Designing for diversity in Aboriginal Australia:
Insights from a national technology project

Tuck Wah Leong
University of Technology Sydney
TuckWah.Leong@uts.edu.au

Christopher Lawrence
University of Technology Sydney
Christopher.Law-

Greg Wadley
The University of Melbourne
Greg.Wadley@unimelb.edu.au

rence@uts.edu.au

ABSTRACT

Aboriginal Australians have been colonized for over 230 years.
As a result, many have been disconnected from their communi-
ties and identity. This paper reports on a national-scale HCI
project that aims to design technology that allows Aboriginal
Australians to reconnect with their communities and to reaf-
firm their Aboriginal identity. Our project faces significant chal-
lenges, some due to the effects of colonization and some due to
the great (and under-recognized) diversity of Aboriginal Aus-
tralia. In this paper, we report the design phase of our project,
and discuss some of these challenges we faced. Through this,
we offer insights for HCI designers and researchers undertak-
ing similar work.
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1. INTRODUCTION

How to design with Aboriginal people is an important topic in
HCI, e.g. [9], and HCI researchers have successfully designed
digital technologies with Australian Aboriginal communities
(e.g- [3, 13]). By and large, their efforts focused upon single
communities. This paper, on the other hand, describes a project
to work with multiple Aboriginal communities across Australia
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to design a single technology for use by all Aboriginal Australi-
ans. Our effort is also the first Aboriginal-led HCI project in Aus-
tralia; a decision informed by the Postcolonial Computing
framework [10].

This paper reports on lessons learnt from a series of Partic-
ipatory Design (PD) workshops held with Aboriginal Australi-
ans in 2017. The workshops are part of the design phase of a 3-
year project to codesign and trial a smartphone-based social
app for use by Aboriginal Australians nationwide, contributing
to efforts to “Close the Gap” -an Australian government strategy
that aims to reduce disadvantage among Aboriginal Australians
[8]. This paper aims to present the significant challenges we
faced and insights we developed when conducting PD with Ab-
original communities across different geographical sites at a
national scale when the focus is to support diverse identities
and sociocultural practices in our design. We hope to contrib-
ute practical and useful considerations to HCI researchers
wishing to engage with Aboriginal Australians in design.

We begin by describing the historical context for the diver-
sity we encounter in Aboriginal Australia. We then provide
some details about the research sites and communities we
worked with, chosen with an attempt to reflect some of this di-
versity, and describe the work we conducted there. Finally, we
report our experiences from these PD workshops and discuss
insights relevant to HCI researchers undertaking similar work.

2. BACKGROUND

Aboriginal people have lived in Australia for at least 65,000
years [6]. At the time of European contact, there were 250 na-
tions possibly totalling one million individuals [15]. Aboriginal
Australians continue to live in diverse cultures with an intense
connection to “Country” [7]. The arrival of European colonists
in the 18t century imposed other forms of diversity upon Abo-
riginal Australia. Colonization began in the south-east of the
continent, at sites including those that are now Australian cit-
ies. Aboriginal populations were decimated by warfare and dis-
ease [11] until governments adopted a policy of Protectionism
[14]. This involved forced removals of Aboriginal people from
their traditional Country and onto reserves, missions, and town
fringes. As a result, many Aboriginals who survived the initial
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wave of colonization were now disconnected from their Coun-
try, community and culture [14].

Today, Aboriginal people live in urban, rural and remote ar-
eas across the Australian continent. In addition to pre-existing
cultural diversity, colonization has led to further diversity that
tends to manifest geographically. One dimension relates to the
distance from sites of original colonial impact: Aboriginals who
live further from the urban and farm areas of south-east Aus-
tralia are more likely to be engaged in traditional sociocultural
practices. A second dimension relates to disconnection im-
posed under Protectionism: at any location in Australia there
are likely to be Aboriginals whose parents or grandparents
were brought to that location against their will. In remote Aus-
tralia, many Aboriginal people still practice traditional ceremo-
nies. Elsewhere, many are now re-identifying and re-learning
their traditional languages. Aboriginal people are enthusiastic
adopters of digital technologies including smartphones and so-
cial media [12].

