
needed in many projects.  So, my institution is quite a 
productive site of practice when approached with a good 
mindset. Today I conduct research by collaborating with 
other technologists, social scientists and designers, working 
in messy sociotechnical spaces that inevitably need to 
embrace an understanding of people and their practices in 
order to research and design socio-technical innovations. 
One can conduct a critical practice within such projects. 
Indeed, the challenge is to navigate a critical path and steer 
towards a good outcome. One project I am very proud of is 
one in which we didn’t design any technology at all. My 
student engaged in action research and participatory design 
with her local rural community and together they found 
ways to improve their circumstances. [14] 

Our current funded projects involve: Finding ways to 
visualize next generation genomic sequencing data; 
Engaging birdwatchers in collecting and analyzing bird 
song in order to monitor ecologies and environment health; 
Inclusion of people with cognitive and sensory impairments 
in using the internet; Healthy ageing and social connection; 
And, supporting communication and internet engagement in 
oral Aboriginal languages. These latter two projects have 
the most scope to attempt to colonize with IT in poor ways.  
They require seeing a problem from a great many angles 
and points of view and significant iteration, participation  
and negotiation in order to work towards sensible, joyful, 
useful innovations in practices and technologies. I find it 
helpful to frequently return to principles of engagement 
articulated in Aboriginal and indigenous research ethics 
where the first step generally requires the researcher to 
critically reflect on why they want to undertake the research 
and to seek the community’s guidance, leadership, active 
participation and to engage as much as possible in acts of  
reciprocity [7,11]. 

BUILDING FROM THE LOCAL AND PERSONAL 
My engagement in each one of these current projects can be 
traced back to earlier local and personal projects. In 
addition to undertaking research in connection with my 
local community I framed and undertook research projects 
in relation to an elderly relative who still lives in the UK 
and a family member with a disability [3]. Being mid-career 
with a modest track record, each current project links in 
some way to those that came before and the competencies 
developed and demonstrated. Following on from this, some 
of my supervisory work has been to work with others who 
wish to do the same, connecting into their own local 
communities – that became the way I connected into 
ICT4D.  

SHIFTING FORMATS OF PARTICIPATION 
The great technical shifts since 2005 lie in the greater 
diversity of computing practices and connectivity, from 
personal computers, laptops and brick mobile phones in 
2005 to tablets, smart mobile phones, autonomous drones, 



social networks, crowd sourcing etc. in 2015.  The 
problems that we seek to solve these days have often 
emerged from our contemporary lifestyle and our latest 
technology frontiers e.g obesity, global warming, genomic 
sequencing, inequity, human rights, accountability of 
autonomous robotic drones, privacy in an era of mass 
connectivity. Systems are ever more complex and more 
diffuse, and the big players seem ever more powerful. 

The practitioner of PD still has to find a way to navigate in 
this space. In 2008 we analysed our research projects to 
find that formats of participation were quite different from 
those that characterized early Participatory Design which 
was founded in the era of clearly delineated relations 
(management and unionized labour) and mainframe 
computing. By 2008, formats of participation could be 
“characterized by their sensitivity towards new types of 
network relations among people, the diverse motivations of 
people to participate, the subtle balance of values and 
benefits involved in collaborative endeavours, and the 
inherent power relations between participants.” [4]. This 
still seems to be the case. 

2015  
As a co-design practitioner today I try to attend critically to 
the landscape in which I situate myself, embrace the 
relationships where I can learn and contribute most with 
socially informed technology design. This still leaves one 
of the great dilemmas of technology design at large, that 
one cannot know if it will be used for good or evil, as 
discussed by Peter Paul Verbeek in his keynote at DIS2014,  
because one cannot know apriori the sites of appropriation 
of technology. In my institution I find myself advocating 
for research in health over surveillance, for robots to assist 
humans rather than to replace them or mimic them, for 
ways to ensure accountability for autonomous robots flying 
in from afar. My hope is that continued local advocacy for 
more humanistic research that connects with local 
circumstances, with located accountabilities [12], will 
somehow foster the good meme and oppose 
dehumanization and misappropriation.  
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