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Abstract
This paper investigates user engagement in online communities using design
provocations. These provocations aimed to stimulate feedback and gather
discussion from members of the online community, Upbeater society. The
design process consisted of preliminary interviews which gathered user insights,
after which five design provocations following a Research through Design
methodology were created using the insights and related work, and these
provocations were used to provoke discussions and insights from the members.
The discussions from the study indicated the possibility to move beyond the
online space of the community, a need to examine power dynamics existing in
the communities and the potential of the provocations to study attributes that
could act as facilitators or constraints of the online communities. This study also
suggested that design fictions could be a useful tool for researchers analysing
engagement in online communities.



Sammanfattning
Denna uppsats undersöker användarengagemang i online communities, eller på
svenska online-gemenskaper, med hjälp av designprovokationer. Syftet med
provokationerna var att uppmuntra feedback och samla diskussionspunkter från
medlemmar i online-gemenskapen Upbeater Society. Designprocessen bestod av
preliminära intervjuer för att samla insikter om användarna, varefter fem
designprovokationer influerade av insikterna samt tidigare studier skapades med
hjälp av en Research through Design-metodik. Dessa provokationer användes
sedan för att uppmana diskussion och nya insikter från medlemmarna.
Diskussionerna från studien pekar på möjligheten att gå bortom gemenskapens
online-miljö, behovet av att undersöka maktdynamik som finns i online
communities samt potentialen hos designprovokationer för att studera attribut
som antingen kan underlätta eller begränsa för online-gemenskaper. Studien
föreslår också att designfiktioner kan vara ett användbart verktyg för att
analysera användareengagemang i online-communities.
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ABSTRACT
This paper investigates user engagement in online commu-
nities using design provocations. These provocations aimed
to stimulate feedback and gather discussion from members
of the online community, Upbeater society. The design pro-
cess consisted of preliminary interviews which gathered user
insights, after which five design provocations following a Re-
search through Design methodology were created using the
insights and related work, and these provocations were used
to provoke discussions and insights from the members. The
discussions from the study indicated the possibility to move
beyond the online space of the community, a need to examine
power dynamics existing in the communities and the potential
of the provocations to study attributes that could act as facil-
itators or constraints of the online communities. This study
also suggested that design fictions could be a useful tool for
researchers analysing engagement in online communities.

INTRODUCTION
There has been a significant increase in online communities
over the past decade. This explosion could be directed to the
fact that there is the potential for increasing internet access
and the ability to communicate at low costs [29]. These com-
munities are aimed at meeting the users’ basic needs, that is
firstly to reach out and connect with other users and secondly
to obtain knowledge [29]. They can be defined as a rapidly
growing knowledge repository that provides technical discus-
sion and social interactivity [40]. Knowledge collaboration
can occur between the members of these communities, even if
these members are not known to each other and share different
interests [14]. The members are usually monitored and man-
aged by a set of managers who are responsible for ensuring
that the platform is running smoothly and actively. They could
share similar purposes, interests or goals with the other mem-
bers and could use it as a platform for communication. Each
community usually has their own specific set of guidelines
and goals [33]. Despite their unique goals, each and every
community at its foundation is created for people who want
to connect with other like minded people and intend to learn
something together [29]. Factors such as social hierarchy,
sense of community, flexibility, and privacy can influence the
value generated by the members in the online communities
[30]. These communities could work towards becoming a
more engaging platform for their users. The characteristics of

successful and engaging online communities are discussed in
detail in the following section of this paper.

This study is centred around Upbeater (www.upbeater.com), a
startup whose mission is to help students and startups succeed
by offering ways for them to meet, collaborate and support
each other’s growth. Upbeater works towards this mission
through the two services that they offer, the Agency and the
Society, of which the second one is the focus of this paper.
Upbeater society is an online community, on Slack, where tal-
ented students and impact driven startups can collaborate with
a shared sense of ambition. The purpose of the society is that
the startups use the students as support when they need help,
input, or new ideas while the students learn, grow and build
connections by helping startups tackle their challenges. The
internship with Upbeater involved redesigning the company
website to ensure that it is minimal and simple to use for the
early stage startups and students. However, during this period
it was noticed that engagement in the society was quite low.

The recent growth of online communities opens up space to in-
vestigate the user engagement in this digital space. This study
analyses and gathers insights into the user engagement of the
Upbeater society with the use of five design provocations. The
creation of these design provocations involved the Research
through Design (RtD) methodology which researchers view
as a designerly inquiry focused on the making of an artefact
with the intended goal of knowledge generation [43][16]. The
design study consists of conducting preliminary interviews to
gather user insights, creating the five different design provoca-
tions using the data from preliminary interviews and previous
studies, and finally using these provocations to gather user
feedback. The design provocations presented unconventional
ideas to stakeholders in the Upbeater Society in an attempt to
provoke discussion and gather insights [12]. The uncovered
themes included moving beyond the digital space of the com-
munities, examining the power dynamics in communities and
studying attributes that acted as facilitators or constraints of
the online communities. The discussion from this study could
be useful for researchers and designers who are developing
online community spaces. Finally, this paper offers reflections
on the use of design fictions as a tool for probing engagement
in online communities.

Hence, the focus of this study is to design provocations that
invoke discussions and work towards answering the two parts
of a research question: Firstly, what factors potentially have



an impact on user engagement in online communities? and
secondly, what are the advantages and limitations of using
design fictions to investigate these factors in this context?

