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Abstract. This paper presents a user driven approach to creating user generated 
content services together with newspaper representatives and researchers in a 
Living Lab setting. Two cases are discussed, one with creating city district 
blogs and one with creating a site for un-employed youth. In each case both 
situated and distributed design activities were conducted, and the paper 
discusses the challenges with this approach. As the newspaper industry 
traditionally designs their services in-house from their own ideas and thereafter 
tests them with their readers, a user driven approach by readers was very 
challenging. However, the newspaper representatives also found it rewarding to 
embrace their ideas. The participating readers were very active in the situated 
activities but only a few continued the same activity online. The paper 
concludes by proposing a model for how to view the changing role of a 
researcher or facilitator in these types of setting. 
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1 Introduction 

Allowing readers to express their opinions has always been embraced by newspapers. 
However, in print media it has only been possible on a small scale, e.g. in the form of 
letters to the editor. Since the mid-nineties when most newspapers began their online 
journeys, the amount of material produced by readers increased substantially on their 
web sites. 

User generated content (UGC) as a phenomenon has its origin on the Internet. New 
web services have empowered users to contribute in numerous ways by creating, 
customizing, developing, distributing, rating, commenting, and collaborating on 
internet content and applications (O´Reilly, 2007). Internet content includes video, 
sound, text and pictures that are created, elaborated on or customized by users. UGC 
has been a success in for example YouTube, Flickr, Wikipedia and The Huffington 
Post. 

The newspaper industry has enjoyed a lucrative business over more than a century 
by bringing the news to the breakfast table. Revenues from subscriptions together 
with substantial income from advertisement made the industry prosper. However, this 
era is over and we are now witnessing a changing media landscape where newspapers 



188 E. Ebbesson and C.I. Eriksson 

struggle to keep their readers and to attract advertisers. They are seeking new ways of 
boosting their digital presence to attract both new readers and advertisers. One way of 
doing that is to innovate new interesting services based on UGC.  

Traditionally, newspaper publishers work internally to innovate their business 
(Küng, 2008), and services are often evaluated with focus groups of readers. 
However, in order to develop new innovative services that are attractive to the end 
users i.e. their readers, it has been argued that a more open and user driven approach 
can be beneficial (see e.g. von Hippel, 2005); opening up in this manner is a 
challenging task for the newspaper industry. 

In this paper we are presenting results from two cases in which we have taken a 
user driven approach to create UGC services at two different newspapers. In both 
cases the newspaper representatives (managerial, marketing and designer levels), 
readers and researchers worked together to: a) come up with ideas of new UGC 
services for the newspaper industry, b) design the services and c) evaluate the 
services. The readers should have a say in each decision regarding content and design.  

We are discussing the challenges of conducting such an user driven design 
approach in a very traditional industry and illustrating reflections from all three 
involved parties.  

2 User Influenced Design and Innovation Approaches   

Recent phenomena, such as co-creation (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004) and open 
innovation (Chesbrough et al., 2008), have popularized different types of co-design in 
the innovation process over many different industries. Co-design is nothing new 
within the design of IT products and services; we have a long history of engaging 
users of systems in the design process one way or another in for example the 
participatory design movement (Greenbaum & Kyng, 1991). However, much of the 
participatory design methods used for co-design between users and other stakeholders 
are developed for a situated face to face setting where the participants have the ability 
to meet (Danielsson Öberg et al., 2009). This has led to increasing interest in finding 
methods of how to engage users in a distributed fashion, where users from both inside 
organizations and outside organizations can engage in co-design design together 
(Obendorf et al., 2009). Distribution in this sense, regards both the physical space 
where people meet as well as the distribution between users and other stakeholders. 
This is challenging as the concept of the users has become a lot wider, and today the 
user can be engaged in a design process as a consumer and private citizen instead of a 
mere “system user”. 

