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A cross-media platform was designed for a community 
of young teenagers oriented towards societal change, a 
task which motivated a deeply sociotechnical partici-
patory design process. The þnal outcome involved an 
interactive web forum featuring creative and communi-
cative collaborative tools in a 3D avatar environment, 
combined with a weekly show in national public-service 
television. An assessment of our work indicates that a 
participatory design process, where participants transi-
tion into the role of mentors and norm carriers upon 
deployment, can be a feasible way to support subcul-
tural community building towards èdifþcultç topics, 
even though it entails considerable resource demands. 
This result is potentially relevant to other practitioners 
of participatory design outside the traditional settings 
of workplaces and well-deþned user groups. Moreover, 
we argue that an integrated spiral of production and 
consumption across the two media channels involved is 
a viable design concept to support community building. 
That claim, unlike our methodological þnding, is rather 
limited in scope to interaction design, and speciþcally to 
the genre of cross-media products and services.

INTRODUCTION
Designing new media products always takes place in the 
context of existing media products, channels and uses; 
against the backdrop of the existing mediascape, as it 
were. Technological trends in the directions of interac-
tivity, mobility and sociability coexist with established 
production and consumption practices including mass 
media such as television as well as personal media such 
as phones. Any effective design strategy for such a com-
plex situation must þnd ways of balancing the familiar 
and the innovative, the old and the newñas Ehn (1988) 
puts it in a memorable phrase, to address the dialectics 
between tradition and transcedence.

The Avatopia project illustrates one such attempt to 
balance the old and the new in the mediascape, and spe-
ciþcally by creating a cross-media product intertwining 
the qualities of public-service broadcast television with 
those of an interactive web forum. The project aimed at 
providing a platform for young teenagers committed to 
creating change in society. As such, it was an experiment 
in the social contextualization of interactive television, 
not limited to sharing electronic program guides and 
snippets of broadcasted ècontentç but rather placing 
broadcast TV in a larger context of interactivity and 
inter-activity for societal purposes.

The project was based on a participatory design pro-
cess and ran all the way to full-scale deployment of web 
forum and national TV programming. However, the de-
velopment of the Avatopia community was prematurely 
discontinued when the national TV broadcaster suffered 
an unexpected budget cut. Hence we have no formal 
evaluation data and the following pages concentrate 
on presenting a chronological overview of the project, 
outlining tentative conclusions, and identifying promis-
ing directions for future work in related areas. (The 
overview part below is largely identical to the presenta-
tion given in a forthcoming publication [Gisl®n et al., in 
press] whereas the two papers differ in terms of analysis 
and reÿections.)

PROJECT SETTING
Among young teenagers in Sweden (ages 13ð17 or so), 
there is a small but signiþcant fraction committed to 
changing society in the large and in the small. Typical 
examples of topics catalyzing their energy include envi-
ronmental concerns, racial segregation, social injustice, 
globalization and consumerism, co-determination and 
societal inÿuence of young citizens, and of course gender 
equality. You may þnd them in issue-driven organiza-
tions such as Amnesty, Greenpeace and Animal Libera-
tion, or as student representatives in co-determination 
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groups at school, or marching in the streets during trade 
organization summits, or hanging out in caf®es and other 
meeting places together with their friends. In urban set-
tings, that is. The ones truly committed to change who 
have the misfortune of growing up in villages or in the 
countryside generally þ nd the selection of stimulating 
social and physical environments to be lacking. What is 
common across the country is the subcultural perception 
of being denied the access to media and other channels 
of public inÿ uence that the heartfelt issues deserve.

Swedish Television is the national public service TV 
network in Sweden, offering two analogue and þ ve digi-
tal channels to virtually every household in the country, 
all (largely) advertisement-free and funded by the state 
and by viewer fees. It is a cultural institution in many 
ways, with extremely strong þ gures for reach and cred-
ibility among Swedish mass media and an equally strong 
image of grown-up and authoritarian television. Conse-
quently, it struggles with low ratings among teenagers as 
well as with the respectable tasks of identifying its roles 
and the public service mission in the rapidly changing 
landscape of increasing TV competition and the new 
media.

The two preceding paragraphs may appear to have 
nothing in common, but circumstances happened to be 
fortunate in the year 2001: The intention emerged to 
explore the intersection between (some) young teenag-
ersõ will to change society and Swedish Televisionõs need 
to experiment with new cross-media formats and new 
interpretations of the concept of public service. A collab-
orative project was formed between Swedish Television, 
Malmº University, Animationens Hus, the Interactive 
Institute, and a couple of more peripheral actors to work 
towards the vision of designing, deploying and assessing 
a cross-media platform for a small but highly motivated 
group of young teenagers throughout Sweden committed 
to creating change in society.

THE AVATOPIA PROJECT
The vision of the project was formulated in the initial 
phase based on the knowledge interests of the partici-
pants, on Swedish Televisionõs knowledge of its audience, 
and on preparatory studies of sociological theory and 
initial þ eldwork with young teenagers across Southern 
Sweden (Gisl®n and Lºwgren, 2002). It essentially posed 
the idea of a cross-media platform providing the social 
substrate for planning societal action and inÿ uencing the 
public opinion on key issues. This was to be realized in 
the form of an interactive web forum in conjunction with 
a daily or weekly TV show where broadcasted material 
was produced inside the interactive forum by community 
members in collaboration with TV staff. The idea was 
for the two channels to form a positive spiral of partici-
pation: The comparatively small web forum produces 
material which is broadcast to a comparatively large TV 
audience, where some people are excited enough by what 
they see to join the community by committing to action 
in the interactive forum. In order for this spiral to work, 

we assumed that the interactive forum had to use audio-
visual representations of a nature that were suitable for 
TV broadcasting. Moreover, we thought of the Avatopia 
community as a small and highly involved group, com-
prising some 2500 members of which only a hundred or 
a few hundred were online in the web forum at any given 
time. The unique access to a highly regarded national 
broadcast channel would ensure appropriate potential for 
inÿ uencing public opinion.

CONCEPT DEVELOPMENT
With this overall vision in mind, we set out to create 
a participatory design process involving 20ð30 young 
teenagers with the dual tasks of (1) contributing to the 
design of various aspects of the cross-media platform, 
and (2) adopting the roles of mentors and norm-carriers 
in the community once it was opened to the public. This 
strategyñwhich, to the best our knowledge, was slightly 
innovative in methodological termsñwas anticipated to 
be resource-demanding, yet motivated by the goal of a 
small and highly motivated community core around a 
difþ cult and demanding topic.

The group of teenagers was recruited in December 
2001 and January 2002 by means of a rather unusual 
Christmas gift (Figure 1) followed by an initial work-
shop at Swedish Televisionõs premises in Vªxjº. The gift 
was a loaf of bread stuffed with some creative exercises 
and a cassette tape with instructions and mood music, 
along with an invitation to bring the completed exercises 
and come to the Vªxjº workshop. The exercises were 
largely inspired by the RCA work on cultural probes 
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Figure 1. Sketch for the workshop invitation.




