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ABSTRACT

Suburbs of Istanbul is a web-based interactive documentary
project that examines the identity of suburban neighborhoods
in Istanbul through the participation of its residents via online
submission of their visual and written stories. Public partici-
pation also led the design process and helped prototype the
interfaces of this non-linear documentary. This project aims
to contribute to the field of interactive documentary and non-
linear storytelling by integrating participatory design tech-
niques in the prototyping process of documentary interfaces.
Involving public both as content providers and as active deci-
sion makers in design process lead to a more genuine out-
come with a human-centered approach. This project also
intends to create an interactive experience to provide a great-
er insight into rapidly changing lifestyles of Turkish people,
to provide a global context to the stories presented, and to
generate widespread awareness of issues surrounding subur-
ban lifestyles across the world.
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INTRODUCTION

Suburbs of Istanbul, is a web-based community participatory
interactive documentary that investigates the identity of
“suburban” Istanbul through the eyes and voices of those
living in the city. To that end, Suburbs of Istanbul combines
video portraits, photography, soundscapes, data visualiza-
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tions, and community-generated content to bring these stories
to life through an interactive online experience. The project
provides an online platform where suburban residents of Is-
tanbul share their stories and experiences around their new
“suburban identity.”

The project is intended to reflect real life stories in an inti-
mate and personal style directly from the residents’ point of
view instead of the producers’ perspective. In most online
participatory documentaries, it is common to find user-
generated content, integration of personal comments, open
databases, etc. However, only a few of them involve collabo-
rators in the design process of the documentary. This interac-
tive participatory documentary project, Suburbs of Istanbul,
is intended to further the discussions surrounding the active
participation in the decision making of design process via
participatory design technique. The interfaces of the docu-
mentary were prototyped together with participants discuss-
ing and evaluating user needs, thus this documentary project
embraces an organically growing human-centered approach
rather than an already staged and planned artistic one.

In this paper, following the background, we explain the
methodology used in the project: Multiple community work-
shops organized for both content generation and for identify-
ing a suitable design for the entire audience experience.
Then, we summarize the interface prototypes of each page in
the documentary together with the lessons learnt from the
design workshops.

BACKGROUND

Urban Transformation in Istanbul

Migration, be it internal or external, often leads to suburban
sprawl around major cities over the long term, as the new-
comers and their children establish themselves in their newly
adopted society. Depending on a number of socioeconomic
and political factors in the city and country in question, this
sprawl may take a variety of forms, ranging from cookie-
cutter large houses in cul-de-sacs in suburban Washington
DC to high rise apartment buildings on the outskirts of Bei-
jing. As we tackle the issue of sprawl, we also need to con-
template the long-term solutions to education, integration and
housing for the newly arrived, their offspring and future gen-
erations.


https://core.ac.uk/display/442070931?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1

Engaging Communities

Suburbs of Istanbul grows out of a yearning for understand-
ing life in such a suburban sprawl and a desire to provoke a
healthy debate on what choices we make over the next few
decades globally. The city of choice is Istanbul; the only bi-
continental city in the world, the battered recipient of decades
of migration, a city at the crossroads of East and West, Asia
and Europe, pious and modern. A city that has “overflown”
its boundaries many times over, suburbs of yesteryear now
considered “urban,” ever-expanding in every direction with a
seemingly insatiable appetite for more housing to accommo-
date the rich, the newly rich, and the aspiring rich.

Long-admired for its singular status as a Muslim majority
country that has embraced democracy and has enjoyed most-
ly sustainable economic growth, Turkey, much like her Eu-
ropean counterparts, has changed drastically over the past
few decades [13]. Migration, both internal and external, has
been both a driver and a consequence of these changes.

The story of Istanbul is the story of Turkey; of boom and bust
economies, of rather reluctantly integrating migrants from the
countryside and refugees from lands of other languages and
cultures, of suburban sprawl increasing, urban identity facing
changes beyond control, and of challenges and triumphs of
major proportions. Suburbs of Istanbul aims to explore the
human stories of this reality and go beyond the macro-scale
academic studies of numbers and figures.

