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The design of digital technologies for older adults is often premised on deficit models of ageing
that position older people as a homogenous group and as passive users of technology, with an
overwhelming focus on meeting practical needs in older age. In response, a growing number of
scholars in HCI and Science and Technology Studies (STS) are engaging with processes of co-
design that situate older adults as experts in their own lives and as central to the design process.
These scholars highlight how an essential first phase of co-design is understanding and
foregrounding the lifeworlds, experiences and expertise of older adults. This paper responds to these
calls, alongside the lack of consideration of minoritised older adults in co-design. It draws on the
empirical findings from the first phase of the Connecting Through Culture As We Age project,
which places twenty minoritised older adults who identify as disabled, and/or racially and/or socio-
economically minoritised, at the centre of a digital innovation process. Through a case study
approach, we focus on two of the minoritised older adults involved, to demonstrate the value of
bringing together participatory methods with an interdisciplinary lifecourse lens. We highlight the
power of this approach for understanding minoritised older adults’ relationships with technology,
as shaped by experiences across the lifecourse, for building relationships, and ensuring their agency
and voice underpin the co-design process.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Digital technology design for older adults is often grounded in deficit models of ageing that view
older people as a homogenous group and as passive users of technology, with technology offering
a means or solution to address practical needs in older age (Pena et al. 2021). Efforts to encourage
the participation of older adults in digital worlds have been framed around the problems of old age,
with technology instrumentalised as a solution (Gallistl et al. 2020; Neves and Mead 2021; Neves,
Waycott, and Malta 2018). These deficit-based, interventionist approaches have been a common
feature of HCI projects (Vines et al. 2015) and have contributed to a disconnect between the design
of technologies and the everyday lives (or ‘life-worlds') of older adults, particularly those who are
minoritised (Cozza, Ostlund, and Peine 2020; Peine and Neven 2019, 2021). In response, a growing
number of scholars in HCI and Science and Technology Studies (STS) are engaging with processes
of co-design that situate older adults as experts within their own lives and as central to the design
process. This encompasses the use of interdisciplinary methods that centre collaborative approaches
within the context of older adults’ everyday and historical lives (Gallistl et al. 2020; Manchester
and Jarke 2022). As part of this, researchers are encouraged to “reflect upon how their [older
adults’] personal histories impact upon technology use now and in the future” (Vines et al. 2015,
pp. 19), foreground methods that enable in-depth understanding of their lifeworlds, and support
their participation and inclusion (Pena et al. 2021).

This paper focuses on laying the foundations for co-design by outlining how the Connecting
Through Culture As We Age project adopted an intersectional lifecourse lens and participatory
methods. In doing so it responds to calls in the field for deeper understandings of older adults’
histories, lived experiences and sociomaterial lives in order to develop design methods and
technologies that offer greater value to their lives (Peine and Neven 2019; Pena et al. 2021). Our
argument builds on others who have argued for more asset-based approaches to designing
technologies for, and in collaboration with, older adults (Ostlund et al. 2022a; Vines et al. 2015).
The paper draws on empirical findings from the Connecting Through Culture project, a 3-year co-
produced research project that began in 2021. The project is funded by the UK Research and
Innovation Healthy Ageing Challenge programme, and is led by the third author of this paper, Helen
Manchester. The project explores how participation in arts and culture, particularly digital forms of
participation, can influence our wellbeing and feelings of social connection as we age. It puts the
voices and expertise of twenty older adults (aged 60-75), who identify as disabled, and/or
socioeconomically and/or racially minoritised, at the centre of a digital innovation process. The
older adults collaborate with artists, designers, digital technologists and community organisations
to co-design digital cultural experiences that support social connection and wellbeing in later life.

The paper draws on findings from the first fourteen months of the project, referred to as the
‘foundational stage’ or the ‘fuzzy front end’ of the co-design process (Sanders and Stappers 2008).
In this period, we spent time building relationships with the older adults, drawing on participatory
methods to co-generate knowledge about the significance of culture, creativity, social connection
and digital participation in their lives, and introduce them to digital design processes (see fig. 1,
project timeline). These activities laid the foundations for the latter stage of the co-design process,
in which the older adults participated in the design of six prototyping projects.

Our rationale for focusing on the foundational stages of the project is two-fold. First, it allows us to
illustrate how an intersectional life course lens and participatory methods enabled us to put the
lifeworlds, lived experiences and agency of the minoritised older adults at the forefront of the co-
design process. We recognise this as vital if we are to involve minoritised older adults, a group that
is rarely the focus of CSCW research, in processes of co-design that generate more applicable and
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useful technological designs. Second, if CSCW scholars are to start engaging with older and
minoritised communities, we must discuss how best to design relational methodological practices
that build trust and mutual respect. This is critical not only at the beginning, but also throughout a
co-design project, to ensure their ongoing inclusion and participation (Bischof and Jarke 2021).

The paper begins with an exploration of interdisciplinary work that outlines the mismatch between
digital design and the lifeworlds of older adults, particularly those who are minoritised. Next, we
describe what participation means within co-design processes, before outlining the value of an
intersectional lifecourse approach that enables us to better understand the lives of older adults and
to facilitate their participation. We pay special attention to how this approach can develop an
understanding of a person’s experience in a particular moment of their life whilst attending to how
it has been shaped and influenced by prior experiences that unfold across the lifecourse. We move
on to describe the Connecting Through Culture As We Age project and outline the participatory
methods that we have used as a foundation for co-design.

The findings of this paper offer case studies that provide an in-depth focus on two of the older adults
involved, who we refer to as ‘co-researchers’ rather than participants, in recognition of the
significant role they played in the co-production of knowledge during the foundational stages of the
project. The focus on a small number of case studies reflects the argument at the centre of this paper;
the need for more in-depth engagement with the lifeworlds and personal histories of older adults in
the HCI field. The case studies and discussion address the following research questions:

RQ1. What can an intersectional lifecourse lens help us to understand about minoritised older
adults’ relationships with technology?

RQ2. How can participatory methods illuminate experiences across the lifecourse that might
enhance the co-design of technologies?

Finally, referencing the literature base, we close the paper by critically reflecting on the implications
of our methods and intersectional lifecourse lens for co-design approaches with minoritised older
adults in the CSCW field, and the future direction of the Connecting Through Culture project.

2 BACKGROUND & RELATED WORK

2.1 What we’ve learned from deficit-based design approaches with older adults

In advanced capitalist economies the influence of market forces has led to the mass production of
generalisable technologies that lack sensitivity to diversity within their designs (Bannon 1995;
Cozza, Ostlund, et al. 2020; Peine and Neven 2021). The sites of design are too often far removed
from users being located in laboratories, design studios, and industry meeting rooms, rather than
developed in their environments of use. Design teams are also often constrained by institutionalised
timescales, resources and regulations (Peine and Neven 2021). Thus, as the basis for decisions,
designers have historically relied heavily on generalised representations of users’ lives and everyday
experiences, described as ‘scripts’ (Akrich 1995; Neven 2010; Wanka and Gallistl 2021). These
scripts attempt to configure the user by enabling and constraining their interactions with technology
(Bischof and Jarke 2021), reflecting the designer’s beliefs about who the user is and how they
should behave (Akrich 1995; Neven 2010). In technologies designed for older adults, ageist scripts
inscribe prevailing narratives around ageing into design, which, in turn work to: cement age-related
representations within societal discourse, influence older adults’ lives and identities, and shape
future design (Bischof and Jarke 2021). These ageist scripts can perpetuate the discrimination of
older people (Neven 2010; Wanka and Gallistl 2021).
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In reaction to this, driven by the HCI community, there have been many attempts to involve older
adults in the design of technologies through collaborative processes (Ostlund et al. 2022a; Vines et
al. 2015; Waycott and Vines 2019b). This is motivated by the idea that it allows us to better
anticipate the use of technology in their lifeworlds (Ehn 2008) and generate more adoptable
technologies (Jaz et al. 2019.). Here, older adults are situated as experts in their own lifeworlds and
best placed to participate in the design of technologies to be adopted within them (Ostlund et al.
2022a). However, collaborative design processes have been dogged by the dominance of deficit-
focused representations of ageing (Light, Leong, and Robertson 2015; Righi, Sayago, and Blat
2017) that frame design activities with older adults around negative attitudinal, functional, and
physical relationships with technology (Neves and Vetere 2019; Vines et al. 2015). For instance,
that older adults do not like, cannot use, or are late adopters of technology (Peine, van Cooten, and
Neven 2017). The focus of technological innovation for ‘healthy ageing’ stresses “disability
prevention and maintenance of independence” (Cozza, Ostlund, et al. 2020, pp. 2), while delegating
“to (older) people the responsibility to function at a higher level, even when that is difficult or not
desired” (ibid, pp. 6). Such design involves the simplification of phenomena to create static well
defined problem spaces ripe for the instrumentalisation of technology (Oudshoorn, Rommes, and
Stienstra 2004) to placate negative age-related phenomena (Jarke 2021; Peine and Neven 2019;
Schwennesen 2021) with a set of specified functions and features (Oudshoorn et al. 2004). Hence,
design agendas for older adults’ technologies have often centred around addressing health issues
and social isolation (e.g., Oh, Oh, and Ju 2020) through biomedical technologies (Katz 1996;
Manchester and Jarke 2022; Vines et al. 2015) to assist physiological (e.g., Gaugler et al. 2019) and
psychological deficits (Barnard et al. 2013; Neves, Amaro, and Fonseca 2013; Neves and Vetere
2019; Ozsungur 2022; Tsai et al. 2015).

