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Abstract. In this paper we will be investigating the relevance of artistic prac-
tice-based research as a design method for interactive co-design works. Our 
study is based on Are You for Real?, an urban co-creation project  which was 
developed by a cross-disciplinary project team with co-design contributions by 
students and youngsters. Although this case study was initially developed with 
and for youngsters and students of a technical vocational school, its design and 
creation approach addressed assumptions that are expected to be valuable for 
professionals as well as for educators in higher education. This study could con-
tribute to people’s understanding of ‘real-life’ research methods for ‘real-life’ 
situations. For our reference framework we identified two issues that were 
brought forward as impediments for new cross-disciplinary courses that dealt 
with interactive works in a public space.  Following that, the lessons learned 
from our investigation are suggested as input for the next editions of these 
courses.  

Keywords: Design principles and guidelines for Distributed, Ambient and Per-
vasive Interactions, Social Interaction, Art, Design.  

1 Introduction 

First of all we would like to introduce you to The Patching Zone media laboratory and 
the case study that was developed there. The Patching Zone is a trans-disciplinary 
R&D media laboratory where young professionals and students work together with 
experts and end-users. In their projects the participants cross over the boundaries of 
their discipline. For the duration of the project the team members leave their usual 
professional frameworks behind and venture into new territory. During the past seven 
years, The Patching Zone has worked on a series of iterations of Nigten’s flexible 
Processpatching approach, where fitting methods and approaches are often loosely 
combined [1]. Although Processpatching focused initially on the collaboration among 
artists, technicians and computer scientists, over the years its focus has broadened. 
Other creative and scientific branches, the humanities and the end-users were all taken 
into account as collaborators who brought their domain-specific knowledge and  
methodologies or ways of working.  
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Fig. 1. (a) Students as co-designers; (b) Are You For Real ? participant 

The case study "Are You For Real?"(AYFR?) is a GPS driven, real-time, sound 
experience created for and by young people and played in their own local urban set-
ting. As the players roam the familiar city streets, they are simultaneously experienc-
ing and exploring a virtually sonified version of the urban space through modified 
smartphones/headphone sets. The sound experience is driven by the players’ position, 
the position of other players and the influence of online users who virtually walk 
through the same streets and are able to broadcast messages to specific locations in 
the sonic cityscape. The project explores how sound and music influence the expe-
rience of moving through an urban environment while at the same time altering the 
possibilities for social interactions in the streets. The overall structure of the game-
like experience follows the mechanics of a traditional treasure-hunt, with players 
collecting sonic elements located in physical space, but the result is an open-world 
game where the interaction between players (both online and in the streets) generates 
complex sets of rules and experiences. AYFR? was designed in a participatory way,  
in which all aspects of the project were subject of interactive workshops with students 
and / or local youth. After each workshop the team entered an iterative design cycle, 
in which output from the last workshop was integrated, together with newly gained 
knowledge, insight and ideas.  

AYFR?’s  projectteam included representatives from media art, game design, en-
gineering, ethography, audio design and so on. Human Technology and ICT students 
from the Zadkine technical vocational school worked as collaborators, co-deisgners 
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and later mingled with the end-users. The co-designing youngsters came from the 
Helderheid youth group in the neighborhood and brought in their interest in local rap 
and popular culture.    

2 Reference Framework 

Our reference framework for this study stems from a higher education environment: 
recently Academy Minerva ( Hanze University of Applied Sciences) and the Univer-
sity of Groningen  initiated a shared module ‘Research & Development: New Media 
Art Practices’ for their Master students Media Art Design and Scenography and stu-
dents of the University’s Art faculty.  The students worked  in cross-disciplinary 
teams on a media art experiment., Most experiments were situated in the urban public 
space. The two most striking issues that were brought forward in the evaluation of the 
first edition of this course were:  the lack of knowledge about artistic research  
and the limited interest the students showed in the participant as a co-creator. It is 
worthwhile to note that both evaluative issues are related to the making process of 
interactive art and design works. In this paper therefore we will elaborate on the most 
eye-catching making methods that were used for the realisation process of AYFR? and 
how these relate to a theoretical framework. We’ll complete this study with an extrapo-
lation of the outcomes of the case study for our educational reference framework. 

3 Design Methodology 

The practice-based approach to AYFR? is inspired by the design and art practices. For 
this we draw especially from the explorative (hands-on) design process and the ‘mak-
ing’ itself, the implementation aspect, as we know it in today’s design and artistic 
practice. When we zoom in on its characteristics we’ll notice that during and because 
of this creation process an important part of the research emerges.  Following this 
there is an iterative cycle where the progress of the creative process brings about the 
necessity for background information and theory, and in its turn the theory feeds the 
practice. Furthermore the research and creation process usually has a holistic nature, 
as opposed to the conventional reductionist and solution-focused processes. From a 
classical engineering perspective this can sometimes be problematic, because it may 
lead to a myriad of different interpretations and viewpoints on one theme, or many 
possible solutions to a design problem [2]. However, it does link very well with the 
current interest in Human Computer Interaction (HCI) for multiple interpretations 
concerning emerging technical design areas, which are increasingly influenced by 
interaction of the end user with the technical system and with the designer. The space 
for multiple and personal interpretations, and holistic viewpoints is a counterpart or 
addition to the singular (reductionist) HCI interpretation. [3] This is closely connected 
to the recent shift from instrumental, work-related technology to technology for per-
sonal experience and the experience industry. Sengers and Gaver claim that the  
much-used traditional, objective utility and usability studies are not sufficient for  
personal, subjective experiences. They also refer to media art as an inspiration for the  
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replacement of the singular interpretation, which is often still in the hands of the HCI 
designer.  