Interactive online documentaries

Thanks to digital platforms, new approaches give an innova-
tive way to traditional documentary field in terms of distribu-
tion of stories, navigation models and content production.
Accessibility of stories has increased over the past 20 years,
with the help of Internet without any limitation of time and
place. Traditional documentary, whereas, has limited options
for distributing its stories.

Regarding navigation models, traditional linear documentary
is one-way communication in which information flows from
producer to viewers, more like a monologue [9]. It is a pas-
sive medium in which all viewers follow the same linear
storyline without changing or directing it. Digital platforms
brought about the concept of interactive documentary, which
allows viewers to choose different paths within the same
content and provides a user-tailored screening [12]. This new
form of media offers an engaging experience for communi-
cating its message to a large and diverse audience. As Martin
Domnberg and Daniel Fetzner suggest [6], interactive docu-
mentary practice can help both the participant and the viewer
to interrogate the two-way relationship between self and oth-
er. In interactive web-based documentaries, varying degrees
and modes of interactivity play significant role in transferring
messages and emotions; thus they are changing the way of
communication. As an example for emphasizing the emo-
tions, in the documentary 89 Steps [1], the number of steps
(89 steps) that the 65-year-old lady climbs to reach her
apartment everyday is emphasized by making viewers click
and hold the mouse until she reaches her apartment. Her
tiredness when climbing up the steps is experienced by view-
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ers’ fingers holding the mouse clicked. At this point, our in-
tention is not only to inform, but also to make worldwide
audience internalize the stories and feel the deepest emotions
of the residents of Istanbul through powerful interactive ex-
periences.

The participatory approach of Web 2.0 [17] and widespread
use of social media [3] have also been giving new directions
to documentaries in terms of content production in the last
ten years. Gaudenzi states that a non-linear documentary can
be created in three different ways in terms of interactivity and
participation. It can be semi-closed in which users can only
discover but not change or add content, it can be semi-open
which allows users to contribute with content but not change
the documentary flow and finally, it can be completely open
that user and interactive documentary are in a continuous
change and adaptation to each other [10]. To give an exam-
ple, Welcome to Pine Point [21], which is about the disap-
pearance of a mine town called Pine Point in 1980s, can be
considered as semi-close type. In this interactive documen-
tary, users can only browse and discover stories; thus, they
can act only as viewers. Whereas in Immigrant Nation [20],
which is an example of semi-open type, users can add con-
tent of their own production but not change the documentary
structure. In this kind of collaborative documentaries, audi-
ence become prosumers, who want to produce and contribute
instead of solely consuming [23]. Adding their own content
creates also new conversations about the role of prosumers as
co-producers, co-creators or co-authors of the final product.
Moreover, allowing content contributions makes the docu-
mentary more organic and dynamic which is not possible
with linear documentary [11]. For completely open docu-
mentary, there is not any exact example as of yet which fits
the definition, but Man with a Movie Camera: The Global
Remake [2], which is a participatory video shot rather than a
documentary, can be given as one of the closest attempts. In
this project, users are invited to upload remakes of the scenes
of Vertov’s 1929 film “Man With A Movie Camera”. As
long as the contributions are received, new versions of the
film are built organically everyday. Lack of examples for
completely open documentary type shows that directors pre-
fer to keep the power of ownership and decision-making of
the artistic perspective of the final products.

Suburbs of Istanbul is intended to be a crowd-produced doc-
umentary as anyone can contribute. Not every contribution
will be integrated to the project, but as long as we continue to
receive content, the project will grow accordingly. At this
point, we need to decide on which contributions to integrate,
how to design navigation through submitted content, how to
create a coherent flow and the duration of welcoming sub-
missions. We believe that the participatory nature of non-
linear storytelling fits the subject matter of this project as it
echoes the diverse opinions of subjects from differing socio-
economic, ethnic and religious backgrounds and embraces
the multiple perspectives that this project hopes to reveal.
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Last but not least, we also present participants the opportuni-
ty to get involved in the design process of the documentary in
addition to submitting content so that their voices in shaping
the documentary interfaces can be acknowledged. Once the
initial design is completed together with collaborators, re-
cently received submissions will be included in the already
existing design. Thus, recently added submissions will only
contribute to the content without making transformational
changes in the design structure. According to Sandra
Gaudenzi, Suburbs of Istanbul falls somewhere between
semi-open and completely open documentary genre as the
project embraces a certain level of freedom both for the con-
tent and design participant to shape the structure of the doc-
umentary. We would argue that this new level of agency will
make additional contributions to the already existing litera-
ture of interactive documentary field. Increasing level of en-
gagement and decision making on the design interface by the
participants will make them co-designers. Although user
generated content is common in the field of interactive doc-
umentary, co-designing the documentary interface itself by
means of participatory design techniques makes this project
less typical.