Such approaches fail to represent the rich and messy realities of the lives of older adults and the
diverse range of identities, literacies and experiences that mediate lives and relationships with
technology as we age (Pena et al. 2021; Wanka and Gallistl 2021). This is particularly true for
minoritised older adults, whereby “outdated attitudes towards ‘non-typical’ people (a problematic
notion at its core) remain within the design process”, with a “tendency to consider these groups as
subsets of populations” (McGinley et al. 2022, pp. 542). Older minoritised adults experience a wide
range of structural inequalities that play out in diverse ways in their everyday lives (McGinley et
al. 2022; Robinson et al. 2020). Meanwhile, deficit driven design (both design processes and the
technologies they produce) risks reducing individuals to the barriers they face rather than
celebrating what they have to offer (McGinley et al. 2022; Rogers et al. 2014) and what they
contribute to their communities (Neves and Vetere 2019; Waycott and Vines 2019b).

In response, greater depth of engagement with the complex lifeworlds and personal histories of
older adults (including how they are shaped by wider social, political, cultural and economic forces)
as the foundation for design innovation has been advised(Ostlund et al. 2022a; Peine and Neven
2021; Pena et al. 2021). Light (Light et al. 2015) reconceptualised ageing as a ‘process’ that affects
us all in different ways (both good and bad and at varying rates of change), where our capacities
and priorities change, rather than as a condition experienced uniformly by everyone of a certain
chronological age (Light et al. 2015). Older adults are instead, “ordinary members of (multiple)
communities, wherein they interact with other (younger, peer and older) members for a wide range
of purposes, and shape their own identity” (Righi et al. 2017, pp. 16). Technologies and the
processes of their design would better serve older adults by affording them opportunities to enrich
and empower their lives rather than spotlighting perceived deficits (Light et al. 2015; McGinley et
al. 2022)(Carstairs and Keon W.J 2008; Gaver n.d.; Gaver, Dunne, and Pacenti 1999; Light et al.
2015). To do this, some advocate for leveraging creative and participatory methods; opportunities
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for older adults to exhibit the skills and experience that come from lifelong learning (Ostlund et al.
2022b); and which afford them greater agency (Light et al. 2009; Light and Akama 2014).

2.2 Framing our asset-based approach to co-design with minoritised older adults

In order to represent these more nuanced and asset-based understandings of ageing in the design of
technology, we must begin by generating richer pictures of individuals’ lifeworlds (McGinley et al.
2022; Peine and Neven 2021). To situate the work described in this paper, we advocate for ‘co-
design’, a contemporary participatory approach that emphasises ‘collective creativity’ (Sanders
2013). It brings together “designers that hold ‘professional expertise’ and people that are ‘experts
of experience’ to collaborate throughout a design process” (McGinley et al. 2022, pp. 546) as equal
partners (Sanders and Stappers 2008). Additionally, as we frame our approach, we are sensitive to
our responsibilities to “critically engage with power relations in design practice” (Manchester and
Jarke 2022, pp. 184), and support the agency and participation of collaborators (Waycott and Vines
2019a, 2019b).

Some approaches to co-design have been criticised as being overly pragmatic or, at worst,
extractive, by commodifying and instrumentalising co-design to prioritise the agendas of
researchers and/or their institutions (Akama, Light, and Kamihira 2020; Cozza, Cusinato, and
Philippopoulos-Mihalopoulos 2020; Jaz et al. 2019.). This is to the detriment of understanding and
empowering those participating, as well as the inclusive, democratic and emancipatory traditions
of participatory design (Cozza, Cusinato, et al. 2020; Grigorovich et al. 2022; Kyng 2010; Lim et
al. 2016). In this project we understand the relationships between design participants, the
technologies they use, and their engagement with design methods as underpinned by a complex
network of sociomaterial entanglements across their lifecourses (Ehn 2008). Participation in design
activities, described by Ehn as ‘entangled cultural-material games’ (Ehn 2008) are mediated by
participants’ experiences across their lifecourse and may bring about change in their daily and future
lives (Light and Akama 2014; Peine and Neven 2019).

In keeping with Light and Akama (2014) we believe co-design should go beyond facilitating
participation in ‘design activities’ and must consider the ethical implications of research and
collaboration. We must aim to ensure that any resulting changes in participants’ lives are valuable
and sustainable. Light describes possible ‘transformative impact’ (Light and Akama 2014), quoting
an older adult describing their co-design participation, "We went in as old people and came out as
people with our own thoughts and agendas™ (Light et al. 2009, pp. 45). They postulate the
importance of considering how power, roles and social relations between designers and older adults
can adapt and change during a design process as older co-designers grow in confidence and begin
to experience agency (Light and Akama 2014). This focus on power in co-design is at the heart of
Design Justice (e.g. (Costanza-Chock 2020)), another key influence on our co-design approach. In
accordance with Design Justice, we aim to reconfigure mainstream design by centring the
experiences, expertise and voices of older people who are directly affected by design processes and
the artifacts, services or experiences produced. Central to this is positioning designers as facilitators
rather than experts, honouring the different forms of localised and embodied knowledge older adults
bring, and making a commitment to long lasting community-led and community-controlled
outcomes (Costanza-Chock 2020).

In order to set conditions for co-design, Sanders and Stappers (2008, 2014) suggest the value of
prefacing generative design activities with ‘fuzzy front-ends’; pre-design activities that prioritise
understanding the lifeworlds of participants and how to support their participation. In the context
of our project, when undertaken with older adults and minoritised groups, this is a particularly
“dense and important” aspect of co-design (Bischof and Jarke 2021, pp. 202), which we position as
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the foundational stages of co-design. These early stages help establish crucial foundations for co-
design, such as building our understanding of anchoring elements within participants’ lifeworlds
(Binder, Brandt, and Gregory 2008), developing social connections and trust (Grigorovich et al.
2022; Sanders and Stappers 2008), supporting creative confidence, and establishing the resources
needed to take part (Binder et al. 2008). Furthermore, any involvement, particularly in the case of
minoritised groups, must be understood as situated within systems of structural inequality that shape
their daily lives. Participation is predicated upon understanding these systems, how they affect
everyday sociomaterial lives, and therefore what is needed to support minoritised older adults'
participation (Grigorovich et al. 2022; Jarke 2021; Manchester and Jarke 2022; Wanka and Gallistl
2018).

2.3  An intersectional lifecourse approach as a theoretical lens to inform co-design

While many publications in HCI, working at the juncture of Ageing and Science and Technology
Studies, have critiqued and theorised approaches to co-design with older adults, few have described
how to connect theory with practice (Ostlund et al. 2022a). Lifecourse approaches are gaining
popularity as a theoretical lens for understanding older adults’ relationships with technology (Foong
2016; Robinson et al. 2020; Sakaguchi-Tang et al. 2021; Vines et al. 2015). For example, Pena et
al. (2021) highlight the value of lifecourse approaches for exploring how techno-historical contexts
mediate perceptions, expectations and attitudes towards technology in later life (Pena et al. 2021).

