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ABSTRACT 
As interaction designers are venturing to design for others based on 
autobiographical experiences, it becomes particularly relevant to 
critically distinguish the designer’s voice from others’ experiences. 
However, few reports go into detail about how self and others mu-
tually shape the design process and how to incorporate external 
evaluation into these designs. We describe a one-year process in-
volving the design and evaluation of a prototype combining haptics 
and storytelling, aiming to materialise and share somatic mem-
ories of earthquakes experienced by a designer and her partner. 
We contribute with three strategies for bringing others into our 
autobiographical processes, avoiding the dilution of frst-person 
voices while critically addressing design faws that might hinder 
the representation of our stories. 
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• Human-centered computing → Interaction design; Interac-
tion design process and methods. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
First-person voices are crucial for design; even in user-centric, 
highly systematised methodologies, aspects such as the designer’s 
discernment abilities [58] and cultural background [51] have an 
important role in shaping design outcomes. In contrast, by openly 
designing through frst-person experiences —such as in the case 
of autobiographical projects— designers examine ethically chal-
lenging topics that may impact many through the lenses of the 
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self [6, 20, 38]. As subjectively-driven methodologies such as soma 
design have reached maturity in interaction design [89], designers 
have ventured to trust their subjectivities to design for others. Such 
projects range from prototypes for wellbeing [87, 88], actuators for 
prototyping [91, 99] and artefacts afording self-expression [50]. 
However, few reports go into detail about how self and others mu-
tually shape the design process and how user evaluation results are 
integrated into frst-person-based designs in particular. 

We describe a design process with autobiographical elements, 
motivated by the goal of sharing earthquake narratives from a quo-
tidian angle, based on how we have felt them. In highly seismic 
countries, it is normal to perceive small earth movements several 
times a year without necessarily interrupting the fow of everyday 
normality. Although grounded in a need for self-expression and 
recognition of one’s own identity, we devised this project to be 
shared, and therefore open for evaluation and critique. The autobio-
graphical part of the process was carried out by the frst author and 
her partner —both born and raised in a highly seismic country— 
as an opportunity to explicitly illustrate the connection between 
our somas and culture [82, 100], while ofering a nuanced view 
of earthquakes as lived experiences beyond the usual rhetoric of 
destruction portrayed by media. We materialised our one-year pro-
cess of autobiographical explorations into a prototype that uses 
haptic touch on the body and storytelling to describe a specifc 
event — what we perceived to be a relatively mild earthquake — 
collected through a series of specialised frst and second-person 
methods. Instead of focusing on the literal transmission of bodily 
experience, we seek to share glimpses of our past by orchestrating 
a storytelling session where the senses have a crucial role. 

Inspired by the rejection of universalism promoted by soma de-
sign [44], we created our prototype aiming to support a multiplicity 
of perspectives, and somatic responses [43], opening the door for 
scrutiny and potential contestation. Keeping that in mind, the de-
signer also has the role of carefully guarding values of relevance, 
avoiding the dilution of what motivated their autobiographical 
inquiry in the frst place. This perspective challenges the domi-
nant ideas of human-centred design, where external feedback is 
the only valid alternative to guide the iterative design process [36]. 
Consequently, we contribute three strategies to make space for 
others in autobiographical design processes, avoiding the dilution 
of frst-person voices while critically addressing design missteps 
with the intent of doing justice to our memories. As part of the CHI ’23, April 23–28, 2023, Hamburg, Germany 

© 2023 Copyright held by the owner/author(s). strategies, we refect on the importance of recognising that our 
ACM ISBN 978-1-4503-9421-5/23/04. meaning-making process as connoisseurs has some blind spots and 
https://doi.org/10.1145/3544548.3580977 

https://doi.org/10.1145/3544548.3580977
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1145/3544548.3580977
mailto:emmafrid@kth.se
mailto:claudia2@kth.se


CHI ’23, April 23–28, 2023, Hamburg, Germany Claudia Núñez-Pacheco and Emma Frid 

that we need to facilitate spaces for other bodies to make sense of 
these new experiences. This point also connects with the importance 
of designing for diverse and rich experiences that are credible for 
others. 

Recently, soma design researchers have started to establish the 
validity of their research practices [64, 89]. More specifcally, Ståhl 
and colleagues [89] have interpreted validity as a careful and ex-
plicit refective examination of one’s own practice based on design 
judgements. They use their somas as refective practitioners [79], 
sometimes inviting others to engage in their processes. This invita-
tion does not function as a traditional evaluation session; instead, 
the judgement process becomes more fruitful when those who join 
are already familiar with soma-based methods. Conversely, we in-
troduce an alternative way of validating frst-person-based design 
when the design goal involves purposely reaching an audience 
who is unfamiliar with our perspective. The design strategies we 
ofer are meant to help distinguishing the designer’s voice from 
third-person accounts, ofering tools to discern between the feed-
back that enriches the experience and the values, qualities, or goals 
we should embrace and protect. This strategy involves conducting 
evaluation sessions, which fts specifcally with our design goal of 
sharing underrepresented narratives. In both Ståhl et al. [89] and 
our approach, the quality of the refection process is important, 
expanding the concept of scientifc rigour from generalisability 
to the notion of operative coherence, as proposed in other felds 
[96]. This operative coherence means that the research process 
should be made communicable in detail to the academic commu-
nity –shifting the understanding of subjective data from private to 
collective. This availability makes the processes transparent and 
iterative, contributing to rigorous design judgements [89]. 

In response to the importance of operative coherence, we de-
vote a signifcant portion of this paper to describing our research, 
informing the design process from frst-person to evaluation with 
participants. It is important to note that this process has not always 
been linear, responding to the drifting nature of design practice [54]. 
The article is structured as follows: First, we start by presenting our 
motivations behind this work. Then, we ofer a summary of related 
works centred on frst-person design research and the role of haptic 
touch in our sense of connection with others. The methodology sec-
tion outlines part of the exploratory process of frst-person research, 
including its framing in soma design, our personal motivations and 
some ethical considerations related to the participation of the frst 
author’s partner. Then, we present three narratives crafted with 
part of our autobiographical data. We use one of the narratives for 
the design of our frst prototype, a process we describe in detail. 
Then, we summarise part of the outcomes of the evaluation session 
with participants. The discussion is divided into two parts. In the 
frst part, we refect on how participants’ responses make us anchor 
our judgement in our cultural positionality and life stories. We 
also refect critically on the future challenges for the next iteration 
while providing strategies to ensure the designer’s original intent 
does not get lost in translation. Finally, in the second part of the 
discussion, we ofer a brief refection on the blurriness of personal 
boundaries in autobiographical design, including the centrality of 
generosity and care in making possible this line of work. 

2 RELATED WORK 

2.1 Extending frst-person based design 
research 

Knowledge generation grounded in the self can contribute with nu-
anced stories of difcult access. For instance, autoethnography has 
played an important role in foregrounding marginalised voices in 
research [1]. Part of its power comes with representation, an aspect 
that is shaped by the interrelation between self, others, and environ-
ment [48]. Through opening our designs for critique, we recognise 
this dialogical dimension; we share an experience that would have 
remained inaccessible. In return, bringing others into our process 
helps us to crystallise our identity while fnding better means of 
designing for meaningful encounters with the materialisation of 
our stories. 