These challenges are addressed by Living Labs (Eriksson et al., 2005). The 
concept of Living Labs according to Bergvall-Kåreborn et al. (2009) is built on 
openness, influence, realism, value and sustainability and puts the user in the center of 
the design process, through engagement. The openness promotes creation and 
validation of products and services in an as open fashion as possible, aligning itself 
with the thinking that users are the source of innovation (Thomke and Von Hippel, 
2002). The view of the users as a vital part of the innovation process is also reflected 
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in how the Living Lab sees the user as an essential resource when engaging them as 
active and competent domain experts (Bergvall-Kåreborn et al., 2009). To leverage 
value in shape of innovative IT products and services, the Living Lab methodology 
also calls for the involvement of other key stakeholders such as academia and private 
and public sector in the innovation process (Eriksson et al., 2005), thereby aligning 
itself with the open innovation thinking (Chesbrough et al., 2008). 

The methods and techniques used within these heavily user influenced innovation 
processes to involve stakeholders vary widely from process to process due to obvious 
reasons such as different focuses of the processes and stakeholder needs, but also 
questionnaires, focus groups and observation are commonly used (Følstad, 2008). 
Others have mapped additional “traditional” participatory design or IT design 
techniques such as scenarios, mock-ups, image-boarding and brainstorming 
techniques into the innovation process of a Living Lab (Svensson et al., 2010). The 
challenges related to these methods and techniques in a Living Lab setting, for 
example to adapt or generate new techniques suitable for a distributed setting 
(Schumacher and Feurstein, 2007), is generic and shared by others in similar practices 
(Danielsson Öberg et al., 2009).  

However, the actual facilitation of design work in these participatory settings has 
also been seen as very challenging. The inclusion of new types of users alongside 
other stakeholders such as public sector or firms presents challenges for the facilitator 
of the activities (Svensson et al., 2010). These challenges are related to the 
moderation of activities and to the balancing of perspectives (Svensson et al., 2010) in 
order to create a common ground where stakeholders with very different perspectives 
can meet to discuss, create and innovate together (Obendorf et al., 2009). These 
challenges not only illustrate how the changing landscape of design and innovation is 
changing our perspective on suitable methods and contexts, but also on the role of the 
user in these processes.  

An additional level of complexity is found when looking at co-design processes 
where research is a vital part (Thomke and von Hippel, 2002, Bergvall-Kåreborn et 
al., 2009), as for example participatory design or Living Lab approaches. In these 
processes where researchers take an active part of the actual innovation or design 
activities, the role of the researchers has been noted to change from a more passive 
translator to a more active facilitator, with the ability to guide and help other 
stakeholders express their needs and creativity (Sanders and Stappers, 2008).  This 
presents challenges for researchers, who may have to adapt their skillsets when 
working within multi-stakeholder settings. 

3 The LoCoMedia Case 

The two cases (Alpha and Beta) in this paper were part of a research project called 
The Local Newspaper 2.0 – with Engaged Readers (LoCoMedia) which was 
conducted between 2009 and 2011 in a Living Lab setting with seven Swedish 
newspaper partners.  
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In both cases, the researchers acted as facilitators between readers and newspaper 
representatives. The facilitation process included managing the design activities, 
experimenting with different types of technology that could aid the design process 
and helping the newspapers during the recruitment phase. The term reader will from 
now on be used to describe current readers of Alpha and Betas newspaper, but also 
the potential future users of the services that were developed in the two individual 
cases. 

Both of the Alpha and Beta cases were designed to be user driven from the start, 
i.e. based on the initial area for a UGC service suggested by the newspaper, the 
readers should come up with ideas for the service and be a part of each decision 
regarding content, design etc.  

Each case started with a pre-meeting with the project team at the newspaper to 
discuss the area for the potential UGC service and setup. Thereafter, readers were 
invited to participate in the project. They were recruited through ads in both the 
printed and online newspaper or from already established groups connected to a 
newspaper. A startup meeting with the invited readers and the project team was 
conducted at the premises of the newspaper. During this face to face meeting the 
readers and newspaper representatives participated in activities with the purpose of 
coming up with initial ideas and concepts for the service. Thereafter, the majority of 
the interaction between all participants was done through an online platform which 
functioned as a meeting place where design activities were carried out. At the end of 
these projects, which ran for 3-4 months, we interviewed members of the project team 
and participating readers. The projects were also evaluated through questionnaires. 
The projects were documented through notes from at least two researchers from the 
initial meetings, through all comments and questionnaires in the online platform, and 
through transcriptions of the recorded interviews. In Table 1, the different activities in 
the two cases are presented. 