3. #ThisMyMob: national scale research project

#ThisMyMob is a three-year Aboriginal-led national-scale re-
search project to understand how co-designing a bespoke tech-
nology with Aboriginal communities for Aboriginal users might
contribute towards reconnecting Aboriginal communities. In
particular, it seeks to understand how the use of smartphones
and social media can be used in culturally appropriate and sen-
sitive ways to reconnect Aboriginal Australians to community
and Country.

Identifying research sites/communities that could provide a
sample of the rich and complex diversity of Aboriginal Australia
was a significant initial challenge. Our aim was to secure four
research sites sampling Aboriginal communities in urban, re-
gional and remote Australia. We had to carefully identify, reach
out to, and liaise with Aboriginal leaders from different mobs
around Australia. (Mob is an Aboriginal English term that can
mean family or language group). The sites we ended up work-
ing at were Lombadina, Wurrumiyanga, Portland, and Sydney.

3.1 The research sites and the PD workshops

Lombadina (site 1 in Figure 1) is a small Aboriginal community
of about 60 people near Cape Leveque at the tip of the Dampier
Peninsula in Western Australia. The community is 3 hours’
drive from the town of Broome and 2,000 km from Perth. The
community, part of the Bard language group, live at a former
church mission and operate tourism and construction busi-
nesses. Qur connection to this site is via a respected leader and
an old friend of the Aboriginal lead researcher. Our contact li-
aised with local people and helped us organize a two-hour
workshop in the community hall. Due to the remoteness of the
location, we stayed overnight in Lombadina. In addition to the
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workshop, we toured the local area, learning about how differ-
ent clans engage in a range of economic activities around the
peninsula.

Wurrumiyanga (site 2), population about 1,500 is the prin-
cipal town on the Tiwi Islands, 80 km north of Darwin. This
town is also built on the site of a defunct church mission. Reli-
gion (Catholicism) is very important to this community. Due to
remoteness, Tiwi culture has always developed somewhat sep-
arately from mainland Aboriginal Australia. Our two-hour
workshop was held at the local Catholic school in Wurrumi-
yanga (figure 2). The non-Aboriginal principal helped us recruit
ten local participants, some of whom were part of an Aboriginal
teaching leadership team at the school. We approached this
community via two local Aboriginal people living in Darwin
who are connected to the Aboriginal researcher. After the
workshop, we toured the town of Wurrumiyanga, and spent
time at Tiwi Design which is the focus of the island’s important
art industry.
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Figure 1: Map of Australia with our research sites numbered

Figure 2: Workshop at Wurrumiyanga

Portland (site 3) is a small, coastal town (population 10,000)
in western Victoria, with an economy based on woodchipping
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and aluminium smelting. It is the site of the first European set-
tlement in Victoria and was a site of significant conflict. Around
30 km from Portland are the important spiritual and archaeo-
logical sites of Budj Bim and Lake Condah, which are managed
by Gunditjmara people based in Portland and Heywood. Our
Portland contact was a prominent local Aboriginal leader who
helped us to recruit participants for the workshop, held in a lo-
cal community hall. After the workshop, one of the participants
took us on a guided tour of the local area, speaking to the us
about the important spiritual sites. This participant and col-
leagues have been engaged in documenting the site as part of a
successful submission to UNESCO for world heritage listing [1].
This highlighted for the researchers, the group’s connection to
country.

Sydney (site 4) is Australia’s largest city and the site of the
first European settlement in Australia. It is the traditional land
of the Eora people and remains an important site for all Aborig-
inal Australians. This site was chosen for traditional cultural
reasons, and because Sydney is a historic centre of political pro-
test, as well as a centre of education, arts, government and eco-
nomic activity. Our contacts in Sydney were senior arts admin-
istrators working on Aboriginal programs at the Sydney Opera
House, and the workshop was held at the Opera House, which
is built on an important Eora site where traditional practices
occurred.

We had asked each of our local contacts to help us recruit at
least ten participants. However, we only discovered when we
arrived at three of the four sites, that a number of participants
did not take part on the day of the workshop. In Lombadina,
only five participants (varying in age, gender and status) at-
tended, while only three participants (two females) took part
in the Portland workshop. In both those sites, the absences
were mostly due to Sorry Business (funerals). Six participants
attended the Sydney workshop. Our Sydney contacts told us
that a number of people had last minute urgent matters that
required their attention. The workshop at Wurrumiyanga was
the only one with ten participants. This may be due to the fact
that the workshop took place where the participants worked.