Recently, we have seen a surge of interest in the use of frst-
person methods in interaction design, foregrounding the impor-
tance of nuanced, detailed accounts for the design of meaningful 
interactions [58]. In design approaches informed directly by frst-
person research, designers open up their life experiences to scruti-
nise their own practices as embedded in society at large. Involving 
their bodies and emotions, they inevitably make themselves vul-
nerable to exposure [70] yet generate fulflling manifestations of 
their concerns and research motivations. As some examples, the 
method of Design Memoirs proposed by Devendorf et al. [23] uses 
autobiographical designs that share emotional memories and invite 
refexive narratives, with a strong focus on the corporeal qualities 
of such experiences, which are materially manifested. Beuthel’s [6] 
“The Armor of a Researcher”—which could be framed as a design 
memoir—was crafted as a material and critical manifestation of 
her felt experiences involving the challenges and vulnerabilities of 
doing qualitative design research. By creating a wearable armour, 
she gave shape to her somatic sensibilities connected to emotion 
work and the lack of tools to counteract their psychological efects 
[2]. In this line, Helms [38] has also used autoethnographic design 
and speculative methods to study the possible implications of tech-
nological assemblages by designing with care [39]. For instance, she 
engaged in an autoethnographic study involving the exploration 
of her breastfeeding experiences and the design with bodily fuids 
[38, 39]. Rescuing the concept of care from a diferent angle, Chien 
and Hassenzahl [10] have engaged in autoethnography through 
design to support long-distance relationships, designing for routine 
rituals and preventive relationship maintenance through enabling 
practices of mutual care [10]. To do so, Chien engaged in a two-year 
design process involving his partner in mutual interaction with 
diferent prototypes to support their relationship. Illustrating the 
criticality of autoethnography, Lucero [59] has described his expe-
riences of living voluntarily without a mobile phone for a period 
of over nine years. He extends his personal refections to those 
who are involuntarily disconnected from communication infras-
tructures while critically recognising connectivity as a privilege. 
These examples show how frst-person design research is far from 
self-absorbed [44] but is committed to exploring the complexity 
of human and more-than-human practices and everyday rituals, 
highlighting values such as self-awareness, generosity, and care. 

In addition, design practices grounded in frst-person experience 
ofer the potential to ofer fruitful spaces for research [21]. In this 
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sense, there are some designerly methods derived from autobio-
graphical explorations. For example, Gamboa [30] advocates for 
sketching as focusing as a self-dialogical approach to sense-making 
frmly rooted in design practice. Núñez-Pacheco [64] uses a com-
bination of photographs and data traces generated by others to 
establish a conversation between material and context for the gen-
eration of themes for design. Mah et al. [60] use self-observation of 
the lived experience of Tonglen, a Buddhist meditation practice for 
compassion cultivation. The process of documentation is meant to 
inform design practice while helping designers to cultivate somatic 
sensibilities [58]. 

First-person voices informing design do not emerge from the de-
signer’s subjectivity alone but, in many cases, have been informed 
by close informants who have specifc viewpoints to share, inspire 
or contribute to the design outcome. This is the case, for example, 
of the autobiographical design project involving the reconfgura-
tion of a camper van, where the partner of the frst author actively 
participated in the project [22]. As design practice cannot be iso-
lated from context, it is not strange that family and other close 
participants end up being involved in autobiographical endeavours 
[21]. 

It is important to recognise, however, that the autobiograph-
ical aspect of design implicitly permeates all dimensions of our 
work, even when the subjective role of the designer is not openly 
acknowledged. Complexity in design is tightly related to the subjec-
tive experience of what is complex for the designer [86]. Although 
widespread approaches such as user-centred design frame prob-
lem solving as an evidence-based activity, designers’ perceptions 
have a predominant role in decision-making [101]. The tendency 
to illustrate design as a universal practice would be failing to ac-
knowledge the contextual, embodied, and cultural aspects of design 
problems [51]. For this reason, attempts to make apparent the role 
of subjective experience in the design process involving others are 
fundamental to exemplifying this point. In the same way Gaver 
argues that a string of designs is needed to generate knowledge in 
interaction design [32], we claim that a series of phenomenological 
accounts describing the shift from autobiographical to intersub-
jective are necessary to build knowledge assessing the impact of 
frst-person-based design. There are a few examples of how frst-
person research can foster transformative efects in the life of others, 
including Ståhl et al. [88] long-term study demonstrating how the 
soma mat – a design emerging from the designers’ somatic explo-
rations– has proven transformative for their users’ lives. Beyond 
the validation of the soma mat through user evaluation, the docu-
mentation of design processes involving others in the evaluation 
of frst-person design remains underrepresented so far. 

2.2 Sense of touch and connectedness 
Responding to the premise of how somas, experiences, and culture 
are entangled, our prototype brings narratives closer to our bodies 
by combining our shared stories with haptic touch to evoke earth 
movements while making space for participants to generate their 
own meaning. Sharing experiences is complex, involving more than 
the mere description of information. Having empirical knowledge 
that certain events occur somewhere in the world is not enough to 
become sensitised by their existence. As social media bombards us 

with images of sufering, it seems people are becoming increasingly 
less receptive to the misfortune of others [102]. 

Establishing an emotional connection with the other is a corpo-
real afair; it is frst and foremost built through sensory engagement 
[78]. Humans learn about others through being close to one another, 
and the sense of touch is the frst one that activates our learning 
process as babies build attachment with their mothers [27, 29]. It 
is not strange that simulated haptic touch has been widely cho-
sen as a means to provide experiential richness when real touch 
is not present. As some examples of interpersonal communication 
artefacts using touch, vibrotactile systems have been designed to 
support afective communication in long-distance relationships 
[53, 63], to promote movement and long-distance communication 
among caregivers, dementia patients, and their families [76] and to 
support a richer expressivity through a diminished-reality proto-
type [42]. 

As illustrated through the previous examples, bringing others 
into proximity seems to have an important role in relating with 
them. Proximity through touch plays an important role in our social 
connection, bringing a sense of closeness and granting realness to 
the presence of the other [11]. The existence of a gap or presence 
has become evident under the current state of afairs, where the 
sufering of those who seem closer seems to hurt more for some 
people1. The process of including and othering has a strong sen-
sory component [57], an aspect noted by Shusterman as one of 
the reasons why engaging in somaesthetic refection —this is, an 
active connection with the other through our senses and the active 
examination of our biases— is fundamental to exposing ideologies 
of domination (such as racism, sexism, ableism, and homophobia, 
amongst others) [81, 83]. For this reason, the design of experiences 
articulating underrepresented realities becomes relevant, and the 
use of technologies bringing a sense of proximity to our bodies 
could contribute a layer of presence needed to foster connection 
and meaning-making. This view of meaning-generation through 
somatic sensing rejects dualistic notions of body and mind as sep-
arate in the act of reasoning, in line with somaesthetics [83] and 
theories of embodied cognition [18, 55]. The lived body, the one that 
moves, feels, and responds, contributes to guiding our reasoning, 
imagination and linguistic expression [47], actively shaping the 
way we understand the world. 

Becoming aware is the frst step towards achieving meaning-
making [34]. In this sense, haptic touch has been used by many 
design researchers to expand our experiential repertoire. For in-
stance, touch-based interactions in conjunction with contemplative 
practices have served to connect more vividly with past memo-
ries [65] and to support relaxation [9]. Other examples, such as 
the pelvic chair, show how mediated touch can make us aware of 
intimate parts of our bodies to promote sexual health [87]. Shape-
changing materials designed to be closed to the body have served 
to inspire estrangement, expressively altering the relation of the 
own breathing body [16, 50]. In the same way, we aim to ofer an 

1As an example of how the matter of proximity and connection can potentially become 
ethically problematic, the following opinion piece unveils the shameful coverage of 
the war in Ukraine, where journalists around Europe have expressed their empathy 
towards the victims by alluding to their similarities in terms of their skin colour and 
Western origin [5]. 
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experience where others could establish meaning through their 
senses, enriching their experiential palette. 

3 DESIGN PROCESS 
Starting from this section until subsection 3.7, the shifts in authorial 
voice between “I” and “we” will echo the perspective of the frst 
author and sometimes her partner, who has acted as research infor-
mant. This way, we attempt to bring authenticity to the dialogical 
character of our shared autobiographical inquiry. 

The design of the prototype was informed by a one-year period 
of phenomenological exploration, where my partner (onwards Paul) 
and I recollected some of our past stories involving earthquakes of 
varying intensities. The goal of this process was to access some of 
the subtle qualities of our experiences to design detailed narratives 
to be delivered through an immersive installation experience. In 
total, we ran sixteen sessions where we evoked three types of 
experiences: (a) specifc past events (such as those depicted in Figure 
1, of which three will be further explored in section 3.5). (b) Open-
ended recollections of how we perceive the intensity of unspecifed 
earth movements, ranging from severe to minor. In addition, we 
(c) prompted evocations by bringing ourselves closer to the bodily 
sensation of earthquakes. To help us reconnect with more primal 
sensations, we visited the focusTerra earthquake simulator, located 
in Zurich, Switzerland2, where we were introduced to a series of 
tremors based on real and simulated events. 