Lifecourse approaches originally emerged in social history and demographic studies and have since
been developed across the social sciences and psychology disciplines (Elder 2009; Barkhuus, Bales,
and Cowan 2017; Liechty and Yarnal 2010), including social gerontology and geographies of
ageing (Nash 2008.; Skinner, Cloutier, and Andrews 2015). Lifecourse approaches move away from
linear and ordered understandings of people’s lives, recognising instead how a person’s experience
in a particular moment of their life is shaped and influenced by prior experiences (Barron 2019).
Exploring the relation between ageing and technology therefore necessitates understanding older
adults’ spatial, physical, embodied and emotional everyday encounters with technological devices
and how this is shaped by one’s personal history (Barron 2019)

Our lifecourse approach breaks from understanding ageing as a fixed biological reality, recognising
it instead as a dynamic process that is socially and culturally constituted. It involves understanding
how situated experiences of ageing at the level of the individual are shaped by the historical, social
and cultural context in which people are embedded. In this sense it enables a bridging between the
micro- and macro- levels of socio-structural analysis (Bengtson, Burgess, and Parrott 1997).
Crucially, this understanding of ageing as processual, situated and socially constituted breaks from
“static accounts of the ‘life cycle’ as a fixed and repetitive sequence of ages and stages within human
life and experience.” (Hockey and James 2003, pp. 6).

Given our research and the co-design process involves collaboration with minoritised older adults,
we draw on lifecourse approaches that encompass an intersectional lens. Intersectionality emerged
in opposition to monoism, the idea that single categories of social relations (age, gender, class, race,
(dis)ability, sexuality, etc) can be independently analysed and understood (Goertz and Mazur 2008).
At its heart, intersectional theory recognises that people embody multiple social identities, which
intersect and are associated with differential power/resources, life chances, and lived experiences
(Holman and Walker 2021). Intersectional theory in gerontological research has been used to
explore identity and understand how intersecting systems of oppression including ageism, sexism,
classism, racism, ableism and so forth, produce inequalities in ageing (Ferrer, Brotman, and Koehn
2022; Holman and Walker 2021). It enables an understanding of how age interacts with other
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markers of social difference to shape the ways in which life is encountered and lived in older age
(Hopkins and Pain 2007).

Understanding an older person’s relationship with technology through an intersectional lifecourse
lens necessitates exploration of how intersecting identities shape experiences with technology and
opportunities for building digital literacies across the lifecourse. For example, how an intersection
of racialised and classed inequalities can detrimentally impact access to formal education and the
labour market, which can limit opportunities for developing digital literacies, thus shaping
engagements with technology in later life. However, it’s important not to lose sight of agency — that
people act individually and collectively to resist and challenge structural discrimination (Nash
2008.). For example, by acquiring digital literacies through alternative means, such as informal
education that takes place in the family or community settings.

In the next section, we turn to discuss the participatory methods we developed in our work with
minoritised older adults to better understand how relationships with technology in later life are
shaped and mediated by the wider lifecourse.

3 PARTICIPATORY METHODS FOR UNDERSTANDING THE LIFECOURSE

Drawing on the breadth of our interdisciplinary knowledge, the research team' drew on four
participatory methods that enabled collaborative exploration of co-researchers’ everyday lives,
including experiences of culture, connection, digital engagements, and their intersections. Our
methods were informed by the Participatory Action Research (PAR) tradition and its grounding in
the work of educator and philosopher, Paulo Freire (Freire 1996) . We were particularly inspired by
those working at the intersections of PAR and co-design (Costanza-Chock 2020; Zamenopoulos
and Alexiou 2018). Rather than positioning participants as passive objects of study, or ‘end-users’
in a design process, they play a central role as ‘co-researchers’ and ‘co-designers’ who hold
ownership over the knowledge, ideas and artifacts produced across the research and design process
(Pettican et al. 2023). In this section we provide background to the twenty co-researchers at the
centre of this study, introduce our extended case study approach, outline the four participatory
methods, our approach to analysis and ethical considerations.

3.1 Co-Researchers and recruitment

The twenty co-researchers (M=4, F=16) are aged 60-75 years of age, the majority of whom are from
across the City of Bristol area and a small number from other parts of the country. The co-
researchers self-identify as experiencing one or more form of minoritisation — socioeconomic,
racial, and/or being disabled. There is extensive diversity amongst the group in terms of their
creative interests, literacies, digital literacies, spoken languages, cultural backgrounds and abilities,
with some co-researchers experiencing physical disabilities and/or cognitive and sensory
impairments.

The co-researchers were recruited through the project’s three community partner organisations: a
disabled people’s led charity, a Black-led racial justice organisation, and a community organisation
based in an area of Bristol with high rates of socio-economic deprivation. Many co-researchers had
longstanding connections to these organisations and drew on their services. Representatives of each

1 We are an interdisciplinary team of researchers with backgrounds in the social sciences, arts and human computer
interaction.
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organisation approached individuals to take part, and once they had identified interested
participants, organised for a member of our research team to meet with them to provide an
introduction to the project. The community partner organisations then played a key role throughout
the project, supporting the continued inclusion and participation of co-researchers.

3.2 An extended case study approach

This paper focuses on two cases studies, each relating to individual co-researchers, Miss Edwards
and Pandora. These cases were selected through purposeful sampling, a common approach in
qualitative research based on the selection of case studies that speak to the phenomena of interest,
rather than striving for a random sample that represents a diverse population (Patton 1990). We felt
Pandora and Miss Edwards would be of particular interest to the CSCW community because their
relations to technology are shaped by a diverse intersection of lifecourse experiences and interests,
alongside intersecting inequalities relating to digital exclusion, health, education, migration,
housing, class, race and disability.

A case study approach offers an opportunity to enrich, widen and transform an audiences'
understanding of a particular phenomenon, including an individual subject, and the context of their
life (Hollweck 2015). We adopt an extended case study approach, which "enables the analyst to
trace how events chain on to one another, and therefore how events are necessarily linked to one
another through time" (Mitchell 2011, pp. 60). This in-depth focus on two co-researchers includes
detailed analysis of how their relationships and engagements with digital technology are shaped by
experiences and events across the lifecourse, and conditions of structural inequality. This is
particularly important given that minoritised older adults are rarely independently studied in the
CSCW field. Finally, the extended approach also provides space for reflection around the selection
and adaptation of participatory methods in the context of each case.

We are not looking to produce generalisable research findings or present universalist claims about
minoritised older adults’ relationships with technology based on these two case studies. Feminist
epistemology has long highlighted how the act of generalising leads to the erasure of difference and
has historically resulted in essentialising claims about minoritised groups (Brooks and Nagy Hesse-
Biber 2007). Rather, in our discussion we tentatively suggest the findings from the cases of Pandora
and Miss Edwards offer applicability when understanding and co-designing with the other co-
researchers, and therefore are more generally useful for those in the CSCW field, particularly for
those who are interested in co-designing with older adults and/or minoritised groups.

3.3 Methods

In this section we outline the four participatory methods we adopted to work 1-2-1 and in group
workshop settings with co-researchers. Our approach is an example of the “adaptation and adoption
of established methods” (Wiles, Crow, and Pain 2011, pp. 601), including from participatory,
creative and visual traditions (Blair and Minkler 2009; Kara 2015; Pfister, Vindrola-Padros, and
Johnson 2014), alongside ethnographic approaches (Degnen, Twigg, and Martin 2015). The
methods value ‘participant generated data’ (Pfister et al. 2014), aiming to elicit reflection and
exploration of experiences through visual, performative, arts-based and written modes of
communication (Kara 2015). Collectively, the methods enabled us to develop rich understandings
of co-researchers’ lifeworlds, including the intertwining of their social, cultural and technological
engagements, and then contextualise this across significant lifecourse events, relationships and
experiences. The methods also enabled the research team to build relationships of trust with
individual co-researchers, as well as across the wider cohort of co-researchers, which was important
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prior to forming prototyping collaborations with artists, designers and creative technologists in the
latter stages of the project work.

The methods included:

My Album and diary activities (1-2-1 setting)

Digital literacy sessions (1-2-1 setting)

Creative digital workshops (group setting)

Exploratory introduction to co-design workshops (group setting)

Fig.1. depicts a timeline of the project, locating each of the four methods within the first stage of
the project, entitled “laying the foundations for co-design”. The methods used in 1-2-1 contexts (1
and 2) took place in a variety of locations, including local neighbourhood cafes, community spaces,
green spaces, and often in co-researchers’ own homes once trust had been built. The group
workshop methods (3 and 4) were run in community spaces, many of which were familiar to the
co-researchers prior to joining our project.