RELATED WORK
This following section is focused on the increase in the number
of online communities and the recent trend of design fiction
and provocations. Firstly, recent publications from the past
two years that detail the state of the art of research into online
communities and design fictions were reviewed. Key themes
were then identified, including values in online communities,
qualitative analysis using design fictions and using provoca-
tions as a method of design futuring. These themes were then
investigated further. The following sections are not meant to
be a systematic review of each topic, but the included literature
was selected to frame the research question and motivate the
choice of methodology.

Online Communities
Online communities span across a wide range of topics, from
professional ones to more personal ones. Researchers de-
fined these communities as virtual spaces where individuals
exchange knowledge by asking and answering questions usu-
ally voluntarily through asynchronous, text-based computer-
mediated communication [20]. Online communities are a
rapidly growing knowledge repository that provides schol-
arly research, technical discussion, and social interactivity
[40]. After analysing some of the complexities in the design
of online communities, Chamberlain et al. [9] identified the
characteristics of successful online communities as the ongo-
ing activity, mutual support, safe environment and a common
sense of responsibility for participants towards the assigned
tasks. To extend on this point, the authors suggested that these
characteristics could act as the collective goods which bind
the communities together. The authors implied that learning
experience that takes place within the community is a social
process since being part of this community involves building
connections among what is being learned and creating rela-
tions among participants with similar goals. Moreover, the
authors provided practical recommendations that they derived
from their work, such as giving adequate opportunities for
participation to all the community members and trying to en-
sure that all participants receive the same level of commitment
from the community. Although they mention that it will be
difficult to ensure this, they stress that all stakeholders need
to be committed to develop a quality community that would
meet the needs of the participants. Considering the significant
growth of the online communities in the last decade or so,
predictions of Chamberlain et al. [9] in the paper regarding
the same in fact turned out to be true.

Priharsari et al. [30] in their paper investigated the factors that
either facilitate or constrain value co-creation in online com-
munities. Value co-creation is the process which takes place
between the customers and a sponsoring organization that gen-
erates value [21]. Post analysis of several online posts and
dozens of interviews from two Indonesian online communi-
ties, results revealed factors such as transparency, participatory
leadership, content quality, social hierarchy, sense of commu-
nity, flexibility, and privacy. However, the authors found out

that these factors could act as either constraints or facilitators
depending on the community and individual perceptions of the
community members. The authors also stated that a dynamic
tension exists between facilitators and constraints in online
communities. Online communities are known to involve their
customers in the co-creation process of the organization values
[1]. A high level of co-creation increases the satisfaction of the
users, which thereby mediates the effect of engagement and
intention of future co-creation [15]. A sense of community
is also one of the important facilitators of participation in on-
line communities [19][22]. Recent developments which have
taken place around online communities have motivated further
research around value co-creation in online communities [15].

The current trends and future directions of online communities
are highlighted in the paper by Tausczik et al. [34]. They
discussed the increase in exchange of knowledge within on-
line communities that has occurred due to advancements in
technology. Over the years, the use of online communities as
a source of knowledge has become more extensive [10][41]
thereby creating the potential to impact individuals, organi-
zations and society. Yan et al. [39] analysed online health
communities and used social exchange theory to explain that
an individual will contribute knowledge if the perceived poten-
tial benefits, such as sense of self-worth, social support, and
reputation building, outweigh the perceived potential costs,
such as cognitive effort. Intrinsic and extrinsic motivations
also have a role to play in encouraging some users to con-
tribute knowledge. Lai et al. [27] incorporated these two kinds
of motivations in their study to advance their understanding
of the knowledge sharing behaviors in online communities.
Their study examined the differences in the driving factors
of two types of community members - posters and lurkers.
Their findings showed that the intrinsic motivation factors had
a stronger influence on the poster group while the extrinsic
motivation factors had a stronger influence on the lurker group.
Other factors which influence the online communities include
creating a strong sense of identity [23] with the community,
expressing creativity [21] and a psychological ownership over
community knowledge [28]. Shen et al. [32] also strengthen
the former factor by stating that users who identify themselves
more with this feeling of community end up contributing more
knowledge to the community. Moreover, it was seen that users
were more comfortable sharing information with those who
had a similar geographical location and a similar level of ex-
pertise. Ray et al. [31] stated that a sense of community gives
rise to engagement and satisfaction which are the parallel me-
diating factors of online communities. The findings from their
study highlighted that engagement is an attribute that can be
directly modeled and that needs to be carefully supervised
simultaneously.

But, one challenge that most online communities face is mo-
tivating their users to voluntarily contribute their knowledge
[25]. In general, a majority of the users do not make any
contributions, which is known as lurking, since knowledge
contribution is completely voluntary. Even if the activities
of the active users are compared, it is seen that there is no
consistent amount of activity among these users. There is
a minimal amount of research in identifying the factors that



affect the user activity of the community. Further research
needs to be done in order to better understand how user en-
gagement works in online communities and what factors could
potentially influence this engagement.

Design Fictions
Sterling [7] described Design Fiction as “the deliberate use of
diegetic prototypes to suspend disbelief about change”. Kirkby
[24] in his research, on how science is represented in cinema,
uses the word ‘diegesis’ as a way to describe the fictional
world. By Kirkby’s definition, the ‘diegetic prototypes’ in
Sterling’s definition would be prototypes which exist within
the unreality of a fictional world. Coulton et al. [12] brought
a new perspective to the definition by stating that it involves
the creation of conceptual artefacts to ask questions about
possible sociotechnical configurations of the world. This thesis
study makes use of design fictions since they can be effective
at envisioning possible futures and considering the ethical
implications of possible technologies [3][26]. It can be thought
through the details and ramifications of a technology without
actually figuring out the implementation, conducting a study,
analysing the results, etc [4].