Most workshops began with a Welcome to Country from a
community elder. After introducing our project and the reasons
we were there, we explored our participants’ digital lives. We
asked them what they found useful (or not), what opportunities
and challenges digital technologies presented. As the infor-
mation grew we began surfacing design ideas together around
a smartphone app; soliciting opinions about design features
and inviting participants to help us imagine how this app might
look. The workshops generated enthusiastic discussions and
rich data about a ‘safe social platform’ for Indigenous Australi-
ans and what this might look like. Participants offered sugges-
tions about how software could support Aboriginal identity, in-
corporate Aboriginal cultures and translate knowledge and
languages that can be shared and used among diverse Aborigi-
nal end-users.
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4. CHALLENGES FOR DESIGN

Our findings during these workshops emphasize the complexi-
ties involved when trying to establish and conduct PD work-
shops with multiple Aboriginal communities across Australia.

4.1 Responding to diversity at a national scale

Our broader society and our research community value diver-
sity. But in our project, diversity also created wicked chal-
lenges. Participants at different sites expressed significantly
different design needs stemming from their local sociocultural
practices. For example, participants at Lombadina and
Wurrumiyanga practise more traditional culture, and asked for
the software to reflect local kinship moieties and avoidance re-
lationships. In comparison, Portland and Sydney participants
felt it would be more useful for the app to help people connect
to their mob and traditional culture. The latter groups asked for
technologies that can capture Aboriginal genealogy and allow
users to trace and reconnect with their Aboriginal identity.
While participants at Lombadina were keen for the app to in-
clude Men'’s Business and Women’s Business discussion fo-
rums, reflecting traditional Aboriginal law, this feature was
problematic for the Wurrumiyanga participants who reminded
us of the existence of a third gender category, ‘Sistagirls’ (trans
women) who feature prominently in Tiwi society. Should Sis-
tagirls be able to access the Men’s Business feature, or Women’s
Business, both forums, or should they have their own forum?

There were also different emphases on religion. Wurrumi-
yanga, based at the site of a former Catholic mission, is strongly
influenced by Christianity, and participants there wanted the
app to reflect and celebrate their Catholic status. On the other
hand, Portland and Sydney participants were not interested in
this feature. Understandably, there was diversity in languages
spoken. In Sydney and Portland, participants spoke primarily
English. In Wurrumiyanga and Lombadina, English is not the
main language spoken. Since most prospective users speak at
least some English, it can be used in the interface at the proto-
type stage. But the choice of language for user-to-user commu-
nication has implications for intra- and inter-community con-
nection and for long-term management and use of the technol-
ogy we design. A national-scale app needs to support local Ab-
original languages, whilst at the same time be able to connect
distant communities.

These experiences serve to remind HCI researchers/design-
ers wishing to engage with Aboriginal Australians to be mindful
of vastly diverse beliefs and sociocultural practices. This does
raise questions for design: If we are committed to designing
technologies that are culturally appropriate for Aboriginal Aus-
tralians; technologies that are supportive of their local soci-
ocultural practices, then how can we design to meet the diverse
and at times opposing needs of different mobs? Is it sufficient
to simply allow users to filter or hide certain features? Does this
serve to divide communities instead of achieving the aim of re-
connection?
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4.2 Trust

Another challenge pertains to establishing trust between the
researchers and diverse groups of participants. We found two
aspects of diversity impact trust. The first relates to historical
conflicts between Aboriginals and settlers. In our project, the
Aboriginal researcher was instrumental in establishing trust
between the research team to negotiate permission to engage
in research with each community. This is because Aboriginal
Australia is made up of many nations with different languages
and cultural structures. Our four research sites represent four
different nations. The success of our project and our design de-
pends on building trust with and between these nations.

Research fatigue (due to being asked too frequently to take part
in research) [5] can create mistrust and wariness of researcher
intentions. Aboriginal people may be reluctant to give away
knowledge, as knowledge in the past has been used against Ab-
original people, e.g. to dispossess them of their land. Aborigi-
nals may be reluctant to take part in research if they cannot see
a clear benefit for them. As argued by [3, 4], reciprocity is re-
quired when HCI researchers work with Aboriginal communi-
ties: “What is important is that engagement is mutually benefi-
cial and discussed”.