Table 1. Alpha and Beta case activites 

Case Readers Activities and Data Sources 
Alpha 13+34 1 face to face meeting, 32 threads and 266 comments in the 

online forum, 8 telephone interviews with readers, 5 interviews 
with newspaper project team, 1 interview with researchers. 

Beta 10+35 2 face to face meetings, 24 threads and 86 comments in the 
online forum, 16 telephone interviews with readers, 2 
questionnaires, design patterns, usability evaluation, 1 
interview with newspaper project leader, 2 interviews with 
researchers. 

 
The coding of the data was done manually by the researchers using the computer 

software HyperRESEARCH to manage codes and themes. Codes were applied to the 
empirical data in a grounded fashion to highlight the reader, newspaper representative 
and researcher perspectives in the individual cases. The empirical findings were then 
used to theorize on challenges, changing roles and perspectives in co-design processes 
involving readers, researchers and newspaper representatives. 
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3.1 The Alpha Case 

The Alpha case was a multi-stakeholder design process that began in the end of 2009 
and spanned over four months. In the pre-meeting it was decided along with the 
newspaper representatives that the aim of the project was to design and launch city 
district blogs to aid the coverage of local news through user generated content. 
Thereafter, readers in different age groups that either blogged themselves or were 
frequent readers of multiple blogs were invited through ads in both the printed and 
online version of the newspaper.  

The design process was kicked off with a face to face start-up meeting between the 
newspaper representatives and the readers facilitated by the researchers. During this 
meeting the participants got to learn about the upcoming design process, for example 
why the design process had been initiated and what the limitations were. Thereafter, a 
workshop was conducted where the readers and newspaper representatives got to 
mingle and discuss the upcoming project and brainstorm ideas. The newspaper 
representatives were very impressed by what they learned from their readers at this 
first workshop and admitted that they have had some mistaken thoughts on what the 
readers wanted. 

The workshop was finalized by an introduction of the online platform that was 
supposed to be used as a collaboration hub for the duration of the project. The initial 
transition to collaborating on the online platform went fairly smooth, and most of the 
initial users from the workshop registered on the platform and dove into discussions. 
It was however a challenge for the facilitators to make the switch to the online 
platform, as it was harder to engage the participants to collaborate online than it was 
in the face to face setting, especially the newspaper representatives. 

The newspaper representatives claimed that part of the problem with the initially 
low activity from the newspapers side was that they had been very confused in 
relation to what their role in the process was. The collaboration with the readers and 
researchers was a completely new way of working for them, and they weren’t 
completely clear on what they were supposed to do, as they have been told that they 
had to listen to the readers before making any decisions regarding the service. This is 
illustrated with a quote from the newspaper project leader: 

“We are used to thinking about product development from an inside looking out 
perspective, and are not used to the outside looking in perspective, that´s why this has 
been extra frustrating” (Rebecka, Newspaper representative). 

The low activity from the newspapers side was however remedied over time and they 
became more and more active in the online discussions.  

The majority of the discussions on the online platform throughout the project were 
initiated by the facilitating researchers, who picked up issues from the initial face to 
face meeting and ongoing threads to promote discussions. Some users, both readers 
and newspaper representatives, started up their own threads as well, but they rarely 
generated as many responses as the facilitators’ threads. After the project ended some 
of the readers expressed that they would have liked the newspaper representatives to 
be more active and provocative, this was however not shared by all, and some thought 
that the newspapers engagement was well balanced. One of the readers said that: 
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“The newspaper staff should act as a partner that you can bring up ideas to, they 
shouldn’t take up too much room, but always be there for discussions” (Nils, Reader). 