Other researchers such as Wong [37] have used design fiction
to explore the cores and values of UX professionals for quali-
tative analysis. These design fictions helped explore themes
of the work practices and gathered insight into the role of dy-
namics in organizations. The different case studies illustrated
by Wong showed that the design fiction memos could help
researchers generate and develop insights and themes, which
can be presented to a larger audience. Wong stated that the
use of design fiction enables exploration of new methods and
practices instead of simple design solutions. It also enabled
researchers to learn about people and situations when they
engaged themselves in the creation process of the fictional
designs. These design fiction serve as analytical tools and
their emphasis is on their presented actions and their value
reflections, rather than on their aesthetic appeal. Depending on
how the design fiction is presented, it can be used to highlight
a different aspect of the design fiction genre [5]. Coulton et al.
[12] in their paper stated that a selection of forms and media
manifest themselves as standalone artefacts in a single de-
sign fiction, which when combined together build the fictional
world. They stressed on the fact that each of these artefacts
were to be carefully considered so as to appear plausible to
the audience.

This can also be used as a method of design futuring as seen
in the paper by Kozubae et al. [26], where the authors ex-
pressed the opportunity to expand and develop on the futuring
approaches as it is more established in HCI design research.
They also encouraged more researchers to incorporate these
reflection modes into their work and thereby contribute to
further work in the HCI research space. Wong [37] urged
researchers to create design fictions that resist simple design
solutions and include perspectives beyond that of the designer,
by allowing the empirical experiences of the interviewees to
directly influence the designs. This thesis study involved using
design provocations to explore online communities. Frishberg
et al. in their book [17] described provocations as a method to

stimulate participatory dialogue and participatory design. In
the paper by Boer et al. [6], the authors provided several char-
acteristics of design provocations for participatory innovation.
Examples of these provocations can be props, wireframes, vi-
suals or sketch ideas. This study also investigated how the
participants play a significant role in providing feedback in
the creation of these design provocations.

METHOD
This section presents the description of the entire design pro-
cess and the inspiration behind this process. This builds on
Wong’s use of design fiction memos to analyse the UX pro-
fessionals’ work practices [37]. The different stages of this
thesis study followed Wong’s general methodological proce-
dure of (i) collecting data about their target users, (ii) creating
the design memos and (iii) further analysis using the design
memos.

The first stage of the process consisted of gathering the target
users for the study from the Upbeater society. The second
stage involved preliminary interviews with these participants.
The interviews were analysed and a few themes were iden-
tified to inspire a series of design provocations. The third
stage consisted of the generation of these provocations which
were inspired by the Research through Design (RtD) approach
[43][44][16]. It was back in 2007 when Zimmerman et al. [43]
had urged the interaction design researchers to make better
efforts to integrate design into research and practice. Three
years on, Zimmerman et al. [44] noticed a growing interest in
Research through Design (RtD) in the field of HCI and pro-
ceeded to critique this research approach. The authors referred
to RtD as an approach that employs methods and processes
from design practice as a legitimate method of inquiry [44].
Gaver in his paper expressed that design researchers should
be more explorative and speculative in an attempt to manifest
these results in the form of new artefacts [18]. He argued
that a high number of design examples are not an inadequate
basis of research, instead they were at the core of how design
research functioned and they need to be annotated. Keeping
these insights in mind, five design provocations were created.
The fourth and final stage involved another round of interviews
that was carried out to provoke discussions and gather insights
regarding the provocations. The users who provided their feed-
back were the same ones who participated in the preliminary
interviews in an attempt to keep the user data consistent. From
the responses on these provocations, insights were gathered
into the user engagement of online communities and possibly
predictions were made on how these online communities could
look like in the future. These stages depict the step by step
design process that was followed.

Participants
The targeted participants were five persons (referred to as P1-
P5) representing different stakeholders of the society: three
Upbeater employees and two students. The idea behind this
approach of choosing the participants was that these partici-
pants with different skill sets could bring different perspectives
to the insights provided.



Recruitment Process
The initial target user set involved gathering users represent-
ing all the stakeholders of the society: Upbeater employees,
students and startups. Due to the pandemic, all the interviews
with the participants took place online over Zoom. Though
this was not a major deterrent to the study, the face to face in-
terviews could have been more engaging and interactive. The
other tasks that were carried out for the thesis was not affected
by the pandemic. But it was seen during the design process
that the startups did not show any engagement towards the in-
terview requests. One of the reasons that caused this was that
there were a lesser number of startups present in the society
compared to the number of students. Another reason was that
the startups were not as active as the other two stakeholders
in the society. Additionally, the size of the target set turned
out to be lesser than the expected target set. This was due
to the low level of engagement taking place in the Upbeater
society. This led to the participants of the study being limited
to the five participants: three Upbeater employees and two
students. Consequently, the responses to the provocations and
the insights gathered that informed the design process were
only representative of two stakeholders. This is a limitation of
this study since the startups could have potentially provided
the study with a wider range of insights to analyse and discuss.

Preliminary Interviews
Qualitative interviews were conducted with five persons who
are members of the Upbeater society. These interviews took
place online over video conferencing system, Zoom and they
primarily consisted of open ended questions about the Up-
beater society. These questions were focused on the motiva-
tions of the participants that made them join the society, their
experience with the society and whether their expectations
had been met. All the participants were also asked to suggest
some changes that they would bring about to the society. A
thematic analysis [8] of these responses from the participants
was done to identify common themes. The qualitative data
of the responses was manually coded and analysed in an in-
ductive manner to recognise the common themes that stood
out. One of these themes that was picked out was the lack of
expected activity from the students and startups in the society.
Another similar theme was that all the participants expected
something tangible in return from the society. The difference
in each of these responses was in the initial motivation that
made the participant join the society in the first place. The idea
behind the first theme was the user activity level which was the
concept around which three out of the five design provocations
were centred. The second theme that was gathered led to the
creation of the fourth provocation. The differences in the user
motivations was the idea that was played around with in the
fifth provocation. These themes were developed in a series
of five design provocations: Pay the Fine, Levels of Inactiv-
ity, Unlock your Valuables, Give and Take and Questionable
Motivations.