Finally, despite having local contacts, we faced challenges in
building deeper trust and establishing richer engagement with
individual participants and the communities before we visited.
This was due to the distances of these communities from us, the
researchers. As other researchers have pointed out [e.g. 2, 4],
we must find ways and opportunities to spend more time at
each site to build the kind of trust that this kind of culturally-
sensitive design research required.

4.3 Aboriginal-led research

We believe that the challenges we faced would have been even
more serious had the team not been led by an Aboriginal re-
searcher. This researcher was able to guide the project, to es-
tablish credibility, to pave the way to building trust with local
participants and stakeholders. At the same time, this approach
to research team structure helps build research capacity in
Australia. In fact, our project is unique in Australian HCI in be-
ing led by an Aboriginal researcher. We believe this is an im-
portant development for the HCI discipline, and will be an im-
portant factor for the success of our project.

The Aboriginal leader of our research team inaugurated the
project, developed the key research question, and is driving the
project vision and agenda. He has also taken on a role similar to
that of cultural guide. The non-Aboriginal members of the team
frequently look to this member for cultural interpretation and
advice, for help in understanding cultural and communication
nuances, and translation during analysis of findings ([2] p.
151). He also used his networks to identify connections with
participating communities.
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4.4 Connections and contacts

Given the distances between these communities, a significant
amount of effort needed to take place long before the fieldwork
begins, to identify key community members as local contacts.
Much HCI research methodology encourages non-personal
connections between researchers and participants. This is to
ensure impartiality and an ethical approach to recruitment,
data gathering and analysis. (An exception is ethnographic re-
search which recognizes the important of gatekeepers.) How-
ever, as pointed out by [2, 4], in Aboriginal communities per-
sonal connections are highly valued. In our experience, per-
sonal connections between researchers and participants have
been essential to our ability to conduct work in these commu-
nities.

We found it essential to have a local contact in each partici-
pating community; someone respected in the community and
can broker and champion the project and arrange for permis-
sion for us to be on Country. The local contact also needs to be
well-connected to the mobs in the surrounding region, because
Aboriginal communities are distributed. Our local contacts
were all Aboriginal, well-respected and well-connected in their
communities. All of them are connected to the Aboriginal re-
searcher in our team.

4.5 Working with Aboriginal participants

Arranging for a large subset of a community to attend a tech-
nology design workshop is a challenge for a range of reasons.
Nevertheless, our local contacts emphasized the need to con-
sider Aboriginal yearly and weekly calendars when scheduling
research, as this will also impact the availability of participants.
Research should not be scheduled during the wet season in
tropical Australia as movement is difficult. Weekends must be
avoided in remote communities, where many potential partici-
pants go away to hunt. “Ceremonial Business” can draw partic-
ipants away for extended periods. “Sorry Business” can tie up
entire communities for several days; but this is unpredictable
and obviously, cannot be planned for. Researchers need to an-
ticipate that some scheduled workshops may need to be can-
celled entirely.

Colonization has disconnected some Aboriginal people from
country and community. Cultural and identity disconnection
can impact emotional wellbeing and make people more vulner-
able to adverse life events. This can greatly impact individuals’
participation in sustained and ongoing engagements with re-
search.

5. CONCLUSION

Some of the experiences we present in this paper are ‘unique’
because most research with Aboriginal Australians focuses its
efforts on a single community. The project’s remit to engage
with different and diverse Aboriginal Australians in a national
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project has raised some interesting and wicked challenges.
While dealing with multiple dimensions of diversity is routine,
if sometimes challenging, for HC], it is perhaps less problematic
when the design problem is to support diverse individuals to
achieve a pragmatic goal: for example, transferring money to a
bank account. Diversity becomes a wicked problem when the
design needs to support intangible needs such as the perfor-
mance of cultural identity, one’s sense of connection to Country
and to one’s mob. Moreover, how these needs are lived and felt,
and how a community prefers to meet them, can vary signifi-
cantly from one site to another. Another challenge lies with
how researchers can best cultivate trust, develop relationships,
and increase commitment with research participants who are
not only far away but can be weary and wary of researchers and
their motivations. While we have presented some useful strat-
egies, HCI researchers should continue to be mindful, develop
greater sensitivity, flexibility, and to calibrate their expecta-
tions when engaging with communities that are resilient but
yet may be still dealing with the impacts of colonization.
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