Given the diversity across the cohort it was important not to impose a set of generalised methods,
as this could risk alienating and excluding some co-researchers (Hendriks, Slegers, and Duysburgh
2015). Rather, we adopted a strengths-based approach, starting with the abilities and interests of
each co-researcher and adapting the methods to tailor our work with them. The case studies in the
analysis and discussion section focus on data collected through our adaptation of these methods in
response to the two co-researcher’s interests, capabilities and the grounded context of their lives.
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Fig. 1 Connecting Through Culture Project Timeline. N.B. The focus of this paper in yellow:
Laying the foundations of co-design. ©Helen Manchester

While the majority of co-researchers engaged with the project face-to-face, including the two co-
researchers at the centre of our case studies, three opted for remote participation due to ongoing
concerns about COVID-19, caring commitments, and a chronic health condition which made it
difficult for one co-researcher to leave her home. Drawing on innovations in qualitative and
participatory research since the COVID-19 pandemic (Hall, Gaved, and Sargent 2021; Sattler et al.
2022) we adapted methods to work remotely with co-researchers in one-to-one settings and hybrid
group workshops. This involved the first and second authors meeting with the co-researchers
attending remotely in a local and familiar community space, setting up and supporting an online
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video call with the workshop facilitator. The use of multiple cameras within the workshop space
enabled these remote participants not only to interact with the facilitator but also with the wider
group based in the workshop space, as well as other online attendees. We now turn to outline the
four methods we used.

3.3.1 Method 1: My Album and diary activities (1-2-1 setting). Once recruited onto the project, co-
researchers were paired with a member of the research team who supported them to carry out two
activities: an album accompanied with a set of prompts to document the most important things,
people and places in their lives, and a daily diary kept over a 2-week period. These activities were
adaptations of photo elicitation methods (Clark-Ibafiez 2004; Sutton-Brown 2014), alongside diary
interview approaches (Bartlett 2012; Gibson et al. 2013). Co-researchers selected which media they
wanted to use to complete the activities. We provided instant polaroid cameras, voice recorders, and
craft and collage materials (in the case of co-researchers participating remotely we sent packages
of these materials in the post to them).

Each co-researcher was also offered a data-enabled project iPad and digital literacy sessions (see
method 2), with some choosing to use the device to document their lives through photography and
audio recordings. Drawing inspiration from the diary interview method (Bartlett 2012), we then
held between 2-4 reflective interviews with each co-researcher over a 1-4 month period (see the
activities between Mar 2021 and Oct 2021 in Fig.1). The reason for the discrepancy in the number
of interviews conducted with each co-researcher is that some preferred multiple shorter interview
slots that allowed them to share what they were documenting as they went along, while others chose
to get their album and diary relatively complete before sharing. Each interview lasted between 40-
90 minutes, with participants talking through what they documented in the albums and diaries.
Interviews were held in co-researchers' homes, or in rooms in local community centres.

Rather than us deriving meaning from the data, the reflective interviews enabled a collaborative
approach to analysis in which we explored the creation of visual, written and audio data, alongside
motivations for documenting particular phenomena and the significance they held in co-
researcher’s lives. Overall, the album and diary methods aimed to create a more personal and
enjoyable research experience, enabling the research team to build relationships with the co-
researchers, while also promoting agency by ascribing co-researchers an active role in selecting
which aspects of their lives to document and share.

3.3.2 Method 2: Digital Literacies Sessions (1-2-1 setting). The second author with expertise in
HCI, supported by other research team members, led 1-2-1 digital literacy sessions with the co-
researchers, which were taken up by 11 co-researchers for between one and eight 120-minute
sessions (see the activities between Oct 2021 and Feb 2022 in Fig.1). These sessions were
participant-led. They were designed to support co-researchers to build their digital knowledge,
skills, literacies and expertise in ways that made sense to them, as well as to increase digital
participation relevant to taking part in the project. They aimed to support their autonomy and agency
in their learning (Wanka and Gallistl 2021) by exploring a range of opportunities, including social
media experiences, online streaming and media consumption, mapping tools, online shopping
platforms, digital payments, password protection tools, photography and editing, and biometric and
accessibility features. The focus on everyday digital participation and literacies provided insight
into the lifeworlds of co-researchers and gave rise to reflective conversations about experiences
with technology across the lifecourse, from the workplace to everyday technology in the home
today.

3.3.3 Method 3: Creative Digital Workshops (group setting). Following the 1-2-1 creative methods
and digital literacies work, we curated a series of creative digital workshops broadly focused on the
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themes of everyday creative interests, digital engagements and connectivity (see the activities
between Oct 2021 and Feb 2022 in Fig.1). In keeping with the emergent approach of PAR
(Greenwood and Levin, 1998), rather than planning these workshops prior to the research
commencing, they were developed in collaboration with co-researchers, in response to the
knowledge and learning co-generated in the earlier stages of the project. They built on our
understandings of co-researchers’ lifeworlds further, particularly relating to engagements and lived
experiences with technology, and helped build relationships and trust within the cohort in
preparation for the co-design process.

The workshops were held in community spaces in areas of the city with which many co-researchers
were familiar. They drew on a range of visual participatory methods, such as object elicitation
(Willig 2017) and digital story telling (De Jager et al. 2017). Some workshops were created and
facilitated with co-researchers, focusing on their interests in everyday creative activities. For
example, one workshop on ‘small scale journaling’ was co-facilitated by the third author and a co-
researcher. The workshop brought co-researchers together to document “the things that grow in the
corners, the grasses, escaped flowers, the stuff that no-one thinks is important.” Other workshops
enabled co-researchers to experiment with creative activities, such as collage and creating stop
motion animation films. In response to co-researchers’ desires to develop their digital literacies,
others encompassed an interactive focus, with the second author running group activities that
introduced them to topics such as digital security and using video-conferencing platforms like
Zoom.

3.3.4 Method 4: Exploratory introduction to co-design workshops (group setting). The final set
of workshops in this foundational stage of the project were facilitated by a community media arts
organisation, Knowle West Media Centre, who are a partner on the project and have extensive
experience working with minoritised communities on arts, technology and design projects. The aim
of these workshops was to prepare co-researchers for the next stage of the project, a series of co-
design workshops with artists, designers, creative technologists and community organisations,
which were to be held at a cultural and digital innovation hub in the centre of the city (see the
activities between May 2022 and Jan 2023 in Fig.1). The exploratory workshops gave co-
researchers the opportunity to try out digital cultural experiences, explore and play with design
processes, and develop ideas for prototypes. In keeping with Design Justice approaches described
earlier, they aimed to centre the voices and experiences of the minoritised older people involved,
given they will be most directly impacted by the outcome of the designs (for example, see Costanza-
Chock 2020, pp. 6). Positioning them as ‘experts-by-experience’, the facilitators supported them to
develop prototype ideas for cultural digital experiences that fostered social connection and were
grounded in their interests, life experiences and expertise.

3.4 Analysis

The data collected included ethnographic field notes from one-to-one and workshop settings,
transcribed recordings from interviews, workshops and digital literacy sessions, and visual
materials created by co-researchers. The data was analysed by five members of the research team
who we refer to collectively as ‘we’ in this section. We used established methods of qualitative
thematic analysis to identify, analyse and report patterns in the data (Braun and Clarke 2006). This
approach allowed for multiple interpretations of the data, drawing on rich textual description and
accommodating the diversity of our interdisciplinary perspectives. We used an inductive approach
to identify patterns and themes, without trying to fit them into a pre-existing coding framework. We
triangulated across all data sources to check for consistency across the findings.
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Initially, we worked in twos, with each pair focusing on between 4-6 co-researchers, reading
through all the data from 1-2-1 research encounters. Each pair then developed and conceptualised
themes — understood as ‘stories’ about patterns of shared meaning — identified across the data set
for each co-researcher (Braun and Clarke 2006). Following this, the researchers came back together
to analyse the data collected from group workshop settings, engaging in the same process of
building and conceptualising themes. We then clustered themes relating to each co-researcher, as
well as identifying broader cross-cutting themes across the data. Our analytical approach allowed
us to build a rich understanding of subjective experiences of everyday ageing in place, including
how co-researchers’ social, cultural and digital lives are shaped by experiences, events, transitions
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Fig. 2 Theme Card Sorting Activity with Co-Researchers. ©Helen Manchester

and relations across the lifecourse, alongside structural inequalities.