For conciseness, this paper will focus on the description of narra-
tives designed from the examination of some of our sessions, which 
after a closer look, have proven useful in uncovering a series of cul-
tural attitudes we were not expecting to encounter. Later on in the 
discussion session, we will explain how embracing these attitudes 
reinforces the importance of subjective judgement in the design 
process, therefore guiding and empowering our design decisions. 

3.1 Personal motivations behind this work 
The motivation for exploring this particular design space is con-
nected to a particular seismic event occurring in 2018 (also men-
tioned in Figure 1) involving a mild earthquake while I was working 
from home. This normally unremarkable situation in the life of 
someone growing up in a seismic country gave shape to an impor-
tant realisation revealing how my somatic sense of self transformed 
after being absent for a long time from my place of origin. The 
vignette below – extracted from my autobiographical notes— de-
scribes the exact moment of realisation of my identity rupture as a 
somatic experience. 

“After seven years abroad, we were back in our coun-
try. I soon started feeling the particular expectations 
that our culture places on people, which in many cases 
contradicted my personal values and choices. Although 
the familiarity of some interactions felt reassuring – 
such as speaking in my language and being close to 
my family– my link with some social customs felt se-
riously misaligned. To me, it felt pretty obvious that I 
was experiencing an acute case of reverse culture shock 
– a sense of alienation some people experience when 
they are back in their countries, which I accepted as a 

2https://focusterra.ethz.ch/en/museum/earthquake-simulator.html 

normal part of my re-adaptation process. This shock 
became palpable, however, as I found myself in the mid-
dle of an earth tremor while I was working from home. 
Here, it is important to make a distinction: A tremor 
is a minor earth movement that normally would not 
have disturbed my mood, as I was used to them since I 
was a kid. But when things started shaking that day, I 
felt a surge of sudden terror expanding from my chest 
towards the rest of my body, as if my heart was flled 
with hot poison. I quickly realised that this was the frst 
one I had felt in years of absence. Speaking with my 
partner later that day, he described a similar situation 
where the movement triggered in him a series of con-
cerns that have remained buried for years. We arrived 
at the conclusion that our connection between the land 
and our bodies was no longer as familiar.” 

Although I became accustomed to tremors again as time passed, 
something remained undone between myself and my connection 
with the land. Next to reinforcing the non-universal nature of de-
sign by making explicit the positionality of the practitioner [51], 
the goal of sharing earthquake narratives as quotidian events is also 
grounded in personal motivations: As individuals, reconstructing 
and materialising narratives function as a strategy to mend parts of 
a missed relationship with the self. Yet, as we do not live in isolation, 
before starting this research, we could sense that seeing ourselves 
through the eyes of others would help us to validate and recognise 
ourselves more clearly. However, these reasons transcend mere 
personal beneft, as we believe underrepresented stories refecting 
on how bodies are completed by culture are not discussed enough 
in design research. Research through design (RtD) through the ma-
terialisation of knowledge in artefacts [86] ofers a path to facilitate 
the representation of realities that remain unrecognised –beyond 
the discursive domain– refecting on the nature of our changing 
world, including how we transform ourselves in connection to the 
environments we inhabit. 3 

3.2 Methodological framing 
We frame our methodology as soma design, an approach that en-
gages in a slow and careful examination of frst-person perspectives, 
placing somatic experiences at the centre of the design process [44]. 
We use our senses to access our past experiences in detail (including 
our muscle memory of how earthquakes feel in the body) by making 
the familiar strange [44, 45, 97]. We stimulate estrangement of our 
subjective experiences by working in partnership —and having one 
another support our process through specialised methods (intro-
duced in section 3.4), suspending our natural attitude and allowing 
us to arrive at unexpected discoveries that otherwise might have 
remained elusive. 

The dialogical nature of our research shares some similarities 
with duoethnography [75], a methodology in which two researchers 
use dialogue as a resource to parallel their life stories, stressing 
cultural diferences while articulating belief systems [75]. This 
methodology uses critical conversations as framing to uncover the 

3This mutual shaping of bodies and environments can be extended to other examples. 
For example, we can mention how COVID has changed the way we understand 
ourselves and relate with others, including our ways of connecting spatially. 
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Figure 1: Some of the real events explored through frst-person methods. 

power dynamics between the researchers, an aspect I discuss in the 
next section on relational ethics. In HCI, this methodology has been 
used, for example, in the examination of sociotechnical systems 
[31] and the genderlessness of ftness self-tracking systems [12]. 
There are some aspects of duoethnography; however, that separate 
our process from the archetypical characteristics defning this line 
of inquiry. As a key distinction, duoethnography highlights difer-
ences among researchers. In our case, the motivation for working 
together was exploring and understanding our past experiences as 
a shared phenomenon. Although our accounts illustrate diferences 
in experiences, positionality, and identity, which could potentially 
allow us to examine such tensions through the lenses of our culture 
of origin, we will later see how the reconfguration of meaning of 
the self emerges when sharing our experiences with others. The 
difraction process —or the identifcation of positionality diferences 
[4]— then is carried out through evaluating our design decisions in 
the material world, strengthening the sense of shared identity of 
Paul and myself. 

3.3 Relational ethics as an act of care 
This design process involving a researcher and their partner is com-
plex for a series of reasons. Even when perceiving the personal 
relationship as horizontal, as a researcher, I was always aware of 
the potential power imbalance between the researcher and par-
ticipant, even when the role of my partner was ambiguous and 
closer to a collaborator or informant. Aspects such as love and 
care for others might not be satisfactory justifcations from the 
standpoint of procedural ethics, which requires the compliance of a 
series of protocols and documentation intended to assess research 
benefts against potential risks. These rules are key in research 
involving participants, but they do not always respond well to the 
nature of qualitative work [40, 90], including design work, where 
methodologies such as Research through Design (RtD) [86], and 
autobiographical design [62] involve the frst-person experience of 

the designer and surroundings in one way or another. Although in 
the case of autobiographical design —or the creation of artefacts 
for genuine self-use— subjective experience is evidently central, 
RtD also requires the designer to make a series of decisions along 
the process, some of them coming from judgements that are not 
always traceable. 

However, feelings of afection and care, which motivate us to be 
together, might represent a valid approach from the perspective of 
relational ethics. For example, in duoethnography, relational ethics 
is key, meaning that the success of the research is tied to the mutual 
trust, respect, and commitment to each other found in researchers 
[75, p.33], which in our process was materialised in the act of 
sharing. This is because, in his hybrid role, Paul committed himself 
to this research in ways that were not centred on his personal 
beneft, foregrounding generosity as a valid ethical motivation [80]. 
As a couple, we share our private space and the emotional work 
involved in making our lives mutually functional, meaning that 
granting time and sharing experiences is just one of many ongoing 
demonstrations of reciprocal care. Although afect is an important 
dimension of caring, this does not ensure this act is rewarding 
[19], and therefore it might not bring any particular benefts to the 
participant or informant. From the perspective of procedural ethics, 
we might justify that the indirect beneft of loved ones engaging 
in research responds to the notion of maintenance, where care 
functionally relates to a series of acts of negotiation people perform 
to maintain our lives balanced [93]. 

In addition, an ethics of care and the balance of everyday life ft 
well with Varela’s view, where ethics becomes a generative dance of 
knowing how [95]. This means that moral actions are adaptable to 
everyday situations—as opposed to the conceptualisation of moral-
ity as a set of intentions, as traditionally understood by Kantian 
ethics. This relational approach to ethics involves taking a series 
of micro-ethical decisions as the research unfolds [52], including 
a constant discussion of the boundaries of the study. This being 
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said, there are a few rules we set based on what could be consid-
ered within the scope of procedural ethics. For example, we both 
agreed to perform interviews only when we felt open to sharing 
our experiences and to stop the sessions at any time. 