“Systems that can be interpreted in multiple ways allow individual users to define 
their own meanings for them, rather than merely accepting those imposed by design-
ers.” [4] 

The role of the designer in this situation, and in certain elements of the design 
process, is more appropriately described a facilitator of the process rather than the 
designer who always makes all design decisions. In AYFR?  the work was often 
done according to a co-design approach, an approach derived from participatory de-
sign and user-centred design.[5] In co-design the emphasis is on the joint design proc-
ess. During the various phases of the whole process (concept, pre-design, design and 
realisation,) the relationships of the participants towards each other shift. For exam-
ple, The Patching Zone’s team worked together as coaches with the students in the 
pre-design phase (co-design). At a later stage (development) the students partly repre-
sented the end users.  

The responsibilities everyone had in AYFR? (student, designer and artist) kept 
shifting; a necessary role change, which was sometimes a bit confusing. After a 
largely democratic co-design trajectory, holding on to a democratic decision-making 
process can become an obstacle for the process, because it may lead to a design com-
promise. This gives a good idea of the dilemma between emancipatory work and ar-
tistic, or more general, creative work. What is the most important issue in each part of 
the whole process? From the huge collection of ideas gathered in the pre-design 
phase, it turned out to be quite difficult to arrive at a convincing design supported by 
everyone. Of course we considered several instrumental solutions to this situation, but 
it was preferred to study strategies from the professional practices, which surrounded 
us at the start of the R&D process.  

3.1 New Design Paradigms 

We see an extreme example of process-facilitated co-design in Conditional Design.[6] 
Based on a number of clear, logical rules a joint design (sketch) process is set up, to 
which various people contribute. The designers and artists have drawn up a manifesto, 
which reads: 

“…Input engages logic and activates and influences the process.  
Input should come from our external and complex environment: nature, society 

and its human interactions.” [7] 

A very interesting concept which, in their documentation and in their workbook, 
surprisingly often leads to more or less the same results. The drawings on the website 
of Conditional Design reminds one of machine-made drawings without a random 
function or any noise. In his afterword in the Conditional Design Workbook Koert 
van Mensvoort teleports this Conditional Design formula to the China of 2061 be-
cause, according to him, it offers perspectives for co-creation which remind him of a 
Lego system for urban development, which of course everyone is allowed to help 
build. Rather, Conditional Design reflects what is on the minds of many designers and 
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artists these days. It was invented during the process of the search for the new role of 
the designer as a process facilitator. Quite a lot of literature is available about recent 
shifts in the design world; from the traditional designer who works on products, to 
designers who work on the designing of meaning (purpose). With this last one you 
can think of experience design, design for emotion and design for transformation. [8] 
The shift from problem or functionality based designing to designing ‘for the sake of 
fun and pleasure’ inspired Gaver and Dunn to the concept of ‘ludic design’ [9,10] 
Ludic design, a reference to Huizinga’s Homo Ludens, a study of the play-element in 
culture [11] in many respects resembles a somewhat formalised art approach. Here 
designing no longer happens from a predetermined functionality or a specific use in 
order to become engaged with the world around us. We see that the old rules and laws 
of applied design discipline are shifting more and more towards the explorative way 
artists work. The dividing line between the design and the art practice is becoming 
ever more blurred. It is remarkable that a lot of literature is available from the design 
and technological perspective and much less from an art perspective. While it is pre-
cisely this media art practice to which Sengers et al look as inspiration for ambiguous 
interpretations and open scenarios for participation.[12] Media art and art & technol-
ogy harbour a wealth of information. During the past decades the media artist has 
created a trail, which many people can learn from. For some time now the Creativity 
and Cognition Studios from Sydney, Australia, have been publishing about artistic 
experiments as forerunners and inspiration for interaction design and technology. 
Bilda, Edmonds and Candy [13] researched the interactive behaviour and the en-
gagement of participants in different interactive media art installations over a longer 
period. This resulted in their ‘Creative Engagement Model’. Bilda then ‘translated’ 
the sequential interaction phases and the different  ‘modes’ of active audience beha-
viours into experience Design Principles for five different phases (from initial  
introduction to deep understanding) of the interaction process. [14] 

