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to stall for time in order to build a blockade and gather support from other members and allies. During a 
home liberation, there is the constant threat that authorities will forcibly remove residents from their homes, 
as well as their belongings, which Furniture Freeze directly opposes. 

6.1.3 Aggression 
Due to the confrontational nature of direct action, there is also the possibility for aggressive reactions to 
authority. These are not necessarily intentional, but can arise as a result of the circumstances of a particular 
situation. There was only one prototype that intentionally worked aggression into its design and it emerged 
from the OOHA workshop. Bionic Dogs had two cardboard silhouettes of robot dogs that were trained to 
attack different authorities. The participant focused on police officers and bank officials. The latter target 
is an interesting one insofar as bank officials are rarely, if ever, in the role of the direct aggressor. Actions 
that involve bankers are initiated by OOHA members, such as marches or rallies, and these actions are 
consistently framed as peaceful and non-violent. Bionic Dogs is an example of radical activist politics that 
are specific to an individual and diverge from that of the organization. It is in this vein that we can read 
these prototypes as metaphors for the varied perspectives and strategies within activist organizations. Even 
though members can be united behind a similar cause, they often have varying goals and even more 
disparate methods for meeting those ends. 
 

 

Figure 3: Each Bionic Dog breed is trained to attack a different authority. 

6.2 Contingent Communication 
Due to the unpredictable and spontaneous nature of activist work, it is difficult to fully prepare, or even 
properly anticipate, the challenges that may arise. Often, a crisis will emerge that requires immediate action 
from a group’s members. In this context, communication is contingent on the status of the action: a crisis 
will require more urgent means of communication than a member meeting. With these prototypes, the 
emphasis was on access control, ensuring private communication to members and allies were not intercepted, 
as well as urgency, to manage communication priority and calls for participation. 

6.2.1 Access Control 
One primary communication concern between both workshops was access: how do activists restrict access 
such that information remains private while still delivering a message to those privy to it? In the earlier 
Analog Torrent example, this was done through a physical web that distributed and decentralized a message 
to protect its contents from potential interceptors. This was also conveyed through color coordination: the 
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participant explained that each color represented a different form of social media. The prototype focused 
on inclusive access by ensuring that the same message could be delivered to individuals regardless of which 
form of communication they used. Blue pompoms, for example, represented Facebook communication, while 
orange pompoms delivered tweets. An OOHA prototype approached this issue through a focus exclusive 
access: the Robot Bird is an airborne device with a built-in projector to deliver messages: “it’s a good way 
to get the word out, what’s going on, and look at this really messed up thing the cops are doing right now.” 
The participant explained that the Robot Bird had chameleon properties, which helped restrict access to 
the message that was only intended for a specific audience. 
 

 

Figure 4: The prototype has both a brick pattern and a leafy green pattern to demonstrate its chameleon-
like properties. 

6.2.2 Urgency 
In addition to the content of a message, both workshops drew out and emphasized the issue of urgency: 
information needs to be communicated quickly and directly to a large audience who is distributed 
throughout a geographic space. Two designs—the Constant Card and the Bam! Button—addressed this 
issue in similar ways. The former was created at the AMC workshop and was a piece of construction paper 
slightly larger than a business card. The participant explained that in her work with students, there are 
often different disconnects in the mode of communication between students and faculty, parents and 
students, and parents and faculty. Communication takes place through various means: Twitter, Facebook, 
SMS, etc. The Constant Contact card displays messages specific to that particular organization so that 
students, faculty, and parents all have a consistent channel of communication. Urgency is demonstrated 
through access: card holders will receive an urgent message immediately, rather than experiencing delay by 
having to check multiple social networks or other channels. The OOHA prototype, the Bam! Button, sends 
messages through multiple channels simultaneously to reach its audience as quickly as possible: “just one 
button—bam!—and it set the sequence off and we didn’t have to worry about a phone tree malfunctioning 
or whatever.” During group discussion at the OOHA workshop, participants acknowledged that internal 
communication is an effective way to maintain and strengthen membership ties, but too much 
communication could risk information overload or volunteer burnout. The Bam! Button offers multiple 
priority levels so that prototypes could communicate both time-sensitive and low-impact messages. This 
ensures that organizational members are not consistently bombarded with messages and can manage their 
participation without feeling like they are on call for the organization at all times. 
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Figure 5: The Bam! Button user can select a priority level before sending a message to an organization’s 
members. 

6.3 Sustainability 
We drew out different interpretations of what it means to maintain the momentum of a movement. We 
interpreted three different categories of sustainability: environmental, organizational, and personal. Issues 
around environmental sustainability follow an expected arch where participants were sensitive to the 
resources used and the waste produced through their work. The notion of stamina is a useful way to frame 
concerns in organizational and personal sustainability where maintaining momentum and emotional 
connection to the issues and to the individuals became a clear challenge. 