In keeping with reflexive developments of thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2019), we engaged
in ongoing reflective discussion pertaining to our theoretical sensitivities, positionalities and our
differing underlying ontological and epistemological positions. We also developed an iterative
process of sharing our overall sense-making and findings with the group of co-researchers and
invited their feedback. We did this through a blended approach that encompassed short
presentations of our findings followed by group discussion and feedback, alongside other
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interactive activities. For instance, we designed a set of cards outlining identified themes which we
asked co-researchers to order and add to in a group session (see Fig. 2).

3.4 Ethical considerations

Ethical approval was granted by the Faculty of Social Sciences and Law Ethics Committee at the
University of Bristol. Some co-researchers on this project would be considered ‘vulnerable’
research subjects as they are socially and economically disadvantaged in ways that can reduce their
autonomy and ability to make life choices (Liamputtong 2007). We gained informed consent from
each co-researcher, in written or verbal form, at the beginning of the project. We viewed consent as
an ongoing process, checking in regularly to ensure co-researchers were happy to participate in each
activity and share their data. We gave co-researchers the choice of anonymity (including selecting
a preferred pseudonym) or remaining identifiable, engaging in reflective discussion around the
implications of their choice. While we are aware that anonymisation is often adopted in studies with
minoritised groups, the uncritical acceptance of this practice raises concerns around the voice and
authorship of minoritised groups, for example, in cases where participants feel they are offering
testimony through their participation in the research (Berkhout 2013). Co-researchers had the
choice of receiving either a thank-you shopping voucher or equivalent monetary payment for each
month they took part in the first phase of the project.

It’s important to acknowledge, that while the emergent and relational nature of co-produced
research offers a more inclusive and democratic approach to doing research, it can be messy,
ethically complex and emotionally demanding for everyone involved (Flinders, Wood, and
Cunningham 2016). In response to this we developed several ethical protocols. During the project
we held reflexive meetings in pairs (through a buddying system) and as a full team to discuss ethical
issues pertaining to power, inclusion and participation. This encompassed reflection on our own
positionality and privilege such as relating to race, ethnicity, class, gender, ability, age and our
position as paid researchers working for a large educational institution. We held reflective
discussions around how this shaped the relationships forged with co-researchers, their perceptions
of us, and our understanding of their lives and experiences. Community partner organisations also
played an active role in ethical discussions throughout, from feeding into our ethical protocols
around safeguarding to providing valuable feedback on research activities relating to their
inclusivity and accessibility to particular co-researchers. Finally, the project knowledge exchange
panel, comprised of representatives from disability-led charities and the ageing sector, also provided
a space for us to receive feedback on ethical challenges throughout the course of the research.

In the next section we draw on our data and findings from the foundational stages of the project,
drawing on ethnographic field notes, transcribed recordings and photos from the album and diary
activities, digital literacy sessions, creative digital workshops and the exploratory introduction to
the co-design workshops. We adopt an intersectional lifecourse approach, to introduce two of the
co-researchers. We illustrate how this theoretical approach, when brought together with
participatory methods, has helped us to understand the nuances and complexities surrounding their
relationships to digital technologies, as shaped by the wider lifecourse.

4 CASE STUDY ONE: PANDORA

This section focuses on Pandora, drawing together and analysing data from ethnographic field notes
and transcribed recordings from digital literacy sessions, the creative digital workshops, and the
exploratory introduction to co-design workshops.
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4.1 Introducing Pandora

Pandora is a white woman in her mid 70s who is disabled and lives independently in a block of
social housing. She describes herself as an “easy going animal lover with a good sense of humour”.
Her love of animals, gardening and bird watching is connected to her childhood growing up on a
farm. She is also an avid collector of Pandora bracelet charms — the inspiration for her pseudonym.
The significance of the charm bracelets in her life was explored through one of the creative digital
workshops, in which co-researchers brought an object that had a significant meaning and were
supported to develop a digital story about their relationship to the object. Pandora worked closely
with author three to arrange the bracelet collection, built over several decades, on colourful cards
and create a photo montage. While handling the bracelets together, Pandora shared how each charm
represented significant relationships, places and events across her lifecourse.

Fig. 3 Pandora’s charm bracelets. ©Helen Manchester

When her health permits, Pandora likes to cook and visit her sister in a neighbouring town. She also
enjoys attending the coffee mornings held at a local community centre. Pandora’s familiarity with
this community space and its proximity to her home made it a suitable location for the 1-2-1 digital
literacy sessions alongside some of the group workshops. Through analysis of fieldnotes collected
during our ongoing conversations with Pandora we understood that her life is often disrupted by
what she refers to as her body ‘misbehaving’; the unruliness of her arthritis flare ups, the waves of
fatigue brought on by her diabetes, and most recently a loss of sight in one eye. In visits to Pandora’s
home she told us that she often feels lonely, but we noted that the building she lives in offers a lively
web of connectivity, which brings a mix of meaningful moments of felt connection to people and
place, alongside disconnection. Neighbours drop round groceries, she loves to meet resident dogs
on her way to the laundry room, and in the summer months the daily hubbub of building life travels
through her open windows, from the smell of neighbours cooking to the sound of children playing
in the communal grounds.

Pandora told us that she regularly finds herself having to navigate disabling built environments. She
relies on neighbours to read her electric and gas meters located up two floors of stairs and has been
battling with the local authority to get basic adaptations to her home. She explains, “it’s taking them
so long I sometimes wonder if they’re waiting for me to pop my clogs first”. The recent decline in
her health meant that her flat and garden “doesn’t look how she wants it to”, which affects her mood
and sense of self. She often finds herself “stuck in her flat watching her garden become overgrown”
and feeling disconnected from the world beyond her housing block. She also described the
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insecurity brought about by a letter from the Housing Association stating that she needs to move
because her home is “no longer suitable for her needs”.

The challenges Pandora experiences in her daily life meant that the album and diary activity, with
their focus on the documentation and reflection of day-to-day life, were emotionally difficult and
painful for her to engage with. In keeping with our asset-based approach, we developed ways of
researching with Pandora that were responsive to where she was in her life, and her wider interests
and motivations for getting involved in the project. Early on in the project she spoke about wanting
to find something new to learn and occupy her time at home. This led to a focus on the iPad and us
working with Pandora through the digital literacy sessions. We found this approach, particularly it’s
person-led focus and iterative way of working over a prolonged period of time, elicited reflection
on how experiences across the lifecourse have shaped her relationships with technology and digital
participation in later life. It also enabled us to build a relationship with Pandora over time, as we
met her for the digital literacy sessions in her favourite cafe, a bench in the grounds of her housing
and at her local community centre.

4.2 Exploring Pandora’s relationship to technology

When Pandora started on the project she spoke about her relationship to technology,

“I really am stuck in the dark ages when it comes to technology... for me, that ship has
sailed and it just feels too late to learn that stuff properly”.

Pandora’s initial reluctance around the iPad was partly due to concerns about online security, she
also questioned her ability to develop digital literacy and expressed a sense of shame that she had
not kept up with digital forms of communication through her life. She also struggled to envision
how an iPad might feature and fit into her daily life suggesting that the digital realm felt intangible
and unknown. Over the course of 12 months Pandora attended six digital literacy sessions and four
workshops with the research team, which enabled her to progressively integrate the iPad into daily
life for both practical and pleasurable purposes, later coming to describe it as an extension of her
body:

“I was a bag of nerves when she [the researcher] first gave me that [iPad] — oh what if I
drop it and break it? And she said, ‘no you’ll be OK and we wouldn’t worry if you did
anyway cos it would be a genuine accident’... When she handed me it, I was frightened to
touch it, and now its like an extension of my body [laughs].”

Particularly significant for Pandora was that she was able to do online shopping, receive utility bills
via her new email account (giving up paper billing saved money), look up the bus routes for visiting
her sister in a nearby town, and watch her favourite TV shows from her bed in the evening when
she no longer wanted to sit upright in her chair.