Design Provocations
Design provocations, which is a part of Design Fictions, can
be described as the fictional designs aimed to start a conversa-
tion or engage a response from the users [17]. Figma and its

prototyping toolkit was used to come up with the five provo-
cations. Some of the provocations were single wireframes,
while others consisted of multiple wireframes put together to
form a prototype. The full size images of the provocations
are available in the appendix. The following are the design
provocations that were designed:

Pay the Fine

Figure 1. Notification sent to users to pay the fine

The first provocation Pay the Fine (PTF) explores a feature that
tracks all the activity of the users belonging to the community
(See Figure 1). This feature ensures that attributes such as
the number of messages sent, number of messages received,
media files and other attachments of all the users are tracked
into data sheets. While the community managers have access
to the PTF feature, the community members are not aware
that this built-in feature is constantly tracking their activity in
the background. While PTF tracks the activity constantly, it
evaluates the users’ data sheet on a weekly basis. Based on the
internal evaluation of the user data, a pop up notification is sent
out to those users whose activity is below the required level and
this notification blocks users from access to the community.
This notification which is sent out (See Figure 1) displays
the fine that the users need to pay to resume their community
access. A deadline to pay the fine is also mentioned in the
notification which if exceeded could lead to the users getting
thrown out of the society. The users also have the choice to
view their activity in detail to see which of their attributes are
being tracked. This gives them the opportunity to view and
learn from their mistakes. The fine amount varies according to
the level of the user’s activity. If the levels are extremely low
then that would lead to the users having to pay a higher fine
and vice versa. There is no workaround to the fine payment
notification for the users. The only options they get are either
to pay up the fine or exit the community. Also, the users who
have received the PTF pop up once could also receive it again
if they repeat the same mistake. PTF does not provide any
immunity for the users who have already paid the fine.

Levels of Inactivity
The second provocation, Levels of Inactivity, investigates a
feature that displays the inactivity levels of the users in a visual
format. If a user has not sent a message in the community for a
period of 24 hours, then this is counted as one day of inactivity



Figure 2. Inactivity section in the user’s profile

and it gets added to the inactivity section in the user’s profile
which is visible to them at all times.

Along with these attributes this section also provides an inac-
tivity donut chart, calculated based on an average of all the
members’ activity details, and user tips on how to improve
their activity (see Figure 2). Apart from the personal inactivity
section, the feature also includes a visual that displays the top
ten users with the most inactivity levels which is measured in
the number of days that the user is inactive. This visual is sent
out by the community manager to the group chat, consisting
of all the members of the community, on a weekly basis and it
calls out the top ten users to be more active. The weekly top
ten inactive users also receive a badge of inactivity which gets
added to the inactivity section of their profile. Each user can
receive multiple badges that get added up which can be viewed
as a negative attribute by the other members, specifically the
startups.

Unlock your Valuables

Figure 3. The Locker status bar

Unlock your Valuables is the third provocation that explores
an aspect of the community that is not completely digital. This
provocation consists of a physical locker cabinet which is
delivered to all the members’ homes.

The users are required to lock up their valuables, such as jew-
ellery, ornaments, watches, paintings in the locker cabinet at
the start of the day. The valuables in the locker can be un-
locked when the users spend a total of 30 minutes of their
day in the community and also post messages on the commu-
nity. A locker status bar (see Figure 3) in the interface of the
community indicates whether the locker cabinet is currently
locked or unlocked. Once these requirements are met by the
users, they receive a notification from the community indicat-
ing that the locker is unlocked and that the valuables can be
retrieved. If the time limit is not met by the users, then the
locker will remain locked for the rest of the day and the users
will need to attempt to unlock it the next day. The locker also
comes attached with a display of the rules and a camera which
monitors whether the members are following the rules in a
correct manner. If the users are disobeying these rules, then
their access to the community is blocked immediately. This
access can be resumed once they start abiding by the rules of
the locker. There is a tool present in the online community that
tracks the user activity in the form of minutes. The moment
that the users cross 30 minutes of usage whilst interacting in
the group, the locker cabinet is triggered to unlock for the rest
of the day. The users need to repeat this process of locking
their valuables at the start of every weekday and attempt to
unlock it throughout the day to ensure continuous access to
the online community.

Give and Take

Figure 4. Notification asking users signing up to send a gift

Give and Take is the fourth provocation that twists the prelimi-
nary insight of the users expecting something in return. In this
provocation, the users signing up for the community for the
very first time are requested to send a gift to any member of
the group which includes both students and startups.

The choice of the gift and the receiver can be up to the user
who wants to sign up. An image of this gift needs to be
sent to the community manager who will be responsible for
authorizing the user’s access to the community (see Figure
4). The manager will also be responsible for transferring this
gift from the sender’s address to the receiver’s address. The



receiver is informed that the gift is from the community but not
about the sender’s details which remain anonymous. Once the
gift reaches the receiver, the sender is granted lifetime access
into the community. The receiver can voluntarily provide their
feedback regarding the gift to the community manager who
will convey this to the sender.