6.3.1 Environmental Sustainability 
Environmental sustainability was present in many prototypes, which included renewable resources or self-
sustaining ecosystems as a way of minimizing resource consumption. The OOHA Aquaponic Indoor 
Restroom was not only powered by solar panels, but also had a closed loop system where water and nutrients 
from the toilet were used to sustain the garden. Prototypes from the AMC workshop were similarly built 
around environmental sustainability: both the Turtle Con-tent and the Constant Contact card powered 
themselves through renewable sources, using wind turbines and solar panels, respectively.  

6.3.2 Organizational Sustainability 
Organizational sustainability is more about maintaining the momentum of the entire group after an action 
or, alternatively, about regaining the momentum if a particular action or campaign does not reach an ideal 
conclusion. The main way that this takes place is through communication: if members are not kept up-to-
date with campaign updates, then this could lead to member disengagement. The Bam! Button and the 
Robot Bird both address this, as discussed above. A third OOHA prototype, Insect Media, is a robotic 
insect that carries messages around the city to be delivered to members at home. The different colored 
pompoms represent different priority levels and different kinds of required action. This prototype highlights 
the diversity of organizational messages as well as the various roles that are required within a single 
organization. While some Insect Media messages are calls to action, some are member updates or deliver 
tasks that need to be completed. Not every member needs to be a home liberator; an organization is 
maintained through multiple roles performing different tasks simultaneously. 
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Figure 6: The different colored pompoms represent different types of messages or different calls to action to 
accommodate the different roles people play within the same organization. 

An AMC prototype also echoed the importance of internal communication among members. Three 
participants grouped together to create Ignorance Glasses. It was inspired by Muslim djinn, which are only 
visible to people based on particular behavioral traits. For example, especially greedy people will be able to 
see greedy djinn, or evil spirits. This conditionality was built into the design of Ignorance Glasses: the 
wearer is able to see the biases and prejudices of the person they are looking at. By wearing the Glasses, 
members of an organization are able to better understand and empathize with each other, thus creating 
deeper bonds to strengthen the group as a whole. Organizational sustainability, through this prototype, is 
maintained through the interpersonal relationships within the group, building trust and respect in order to 
support a more unified and united membership. 
  

 

Figure 7: Ignorance Glasses develop empathy and help others see the prejudices and biases that might 
impede organizational trust. 
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6.3.3 Personal Sustainability 
Issues of the emotional or mental are categorized as questions of personal sustainability. During an action, 
for example, self-sustaining systems can minimize resource consumption, but does not necessarily address 
corporeal durability: how does an individual remain physically and mentally sound during an action that 
could last a number of hours, if not days? This spans a number of issues including nourishment, personal 
comfort, and mental stability. The inventions highlighted the importance of individual activists being 
healthy and physically capable of lasting an action. This concern arises due to the unpredictable and often 
volatile nature of actions; certain kinds of infrastructure that are taken for granted in non-activist contexts, 
such as electricity or running water, are rarely available in protest spaces. Beyond this, it is even more 
difficult to try and plan for an action to exist in a space where these facilities are accessible and available. 
The Aquaponic Indoor Restroom offers a bed for recovery and comfort, as well as a toilet, which addresses 
the very personal (and relevant) issue of human waste. An OOHA prototype called the Portable Sustainable 
Toilet offered a collapsible personal toilet made of recyclable materials. The cardboard model included a 
toilet bowl, seat, and lid, as well as a built-in toilet paper roll holder. A biodegradable bag was attached, 
as seen in Figure X, which could then be disposed of nearby. The participant highlighted privacy and 
convenience so that an individual activist could be comfortable and healthy without a dependence on pre-
existing infrastructure.  
  

 

Figure 8: The Portable Sustainable Toilet is made entirely of recyclable materials (the participant asked us 
to pretend the plastic bag was biodegradable). 

Personal stamina, while directly relevant, is not limited to direct actions or outdoor events. An AMC 
prototype, the Activist Apron, featured a number of different pockets with different organizational flyers 
and materials contained within them. While the participant did not physically build her prototype, she 
described the main feature of the Apron is the ability to hand it off to another activist, thus sharing the 
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labor. When occupying a particular role in an organization, it can be difficult if there are not any other 
members who can do the same work, which can lead to personal stress and anxiety. The Activist Apron 
demonstrated how the distribution of work can help ensure the mental and emotional stability of individual 
members in order to help them continue their contributions to a larger movement. 

7 Discussion 
The themes reflected shared challenges and concerns across activist organizations and strategies for how to 
address them. The exploratory alternatives revealed both the benefits and the shortcomings of increased 
technology use in activist work. Participants’ experiences were crucial in providing insight into the different 
kinds of shortcomings or limitations of consumer technology or platforms. It also extended beyond some of 
the more traditional or higher concept notions of ‘problems’ in activism work—such as funding, technology 
access, and technology education—to offer perspective into questions that are only raised through the more 
minute, day-to-day activities. 