The readers own commitment to the design process seemed to hail from a curiosity to 
explore new things, in this case to learn more about blogs and UGC, and some of 
them were interested in becoming bloggers themselves at Alphas blog platform when 
they were finalized. Another strong incentive seemed to be the ability or willingness 
to help shape the future services offered by Alpha. One of the more engaged readers 
stated that: 

“I tried to be as active as possible, until the very end, I even managed to get the 
district I live in myself to become a city district blog, even though it initially wasn’t 
supposed to be .. I was both active and managed to put my dedication into action, if I 
put it that way” (Mats, Reader). 

After continuous discussions on issues such as ads in online media, what districts to 
cover, the design of the blogs, and who future bloggers could possibly be, the district 
blogs finally launched after 4 months of online collaborations. Some of the readers 
that participated in the co-creation process took the step to become bloggers, while 
the majority of the bloggers on the platform in its current state were recruited through 
advertising and voluntary sign ups. 

The newspaper representatives primarily mentioned two areas when they reflected 
upon what they had learned from the design process; firstly that they had learned a lot 
about how to engage and work with users and secondly regarding how to think about 
user generated services and both the readers and newspapers role in the generation of 
such.  

3.2 The Beta Case 

The Beta case ran during the last quarter of 2009. In the pre-meeting it was decided 
that the aim was to create a service that could help unemployed youth in their job-
hunting, which should consist of both UGC and material published by the newspaper. 
Invitations were sent to unemployed youth in the region (a province in mid-Sweden) 
who had attended an exhibition about youth unemployment organized by the 
newspaper earlier that year.  

During the start-up meeting organized by the researchers where the newspaper 
representatives and the unemployed young adults (hereafter referred to as the readers, 
even though not all were day to day readers of the newspaper) engaged in a 
workshop. During this initial workshop, both newspaper representatives and readers 
were very enthusiastic and discussed a multitude of ideas and features for the 
upcoming service. 

Towards the end of the workshop, two options were presented for the readers and 
newspaper representatives. To either use an already existing social network as a 
support platform for collaboration during the rest of the project, or a private 
community platform. Since not all users had an account for a social networking 
service, and not everyone was willing to give out that kind of information, it was 
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agreed upon to continue the collaboration online using the private community 
platform. 

Since all the participants had been so enthusiastic during the initial meeting, the 
team at the newspaper and the facilitators expected a smooth transition to the 
collaborative online phase of the project, especially since the readers stated that they 
were very active online. However, the second phase met many challenges. The 
researchers had a hard time getting the readers to register and sign on to the online 
platform, and when they did most of them did not interact with any of the other users. 
The most engaged newspaper representative was still very committed to the design 
process, even though it was very challenging to work with the readers in the online 
settings. The reasons for why this was challenging varied; some readers claimed that 
they had already found a job and thus their incentive to help build a job-hunting 
platform was lessened while others simply didn’t want to be bothered with follow up 
activities. These opinions were however not shared by everyone; some of the readers 
were very active on the online platform, although not enough to create the critical 
mass needed to collaborate. One of the readers explained it like this: 

“My engagement lessens when others aren’t engaged. I want people to be 
engaged, I expected others that have accepted to be a part of this to give 100%. I was 
there every day [the online platform] in the beginning, but when others weren’t as 
engaged, I just visited once a week. Everyone has to engage themselves!” (Anna, 
Reader). 

After many, often fruitless attempts to stir life into the online platform, the facilitating 
researchers decided to change the approach and plan for more face to face meetings 
instead, since the initial meetings had been so successful. They decided to introduce 
techniques to the readers that made it easier to capture and communicate design ideas 
between the readers and the newspaper representatives. For example, design patterns 
and mock-ups were used during the face to face meetings to capture reader opinions, 
which later on were put on the online platform for other readers and newspaper 
representatives to feedback on. This feedback could then be incorporated into the 
design which eventually matured into a high-fi prototype that was evaluated with the 
group of readers. 