Questionable Motivations

Figure 5. Pop up notification warning the users

The fifth and last provocation, Questionable Motivations (QM),
explores the varying motivations of the users. A pop up is
displayed to warn the users that they are deviating from their
initial motivations. The initial motivations are the motivations
that the users submit when they join the society for the first
time. These motivations can be assumed as the reasons that
convinced the users to join the community in the first place.
A plugin in the community tracks the behaviour and activity
of the users on the groups and chats without their knowledge
and consent. If the users’ behaviour suggests that they are
moving away from their initial motivations, then the QM pop
up displays the first warning to the users. The warning reads
that the user has not been following their motivation and is thus
aimed to make them aware of the fact that they are not sticking
to their core principles and values (see Figure 5). The user
is also provided the option to change their initial motivation.
Thus the user can opt to change their ways in order to prevent
similar warnings in the future. If the users continue to deviate,
that could lead to them getting thrown out of the community.
Three QM warnings would lead to the users getting kicked out
of the society and they will not be allowed to join it again.

Conducting interviews with the provocations
The virtual interviews were conducted via Zoom with the
same set of participants. The participants could view the
different provocations on the interviewer’s screen with the
help of screenshare. The interview questions consisted of two
open ended ones and several probing ones pertaining to each
provocation. The questions were targeted at gathering the par-
ticipants’ thoughts and opinions about the provocation. During
the interviews, the participants had to view one provocation
and answer the questions corresponding to it. This process
was then repeated for each of the five provocations.

RESULTS
The data gathered from the interviews was thematically anal-
ysed [8]. The following is a detailed description of the partici-
pants’ feedback after viewing the different provocations.

Payment for inactivity
The participants were shocked on viewing the Pay the Fine
provocation mainly because of the fact that the members could
regain access to the community only by paying a fine. “If
I have to pay a fine to regain access, I’ll just frankly leave!
(P5)” Since the users had a choice of either paying the fine or
exiting the community, most participants perceived that the
users would pick the latter option since it seemed to be more
convenient and straightforward. Three participants suggested
that the fine for lack of activity had to be mentioned to the
users prior to them joining the society (P1, P2, P5). A lack of
trust could be caused amongst the members of the community
due to a breach of their privacy. “It might come as a shock for
the less active members of the community. I still feel that they
need to be informed about this prior to joining (P2).”

Two of the participants warned that the startups as well would
not take kindly to this payment for their inactivity (P4, P5).
They also assumed that the startups might spread a bad word
about the community which could have a negative impact on
its reputation. Another participant suggested that this could
potentially improve startup activity, but they will need to be
aware of the fine prior to joining the community. Two partici-
pants appreciated that the pop up message was visible only to
that member and that the choice to regain access was left to
this member (P1, P3).

Inactivity Levels
The Levels of Inactivity provocation evoked a feeling of nega-
tivity in all of the participants. They expressed that they would
not react in a positive manner to the message sent out by the
society manager. Two of them stated that it is quite hierarchi-
cal with the manager calling users out for their lack of activity
(P4, P5). “That message sent out by the manager would not
really encourage me to be more active (P5)” Broadcasting the
callout message across all the members of the society could be
demotivating and demeaning for those users who have been
called out. Some of these users might choose to exit the soci-
ety out of a feeling of embarrassment. Other users might stay
for longer in the society but lose the feeling of connectedness
towards it. In an attempt to tackle these issues, the two partici-
pants suggested approaching this provocation in an optimistic
fashion. By rewarding the users if they manage to improve
their activity instead of making an example of them in front of
all the other members. These rewards could encourage more
users to spend more time in the society and give them some-
thing to work towards. Another participant expressed that she
only liked the fact that her inactivity details were only visible
to her and no one else (P1). Another participant thought that
viewing the tips on improving activity could be helpful for the
members (P3).

Beat the cabinet
The concept behind the Unlock your Valuables provocation
proved to be quite new and unseen for all the participants.



Three participants argued that locking the users’ valuables
would lead to their conversations in the society being forced
(P1, P4, P5). Users might look to spend thirty minutes on the
society in the easiest and most convenient way possible so that
their valuables can be restored. The thought of their valuables
being locked away might compel users to send messages even
if they did not want to send it in the first place. “The first thing
that I would do is run away from it! (P4)” Many users in the
community might react in a similar manner to participant P4
who said that he will avoid using this cabinet by choosing to
leave the community.

In contrast to the previous point, one participant recognised
that it could be useful for time management if used properly
(P2). Two other participants tried to come up with amusing al-
ternatives for the act of storing a valuable in the locker. One of
them was curious about the consequences of storing a chicken
sandwich in the cabinet (P5) while the other spoke about stor-
ing a cheap pen in the cabinet. They were curious to know
whether the repercussions would be the same irrespective of
the valuables that are being stored in the cabinet. They were
treating the cabinet as a game and they were looking to beat the
system by storing their valuables in a fun and interesting way.
The discussions pertaining to this provocation reminded a few
participants of some games that they had played when they
were younger. One of them mentioned Tamagotchi, which is
a handheld digital pet, and how he spent time trying to keep
the pet alive (P3). He brought up this game to suggest that
the locker cabinet could be made more friendly. The other
participant spoke about a racing game in which he was made
to wait for around 15 minutes after completing every three
races (P4). He expressed that the minimum time limit needed
to unlock the valuables made him think about the racing game.