3.4 Methods for data collection 
We used a series of qualitative methods designed to access the 
core of our emotions, including Focusing [34, 67], body maps [14] 
and micro-phenomenology [68]. We have included our Focusing 
and micro-phenomenology protocols as supplemental material. We 
did not set any specifc rules about which earthquake experiences 
we had to recount; instead, we focused on exploring those we 
considered personally meaningful or memorable. Paul is a clinical 
psychologist experienced in the use of the Focusing technique in 
therapeutic settings, while I have trained in the use of Focusing and 
micro-phenomenology for research purposes. Although most of 
these tools are highly specialised and require trained practitioners, 
their use is not a condition for a generative study of subjective 
experiences for design purposes. Other methods, such as journalling 
[7], experience sampling [56], site writing [73], interviews [24] and 
even dialogue, among others, have been routinely used by design 
researchers to unearth deep meaning. 

3.4.1 Micro-phenomenological interviews. Micro-
phenomenological interviews serve to obtain detailed descriptions 
of subjective experiences that are difcult to access through 
traditional interviews, including bodily sensations and complex 
emotional qualities, articulated as fne-grained descriptions [68]. 
Micro-phenomenological interviews seek to assist the interviewee 
in selecting a singular lived experience that is specifcally located 
in space and time, to then evoke it and describe it in detail. This 
state of evocation can be described as the process of coming into 
contact with one’s past experience, recollecting part of the sensory 
(visual, auditory, internal sensations, etc.) and motor (movements, 
muscle memory, etc.) elements composing it [94]. Through these 
detailed descriptions, the interviewer seeks to uncover both the 
synchronic and diachronic dimensions of this given experience. The 
synchronic dimension refers to the diferent aspects that confgure 
the experiential qualities composing this singular event, whereas 
the diachronic dimension describes how these experiential qualities 
unfold over time. To do this, the interviewer asks a series of 
questions that help the interviewee loosen their absorption of the 
content while allowing for a deeper articulation of the how of the 
experience. So far, this interview method has been used in HCI and 
interaction design for a series of research projects, including the 
exploration of experiences involving new musical instruments [72], 
a sound installation [28], VR applications [71, 85], the embodied 
processes in the selection of textiles [69] and the analysis of the 
inherent vulnerability present in soma design processes [70]. 

3.4.2 Focusing. A predecessor of micro-phenomenology, Focusing 
is a psychosomatic technique that uses internalised body attention 
to access meaning-making related to a specifc event. The premise 
behind Focusing is that language, meaning, and somas are con-
nected and that by paying attention to the body while evoking a 
situation, it is possible to become aware of aspects that otherwise re-
main hidden from our consciousness [34, 35]. The focusing method 

involves coming into the body and fnding the felt sense, which, in 
simple terms, can be defned as a complex bodily sensation that has 
a meaning that awaits articulation [15]. This method is useful for 
identifying aspects of an experience that have remained unclear or 
fuzzy. Focusing requires the participation of a focuser (the person 
who connects with their felt senses) and a facilitator (who helps the 
focuser access their meaning-making process). A Focusing session 
looks similar to a guided meditation exercise where someone guides 
a person; however, the focuser is asked to stay with instead of letting 
go of emergent sensations, thoughts, and feelings. [67]. Although 
Focusing has been mostly popularised in therapeutic settings, this 
method has been used for qualitative research in various areas of 
knowledge [3, 26, 46]. It has also been applied in interaction design 
as a method for ideation and data collection [67]. 

3.5 Narratives as translations from frst-person 
data 

This section has the function of summarising our autobiographical 
explorations through three narratives, combining excerpts from our 
interviews with real contextual information. The generation of nar-
ratives —instead of a selection of themes from data— has three func-
tions: First, they help us to (i) articulate our perspective candidly, as 
it does not feel authentic to perform traditional qualitative analysis 
to dissect our autobiographical data. In addition, articulating these 
narratives serves us (ii) to crystallise our position and (iii) function 
as discussion points later on, illustrating a more situated view of our 
perspectives. In the same vein as Ståhl et al. [88], we employ narra-
tives to present rich data when the reporting of thematic analysis 
dilutes its emotional quality. This way, we preserve the granularity 
and honesty of these accounts in a way that could do justice to our 
memories [61]. They are also accompanied by illustrations (later 
represented in Figures 2,3,4), summarising the narratives and pro-
viding an additional layer of articulation. As two of the narratives 
are based on Paul’s interviews, I verifed with him that the use of 
language, structure, and content were faithful to his recollections. 
These specifc narratives are aimed at illustrating the complexity of 
the inner process unfolding during these events -including a sample 
of diferent inner dialogues emerging from a variety of scenarios. 
Later in the discussion session 5.1, some of the qualities illustrated 
through these scenarios will be further contrasted with the data 
we collected from participants. It is important to note that these 
narratives were created at diferent stages of the design process, yet 
for clarity reasons, we decided to present them together as frst-
person data. Later in the analysis section 4.1, we will illustrate how 
the narratives ft into the bigger picture of the overall process. 

Now, we turn to introduce the narratives we created. Narrative 
one: confdent embrace exemplifes how attitudes towards earth-
quakes could be somatically transmitted, which in this very partic-
ular case are translated into stoicism and care. Paul conducted a 
Focusing session where we explored my childhood memories. In 
this session, I could visualise my mother protecting my siblings 
and me from a particularly violent earthquake occurring when I 
was four years old. 

Narrative two: Letting myself go shows how removing the 
dangers associated with earthquakes, they can inspire curious 
associations. This story derives from a micro-phenomenological 
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interview where Paul was my interviewee. Here, the topic of 
exploration was experiencing a marsquake, or the equivalent 
of an earthquake on Mars, which we had the opportunity to 
try as a simulated quake in focusTerra. This narrative describes 
the tensions between being on earth, immersed in a world of 
responsibilities, and being on Mars, letting oneself be moved while 
enjoying the evocations the movement brings to mind. During 
the interview, we focused particularly on exploring the specifc 
moment when Paul could let go of his worries. 

Finally, Narrative three: I became the mirror shows how the inner 
process of experiencing an earthquake might trigger the emergence 
of rich instances of inner dialogue. This text collects the impres-
sions of three particular micro-phenomenological interviews where 
Paul evokes a heightened sense of responsibility triggered by the 
emergence of movement, a feeling also described in the previous 
marsquake narrative. One of the interviews explored a particular 
memory as a teenager, while the other two came from his experi-
ences in the focusTerra simulator, including an interview describing 
the moment when a tripod he was holding fell of his hands. 

Figure 2: Confdent embrace. Illustration by ©Mafalda Gam-
boa 

3.5.1 Narrative one: Confident embrace. 
“When I was a kid, I used to live in the city centre. My parents had a 
fat on the 15th foor, where I could hear the sounds of cars, music, and 
people at all times. I’m not too fond of noisy places, but the sounds of 
the city and the indeterminacy of its sources made me feel happy all 
the time. This apartment had three rooms covered by a reddish vinyl 
foor. Something slightly soft about the shiny foor made me feel safe 
and cosy. On the day when the earthquake happened, I was wearing 
a pale pink dress and white wool tights, and when I visualise myself, 
I cannot help but think my mum used to dress me like a princess. I 
was standing up when the movement came quite hastily, and I could 
see my small hands trying to hold one of the pillars. Open. . . alert, I 
remember my senses were there to collect this frst-time experience. 
I wasn’t terrifed, but it was the frst time I felt my survival instinct 
activated. I can clearly recall the rugous texture of the white wallpaper 
under my fngers, the coldness and thickness of the pillar, and the 
difculties I had in embracing it. I could describe the perception of the 

movement as if I was standing right on the pivot of a seesaw; I was 
trying my best to keep my balance while the two corners of the room 
were violently going up and down. 

I fell down on my knees and could feel the texture of my wool 
tights pressing against the soft, reddish foor. I can listen to my mum 
telling my siblings and me, “Remain where you are and don’t panic; 
this will pass soon.” But the earthquake felt like it would never end, 
and I started wondering if that would be the case. In fact, I think my 
older brother complained with a sombre voice, “But this is not ending, 
mum.” Her silence, in turn, invited us to stay quiet too, surrendering 
ourselves to the solemnity of the earth’s angst. And at some point, I 
remember my mom’s slim arms were embracing us. We were all on 
our knees, and she was allowing the movement to traverse her, rocking 
us from side to side. I am always amazed to recollect her gesture so 
full of rationality and deprived of any glimpse of fear. She was there, 
eyes open, big eyes, dark eyes. And I know she was scared, but she 
did not want to pass any anxiety onto us. I know at some point, she 
was thinking of my dad, who, in the meantime, was running on the 
streets, rushing to get home as quickly as possible. 