METHODOLOGY

During the study, we integrated public into several creative
stages of the project such as collecting user generated content
for the project as well as making design decisions for interac-
tive interfaces and for non-linear storytelling structure. To
this end, first we organized several public workshops at vari-
ous venues for content collection in order to introduce the
project and encourage volunteers to participate by providing
photographs, videos and self-interviews as we consider the
project as a living documentary. Then, we organized a sec-
ond set of public workshops for gathering design decisions
by using participatory design methods and prototyped inter-
faces of the interactive non-linear documentary together with
collaborators.

Figure 1. Schema of the research

1- Workshops for Content Collection: Content Work-
shops

We intended to encourage each participant to not only con-
sume media but also be an active participant and contribute
to the narrative by having an opportunity to submit their pho-
tos, journals and videos related to their past and present lives
for consideration in the project. While the project is not reli-
ant upon story contributions, many of the stories within the
project are coming from community members, therefore the
content is mainly driven by the participants. Our role is con-
textualizing the submissions as a starting point and establish-
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ing a direction based on the initial contributions. We have
been weeding out the unrelated and inappropriate content;
conducting further interviews with the participants in re-
sponse to their submissions; editing after consulting with
each participant to ensure the authenticity of the submitted
raw materials; organizing a second set of workshops for in-
terface prototyping based on the content collected and mak-
ing sure that every component works harmoniously. This
way of working - leading in a direction based on the initial
contributions - allows us to use a more democratic collabora-
tion method with the subjects.

In 2018, we organized six public workshops, each with a
duration of four hours, with the aim of introducing the Sub-
urbs of Istanbul project and finding enthusiastic volunteers
for contributions towards forming the content of the docu-
mentary. The workshops were held in different locations of
the city to reach participants from a variety of neighbor-
hoods. We divided each workshop into three sections: In the
first section, we explained the project in detail supported by
successful examples of interactive non-linear documentaries
such as Hollow Documentary [16], Ben Istanbul Hikayeleri
[5], 89 Steps: A Chapter of the Living Los Sures Project [1],
A Polish Journey [14], Immigrant Nation [20], Prison Valley
[8], Highrise: Out My Window [4], Reinvention Stories [19]
and Whiteness Project: Inside the White Caucasian Box [7].
Second section includes basic information about how to take
effective footage without the requirement of professional
equipment, basic lighting principles and composition. We
also provided some tips on conducting successful interviews,
as they need to conduct mini-interviews with citizens for
their footage. Interview questions, which we determined be-
fore the workshops, focused on the profiles of interviewees,
their place of living and their opinions about urban gentrifica-
tion. We provided the interview questions to be asked due to
being able to to gather consistent and more focused content.
The volunteers applied what they had learned during the first
3 hours by practicing hands-on shooting opportunities to-
wards improving their new skills at the end of the workshops.

The participants, recruited through public calls such as social
media announcements and word of mouth, were students,
homemakers, small business owners (restaurant, cafe, kiosk,
bakery) and service workers, almost all of them were going
through state-mandated gentrification in their neighborhoods.
Participants were given 3 weeks to submit their footage: 32
out of 90 workshop participants provided us the necessary
content by the end of this deadline via either WeTransfer or
Google Drive. The submitted materials ranged from inter-
views conducted with family members, neighbors, friends
and local shop owners to footage of domestic and public
spaces from their neighborhoods as well as photographs from
family albums. These 32 individuals with their expansive
submissions gave us the green light to pursue the editing
stage.
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2- Workshops for Design Decisions: Design Workshops
It is important to involve users, in this case interactive docu-
mentary viewers, in the design process in order to provide
meaningful and relevant experiences to a wider audience. For
this stage, we organized two workshops in order to brain-
storm about the structure of the documentary by using partic-
ipatory design techniques. Participatory design is a technique
used in design process to develop human-centered, problem
solving oriented, innovative ideas. Participatory design is
indeed a research, involving users in the design process [22].