Giving back to the community
All the participants were quite surprised when they viewed the
Give and Take provocation. Three out of the five participants
argued that money should not be involved in returning the
favor to the community (P2, P4, P5). They perceived that
including a field for ‘amount of money spent’ might be the
reason why members do not sign up into the community in the
first place. Two of the participants commented on the manner
in which they would react to this entry field. “If I’m joining
the community for the first time, then it would be weird to send
money to people that I barely know (P3).” “My first thought
when I see this is that I don’t want to spend money on someone
I don’t know at all (P5).” These reactions showed that they
were against involving money in the onboarding process of the
community. Three participants did not completely agree with
keeping the sender anonymous (P3, P4, P5) as they predicted
that it might not lead to anything substantial. This provoca-
tion made one participant recall a distant memory during the
interview:

I find it a bit creepy that the sender is anonymous. Re-
minds me of the time when bluetooth was just being
introduced in mobile phones and people used to receive
weird images on their phones in the subways of Portugal.
- (P4)

This feedback showed that certain people can misuse this
anonymity that is offered by the community. This could lead
to security and privacy issues inside as well as outside the
digital space of the community.

Two participants mentioned that they liked the concept of
giving back to the community that was showcased by this
provocation (P3, P4). Four out of the five participants sug-
gested that it would make more sense for the community if the
sender and receiver eventually connected with each other (P1,
P2, P3, P5). In this case, the society manager would not be
involved as the mediator between the two. This would lead
to their communication being more open and streamlined. “I
think this is a cool and innovative way for people to meet one
another(P3).”

I think that sending a gift after you sign up might be a
better option as this gives you the time to get to know the
other members. This might also provide you with a point
to start a conversation. - (P1)

This feedback from the participants was focused on thinking
of different ways in which the members can connect with each
other instead of having a wall of anonymity surrounding them.
One participant suggested for the users to send a handmade
gift since it would be considered more personal, while others
preferred that the users send the gift after they join the com-
munity as that would give the users a chance to get to know
the other members.

Changing motivations
The Questionable Motivations provocation led all of the partic-
ipants to believe that the consequence of users changing their
initial motivation was harsh. All the participants stated that
it is normal for people’s motivations to change over time and
that this should not lead to any punishment. It was interesting
to note how P4 voiced his opinion about changing motivations.

When you think about us millennials, our motivations
change on an everyday basis. Sometimes our motivation
in the morning might end up being different at the end
of the day. Why should I be penalised for something so
normal? - (P4)

His comment hinted that changing motivations was seen as
quite common for people. In this fast paced world with tech-
nological advancements occurring on a regular basis, people’s
changing motivations would be considered normal. In addition
to this, two of the participants were also shocked about the
fact that the online activity of the users was being tracked and
supervised without their knowledge (P1, P5). They demanded
that the users should be made aware of this before they join
the society. This is how P5 mentioned that he would react to
the notification. “If I see the warning notification pop up on
my screen, I’ll just leave the society and not come back (P5).”
The participants stated that the users might opt to just leave
after seeing the notification and realising that their activity is
being tracked without their knowledge.

Two of the participants sensed that it would be hard for users
to know their motivation when they joined the community for
the very first time (P1, P2). It could be possible that these



new users could be looking to join the community with no
particular goals in mind. But in contrast, the other participants
liked the idea of asking the users to express their motivations
behind joining the society (P4, P5). One of the participants
suggested presenting the users with a list of motivation options
instead of abruptly urging them to change their motivation
(P1). The following participants had similar opinions about
the initial motivations of the users. “Asking the user for their
initial motivations makes sense as it makes the experience
more personalised (P5).” “Obtaining information regarding
the members’ motivations would make it easier for the soci-
ety manager to meet their needs (P4).” The motivations of
all members could be stored and ensured to be met by the
community. Moreover, the communities could guide the users
towards their motivations.

DISCUSSION
The discussion section focuses on several themes gathered
from the results such as the possibility to move beyond the
online space of the community, a need to examine power dy-
namics in communities and the potential of provocations to
explore dynamic tensions between factors that are affecting
online communities. The section also discusses possible im-
plications for using design fictions as a tool for research.

Moving beyond computer mediated online communities
Previous research conducted in online communities defined
it as a virtual space where individuals exchange knowledge
through asynchronous and text-based computer-mediated com-
munication [20]. Two provocations, Give and Take and Unlock
your Valuables, attempted to explore a space that went beyond
the confinements of the digital world. Most of the participants,
on viewing the Give and Take provocation, hoped for the
sender and receiver to eventually connect with each other and
thereby start a conversation. They believed that connecting
with others would build this feeling of belonging to the com-
munity. This is in accordance with previous research which
identified the sense of community as one of the factors that
facilitates value co-creation in online communities [30]. In
addition to this, they suggested that sending a gift would be
beneficial for the user to form a closer relationship with the
other members belonging to the community. A handmade gift
could make the action seem more personal and characteristic
to that user. The responses from the participants supported the
claim of adding this tangible layer to the community which
ensured it went beyond the digital world. Unlock your Valu-
ables involved storing a physical cabinet in the homes of the
community members. Most of the participants stated that they
would not use it as it seemed to be intrusive. On the other
hand, two of them perceived the cabinet to be useful in certain
ways. One of these participants mentioned that it could be
a helpful tool for managing time, while the other participant
expressed that he would use a more friendly version of the cab-
inet. This provocation looked at the physical space being used
by the community. Although there were two separate spaces
being used, the physical and the digital, they were both part
of the same community. The responses from the two provoca-
tions suggested that online communities could involve having
tangible interactions outside its digital space. It is possible

that these more personal interactions, like physical gift-giving
or the hand-making of gifts for other community members,
could foster a more meaningful engagement between members
and enhance their sense of belonging to the community. Fur-
ther with the development of so many ubiquitous and tangible
computing technologies, such as the Internet of Things (IoT)
[2][38], it might be possible for online community spaces to
expand beyond the virtual space and into the physical world of
their users. This could have the advantage of offering members
new, novel ways of engaging with their community beyond
the computer screen but further research is required around
how this could be achieved and the potential risks such as
intrusiveness or privacy concerns [42] that could be associated
with such a shift. Further research could focus on how future
online communities could potentially move beyond the virtual
space.