As soon as the movement stopped, I stood up to grab a little pink 
bag hanging on the bathroom’s doorknob. This bag was one of my 
favourite possessions. Mum got upset and called me back, losing her 
cool and breaking the magic spell of my romantic evocation. I knew 
then that what I did was stupid, but without mom’s gesture, I would 
never have felt brave enough to stand up and do something as risky 
as this. This was the frst time I could taste a sample of independent 
thinking. I started to understand how the world functions...” 

Figure 3: Letting myself go. Illustration by ©Mafalda Gamboa 

3.5.2 Narrative two: Leting myself go. 
“The focusTerra earthquake simulator is a small and cosy room fur-
nished with some seats, tables, and a few objects. The movements 
are operated from a computer placed on the part of the room that 
does not shake during the demonstrations. I was sitting close to the 
computer, and I could see the movements of each earthquake visually 
represented as waveforms on the screen. As part of the repertoire of 
activities, we were ofered the opportunity to experience a ‘marsquake’. 
I was astonished to hear the term, and I realised that I never thought 
that tremors could occur in outer space! –although it makes sense that 
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they do. I was genuinely curious about how this marsquake would 
feel. So when it started, I noticed how, as in any other tremor, I felt 
immediately responsible for the objects on the table next to me. As I 
was also flming, I got slightly anxious about the tripod and camera I 
was holding. And although I was well aware this was a simulation, my 
muscle memory displayed some signs that manifest during an actual 
earthquake; my legs tensed up to keep myself balanced, and I could 
feel the tension climbing up through my arms and back. In my mind, 
this frst approximation felt like plane turbulence, which normally 
makes me feel anxious. And while this was happening, I noticed I was 
very aware, eyes open, looking at the screen and the waveforms. 

But this was only the frst impression. Quickly after I became 
aware of myself looking at the screen, I closed my eyes and tried to 
imagine being on Mars. And an image promptly came to mind: a red 
desert traversed by an old railway track, oddly similar to the place 
where I used to play when I was a kid. This image transformed my 
previous turbulence association into a diferent evocation: the relaxing 
swinging of a train. The movement brought some memories of myself 
sleeping in my parents’ car during our trips to the south. And as my 
consciousness of being in the room diluted, I allowed myself to be 
gently rocked by the movement. Finally, I let myself go, and I felt as 
if I had shifted into one of the objects in the room. I was being moved 
by a huge beast rhythmically dancing under the sand, similar to the 
giant worms described in Frank Herbert’s Dune. And amidst these 
imaginings, time passed fairly quickly and gently. 

The marsquake had ended, and I opened my eyes. The other people 
in the room started describing their experiences. Someone said: “It 
felt like surfng, and in some sense even meditative, but in reality, 
an earthquake this long would feel like a nightmare. You just can’t 
predict when it’s going to end.” And yes, I can relate to that line of 
thought, but it wasn’t like that for me. The prediction part might 
be a fundamental diference here because, during most parts of the 
experience, I wasn’t anxious about anything happening here on our 
planet. When I let myself go, I also allowed my ego to leave my body. 
I was just there.” 

Figure 4: If I become the mirror. Illustration by ©Mafalda 
Gamboa 

3.5.3 Narrative three: If I become the Mirror. 
“Back in the day, I wasn’t concerned about my safety. I have several 
fragments of memories of having experienced diferent earth tremors 
in this building. I have only lived in houses before, so the perception 
of movement when you are at ground level is entirely diferent. This 
was my girlfriend’s place—an old apartment that belonged to her 
grandmother, who passed away recently. However, the place still had 
some of her belongings; you could see, for example, that there was 
a shelf with some old-fashioned little ceramic fgurines placed on a 
crocheted table runner. I found them so ugly, by the way. And then, in 
the middle of the living room, there was a huge mirror. It was about 
two metres high, quite robust. You could see it had a thick, old golden 
frame, similar to those encasing rococo paintings from the past. 

On the day of that tremor, I could hear a cracking sound coming 
from the wooden foor. It was subtle, but it was surely there. Triggered 
by this sound, the frst thing that captured my attention was that 
mirror... and I had the strong intuition that it would fall of and the 
fragments would spread all over the living room. The mirror was 
shaking; its cracking noise made me anxious... 

Several plants were hanging from the ceiling... and the tremors 
usually shook them quite vehemently. I always wondered, “Why the 
hell do they have those pots here?” The absurd part is that I felt 
responsible for these plants, even though this wasn’t even my home. If 
the plants had fallen, then I would ask myself, “Why are you standing 
up and doing nothing?” But still, I had a strong urge to protect them. 
This urge was a sensation I didn’t want to have. It felt like a duty. I 
think I assumed that my body had the capacity to extend beyond its 
limits and reach them. So, I had to protect them. But at the same time, 
nobody asked me to do so. 

Other people are here. I am asking them to watch out. To be careful. 
But they remain calm and keep saying I am overreacting. I feel out of 
place, and misadjusted. They are staring as if there is something wrong 
with me. I don’t pull back, but they make me feel that my concerns 
are invalid. But also, I manage to make them feel uncomfortable. It is 
like I am transmitting my supposedly paranoid reaction to them. Very 
deep inside, they might think that I am right and that they should be 
holding the bloody mirror! 

I started to wonder if things would get out of control. I wasn’t very 
sure of what to do in that case, and I felt powerless. I remember my 
heart was beating very fast, and I could feel how my pulse accelerated 
as quickly as the movement increased. My muscles were getting ready 
to run, but I stopped myself. All this accumulated energy was going 
nowhere, wasted in a pointless sense of anticipation that kept growing 
and growing. And I remained quiet, keeping it to myself. 

At some point, I learned to read the movement of the building and 
keep myself calm. I purposely decided to stop being responsible for 
others, which felt like a wise thing to do. That subtle crack sound 
would still trigger in me a sense of anticipation and part of this caring 
instinct, but I became better at dealing with the whole situation. If 
I was doing something, I would stop and stay still. If I was in bed, I 
would get up and put my shoes on. But then, I would remain static, 
saving my energy in case things became dangerous. The crack sound 
became a personal, subtle alarm to activate my readiness, even before 
I could perceive the movement. 

One day, I decided to be the mirror. And I repeated to myself, like a 
mantra: 

If I stay still, the tremor will pass. 
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If I become the mirror, I won’t fall.” 

3.6 A high-level view of our inner experiences 
By using trajectories as inspiration [92], Figure 5 illustrates a high-
level view of how we internally experienced these diferent events 
during the interviews translated into our narratives (N1, N2, N3). In 
sum, we identifed four distinct stages of how an earthquake unfolds 
as an inner experience in us. Although we have represented these 
stages as a linear trajectory, sometimes the boundaries between 
the identifed stages are not that strict. First, as we start evoking 
movements or sounds that we recognise as earthquake signs, our 
muscle memories are activated to react according to the gravity of 
the situation. This muscle memory stimulation involves a bodily 
feeling of readiness perceived on specifc body parts (legs in N1, N2, 
and as a running sensation in N3) and the sharpening of senses such 
as hearing (N3). During the second stage, this sensitised body re-
sponds to environmental triggers. These responses can range from 
quite automatic —such as holding a pillar and feeling its texture 
(N1) or "disappearing" from one’s self-awareness to care for others 
(N3)—to more deliberate—deciding to become one with the fow, as 
an object that moves (N2). The third stage speaks more specifcally 
of the presence of an inner dialogue, which varies according to 
the situation. The presence of this inner dialogue is important in 
terms of representation, contrasting with more popular depictions 
of panic that nullify any possibility for agency and decision-making. 
The fourth stage alludes to the insights and lessons emerging from 
the event and their transformative efects, ranging from acquiring 
new lifelong lessons (N1), learning the possibility of experiencing a 
guilt-free, evocative experience when safe (N2), and the importance 
of caring for one’s safety (N3). 