We targeted three main groups with this documentary: aca-
demics, state and local governments and general public. Our
intention was to provide a record of the human perspective of
the gentrification process that is beyond statistics and eco-
nomics. Hopefully this project will lead to beneficial future
work for academics and professionals as well as a genuine
representation of those who experience the gentrification
process first hand. We had 7 participants in the first work-
shop and 16 in the second one, total of 23 volunteers, ade-
quate sample group for our target groups: 4 academics in
digital humanities, 4 sociologists, 7 urban planning special-
ists in state and local governments and 8 participants repre-
sent general public. We recruited such participants as aca-
demics, sociologists and professionals with special invita-
tions, and general public via social media announcements
and email communications. For general public, we intended
to have participants different from the first workshops to
avoid biased opinions as well as cultivate a fresh perspective.
Last but not least, none of the participants had any design
background and none of them were introduced to any design
tools. This allowed us focus on only the user needs in flow
structure and navigation rather than the design suggestions.

Each workshop lasted about four hours. In the beginning, we
explained the project and showed successful examples of
interactive non-linear documentaries as we did in the content
workshops before. Then, we shared already submitted photo-
graphs, videos, interviews and journals to give an idea about
the documentary content. Considering our target groups, we
divided the participants into three groups based on their pro-
fessional backgrounds and interests in each workshop and
assigned the related user scenario to each group: researcher,
discoverer and contributor. Researcher scenario embraced
exploration, as academics and state and local governments
were interested in detailed information and further insights
about residents’ opinions. Due to their overall interest in the
documentary, general public was paired with the discoverer
scenario. Finally, we investigated the behaviors and needs of
contributors to facilitate their participation process and to
increase their motivation in participating.

This division allowed for identifying and generating various
navigation ideas based on diverse user experiences. Some
groups prepared very basic hand-drawn sketches and some
used their computers for visualizing ideas. After working on
proposals based on user scenarios and already identified user
experiences, each group was asked to make a presentation of
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their proposal to the other groups for further brainstorming.
This stage of presenting ideas and brainstorming led us to
frame the discussions among the participants. Workshop
results and lessons learnt are explained together with the in-
terface prototypes below.

INTERFACE PROTOTYPES OF THE INTERACTIVE NON-
LINEAR DOCUMENTARY

Involving users to actively participate in the decision making
process of prototyping the documentary besides contributing
to the project with their own stories leads to a more human-
centered interactive storytelling experience. Interactivity in
documentary provides a more intuitive and free navigation
compared to linear flow, as audience have the chance to
spend more time on the content of their choice. It offers
chances of skipping and selecting the content in a limited
number of pre-determined possibilities for viewers. There-
fore, the interaction model used in this documentary is con-
sidered as active-adaptive in which conscious user input di-
rects the navigation [9]. Moreover, interactivity communi-
cates the messages and emotions attached effectively by di-
rectly involving the audience in the flow of the documentary.

The way of message communication and navigation model of
the documentary interfaces were prototyped based on the
results of content and design workshops. The structure and
flow of documentary are explained together with the out-
comes of design workshops. Overall wireframe of the inter-
face flow is shown in Figure 2.

introduction
homepage
re5|dgnts urban about share your credits
stories change story

Figure 2. Wireframe of Interface Flow

The documentary starts with an introduction (Figure 3) that
includes general information about urban gentrification in
Istanbul: how the neighborhoods are transformed, how the
urban fabric is changing, and how the residents are affected.
This introduction part includes both infographics and videos
in order to emphasize the transformation within the city as
well as reveals the positive and negative effects on residents’
daily lives. This part of the documentary proceeds with the
mouse scroll; thus, it gives the chance to stop, move back and
forward based on the pace of each viewer.