3.2 Background 

In personal, often informal, conversations with established media artists about the role 
they play in their projects, what often becomes clear is that they usually do many 
different kinds of jobs and switch roles very easily. It is worth mentioning that many 
media artists also have a professional practice as new style designers. Most media 
artists or media art collectives carry the final responsibility for the process, or for the 
final product (depending on how they look at it and what is developed). This brings us 
to an important point of what distinguishes media art from the co-creation processes 
of, for example, community art. The media artist is almost always the person who 
weighs the artistic deliberations and makes decisions in the design process, while in 
community art the emancipatory aspect often gets priority. Concerning the artistic 
quality of community art many interesting discussions have been held. [15]  

It seems to us that the outcomes of community art, in which the emancipatory as-
pect is the central focus, should not be assessed for artistic quality but for the partici-
pation process, the realised empowerment and everything this entails. Although in 
media art public interaction is often essential and parts of the work are realised  
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according to co-design principles, we do judge the final process or the media art expe-
rience according to (new) personal and subjective artistic criteria. Let’s see what hap-
pens when we map the two approaches to different innovation layers in AYFR? The 
emancipatory (community art-like) approach was required during the first phase (pre-
design), while the realisation would benefit from a media art-like approach. You may 
wonder whether this dichotomy did not complicate the process needlessly. Perhaps 
the ambition-bar had indeed been set a bit high here because we learned that this tur-
naround was complicated for both our team and for the students. Our team could, as 
far as we are  concerned, relied even more on their discipline-specific expertise so 
team members could fall back on this at the change from process facilitator for  
empowerment to the designing of the final artistic and creative experience.  

4 Lessons Learned 

What can we learn from our case study regarding the articulation of artistic research; 
the iterative process of making and reflecting? This project, as well as earlier Patching 
Zone projects [16,17] confirms our findings that artists and designers often deal with 
a comprehensive and integral approach, which includes a constant dialogue between 
creating (making) and reflecting. This allows a reflective attitude to surface due to a 
continual exchange between practical knowledge, skills and theory (wisdom). It 
brings forward an integral practice, research and theory model that may provide fertile 
ground for the enhancement of practical knowledge through continuous feedback, 
from practice through to the context and the theory. Through this method the re-
searcher and the co-creators become aware of the modelling powers of their own 
practice, during the work or learning processes. This interconnected approach will 
either succeed or fail with a balance between making and passing on of knowledge or 
the other way around, of generating new knowledge that is linked to the practical 
creation process. When summarizing the connection between practice and theory, we 
can state that in AYFR? the values and interpretations from academic research, design 
and art practices came together with the co-design interest from popular culture that 
was brought in by our young collaborators and young people in the online environ-
ment. In such a constellation, theory is a dynamic given; it is constantly renewed and 
questioned by the practice and vice versa. The theoretical background in this envi-
ronment is always linked to the (new) practice. So we can speak of an ‘integrated 
design where reflection informs practice and practice generates theory’. In a way this 
model reminds us of Schön’s Reflective Practice theory. [18] 

As we briefly mentioned earlier, the creation process of interactive media art 
doesn’t stop after the artistic and technical development phase, it also embodies the 
shift from a final piece of art to the interactive process where the participants become 
co-creators of the experience. Here the participants all establish or create a highly 
personalised experience that could be described as an on-going co-creation process. 
An interactive artwork is therefore never finished. [19] In regard to understanding the 
co-creators’ making process a working prototype as the interaction environment is of 
crucial importance.   
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These working prototypes make artistic research and development so interesting as 
a Real-Life design approach to technology for personal experiences and the expe-
rience industry. In other words: In our case study it would not have been easy to  
simulate AYFR? because of the personal involvement, which was essential for the 
experience. AYFR? therefore was a convincing example of a subjective and personal 
experience, which allowed space for multiple or ambiguous interpretations, with 
strong artistic, cultural and aesthetic aspects to boot. Our case study  thus illustrates 
that artistic, practice based research could contribute to the establishment of real-life 
research methods for real-life situations. [20]  

This brings forward valuable new knowledge for the academic discourse dealing 
with the making of media art, as this knowledge is only just at its initial stage today. 
This is an issue for academic researchers whose research practice will be positioned 
more and more in a so-called hyper reality. [21] where the interactive experience 
plays a role of crucial importance. Nor should we overlook the importance of a suita-
ble discourse for contemporary artists and designers who plan to work with interac-
tive experiences, in particular those who intend to collaborate with other disciplines in 
the research and development process.  

5 Conclusion 

What are the relevant lessons learned for the education as it was outlined in our refer-
ence framework? AYFR? and other interactive art pieces show a remarkable resem-
blance to the co-design process and could be characterised as never finished. The 
artistic research process represents an integrated practice, a creation and theory model 
that could lead the way to getting a grip on the never-ending making process, as this 
type of research is grounded in the creation process. The holistic nature of our case 
study links well with multiple or subjective interpretations that are brought forward 
by the end users’ interaction process In this situation theory is a dynamic given that is 
thus by definition subjective. Finally, community art practice taught us about partici-
pants’ engagement in a democratic co-design trajectory and media art taught us how 
to shift the design process to an artistic or design decision mode.  

Author’s Note. Some parts of this text are a slightly altered version of earlier writings 
by the author such as Real Projects for Real People Volume 3, 2013 and the epilogue 
in Research & Development: New Media Art Practice, 2014. 
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