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Abstract 
With growing urban populations, the World Health 
Organization has highlighted the importance of urban 
design for everyone. It is widely recognized that quality 
of life in the urban environment could be improved 
through participatory design that includes the active 
involvement of diverse citizens. Technologies can offer 
potential tools for such inclusive engagement, however, 
working together across disciplines and expertise 
presents key challenges. The design and infrastructure 
of cities is inherently complex and requires attention to 
inclusion, translation, sharing and communicating 
information in effective and constructive ways across 
diverse constituencies. This workshop intends to bring 
together a multi-disciplinary community of researchers 
and designers who are investigating theories, practices, 
methodologies and technologies of the city; how we live 
in and (re)adapt them to changing needs together with 
citizens. This includes technologies that support 
collecting data on, representing and sharing aspects of 
urban environments and experiences, architectural 
envisioning, grass-roots civic engagement, local 
government planning, activism and creative practice. 
Our aim is to map a multi-disciplinary agenda for the 
future of urban HCI.   
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Background & Motivation 
Over the past decades we have seen human computer 
interaction transition from the desktop to the mobile, 
with increasing capacity for pervasive computing within 
the built environment. One domain that has received 
little coherent attention in the field is that of large-scale 
urban interaction and participation to support change. 

54 per cent of the world’s population now live in urban 
areas[1] a figure which is only expected to grow. Cities 
are large, complex and multi-faceted environments, 
facing unique challenges and offering unique 
affordances increasingly requiring diverse and complex 
stakeholders in decision-making. In these rich urban 
social ecologies, naïve design approaches can have 
adverse material affects in the urban environment that 
persist for decades.  

There has been an explosive interest in the use of 
technologies to facilitate change and management of 
infrastructure at a significant urban scale [2] through 
the ‘smart cities’ movement. This movement sees 
digital technology as a way of overcoming some of the 
complex challenges facing cities including the effects of 
pollution, congestion, and many other factors related to 
quality of life. The ethos of the smart city movement is 
in developing responsive real-time solutions. 

In contrast to the smart cities movement, which 
suggests a centralized technocratic system to deal with 
the messiness of urban life, urban interaction attempts 
to put the citizen at the center of the process. Urban 
interaction sees technology as more than a set of 
sensors, but as a way of facilitating long-term urban 
change at a more distributed scale. These include 
anticipating challenges associated with cities to not just 

be efficient, but to be human in scale, to be all age 
friendly, liveable and sustainable. However, also the 
role of technology can be questioned and other 
dynamic, evolving and invisible infrastructures that 
enable/disable engagement should be explored [3]. 

There are already different researches that explored 
some of the relationships between urban environment, 
HCI and people [4] [5], but the complexity of the topic 
require further investigations. What makes these 
different scales of research difficult is that they 
inevitably intersect and require the bringing together of 
diverse domain knowledge in areas such as 
architecture, urban design, planning, computing, 
networking, construction, community engagement and 
social urban landscaping.  

Goals and Outcomes 
This workshop aims to build an interdisciplinary 
community of researchers, designers and practitioners 
to share and discuss their work and the challenges they 
have encountered in data collection and participatory 
design activities related to the urban environment. We 
aim to develop a richer conceptual and practical 
understanding of data collection, civic engagement and 
design methods to support and shape an agenda for 
future research. This workshop is an attempt to bring 
together those interested in making urban level 
technologies with other domain experts concerned with 
making urban level interventions along with those in 
urban communities themselves. We therefore seek to:  

• Create a space to allow the discussion of the 
various social, technological and ethical issues 
related to urban design and digital interaction; 



 

• Create a venue to allow those engaged in 
urban intervention to collaborate with 
information technology professionals; 

• To share and discuss concepts, designs and 
prototypes to explore urban computing in 
empirical work; 

• To identify fundamental differences and 
synergies between design and research 
approaches when participation in urban space 
is at its core. 