This prototyping with an interactive navigation results from
the contributions of the design workshop participants, as
there was a consensus between all user groups for the need to
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have control over content when viewing the videos. Also all
the workshop participants were interested in proceeding fast-
er with the content of their choice rather than going through
the information that was irrelevant to them.

introduction

- General information on urban gentrification in Ista
- Urban change = transformation of neighborhoods and daily lives
-Who is affected?

old style living environment
dissatisfied L to newly built living
How!? ’7 moved to newly built living e

rbed by noise of construction

nt due to noise of construction

nt but not pleased with the appartment

moved to newly built I

O ronment - pleased with the transformation
old style living environ

satisfied
- pleased with the transformation

Figure 3. Introduction Page

Homepage (Figure 4) consists of the urban fabric; providing
a visual representation of the current status of the city with
the buildings and residents presented together on the same
platform. This section also includes a menu display such as
about, share your story and credits pages and a language
selection bar including Turkish and English. In short, the
homepage basically provides access to the pages of residents’
stories, pages related to urban change, about, share your
story and credits pages, and language selection. Based on the
feedback received from the workshop participants, the
homepage is prototyped in a simple way with limited func-
tions in order to keep the user interest level high without
overwhelming and confusing them.

homepage

When clicked on buildings,
it directs to urban change page.

When clicked on resi 3
it directs to residents’ stories page.

Visual representation of the city and its residents together

about share your stary credits

Figure 4. Homepage

The first page of residents’ stories (Figure 5), reveals all resi-
dents together, indicated by graphical representations aligned
with their satisfaction of the neighborhood transformation
process. The reason why interviewed residents are placed
according to their satisfaction level is to provide an overall
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idea about sociological aspects of urban transformation since
especially the researcher group members in workshops stated
that knowing this information is significant for taking steps in
their future studies. When the mouse is over the graphical
representations, the names of the interviewed residents ap-
pear. This design decision is based on the feedback received
during the design workshops: to allow the audience internal-
ize residents’ situation.

When the graphical representation is clicked, interviews and
the footage of the diverse neighborhoods and various domes-
tic spaces occur (Figure 6). Based on the topics and subjects
presented during the interviews, cluster of neighborhoods,
topics or headlines that the interviewees mention

residents’ stories

Resident-|

dissatisfied

satisfied
. .

Resident-2

Graphics represent residents.
When mouse is over graphics, names of the residents appear.

about share your story credits

Figure 5. Residents’ Stories (First page)

also appear on the site. These are all clickable; leading the
audience to the other residents’ ideas on the topic mentioned
or allowing them to witness the transformation of the neigh-
borhoods. This visualization not only emphasizes the head-
lines of the interviews but also offers fluent transition be-
tween pages.

residents’ stories

Resident- |

— street animals

When click: RL RGN EG [T

< a page with
[SItiof other residents
on the sam JEHTEN

— Neighberhood- |

MALEURS [ ed on neighborhood,

it directs tg

rban change page.

Resident-1's video.
As s/he talks, headlines and related neighborhoods appear on the right hand side.

about share your story credits

Figure 6. Residents’ Stories (Second page)

When clicked on a topic, it directs the user to the page where
various residents state differing opinions on the same issue.
(Figure 7). Additionally, when clicked on a resident’s footage
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on a specific issue on this page, it automatically starts from neighborhood. When a resident is clicked, it directs to resi-
the beginning of the video thus providing viewers flexibility dents’ stories page. If neighborhood is selected, a timeline of
of continuing with the topic of their interest. Feedback re- photographs representing that particular location displays
ceived at the design workshops revealed participants’ prefer- various eras from past to present (Figure 10).

ence towards having access to various comments on the same
issue successively. Both researcher and discoverer groups
agreed on the necessity of this feature. Departing from this,
we prototyped this transitive design option in a way so that
the users stay focused on a specific subject with more fluent
navigation. As a result, users will have the chance to learn
more about the topics or neighborhoods that they are inter-
ested in without getting distracted with so many different
comments.