Through the course of the digital literacy sessions, we learnt how an intersection of structural
inequalities (pertaining to class, ability, her role as a carer prior to the death of her partner) across
the lifecourse mediates Pandora’s relationship with digital technology in the present. The rhythms
and flows of her past working life, which brought her into different lines of work, have a significant
bearing on her digital literacy and participation now. She worked as a waitress in nightclubs, in
retail, and later in a cloth factory until she stopped paid work ten years ago to look after her late
husband when he had a stroke. Her work didn’t require the development of digital literacies, and
money was hard to come by when her husband lost his income — “getting a computer at home just
wasn’t a priority”. Today, while Pandora would like to have WIFI in her home, the modest income
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from her pension and government benefits, coupled with the rising cost of living, means that she
cannot meet the cost of an additional utility bill.

The digital literacy sessions enabled reflective discussion on the embedding of digital technology
into Pandora’s lifeworld, but also insight into her distrust of technology. On one occasion in the
summer the second author met with Pandora on a bench in the communal area outside her block of
housing to catch up on her progress with the iPad. Pandora arrived wearing a new pair of trousers.
These were one of her first online purchases, although she was initially reluctant to purchase clothes
online as she wasn’t able to feel the quality of the fabric. This exchange about fabric prompted
Pandora to tell a story about her time working in a cloth factory — a period that left her with what
she described as a strong distrust of technology. It was piecework so people were under pressure to
perform and produce as quickly as possible. She painted a picture of the chaotic factory floor. The
whizzing of the loud machinery responsible for some of her hearing loss today. She spoke about the
unpredictability of the automated technology that used to malfunction, on two occasions resulting
in the flying metal shuttles careering into workers.

“Two times the shuttles went AWOL - suddenly moved across the belt when it wasn’t
supposed to, and hit two workers, seriously injuring them... One guy was hit in the head
and was never the same after that, and another woman in the chest... Now you know where
my distrust of technology comes from.”

This feeling was also compounded by both her sisters losing their jobs to automated technology on

the factory floor. While Pandora recognised the advances in digital technologies and computers
today, these experiences had contributed to her feeling that technology in its myriad forms “just
wasn’t for her”. However, this identity was in flux through the shifting proximity of technology in
Pandora’s lifeworld as she negotiated a place for the digital, integrating the iPad in ways that made
sense to her. This came with a range of challenges, most notably the second author supported her
to operationalise the limited accessibility functions built into the iPad, to best suit the level of
dexterity in her hands and her visual impairment.

While a complex interplay of structural disadvantages across the lifecourse, combined with
accessibility challenges, shape Pandora’s relationship with technology today, this has to be
understood alongside her agency in circumnavigating these challenges. Pandora mobilised her own
community and friendship networks to develop her digital literacies outside of her involvement in
the project, for example exchanging favours with neighbours who helped her out on the iPad when
she got stuck and shared their WIFT when she couldn’t get the data sim card working. She also
adopted a range of material practices that illustrate her ownership and agency in integrating the
device into her life. She discarded the original iPad case because it “just wasn’t her colour” and it
didn’t go with her clothing style, reminding her of a pattern on a bedspread. She opted for one that
was more uplifting, colourful and lively, and also acquired a bright stripey over-the-shoulder travel
case for visits to her sister — something she was “proud to wear on the bus journey there!”. She also
discarded the original stylus pen (selected by an able-bodied member of the research team) because
the shape and functionality was “useless”, instead acquiring one that was recommended by a friend
who also suffered from dexterity loss.

Further through the project, in preparation for the co-design workshops, Pandora and Miss Edwards,
along with other co-researchers, participated in the exploratory introduction to co-design workshops
held at the Knowle West Media Centre (described in 3.3.4). Fig. 4. captures a prototype idea
designed by Pandora and other co-researchers who attended the workshop, several of whom spent
a significant amount of time at home due to chronic health conditions and disabilities. They were
asked to design a product or experience they would enjoy that either builds social connection and/or
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improves wellbeing or access, using some kind of technology. Despite being concerned that she
wasn’t very aware of different technologies an idea came from talking to other group members
about her deep connection with animals and nature related to growing up on a farm. She vividly
recalled the feeling of being in the stall with calves quite soon after they were born — how peaceful
and relaxed this made her feel and how connected she felt to them. The group all shared experiences
of their connections to nature and animals, and the peace that this brings to them. They designed an
immersive home-based technology that would transport them to other places and connect them with
nature and animals. It would project images and sounds into their current homes to recreate this
sense of deep connection with the natural world. As depicted in the photos (Fig. 4), this prototyping
activity, in which Pandora and other co-researchers shared stories from across their lifecourses’,
enabled the group to forge mutual points of commonality and build relationships. It also grounded
prototyping as a design activity that is responsive to co-researchers’ lives, interests and experiences,
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thus supporting them to build agency and ownership over the design processes ahead of the
collaborations forged in latter stages of the co-design project.

Fig. 4 Pandora’s prototype design (top left) in one of the exploratory introduction to co-design workshops.
©Helen Manchester

5 CASE STUDY TWO: MISS EDWARDS

This section focuses on Miss Edwards, drawing together and analysing data from ethnographic field
notes and transcribed recordings from My Album and diary activities, digital literacy sessions, the
creative digital workshops, and the exploratory introduction to co-design workshops.

5.1 Introducing Miss Edwards

Miss Edwards is a 66-year-old black woman from Jamaica, who moved to the UK in 1999. She
lives in a small flat in a sheltered housing block for older people, with her husband, Mr Edwards,
who's white. Miss Edwards is very active in her church which is hugely important to her. She
particularly loves taking part in gospel singing and music. She also has a love of colourful fabrics
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and clothes and enjoys getting dressed up to attend church services. When she has dips in her health
and is not able to travel to church on her mobility scooter, she joins the congregation via their
YouTube channel using her phone.

“I have always been church... cos with all the world going bad, God is the only answer to
it, ... Some Sundays I don’t go cos of the rain, because I ride my bike [mobility scooter],
and if the rain outside not looking good, I’'m not going. [If] I'm in pain and I prefer stay at
home, cos some mornings I wake up and I know it’s Sunday morning but I don’t feel like
going so I just stay home and watch it, you can watch it from YouTube, when I put it on
live.”

Miss Edwards has numerous health problems including diabetes, swollen feet, back and knee pain
which is exacerbated by her spending a great deal of time in her armchair and so got worse during
Covid-19 lockdowns. Much of the time she leans back in her chair and puts her feet up on a footstool
with a cushion. She has real difficulty sleeping and her walking is very limited. She has good days
and bad days. Miss Edwards also describes finding traditional literacies such as reading and writing
difficult. She has four children and eleven grandchildren. When she came to the UK she had to
leave her children in Jamaica and they now live across the world in Canada, the Caymans, and
Jamaica.

Through visits to Miss Edwards’s home, we’ve seen how cramped her living conditions are. She
has trouble moving about as the doorways are narrow and there’s not enough room for their
possessions so the flat feels very cluttered. Our visits also illustrated her diasporic life and the
material and social connections she retains with her children and grandchildren who live abroad.
Between the two armchairs is a huge blue barrel taking up a significant proportion of the living
room. Miss Edwards spends some time collecting items that she thinks her daughter can sell in her
small shop in Jamaica. Over time the barrel fills up and when it’s full she ships it off to her
daughter.

Miss Edwards’s medications, related to her chronic health condition, take up a lot of room. She
points to her “pharmacy at home”, which includes medications stacked up beside her on top of a
cabinet, pill packets and bottles of lotions. In one reflective interview in her home, the materialities
of the medications stimulate a long conversation with Miss Edwards about her self-care. She can
reel off all the names of her pills and how often she needs to take them.

Miss Edwards loves music, meeting people and having fun. She describes herself in her own words
as “pleasant, jokey and kind”. However, her health impacts her ability to be social. She has a
mobility scooter and travels miles on it. She combines her love of music with these scooter trips —
playing the music on her wireless speaker as she goes for her rides. As her husband is also not well,
they joke that they should design scooters with a running board on the back and then she could take
him out.
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Miss Edwards’s sociability and desire to use technologies to connect with her diasporic family
provided a starting point for our work with her. Through visiting Miss Edwards in her home, we
were able to slowly build trust. Miss Edwards was keen for us to understand her life beyond her
current situation, to introduce us to the complex web of social and cultural relationships she retains
across the globe and to develop her abilities to use technologies creatively to communicate, in order
to overcome barriers related to traditional literacies. The album activity played a central role in this
process.