Examining the Power Dynamic
Pay the Fine and Give and Take involved power dynamics to
a certain extent in the online communities. Previous research
had stated social hierarchy to be one of the factors which could
have an impact on the value co-creation in online communities
[30]. Pay the Fine consisted of having to pay a certain fee
to regain access into the community. Give and Take had an
option to send money to another member of the community
as part of the onboarding process. Most participants reacted
in a negative manner towards these provocations. One of the
reasons that they stated which made them have this reaction
was due to the involvement of money in the community. They
also felt that the startups seemed to have more power to chal-
lenge this aspect of money in the community compared to
the students despite belonging to the same community. This
could be due to the fact that startups generally had access to
more resources compared to the students. These responses
suggested that money could be seen as an additional constraint
for value creation in the online communities. Users planning
on joining a paid community tended to look for a tangible
return value for making their investment. If they were not
convinced by the value they assumed to receive in return from
the community, then the users signed up for one of the several
free alternatives instead. Moreover, this fee amount that is
needed to be paid could potentially alienate a certain set of
users from joining the community due to a lack of financial
resources. This might then lead to a lack of equality and di-
versity amongst the members in the community. Thus the
social or wealth inequalities which exist within the community
could be potentially reinforced if money is considered as one
of the factors. Designers should be wary of making design
decisions that could potentially reinforce inequalities within
the online community space. Though money is a very clear
example of how such injustices could be exacerbated, there
are numerous subtler examples of these in our designed world.
Costanza-Chock in her paper [11] discussed these examples
and expressed that these inequalities are manifest at all levels
of the design process.

These factors could eventually have an impact on the power dy-
namics amongst the members of the community. Vlachopou-
los in his paper [36] discussed this power dynamic which
existed in online communities and urged for more research



to be done in this space. Two participants found the callout
message sent by the society manager in Levels of Inactivity
to be hierarchical in nature. All participants perceived it was
demeaning for the users to be called out in front of all the
other users. There was an evident power imbalance that was
noticed between the different stakeholders of the community.
According to some of the participants, this power imbalance
was seen even amongst the members. The responses suggest
that the power dynamics of online communities, that exist
amongst members and between the members and the com-
munity managers, should be analysed and considered in the
design of online communities. Additionally, it would be ben-
eficial to further study how these issues arise in the ongoing
use and membership of online communities. Future research
could develop how designers could work to mitigate social
justice issues in the online community space.

Exploring tensions between facilitators and constraints
Based on the responses received from the feedback inter-
views, it was seen that the provocations probed the boundaries
wherein certain factors were perceived as having a positive
impact (a facilitator) or a negative impact (a constraint) on the
community. The following were the different attributes that
were analysed by the provocations:

Privacy and Awareness
Some of the responses obtained from two provocations, Levels
of Inactivity and Give and Take, reflected on the attributes of
privacy and awareness in the community. These two provoca-
tions had different levels of privacy and awareness. According
to two of the participants, Levels of Inactivity made good use
of privacy for the inactivity details interface since it was only
visible to that particular user. But it exploited the factor of
awareness by calling out all those users with higher inactivity
levels. The anonymous sender and the unaware receiver in
Give and Take were not fully agreed upon by the participants.
They suggested that the privacy surrounding the sender could
be removed and that the receiver could be made aware of the
member who has sent the gift. This could ensure that more
conversations take place amongst the members of the commu-
nity. Two of the participants suggested that the receiver can
post their feedback about the gift on the community which
could potentially lead to more engagement. This strength-
ened previous research that had identified mutual support and
awareness to be some of the factors for establishing an active
community [9]. Participants found privacy to be beneficial as
the inactivity details in Levels of Inactivity were only visible
to the user, but they were not keen on privacy being used in
Give and Take as it could lead to security concerns. The same
could be said for awareness as an attribute in both the provoca-
tions. In the gift transaction taking place in Give and Take the
participants viewed awareness as a benefit since it could lead
to more connections, while it was seen to be humiliating for
the users who were called out in Levels of Inactivity. These
responses suggested that it is not straightforward to balance
privacy concerns and the need for awareness that could thereby
make a positive impact in the communities. Further studies
could be carried out to study these attributes and find a right
balance between the two.

Individual and Collective Identity
The Give and Take provocation looked at the two contrasting
aspects of the community, individual identity and collective
identity. Most participants mentioned that by sending a gift
to another member, the sender would feel as if they are a part
of the community. Although they were congruent with the
idea of giving back to the community, they did not expect any
reward from the community on an individual level. Addition-
ally, they were at odds with keeping the sender anonymous.
These responses suggested that identity could be another factor
that could influence online communities as previously stud-
ied [30]. This provocation focuses on the balance between
having identity as an individual in the community and having
identity as part of the community. Making a gift involves
an individual identity while sending it to a member and not
expecting anything in return involves a whole identity feeling.
Online communities could offer the space and opportunity for
members to foster their own identity but also invite them to
see themselves as part of a collective. Future research could
explore ways of achieving this effectively.