As the cursor moves, photographs change accompanied by a
continuous construction noise in order to emphasize the ur-
ban transformation also from the sonic perspective, as sound-
scapes are integral part of daily urban life [24]. Audio sup-
port enhances the internalization of the situation of being
exposed to continuous urban transformation by augmenting
disturbance from a sonic perspective. In design workshops,
participants stated that they would prefer to experience how
the city has been transforming by witnessing the rapidly
changing urban fabric with before and after visuals.

urban change

' Wit 6 ] e
f borhood-1 ¢ directs & ag it directs

Resident-3

Resident-2

d
®
» s
. . b

Comments of other dents on the same issue.

Res dem—\ I'

Resident-2

about shart credits

Location of the neighborhood and the residents who live in that neighborhood

Figure 7. Residents’ Stories (Third page)

A map of the city emphasizing the neighborhoods that are Figure 9. Urban Change (Second page)
currently in transformation is available for the audience when
clicked on the buildings on the homepage (Figure 8). In this
page, two filtering options are provided for neighborhood
selection: according to location and name.

Thus, we prototyped this interface where audience can ob-
serve the urban change by moving the timeline cursor. In
addition to visual transformation, we decided to include the
sonic dimension of this process for a holistic experience;
since several buildings are being demolished and new ones
are being built which produces a continuous construction
soundscape that is embedded into urban life. Therefore, this
holistic experience truly captures the human experience.

urban change

urban change
Neighborhood-1

Neigt

Neighborhood-1

Neighborhoods in transformation.

Figure 8. Urban Change (First page) 193 08

When clicked on a neighborhood either its location or its : om past to present appear 35 the button moves t che right;
name, that specific neighborhood’s location on the map to- —— : e

gether with its residents is revealed (Figure 9). At this page
two options are offered; clicking on a resident or on the Figure 10. Urban Change (Third page)

share your story credits
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The about page introduces the project. The Share your story
page includes recommendations and guidelines on content
creation: how to record and submit content, how to conduct
interviews, which questions should be asked as well as rec-
ommended duration and the format of video files, and also
welcomes new contributions from new participants through a
submission interface. In the workshops, groups focused on
the contributor scenario underlined the need for specific in-
formation about requested footage. They also stated that
learning tips on shooting and conducting interviews would be
beneficial in content production as they are not professionals.
And finally, the credits page includes the names of all con-
tributors.

Lessons learnt from design workshops can be summarized as
follows: users prefer simple, on point, direct interactions and
avoid overwhelming interfaces; users want to have control
over navigation allowing them to spend more time on the
issues that they are interested in and skipping those that they
do not really pay attention; users may have different naviga-
tion choices due to varying interests, and they also want to
reach the content that they are interested in as easily and
quickly as possible. Therefore, interface prototyping is de-
signed with the main aim of keeping users’ interests at a
maximum level for an extended period of time.

DISCUSSION

In this interactive non-linear documentary, which focuses on
human aspects of urban transformation in Istanbul, our inten-
tion is to present the opinions and stories from residents’
perspectives directly by reducing the subjective intervention
of the producers to a minimum. Moreover, we intend to con-
vey messages and emotions effectively to a wider audience
with effective navigation and interactive design features by
analyzing and understanding user needs better. For the rea-
sons aforementioned, we organized several workshops to
involve public actively in both the content creation and the
interface prototyping processes. While our intention is to
create this documentary from the perspectives of the resi-
dents in terms of content, there is still some guidance and
interjections from the authors as interview questions and vid-
eo shooting techniques are introduced to them at the work-
shops. Furthermore, still the submissions are edited (post-
production) and curated by the authors. Similarly, navigation
structure is prototyped based on participants’ suggestions,
however final decision on the graphics and the visual design
of the documentary are concluded by the authors. Thus, this
project will result in a participatory interactive documentary
with maximum public contribution and minimum author
interference acknowledging these minor interruptions.

Regarding the content, gathering videos from public has been
successful so far: diverse resident profiles including students,
homemakers, small business owners, service workers, physi-
cians, educators, etc from a varying range of middle and up-
per-middle class neighborhoods. Technical parameters and
interview styles also differ from contributor to contributor,
which enriches the documentary. Our editing is done in a
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way to remain authentic to the submitted footage by getting
feedback along the way from the creators of the videos be-
fore publishing. The content projects the variety of opinions
as well as differing socioeconomic, religious and educational
backgrounds of the residents whose lives are directly affected
by the urban transformation. Since content has the priority,
all the submitted videos that are related to urban transfor-
mation, regardless of the aesthetics and formal qualities are
included. Furthermore, the project will remain open to con-
tributions after launching. Recently submitted videos will be
first evaluated according to the relevance and appropriateness
and then will be edited for inclusion.