3.7 Prototyping Paul’s sense of responsibility 
By re-listening and transcribing our interviews and conversations4, 
it became evident that the qualities of care and responsibility repeat-
edly surfaced in the majority of Paul’s interviews. These qualities 
motivated us to create our frst narrative If I become the mirror, 
which we used as part of our tremor prototype. Instead of strongly 
focusing on replicating the strength of movement qualities from 
earthquakes —convincingly represented through simulator rooms 
already— we decided to deliver an experience where others could 
personally connect at a personal level with the story, yet prompted 
by subtle vibrations. Our premise behind this design decision is 
that, whereas the source of our concerns might be things, people, 
or other beings, most of us care for something. By focusing on these 
genuine emotional qualities, we also aimed at decreasing part of the 
suspension of disbelief (or the association of the story as fctional) 
the installation might have possibly enabled. Finally, by highlight-
ing his inner experience of caring for others, we wanted to ofer 
an unusual yet real representation of the inner dialogue occurring 
during these events. 

3.8 Prototyping haptic touch supporting Paul’s 
narrative 

The prototype (Figure 6) comprises a camping bed containing hap-
tic actuators, which may translate audio signals, such as rumbling 

4These interviews were conducted in Spanish and transcribed manually. 

sounds into haptic vibrations. We chose a lying position to experi-
ence our narrative, facilitating a balanced distribution of vibration 
across the body and maximising the area of contact with the stim-
uli. Based on past experiences, we identifed that a lying position 
would help participants immerse themselves more deeply into the 
story. During some of the interviews (more specifcally, referring 
to an earthquake shared by the frst author and Paul in 2010 and 
illustrated in fgure 1), both evoked how lying down heightens the 
senses of hearing and touch, making the whole body more attentive 
and receptive to subtle underground sounds. Through the proposed 
setup, we wanted to leverage these potentially enhanced abilities in 
a safe, simulated environment. Besides, it is not strange for people 
living in seismic countries to encounter tremors while lying in bed. 

The curation of the sounds was particularly time-consuming as 
most royalty-free sound fles portraying earthquakes were mixed 
with other science fction sound efects for flm purposes or did not 
sound credible to us. We used two Buttkicker Gamer 2 actuators 
attached to the left versus right side of the camper bed. The But-
tkickers were connected to a BKA-PLUS amplifer which in turn 
was connected to a FocusRite Scarlett 6i6. Although the transla-
tion of vibrations was not intended to be felt literally as a tremor, 
there were some recollected felt qualities we tried to transfer to 
the prototype. For example, we realised that the presence of low-
frequency underground sounds was a relevant factor in triggering 
our anticipatory muscle memory. Furthermore, in our recollections, 
the ground movements felt stronger horizontally than vertically, as 
if we were standing on a massive monster. In addition, we used a 
Woojer Strap transducer placed in a handheld pouch, so participants 
could hold it directly on their chest, on top of their heart, and put it 
aside in case of discomfort. This pouch simulates Paul’s awareness 
of his heartbeat during diferent passages of the story, including 
his sense of expectation or calmness. Finally, vibration on the body 
was accompanied by a sonic narrative, which participants could 
listen to through a pair of headphones. We hired an actor to record 
the sonic narrative. We asked him to convey a sense of refexivity 
and calmness through his voice. 

The narrative was designed by the frst and second authors of 
the paper using a multitrack setup in Adobe Audition. The mul-
titrack fle consisted of 2 haptic tracks (one heartbeat track sent 
to the Woojer and one earthquake vibration track sent to the two 
Buttkickers), and 4 soundtracks consisting of the heartbeat sound, 
crackling sounds, small movement sounds, and the voice narrative 
(sent to the headphones). Sound level and haptic intensity were 
controlled using automated track envelopes. At the end of the pro-
cess, Paul tested the installation to verify if the experience was 
faithfully representing his somatic memory and experiences. After 
a few minor adjustments, the prototype was ready for evaluation. 

4 EVALUATION WITH PARTICIPANTS 
The evaluation session lasted 1.5 hours and included both the in-
teraction with the prototype (the audio-haptic narrative was 10 
minutes) and data collection on their experience. We used micro-
phenomenological interviews to identify salient experiential qual-
ities, memories, and interpretations, as well as if the participants 
related the experienced sensations in some way to the story. Dur-
ing the interviews, we prompted participants to reconstruct their 
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Figure 5: A summary of the experiential trajectories (illustrated through four stages) found in the interviews that inspired the 
narratives. N1, N2, N3 refer to the narratives where these diferent stages were perceived. 

Figure 6: The evaluation room with the experimental setup. 

experiences roughly before helping them select a specifc quality or 
micro-moment they identifed as meaningful. Although this type 
of interview does not allow us to ask direct questions, given our 
multiple previous experiences with the application of this method, 
we were confdent that micro-phenomenology was appropriate 
to access rich experiential qualities that could help us inform our 
design process. 

4.1 Analysis of interviews and the return to 
autobiographical data 

Eight people interacted with the installation, of which seven were 
interviewed (4 women and 3 men, aged between 30 and 38 years 
old). Of them, three participants were unfamiliar with earthquakes, 
while four had diferent levels of familiarity with them. Instead of 
solely recruiting somatic connoisseurs, as proposed by others [89], 
we decided to open up the inclusion criteria to visualise potential 
diferences between the two groups. We video-recorded the inter-
views, which we transcribed verbatim with the help of transcription 
software. We decided not to use micro-phenomenological analysis, 
which is intended for uncovering the generalised structure of a sin-
gular phenomenon or the "essence" of an experience. [94]. Instead, 
we opted for a more generative analysis approach allowing us to 
use data that is generally discarded in micro-phenomenological 
analysis (such as contextual information, beliefs, judgements, etc.). 

For the data analysis, we used a mixed approach where we focus 
on the diferences between our evocations and the perspectives 
provided by our participants, a process that has proven useful in 
crystallising our sense of identity. We have illustrated our analytical 
process in Figure 7, which in sum also summarises our design pro-
cess. First, we conducted inductive thematic analysis [8] to identify 
patterns in participants’ responses. We started by transcribing and 
reading the interviews, looking for recurrent patterns in partici-
pants’ responses. After familiarising ourselves with the data, we 
identifed diferent units of meaning, which we coded preliminary. 
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Figure 7: An overview of the research and analysis processes. 

Then, we reviewed and re-iterated the codes and grouped them 
informing our generation of themes. Some responses alluding to 
difering expectations between those with some previous knowl-
edge of earthquakes and the given narrative reminded us to bring 
back the designer’s intent into the analysis. We see this process of 
bringing our voices back as a way of acknowledging the subjective 
nature of qualitative analysis while rejecting the notion of this type 
of work as apolitical or potentially free of biases [13]. We adopted 
then a difractive reading of the data to contrast autobiographical 
and participants-generated datasets. This way of seeing data is in-
spired by difractive analysis [4], which is known to generatively 
reconfgure knowledge through highlighting diference, which is 
done after the process of coding, by “reading insights through one 
another” [4, p.25]. In a similar vein to the difraction in-action lenses 
applied by Sanches and colleagues [74], rather than following a spe-
cifc protocol to contrast themes, we actively tried to make sense of 
our cumulative experiences collected through various frst-person 
methods, bringing this knowledge back to the analysis. Specifcally, 
we tried to distinguish between those responses alluding to the 
evaluation of the installation as a device from those observations 
potentially tied to cultural diferences. Motivated by our search for 
sense-making, we created two narratives based on two interviews, 
representing experiential qualities we did not convey through our 
prototype (such as resilience and the possibility of letting go, as 
indicated in section 3.5). We concluded that by solely relying on 
patterns of similarity created from participants’ impressions, we 
were discarding our voices, which gave shape to the design process 

in the frst place. Some of our difractive observations are materi-
alised as strategies in the discussion section. This difractive way 
of reading data has been used in HCI, for example, to understand 
how design researchers create knowledge about human bodies and 
behaviours [23, 74] and for examining the honouring of difcult 
experiences through material representation [23]. 