The job-hunting service finally went live, and contained most of the features that the 
readers had wished for during the initial workshop, for example an “ask the expert” 
section, user blogs, tools to help market yourself and your skills etc. The service was 
deemed as a success from the project leader’s perspective at the newspaper since it had 
allowed them to learn more about how to work with users, and also more about user 
generated content and the newspapers role in these kinds of processes. The project 
leader at the newspaper concluded that: 

“UGC demands more resources than one thinks. The newspaper needs to have 
close relations with the readers that you have established a dialogue with. Those who 
had stated that they will contribute with material don't always deliver on their own” 
(Angela, Newspaper representative). 
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4 Discussion and Conclusion 

We find that both of these cases are illustrative for user driven Living Lab activities, 
where the users could contribute on their own terms at the time of their choosing. 
However, as seen in the two cases this was not an easy task to achieve. 

Both the newspaper representatives and the readers seemed to appreciate the new 
way of working; the incentives from the readers varied between the two cases and 
between the readers themselves, ranging anywhere from curiosity to more tangible 
rewards, like the hope of getting a job. The newspaper representatives seemed to 
appreciate learning about new ways of working with their readers, in some cases more 
than the actual service that was developed. This perspective might reflect a more 
long-term and process like thinking, which might not be that surprising since the 
majority of the newspaper representatives clearly expressed that they were all 
interested in trying out new ways of working along with readers, and that user 
involvement was here to stay in one way or another. The change of perspective on 
how to view the readers, and the acknowledgement of them as a competent resource 
that can be a part of future innovation processes also clearly reflects the key principles 
of the Living Lab.  

Another important lesson learnt from the perspective of both the newspaper 
representatives and the readers was that user involvement takes time, and in some 
cases more time than expected. The newspaper representatives were used to 
brainstorm and develop first, and ask questions later; having the readers along for the 
ride made the processes a lot more time consuming. The slow pace was also reflected 
upon by some of the readers in the Alpha case that expressed interest in more face to 
face meetings and a faster process, to help sustain the engagement and enthusiasm. 

Furthermore, an insight from the newspaper representatives was that UGC is much 
more complicated for the newspapers to handle than they thought. It is hard to try and 
“force” new innovative UGC services by involving the readers. UGC comes from the 
users by their own initiative, and sometimes a newspaper site is not the most preferred 
host for such services. 

From the researcher point of view the difficulty of conducting design activities 
online was an eye opener. The insight is that it is essential to have a critical mass (a 
large sample) of users if choosing this path, as shown by the activity of the users in 
this project which maps the general activity of users in social media, i.e. only very 
few are actually contributing frequently, a larger mass contributes now and then, and 
some are only lurkers. 

The two cases also clearly illustrate the shift of the role of the researcher in these 
types of processes. Sanders and Stappers (2008) have previously pointed out that the 
researcher that had more often acted as more of a translator in participatory design 
projects has to take the role of a more active facilitator. This can be illustrated by how 
the researchers had to take on an active role as mediator between Alpha and Alphas 
readers to help communication, and in the Beta case, had to spend much time trying to 
create more engagement amongst the readers. It is however interesting to note that the 
lower engagement from the readers in the Beta case increased the need for more 
translator-type work from the researchers where creative solutions aided the ability to 
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translate needs between the readers and newspaper representatives, i.e. ad hoc 
planning of face to face workshops dedicated to design patterns and mock-ups. These 
findings indicate that even though the changing practice indeed has implications for a 
higher degree of commitment and facilitator skills from the researcher, the role as a 
translator is also still high in demand, but perhaps coupled with stronger facilitator 
skills. Figure 1 summarizes these findings and illustrates how the need for facilitation 
type changes based on commitment from the readers and organizational 
representatives Alpha and Beta.  

 

 

Fig. 1. Facilitator activities based on newspaper and user commitment 

The empirical findings from the Alpha and Beta case do not suggest how facilitator 
activities change in innovation processes where the newspaper representatives 
commitment is low. Instead we suggest that as a possible future research area. 
Potential findings could help shed light on the changing practice of researchers, 
designers and facilitators, but could also provide managerial implications for how to 
manage innovation processes where users have a very high commitment but lack 
support from parts of the product or service developers. 
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