Regarding the interactivity, users prefer having control while
navigating the content flow as observed in the design work-
shops. Presenting narrative data through an interactive inter-
face makes audience engage with the real-life stories within
the documentary. According to several filtering options ap-
plied in the prototype, users will have the opportunity to de-
cide how to proceed within the documentary: either by
choosing interviewed residents or by choosing neighbor-
hoods in transformation (homepage) and in urban change
page, either by selecting the location or the name of the
neighborhood. This flexibility, offering options at certain
stages, provides an effective engagement for the audience
while following the content. Building a clear structure of
information supports engagement and facilitates navigation
through the content [18]. Also, transforming oral information
into visual categories and linking them with other related
sources provide a transitive and fluent navigation which en-
hances the experience at first hand and helps the audience
stay focused. This way the audience is introduced to create
paths according to their interests within the documentary. In
order to provide a more immersive and realistic experience,
the visual interfaces are supported with related audio. For
example, the disturbance due to urban transformation is em-
phasized also from the sonic aspect in addition to visual one.
This result can be supported as interactive experiences need
to be evaluated from a holistic perspective and other dimen-
sions deserve to be considered together with visual aspects in
order to enhance engagement [15].

Involving participants into decision making of prototyping
process and forming different user scenarios played a signifi-
cant role in understanding the user needs better and in brain-
storming for further enhancements. Although participatory
filmmaking and exploring effective ways of communicating
messages with participants (from producer’s perspective) are
not new topics, integrating participatory design technique
into the design process of the documentary, and shaping the
interfaces and the storytelling structure together with partici-
pants (from user’s perspective) are still rare in interactive
documentary field. Co-designing leads us towards a more
human-centered interactive participatory non-linear docu-
mentary, which contributes to the existing discussions about
the interactive documentary field. This project allows us to
mainly explore how to produce an interactive documentary
from a designer point of view and discuss the outcomes of
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integrating participatory design technique into the production
process of the documentary. We hope that our experience
inspires those filmmakers, producers and researchers who are
investigating forms of involving participants into structural
design.

CONCLUSION

Suburbs of Istanbul is a new interactive documentary project,
which presents narratives and experiences of Turkey’s ethni-
cally and economically diverse population who are moving
to suburbs at a speedy pace due to government-mandated
urban transformation. The real life stories of suburban resi-
dents of Istanbul are brought to life for the outside world to
witness the storytelling experiences. Visitors to the website
take small steps to explore various suburban neighborhoods
and their surrounding landscapes. Viewers discover what
happens in these environments, and hear the stories of indi-
viduals and families reflecting their past lives and the reasons
why they choose to live in these suburban neighborhoods.
Accessibility of the project through the web will generate a
greater international audience.

This interactive participatory documentary proceeds in a non-
linear fashion offering the audience freedom to navigate con-
tent on their own pace as well as embraces new techniques
and strategies towards creating a more democratic use of
documentary practices. As the creators of this project as well
as the authors of this paper we are committed to involve pub-
lic actively in each creative step of the documentary. The
stories were collected directly from residents with the aim of
projecting intimacy and authenticity. The interface proto-
types were shaped by user preferences, which were identified
at the participatory design workshops. Co-designing the doc-
umentary together with users makes this project rare in the
field of interactive documentary, and leads to a human-
centered documentary design.

Suburbs of Istanbul, will be launched in Summer 2020 and
will continue to welcome submissions to enrich its content.
This documentary lays a background also for designing spa-
tial interactive experiences, which will be co-designed with
users as well. Integrating VR/AR technologies for making
visitors internalize the residents’ situations or using locative
media for experiencing urban fabric during transformation
would be an interesting future study. Therefore, it provides a
more immersive and engaging experience in generating
widespread awareness of issues surrounding suburban life-
styles throughout Turkey and across the world, and in en-
couraging conversations and efforts to plan for the future.
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