Fig. 5 Miss Edwards, working on her My Album, and her husband in their living room. ©Helen Manchester

5.2 Exploring Miss Edwards’s relationship to technology

Beyond the materiality of Miss Edwards’s flat, through our creative and relational approaches,
initially with author 4 working one to one with her, we heard more about her passions and worries
now, and how lifecourse experiences have shaped her relationships with technologies. Her journey
from Jamaica to the UK and the importance of family in her life, combined with her current
capabilities for travel, are important motivations for her use of technologies today.

She misses her children but is pragmatic and connects with them through sharing photos and videos
using WhatsApp, Instagram and Facebook. This helps her to feel involved in their lives as she can’t
now afford, and isn’t physically able, to visit them. Regular digital contact is also an important part
of her daily routine given she spends a significant amount of time at home due to her health
conditions. She has two smartphones (one she referred to as her ‘Zoom’ phone’) and a tablet, which
she uses for hours each day to communicate with friends and family.

“Me talk a lot on the phone, everywhere, Jamaica, Canada, Washington. You have to do
this when you’re shut up [in the house], and I am more than usual because of the health
reasons. And [during covid] you couldn’t get even outside, especially because me live in a
block of flats.”
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Her phones, in particular, are always nearby and buzz loudly each time she receives a message. Due
to her struggling with reading and writing she has had to find inventive workarounds, including rote
learning passwords and sequences of actions involved in digital processes

As well as navigating the reading and writing requirements of digital access, due to her physical
health, technologies can be disabling for Miss Edwards. For instance, she has been given a
reconditioned laptop by the church, but finds it very difficult to use, because she often has to have
her feet up on cushions and finding somewhere to put the laptop where she can easily use it is
challenging. It is also old and slow and came with no training or support. During lockdown the
church sent her links on WhatsApp to services via Zoom — she knows how to find and click on the
link.

From our first encounters with Miss Edwards, she was very keen to make the most of the free iPad
we provided for her personal and project use. The iPad was easier to use as she sat in her chair with
her legs up, for instance to attend church services via Zoom. Through the initial digital literacies
sessions to support her to use the iPad we learnt a lot about her motivations and agency in using
technology and her determination to make it work, against the backdrop of differential life chances
that have created barriers related to her literacy and digital literacy levels, as well as physical ill
health. This determination relates back to her drive to stay connected with her family who are
dispersed across the world, and with her church.

When we asked Miss Edwards about what she would like to do with the creative My Album activity
she was very interested in sharing photos of herself, family and friends and having us scan and print
them to add into the album. Using mini photo printers we scanned and printed pictures she had
stored on her tablet and Messenger, and WhatsApp photos that had been sent to her too. This activity
helped us to hear more about Miss Edwards’ life and her experiences across the lifecourse, about
how she navigates multiple social identities within systems of oppression. Her husband also wanted
to get involved in the conversation, to tell stories of their relationship. Using photos of himself at
work in a furniture store — in the corridor, in the bed department — he told of this being where they
first met, it was “love at first sight”. Together Miss and Mr Edwards told stories of their past lives,
the friends they have made over the years, family members and their own pride in their garden,
dressing up and having people around. Miss Edwards was particularly proud of her fashion sense
and pulled out photos where she is dressed up in bright outfits, looking glamorous in her top to toe
blue and silver Jamaican outfit (see Fig. 6.).

Through the photography sharing and curation of the album alongside Miss Edwards we heard more
about her experiences across the lifecourse. The materiality of the photos when printed created a
focus for our conversation. We were able to better understand what has given her joy over her life
and how particular experiences and events are marked by racialised and socioeconomic inequalities,
and inequalities related to her chronic ill health. One of the photos shows Miss Edwards in the office
of a city nightclub where she worked nights cooking in the kitchen. Another proudly displays a
hanging basket of flowers she planted in the communal grounds of her building, which she can see
out of her living room window. Rather than being about ‘reminiscence’ or nostalgia the process
here was much more fluid. She did not organise her album chronologically, rather she drew on older
photos and more recent images from her phone album and WhatsApp, weaving across time, space
and cultures as she introduced important people and places in her life.
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Despite being settled in the UK Miss Edwards retains strong diasporic connections to Jamaica and
other countries where her children and friends live. She told us that this is not only about keeping
in touch; having contacts spread across the world helps Miss Edwards to feel that closeness is
possible despite distance and that she can stay connected despite being physically limited in terms
of travel. She likes to be reminded of the history, sights, smells and tastes of her younger life in
Jamaica. She uses technology creatively and finds workarounds for the barriers she encounters in
relation to traditional literacy skills, such as using WhatsApp audio and making selfie videos which
she posts on Facebook. These are short videos of herself, for instance, sitting in her chair at home
talking about the weather in the UK or recording herself singing along to gospel music.

Fig. 6 Miss Edwards presents photos from her life that were later placed within her My Album. ©Helen Manchester

Stories of caring for others and of having fun come up often in conversation with Miss Edwards.
These stories are often bound up with her ongoing diasporic relationships with family in Jamacia
and friends in other countries, or young or older people she has taken care of in difficult times for
them. Through technologies she can continue to care for and directly connect with her family and
others globally, she is able to share the life she lives here in the UK with them, to understand their
situations and continue to support them, and to instil joy in her own life and in theirs as she goes
about it.

Through visiting Miss Edwards in her home, we began to better understand aspects of her life as
she experiences it materially as an older black, disabled person, living a diasporic life. We also saw
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the enabling and disabling elements of her technology use in everyday life. Through meeting her
husband and engaging in the My Album activity, in particular through the use of photographs, we
were introduced to her experiences across the lifecourse. We heard about her journeys through
space, time and across cultures, and how they have informed how she lives her life today. The
methods helped us to understand the important role of technologies in supporting her to continue to
journey, even whilst living with conditions of impairment.

6 DISCUSSION

In this section we bring together insights from our case studies, discussing how the intersectional
lifecourse lens together with participatory methods, enabled us to:

Support the voice and agency of minoritised older adults

Build trust and relationships with older adults

Understand the complexities of ageing and everyday digital participation in place
Expand our understandings of co-researchers' lives beyond the present

Depart from deficit understandings of ageing and technology

M

We expand on each of the above, which we understand as overlapping and interconnected, reflecting
on how they helped lay the foundations for co-design in the latter parts of the project. We then
address some of the limitations of our study, before finishing with some concluding reflections.

6.1 Laying the foundations for co-design: S affordances of an intersectional lifecourse lens and
participatory methods

6.1.1 Supporting the voice and agency of minoritised older adults. Our findings point towards the
value of engaging with justice-orientated design and research approaches that involve collaboration
with minoritised communities in order to foreground their voices and participation (Costanza-
Chock 2020). As Avram (Jaz et al. n.d.) describes, collaboration in co-design requires a shift from
a focus on ‘human centred design’ from the outputs of design (i.e., the technology and the
experience of the ‘end-user’) towards the process of design which often requires additional
flexibility and the redistribution of traditional power relations. Our participatory methods were
flexible and responsive to co-researchers’ lives and abilities, providing them with choices in
selecting which aspects of their lives they wanted to document and share, through media, materials
and processes that made sense to them.

In Pandora’s case, the digital literacy sessions and her participation in the creative digital workshops
were directly informed by her interests, experiences and needs, as defined by her. We saw this in
the way she set the learning agenda for the digital literacies sessions and through the workshop
process that supported her agency in developing an imaginary digital prototype that fitted into her
lifeworld and spoke to the desires of other co-researchers. The foundational stages of the project
also helped to scaffold the design capabilities of co-researchers, supporting them to engage with
future design activities in the next stage of the project. In Pandora’s case, but also with many of co-
researchers, the foundational stages nurtured their creative and digital confidence. It also deepened
understanding around the resources and support needed to ensure co-researchers could participate
as fully as possible in the co-design process that followed.