Flexibility and Accountability
The two attributes, flexibility and accountability, were anal-
ysed in the Questionable Motivations provocation. On one
hand, two participants liked the idea of the manager keeping
a note of the users’ initial motivations. They stated that it
added significance to the initial motivations which made the
users feel like they were being heard by the community. There
was a certain flexibility involved as well since it was up to the
users to choose and note down their initial motivations. This
could provide the support to users and guide them in working
towards their motivations. It could also keep the manager
more informed about the wide range of user motivations. On
the other hand, most participants found it absurd that the users
were penalised for not sticking to their initial motivations.
They stated that the users were being held accountable for
futile reasons. This showed that the varied levels of flexibility
and accountability led to contrasting opinions on the provoca-
tion. A couple of participants also stated that it might not be
easy for some users to provide their initial motivation since
they might be unaware of it prior to joining the society. Too
much flexibility could lead to the users feeling overwhelmed,
while too much accountability could lead to the users feeling
constrained. A balance could be assumed to exist between
these two levels, but it could prove complex for the online
communities to identify this exact balance. Further research
could be carried out to analyse these two attributes.

Reflections on using design fictions for UX research
The five provocations explored and speculated on several
themes gathered from the results. The use of design provoca-
tions as a method was reflected upon in an attempt to gather
more insights. The advantages and limitations of using design
fictions for design research were identified.

Advantages
The design provocations allowed the designer to play with
new ideas by designing in a manner that is different from
conventional design processes. This unconventional approach



enabled the participants to look beyond the flaws of the provo-
cations and provide their unbiased feedback. This feedback
received was useful since it led to themes being picked out
from it and discussed in the previous sections. Apart from
these kinds of responses, testing with the provocations also
presented the designer with open ended feedback. The partici-
pants were reminded of stories from their past, most of which
had no direct correlation to any of the provocations. It was
interesting to gather these stories and attempt to link them to
the provocation that they were referring to.

Most participants had negative reactions towards the provoca-
tions which was expected to be the case. But an interesting
insight that came up from the feedback interviews was that
these negative reactions invoked the participants to reflect and
suggest alternatives that had positive outcomes. They tried to
come up with ideas that made the experience in the community
more positive and constructive for the users. After pondering
over Unlock your Valuables, two of the participants mentioned
that they would store invaluable objects in the cabinet in order
to notice how that would affect the experience of the provoca-
tion. This hinted that they were looking for ways to beat the
provocation by treating it like a game, which was unexpected
feedback. This suggested that the provocations provided the
designer with a different way of finding out what was valuable
to the users. This insight was something that the designer
did not take into account while coming up with the specific
questions for the provocations. The different perspectives on
the provocations presented the designer with a wider range
of insights. This proved to be a different way of gathering
insights compared to the traditional methods of testing for user
feedback.

Limitations
The design provocations could prove to be futile in usability
testing. A possible reason could be due to the fact that the
users might be more focused on pointing out the flaws instead
of interacting with the design. Another drawback of the provo-
cations could be the different ways in which the users perceive
the provocations. The reactions towards a provocation could
be based on the individual. What might be seen as extremely
provocative to one user might not be seen in the same way by
another user. Due to this, the design provocations might not
provide specific feedback.

Social and cultural contexts play a large part in what can be
considered provocative or controversial. Since values could
change a lot across different cultures and societies, it could be
possible that provocations are insensitive or offensive towards
certain communities of people. Designers need to ensure that
they balance the provocative aspect in a manner that it does
not hurt the sentiments of the users. This could be tricky for
designers or researchers who are new to the space of provo-
cations. This makes design provocations a qualitative and
situated method of research.

Future use
At the end of each interview, the participants were asked to
provide their general thoughts about the five provocations and
their interview experience. All the participants thought that
the provocations were intriguing and peculiar. They perceived

the interviews to be an interesting conversation around on-
line communities. The numerous advantages identified also
strengthen the use of design provocations in the design pro-
cess. This proposes that design provocations could be used as
a method by designers and researchers.

FUTURE WORK
The insights gathered from the study highlighted different
spaces where future work can be conducted. Further research
can be conducted on the topic of moving beyond the digital
space of online communities. Future communities aiming
to increase their user engagement could take advantage of
this insight. Depending on the technological advancements
that takes place over the next few years, the aspects of this
space can differ. Power dynamics need to be further studied
and analysed to understand how they could have an impact
on the communities. They could also have a role to play on
one particular approach of sustainability which is the social
one. Social sustainability focuses on the quality of life of an
individual and in the ways in which societies could promote
well being [35]. If the power dynamic is effectively monitored
in online communities, this could lead to lesser imbalance
of power amongst the members which could reduce social
inequalities. Fostering meaningful engagement between mem-
bers could also have a positive impact on the social aspect of
the communities. Thus, the power dynamics could influence
social sustainability which has not received as much public
importance compared to economic and environment sustain-
ability [13]. Lastly, the different attributes affecting the online
communities and their optimum levels need to be studied in
more depth as well.

These insights could benefit researchers and designers who
are analysing or developing online communities. Design fic-
tions could be a useful tool for design researchers to better
understand the different factors and their corresponding levels
affecting an online community. Design provocations could
potentially be used as a research approach for the analysis of
other design tools in the future.

CONCLUSION
This paper explored creating design provocations based on the
research through design methodology and using these provo-
cations to investigate user engagement in online communities.
Five different provocations were designed and presented to five
participants from the Upbeater society. The discussion insights
indicated the possibility to move beyond the online space of
a community and a need to examine the power dynamic that
exists in the society. The provocations examined several at-
tributes that could either act as facilitators or constraints of
online communities. A self reflection was conducted on the
design and use of the different provocations. The insights gath-
ered from the design provocations were different compared
to insights gathered from traditional design processes. The
responses suggested that design fiction could be a useful tool
for researchers.
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APPENDIX
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Inactivity Levels



Unlock your Valuables

Give and Take



Questionable Motivations
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