4.2 Results 
This section presents some of the themes generated from the anal-
ysis of the participants’ micro-phenomenological interviews. Par-
ticularly, we refer to fve themes: (i) Earthquake connoisseurs as 
somatically dialoguing with their past, (ii) Asserting identity posi-
tioning, (iii) Care as a quality of touch, (iv) Competing afordances, 
and (v) The mirror as a handle. 

4.2.1 Earthquake connoisseurs: Somatically dialoguing with the 
past. 
Unsurprisingly, we found diferences between the groups of expe-
rienced and inexperienced participants. The group of participants 
with previous earthquake experiences or connoisseurs (P1, P2, P6, 
P7) 5, provided assertive viewpoints, establishing a dialogical con-
nection, in many cases involving their own memories as reference 
points for their meaning-making of the experience. Some of these 
references allude to embodied memories, cultural attitudes, and 
styles of decision-making. There were varied diferences in somatic 
responses, showing that earthquakes are not only diferent across 

5This group was formed by two women and two men from diferent cultural back-
grounds (Europe, North America, and Asia). 
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diferent territories, but these are perceived diferently. This em-
bodied perception was actively sought after by most participants, 
bringing their memories as a point of reference. For instance, the 
darkness of the evaluation room brought to P7’s mind a series of 
thoughts connected to the rather disembodied way he was taught 
to relate to earthquakes: “My parents told me when I was a kid not to 
trust my body but look at objects like the glass of water, or the lamp 
on the ceiling to indicate [the earthquake’s intensity]. If this is like 
just an ‘okay’, earthquake, you don’t really need to do anything. Or 
if you actually need to get out or fnd a cover, like under a table or 
something like that. So usually, I would try to fnd a point of reference.” 
Despite his self-reported lack of somatic trust –which he referred 
was also part of his education at school– he was able to sensory 
relate back to his own perception of what he considered an actual 
earthquake, venturing outside of his usual perspective: “I had a 
hard time like associating that with an earthquake and I’m trying. . . 
this is where my engineering side is like, what is the diference? And 
then I remembered being in a tall building, and it moves like this 
[he moves his hand from side to side], but then I never really was 
in a position of laying down during an earthquake.” For participant 
P1, the vibrations were perceived as too gentle, which made her 
question whether the earthquake was actually happening. “I’m not 
sure if that was really what was happening. I know things were... 
[pause] no things were falling apart.” Conversely, for participant 
P6 the vibrations generated a strong somatic reaction, bringing 
to mind some vivid memories of a specifc event: “The vibrations 
started and then it remind me of one earthquake experience that I 
had. I mean. . . I had several earthquake experiences but there was 
a particular one where I left the elevator and in the second before 
the elevator closes the door the earthquake started. Just makes me 
remember this experience. Yeah, because it was so vivid for me also.” 

The strong associations with past memories and the narrative 
became competing elements during the experience for P1, P2 and 
P7. For instance, participant P7 pointed out: “There’s something hap-
pening in the story and then the vibrations also became bigger, that I 
was trying to associate the vibrations to. . . I’m just trying to remember 
what earthquakes feel like because we had a lot of those during my 
childhood. And I think, though, that’s why I got distracted quite often 
because I was trying to remember if there is a correspondence to my 
memory of what earthquake felt like, and whether that felt similar.” In 
some cases, these distractions were connected with the activation 
of their somatic memory and emergence of their strategic thinking: 
“[I was] subconsciously checking the room where are the exits? How 
powerful is this? Like, is it on the ground foor or higher foors? And 
what I can do to... but yeah, the training was there, and the experience 
was there and so those are subconsciously... assessed. I was constantly, 
consciously making calculations. But then at some point, I started to 
listen to the actor again, when he talks about the mirror.” 

4.2.2 Asserting identity positioning. 
The inner dialogue presented in the narrative generated a series of 
points of tension with the connoisseur participants. For instance, 
P1 described how she found it strange that the narrator had a 
strong emotional reaction over a mirror without taking any concrete 
action to “fx it” (although the mirror never broke in the story). 
Then, she further refected: “I was surprised by the inaction. Why 
he wasn’t doing anything (sic)? Was there a reason for it? He was 

stopped... because he was trying to arrive at some, like, kind of moral 
reconciliation, or was it? [...] My impression was that, if he was taking 
steps, then he will be meeting the society’s expectations of him and 
what he’s supposed to do. But that is exactly what he was trying 
to resist. And, and I think I can get on board with it. But, I think I 
was lacking the motivation behind it. That’s when I became really 
interested to get to know this person.” 

The inaction mentioned by P1 was echoed by P2, who expressed 
his dissatisfaction with the materiality of the actor’s voice — par-
ticularly the pace of his narration prompted some resistance and 
then an assertion of his own identity positioning. “This guy was 
saying something like ‘My heart is running fast’, but I don’t think 
this was really happening. Why is he so calm, why is he not running! 
He keeps that kind of tone like he is calm for no reason. This made 
me feel annoyed, putting a wall between me and the content.” And 
then, he added: “His voice has a dead quality, like someone that has 
been teaching the same thing fve times. I associate his voice with grey 
colours, with a blurry scene. I am not fond of this type of narration”. 

For P6, dissatisfaction went beyond friction, becoming a man-
ifestation of abjection, or the visceral rejection against the given 
experience, which in turn functions as a tool to exercise one’s own 
identity [57]. She explains the source of her strong sense of rejec-
tion as related to the fact the narrator was a man: “It’s not based 
on something that he said. But I think this, just like, goes back to my 
decision that I made a few years ago that I’m not gonna read any 
male authors anymore. So, I guess it’s based on that. And then the 
exaggeration I get [is] because I kind of really like these mythological 
and sci-f books, and generally, they’re male authors. There’s always 
some man; there are also so many heroic things and I really cannot 
stand this.” She then described how her exercise of agency was 
linked to not having to listen as an active decision: “I guess if you 
know that you don’t have to listen, that’s liberating. And I think we 
really don’t have to listen. But probably we are just like, feel it, feel 
obligated. And then we understand that no, we don’t actually. And 
then that’s the moment that I feel that like, liberating and freeing. But 
you’ll still hear the voice in your ears. I’m just not paying attention.” 

4.2.3 Care as a quality of touch. 
The concept of care was one of the resonant points in the narrative, 
particularly for the group of three participants with no earthquake 
experiences to compare to (P4,P5, and P8). For this group, care was 
mentioned directly as inspired by specifc elements in the story and 
enhanced through their sense of touch. In the previous group, this 
dimension was barely and implicitly articulated as conficting with 
the narrative, such as in the observation of P2, where he described 
the narrator’s voice as being dead, suggesting a lack of care coming 
from it: “his tone of voice. . . there is something lifeless, a dead quality 
in his prosody, like he is calm for no reason”. 

The presence of care motivated by elements of the story re-
sponded to diferent sources. For participant P8, care was described 
as an entanglement between a menacing sense of anticipation and 
the materiality of haptics in connection with memories of her 
mother: “And at frst, I didn’t even know if I was imagining the 
rocking, or if it was really rocking, and then there was the heartbeat 
[sensation]. And to me, those movements were really sort of caring and 
maternal, almost. And then this other kind of rumbling movements 
came as sort of ominous, and then threatening. It’s like you don’t 
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know exactly how strong the rumbling is gonna get. So it’s always like 
the possibility that it’s going to escalate. The contrast between these 
are like, sometimes I’m lying in the rumbling, but I feel myself being 
rocked. It reminded me a lot of my mother, actually, which added 
to the narrative because sometimes I felt like I was trying to, I was 
looking, ’looking’ in quotation marks, for my mother in the story, or 
looking for someone like her in the story.” 