7.1 Design Inspirations 
Many of the prototypes also suggested a focus on internal organizational action. Many conversations position 
technology use in activist work as reactive: a group will use media to directly challenge mainstream media, 
whether through content (e.g. culture-jamming), access (e.g. hacking), or production (e.g. indymedia) 
(Lievrouw, 2006). However, many of the workshop discussions resulted in prototypes or platforms that 
encouraged greater participation from its group members directed towards other members. Devices that 
were concerned with communication were not framed around the disruption of mainstream media outlets; 
sustainability prototypes did not siphon energy from existing infrastructure, but cultivated its own. 
Authorities existed on a legal level, but most of the prototypes avoided confrontation on a media or digital 
level. One interpretation could be that activist design should privilege self-sustenance or autonomy as ideals, 
rather than developing in tandem with or in competition against corporate or mainstream designs or 
practices. Designing for organizational autonomy would emphasize features that minimally rely on existing 
infrastructure (e.g. solar power for renewable energy) and empower members to participate to different 
degrees (e.g. support roles or frontline disruptors). This kind of design allows activist groups to best prepare 
for the unique and contextualized challenges and crises that are specific to each organization’s work. 

7.2 Design Installations 
In anticipation of the workshops, we anticipated technology use to be largely infrastructural, like the use of 
cloud services to share organizational knowledge. While this did appear in discussions, the prototypes were 
overwhelmingly integrated into activist practices. Consider the Bam! Button: its use is designed to be in 
situ, distributing messages as the need arises. A more infrastructural design might have instead offered a 
database of scripts or canned messages to deliver. The emphasis behind the design is not to set a better 
foundation for activist work or necessarily to document the results of a particular action or meeting, but 
rather the prototypes are themselves forms of direct action. This is not to say that documentation or 
preparation is not integral to the success of an activist group, but the prototypes focused on supporting 
action as it was happening. The prototypes acknowledged the tenuousness of direct action, like gathering 
participants or sustaining energy. No matter how much preparation or foundation is implemented through 
activist work, actions are still spontaneous, unpredictable, and volatile and design should focus on how to 
better embrace and support that instability. By incorporating technology into direct actions, the hope is to 
harness the digital affordances of existing platforms (like network connectivity and mobility) to address 
whatever shortcomings arise ‘in the moment.’ 
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7.3 Design Incriminations 
Many of the prototypes and workshop conversations acknowledged an insider status without much further 
critical reflection. There are staff, group members, residents, students, etc. who are all ‘inside’ the 
organization. Similarly, there are ‘outsiders’ to the group, be they antagonistic entities like banks, 
government officials, or police officers, or simply those who are not members. This binary does not account 
for varying and often fluid levels of participation both within and outside an activist group. Consider who 
the Robot Bird might deliver to, or who the Cop Watcher watches. Which entities are privy to receive 
updates about an organization? What are the different ‘levels’ of updates that might be delivered? Similarly, 
who or what does the Cop Watcher consider an authority? Will there be alerts for locally organized 
community watch groups as well as police officers? The insider/outsider dynamic is less dichotomous in 
practice and offers a number of considerations when designing for ‘the group.’ In attempts to strengthen 
internal relationships, there is the risk that a design will alienate those who are on the edges of the 
membership. Because activist work can be contestational and hostile towards perceived threats from 
outsiders, it is all the more crucial to interrogate what constitutes a ‘member’ or ‘insider’ in order to avoid 
re-directing that hostility internally. 

8 Future Work 
The discussions and subsequent prototypes underscore the importance of context: even though platforms 
or technologies are used in similar ways across multiple activist groups, there is a degree of adaptability 
and flexibility that needs to be considered. The context is provided through participants’ experiences: their 
activist work was enacted and embodied in a particular time and place and their prototype designs reflect 
those specific experiences. Literature discussing technology use in activist organizations already 
acknowledges the importance of context: Saeed, Rohde, and Wulf discuss mailing list usage that can deliver 
more general information to members, but could be more useful with recommendation algorithms to better 
distribute more specific knowledge to members with more particular kinds of expertise (Saeed, Rohde, Wulf, 
2011). We contend that design interventions for activist organizations need to be informed by the specific 
work that they do. Because activists participate in different ways—from support roles to communication 
coordination to civic obedience—these varied experiences require contingent and adaptable designs. Vines, 
et al. argue for designs that afford multiple forms of engagement within a single project; this avoids 
privileging a single type of participation and creates a richer and more inviting environment for participant 
contribution (Vines, et al., 2013). Experiences are a means of sense-making, where activists develop deeper 
understandings of their work and the work of other members within the same group (Leong, et al., 2010). 
The sense-making came out through workshop discussions of imagined prototypes; participants did not aim 
to find the ‘ideal’ solution to a common problem, but rather discussed the benefits and consequences of 
different alternatives. Further critical reflection on the specificities of each activist group’s practices, 
processes, and preferences can better determine what kind of design will be more conducive to their work. 
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