Recruitment 
The workshop will be relevant for those working with 
technologies to encourage participation of citizens in 
urban development. This includes HCI researchers, 
interaction designers and ethnographers, but also 
architects, urban planners and designers, community 
engagement workers, activists and artists. We will 
recruit participants for the workshop via email lists and 
forums collated from our organisers contacts. We will 
further recruit via the Media Architecture Biennale 
contacts and twitter feed and promote via the design 
and engineering faculties of Queensland University and 
RMIT in Melbourne. 

Workshop Plan 
The workshop will provide a balance of plenary 
sessions, breakout discussions and practical design 
activities.  

Morning: We will begin by introducing the plan for the 
day. Following this in small group participants will be 
asked to bring and present tools, instruments, 
artefacts, or data, relevant to conducting urban HCI 
research. We will then use these items to conduct 
urban observations collecting data and materials 

through an organized walk in Brisbane. Lunch will take 
place as an extension of the walk and during this time 
participants will be asked to informally share their data 
collected with somebody in another group.  

Afternoon: Each group will exchange their 
data/materials collected with another group and report 
back what was discovered during the walk. Using this 
data, groups will then prototype fictional ways in which 
the data could be shared and communicated 
meaningfully within a multidisciplinary participatory 
design environment that includes city planners / 
architects / developers / communities, to foster fruitful 
collaborations and design propositions.  Following this, 
each group will be invited again to report back to the 
other attendees their proposed approaches and final 
reflections. A final discussion led by the organizers will 
attempt to synthesize these reports into a wider 
perspective, to identify themes and issues for future 
research and collaboration, and to develop concrete 
actions to progress future work in this area (e.g., 
developing networks, future workshops, special issues 
or mailing lists). Finally attendees will be invited to 
propose new and emerging themes identifying potential 
plans for publication. 

Timetable 
09:00- 09:30 Welcome by organizers & introductions 

09:30- 11:00 Tools of the trade: Artefacts & 
Instruments Show & Tell 

11:00- 11:30 Coffee break 

11:30- 13:00 Urban walk  

13:00- 14:30 Workshop Lunch 

14:30- 15:30 Urban intervention proposals 

15:30- 16:00 Coffee Break  

Potential topics 
 

● Smart cities 

● Understanding the city and 

its inhabitants 

● Urban informatics, Urban 

Computing  

● Geographies of Space, 

Place and Society 

● Role of information in urban 

activism 

● Documenting and 

communicating daily life and 

experiences around the city  

● Digital representations of 

the city through various 

media  

● Participatory design 

● Digital interventions in 

urban contexts 

● New urban technologies 

● Sense and the city 



 

16:00- 16:30 Presentations  

16:30- 17:30 Future work & closing remarks 

  
After the workshop 
The results of the workshop will be presented as a 
poster to conference attendees, illustrating a summary 
of the key themes. We will write a summary report of 
the workshop and make this available online via the 
website and will submit a proposal for an article to 
Interactions magazine. We will discuss the potential of 
a special issue submission to the The Interdisciplinary 
Journal of Design Research and other notable HCI 
journals during the workshop.  

Organizers 
Dr Danilo Di Mascio, Architect and Research Associate 
on the MyPlace (www.myplace.ac.uk) project, working 
at both Open Lab and Northumbria University. He is 
focusing on the analysis and visualisation of tangible 
and intangible features of the urban environment, 
including the use of digital technologies to understand 
narratives of space and place. 

Dr Rachel Clarke, Research Associate on the MyPlace 
project at Open Lab, Newcastle University. Her current 
interest is on participatory interdisciplinary co-design 
methods exploring mobility, technology and place for 
the age friendly city supported by arts-based practice. 

Dr Yoko Akama, Associate Professor, Communication 
Design, RMIT, Melbourne. Her research interests focus 
on human-centred design practices of exploring design 
artefacts, language and processes, and their role as 
‘scaffolds’ in facilitating communication and 
engagement among people. 

Dr Flora Salim, Senior Lecturer, Computer Science and 
Information Technology, RMIT University 
Melbourne. She has performed and published research 
in the areas of mobile, pervasive, and urban 
computing. Her particular interests are context-aware 
computing, context sensing, activity recognition, and 
human behaviour pattern mining. 
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