In Miss Edward’s case we developed deep understandings of her literacy abilities, her creative
digital workarounds and her love of fabric and Jamaican culture, which we were able to build on
through her involvement in one of the six prototype projects. Miss Edwards plays an important role
in the Expressive Pockets prototype project, feeding in her cultural knowledge and expertise to
embed her Jamaican culture and heritage into the project development.
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6.1.2 Building trust and relationships with older adults. We echo the sentiments of Bischof and
Jarke (Bischof and Jarke 2021), who underline the importance of the ‘fuzzy front-end’ (Sanders
and Stappers 2008) for projects involving older adults as it enables the building of social bonds and
trust. The participatory methods we adopted were deeply relational, involving the research team
visiting the co-researchers in the spaces and places of their everyday lives over a sustained period
of time and being entrusted with personal stories. We gained a sense of this through the intimate
sociomaterial encounters that unfolded between the researcher and Pandora through the
arrangement of the bracelet collection and the sharing of personal stories about the origin and
significance of the charms. The workshop methods also led to the building of relationships amongst
co-researchers. For instance, we heard how the prototyping activity at the community arts venue
(see timeline in Fig. 1.) enabled Pandora and the group to trace common experiences relating to
both their love of the natural world, and the challenges their chronic health conditions and
disabilities posed for maintaining this connection in later life. The building of these social bonds
has been particularly foundational to the later stages of the project, as co-researchers have worked
together, and with designers and artists, in the six prototype teams (See timeline in Fig. 1.).

6.1.3 Understanding the complexities of ageing and everyday digital participation in place. In
contrast to design processes that are located in laboratories, studios and industry meeting rooms our
research was situated in the everyday lifeworlds of the older adults, including the places, contexts
and communities in which they live. We believe that our situated approach offers a much needed
alternative to design methods that rely on ‘scripts’ or ‘personas’ that perpetuate ageist stereotypes
of older adults that are dislocated from their everyday lives (Cozza, Cusinato, et al. 2020). The
situated and iterative nature of our approach, in which we made repeated visits to co-researchers'
homes, neighbourhoods and local community spaces, enabled a deep understanding of daily life in
the present. We gained insight into ageing in place and the temporal rhythms of life, such as the
passing of time at home and the embodied experiences of place, social lives, pleasures, and future
desires, such as we sat on the bench with Pandora outside her block of flats. Researching in place
with co-researchers also allowed us to explore, through an intersectional lens, the ways in which
technology is woven into the materiality of everyday life, while recognising how this is shaped by
interlocking structural inequalities that constrain what co-researchers are able to be and do with
digital technology. For instance, Miss Edwards’ cramped flat and the large blue water barrel
illustrating her continued diasporic connections despite the limiting material conditions of her
current everyday life. In both of the cases, and across the wider cohort of co-researchers, we learnt
how everyday digital participation is shaped by literacies, household income, cramped living
conditions, physical disabilities, chronic health conditions, and other structural inequalities.
However, our research encounters also brought home the agency, creativity and perseverance co-
researchers demonstrated in finding everyday hacks and workarounds to ensure digital devices
worked for them. In Miss Edwards case she learnt video and audio-based forms of sharing on social
media that work with her literacy abilities, and in Pandora’s case the reciprocity she built with
neighbours enabled her to stay digitally connected.

6.1.4 Expanding our understanding of co-researchers’ lives beyond the present. The participatory
methods we adapted in each context enabled an expanded understanding of co-researchers’ lives
beyond the present that in turn supported us to better understand their experiences of inequalities
across the lifecourse. For instance, we found that the majority of co-researchers used photographs
and visual images to express elements of their lives in their albums and that the relational process
of printing and arranging them stimulated discussion. The images enabled co-researchers to share
more nuanced narratives of their lives that situated the present against a backdrop of events across
the lifecourse. In Miss Edwards’ case this included experiences of migration, love, faith and loss.
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The album activity enabled Miss Edwards to curate and tell stories about her life, and to hold agency
through her selection of photos and her narration of why they were significant. Similarly, the
participant-led reflective discussions during the digital literacy sessions offered an expanded
understanding of how Pandora’s experiences of technology in older age are mediated by the
trajectory of her working life, from the nature of her work to specific experiences of technology on
the factory floor, and in relation to her close relatives.

When prototyping in the workshops, co-researchers were able to bring both their present-day
experiences but also their experiences, pleasures and desires from across the lifecourse. For
instance, Pandora’s ideation around the immersive home-based prototype was shaped by childhood
experiences as well as her current everyday life. She drew on her recent sense of disconnection
from the outside world beyond her flat to design a sensorially rich immersive experience of nature
that she traced back to her feelings of comfort and connection she’d felt during her childhood
growing up on a farm. This early ideation activity enabled us to lay the foundations for a
technological co-design process that located and embedded technology in the lived experiences
across the lifecourse, alongside the practicalities of technologies in use in older adults lifeworlds
(Bischof and Jarke 2021).

6.1.5 Departing from deficit understandings of ageing and technology. Bringing an intersectional
lifecourse approach together with creative participatory methods, enabled us to depart from deficit
understandings of ageing that position older adults as digitally reluctant, or as passive users of
digital technology, with an overwhelming focus on technologies for meeting practical needs in older
age (Manchester and Jarke 2022). This supports other research in the CSCW field working to
broaden understandings of ageing, “from the rhetoric of assistance and vulnerability to one that
prioritises the agency of older people and how this plays out in the connections and relations
between people, their living environments, technologies, and artefacts” (Light et al. 2015, pp. 295).

In the case of Miss Edwards, we hear about her digitally mediated transatlantic connections and the
sharing of everyday life with friends and family. Through Miss Edwards, and other co-researchers
with experiences of migration, we gain an understanding of how technology shapes the ways in
which diaspora is lived and imagined in the taking place of everyday life in the home, community
spaces, and urban neighbourhoods. With Pandora, we gain insight into the gradual embedding of
digital technology into social and material life, and the tensions and challenges she encounters along
the way. Central to this is not only the adaptations she makes to enable accessibility, but also the
expression of her identity and the exercising of agency through the personalisation of the iPad to
suit the everyday aesthetics of her life. In summary, our creative participatory methods enabled an
in-depth understanding of the older person, beyond their lives in the present, challenging
stereotypes and imaginaries of older adults, digital technologies, and everyday cultural lives. Our
findings underscore the agency minoritised older people hold in carving out a meaningful space for
technology in their daily lives.

6.5 Addressing research limitations

As the Connecting Through Culture project is currently still in progress, the findings in this paper
only focus on the front-end of the co-design process, an often overlooked phase in which it is crucial
to build in-depth understandings of our collaborators. Thus, we presented a small number of in-
depth portraits of ageing and older adults’ situated relationships with technology, illustrating the
application of the intersectional lifecourse approach and participatory methods. While there may be
shared experiences presented in the case studies that will resonate with other older adults, we do
not intend to produce generalisable findings and conclusions. Instead, the purpose is to illustrate
the nuance and diversity of older adults’ lives and to demonstrate to researchers working in this area
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how lifecourse approaches and participatory methods can be used to better understand their
collaborators. In publications focused on the future stages of our co-design process, we will be
exploring the extent to which the resulting technologies can be scaled to serve wider audiences.

Furthermore, we recognise that making use of different participatory methods, as well as
considering the long-term impact of design activities on the lives of older people, particularly
minoritised older people, may be difficult for projects that are limited by time and financial
resources (Blair and Minkler 2009). In our future work, we will report further on the critical role
that community partners and organisations play in supporting research and co-design activities,
particularly the agency and participation co-researchers.

7 CONCLUSIONS

To conclude, contrary to widely held societal prejudices, older adults, particularly minoritised older
adults, are a rich and diverse group. How we worked with the co-researchers at the centre of our
project in these initial phases and the methods we engaged with are reflective of our asset-based
approach to understanding ageing and co-design, and the valuable lived experiences and expertise
older adults bring to the process. Just as has been encouraged for other generational groups (Druin
2002), older adults should participate in design in ways that afford them agency while offering
social and cultural enrichment to their lives. Using participatory methods to engage with their
personal histories, we have garnered a much richer picture of individual capabilities and how best
to support participation in collaborative design processes. In doing so, we are laying the groundwork
for the co-design of technologies that reject the homogenisation of older adults and instead, better
reflect their diverse lives, interests, passions, curiosities and hopes for the future. We look forward
to reporting on how the foundational stages of the project;-has influenced the next stage of our co-
design process in following publications.
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