For participant P4 the presence of the plants in the narrative 
triggered in her a surprisingly emotional response, being the impos-
sibility of reaching them as a salient aspect. Unlike P1 and P2 from 
the connoisseur group, who interpreted the narrator’s position as 
being purposely inactive, P4’s perspective suggested the narrator 
was in a position of powerlessness: “I wasn’t really seen in my head 
how [the plants] were shaking or anything like that; the image was 
generally fairly stable, but it was just...seeing this intention or feeling 
of like. . . that you have to go and reach over and catch them without 
actually doing it, but feeling this responsibility after something that’s 
fragile and cannot protect itself; something in that discussion was just 
triggering that feeling of wanting to care after someone and feeling 
the need to care after someone because you could try to protect them.” 
In contrast, care was also mentioned by P5; however, he explicitly 
pointed out that he was not moved empathically by the fragility 
of the plants, yet hinted how part of his understanding saw them 
as potentially needing his attention. “And interestingly, I don’t feel 
anything for the plants. There’s something...they don’t have. . . this... 
resonating quality. I mean, there’s really something about this stif 
mirror that was like, yeah. And when the plans, they were described, 
like ‘oh, I need to care for them, it’s my responsibility’, it was richer 
and more complex. So, it was hard to kind of associate that with the 
vibrations.” 

Participants connected haptic touch with their sense of care, 
either directly or implicitly (as mentioned by P5 through the plant’s 
“lack of resonance” and consequently his lack of care association). 
The emergence of care was not only conceptually described, but 
participants P4 and P8 were able to clearly pinpoint the bodily 
source of their sensations as connected somehow to the heart. The 
vibratory Woojer strap pouch provided had a role in enhancing 
care as a bodily sensation. “That thing [the pouch] for some reason 
was never too much in my attention. Still holding on to that is mildly 
grounding; to hold on to something, but the feeling I was getting kind of 
happens in the same area. It’s feels around my heart.” For participant 
P8, this sensation was also connected to the vibrations on the bed, 
inspiring the association of “being rocked” by the installation: “I 
think then, like the sense of care, I think didn’t just come from the 
heart, but it was the heart and this rocking, because I could feel that 
even in the rumble, I was still being rocked quite gently. And there 
was this heartbeat. So it felt really, maternal. You know, and, like, I 
think it was because I was lying on the bed with my hands on my 
heart as well. And then it almost felt like you’re like a child being 
carried.” 

4.2.4 Competing afordances. 
As hinted by some of the previous responses, the granularity of the 
introspection, the haptic sensations on the body, and the emergence 
of new evocations were competing for participants’ attention during 
their interaction with the prototype. Most participants expressed 
having lost track of the narrative at some point in the story. As 

previously stated, the connoisseur group’s attentional fuctuation 
was primarily motivated by comparisons with their own memories 
of previous earthquakes and associated expectations of what the 
installation should be (P1, P2, P7). An exception to this inner ne-
gotiation happened in the case of P6, who decided to actively not 
listen. Without having her attention compromised by the story, a 
somatic memory of a previous event emerged spontaneously. 

Inexperienced participants displayed more tolerance to this loss 
of focus, which was mostly associated with the negotiation between 
the sensations in the body and the inner evocations inspired by the 
story. P8 described this process of getting lost as looking through 
a broken glass: “[The experience] gave me the impression of like 
[pause] of being surreal. And that time is abstract, you’re looking for 
something that’s not there, and you’re like lost in all of these broken 
pieces of a story.” 

4.2.5 The mirror as a handle. 
As participants’ attentional focus drifted, the presence of the mirror 
was the anchor to bring them back to the earthquake narrative. 
Even for those participants that had more trouble following the 
storytelling, the mirror became an intriguing point of discussion. 
For P4, the shaking mirror appeared as a metaphor of reality: “A 
particularly compelling part was where there was the mention of the 
mirror shaking, and kind of seeing the world in reality shaking the 
mirror. And there’s something about that was intriguing me or.... just 
kind of felt poetic.” Although P1 admitted she lost track of the story, 
the mirror was mentioned as a critical point, as a possible “metaphor 
of something bigger”. 

For participant P5, the mirror was the highlight of the experience 
and an invitation to expand his embodiment beyond his human 
form; he became the mirror, as also suggested by the narrative. “The 
only true feeling is that this very clear, open feeling of like, I am the 
whole universe, I am the universe. But then most of the time, I’m kind 
of oppressed by the universe [laughs]. It’s kind of playing these tricks 
with me forcing me to kind of take this very limited human form, but 
I’m kind of pushed into like, everything is just forcing me to take this 
stupid human form, but I can kind of reach out of it like, some. Oh, 
yes, I can be the mirror for a moment. I can kind of I can expand my 
consciousness”. 

5 DISCUSSION 
We have divided this discussion into two parts. First, we present 
three strategies for designers to make space for others in their auto-
biographical design processes. We have supported these strategies 
by putting both auto-ethnographic and participant data in dialogue. 
The second part refects on how the boundaries of autobiographical 
research are not always clear and the importance of generosity in 
successfully conducting autobiographical design projects. 

5.1 Strategies to make space for others in our 
autobiographical design process. 

Through our work, we have shown a shared perspective of how 
we perceive our seismic culture through the lenses of Paul and 
the frst author of this paper. Although our perspectives resonate 
with external sources [84] and references in popular culture [98, 
103], it is important to point out that we can consider ourselves 
privileged. Earthquakes are highly destructive events, and there 
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are many who have been seriously afected, materially, physically, 
and psychologically, [37] —including by mild earthquakes, which 
are the ones we tried to portray. Keeping that in mind, we wanted 
to ofer a more quotidian look at earth tremors, showing how they 
are part of the everyday experience of many. 

Although we consider it essential to involve others at some point 
to help us refne our prototypes —particularly when designing for 
them— the designer’s discernment skills play a fundamental role 
in the nature of the design outcome [58, 89]. In addition, we are 
designing based on our personal experiences, in which we are 
somatic connoisseurs [77]. However, through our installation, we 
are presenting a specifc cultural perspective, and although we do 
not claim the production of a generalisable experience, we still need 
to be held accountable for our choices regarding how we portray 
ourselves. Given the lack of representation on the subject at hand, 
we consider it fundamental to do justice to our memories as credible 
versions of real events. 

5.1.1 Strategy one: Bring the designer’s stories and motivations back 
into the process. Bringing our stories back helped us to understand 
what needs to be iterated instead of following the conventions of 
user-centred design, where the voice of others dominates any de-
sign decision. For example, we were confronted by some of the 
responses—in particular those from our participants who had expe-
rienced earthquakes before, making us temporarily question some 
of our choices. Our frst impulse was to rethink some specifc as-
pects of the narrative for the second iteration according to the 
feedback of our participants-connoisseurs, in line with the tradition 
of human-centred design. In particular, we were puzzled by the 
mention of how the narrator sounded strangely inactive consider-
ing the gravity of the situation, even though Paul and I found his 
voice appropriate for the content. I went back to our original stories, 
thinking about selecting a diferent experience to re-design the pro-
totype based on diferent aesthetic qualities. However, reconnecting 
with our own data and particularly with the childhood memory of 
my mother’s embrace reminded me of the relatively unfustered 
way we tend to approach earthquakes (and particularly mild ones, 
although this is not the case in the example), given the frequency at 
which we experience them [98]. Although this trait can be consid-
ered a generalisation, revisiting our stories and looking for external 
sources alluding to our seismic culture helped us to understand the 
origin of some of my attitudes in life while validating some of our 
contested design decisions. 

If we return to the motivations behind this work, we wanted to 
share part of our somatic connection with earthquakes as an op-
portunity to materially represent how our bodies are completed by 
culture. For our second iteration, calmness and a sense of responsibil-
ity are qualities that should be embraced as part of our seismic ethos 
and that have made sense to our participants without previous expe-
rience. For them, the installation allowed them to connect creatively 
with their own evocations, although the rhythm of the narration, in 
combination with haptic touch should be revisited for clarity. This 
creative connection inspired by the installation tightly relates to our 
marsquake narrative, where Paul suspends his previous knowledge 
of earthquakes on earth, bringing a series of memories, literary 
references, and imaginings to his experience. This moment of open-
ing up for estrangement altered his embodiment —becoming “an 

object” in the room, expanding his consciousness and letting go of 
his ego. This more-than-human embodied expansion also emerged 
in our participants, and quite literally in the case of P5, who was 
prompted by the resonating qualities of the mirror in his imagi-
nation in correspondence with the perception of haptics on the 
body. 

5.1.2 Strategy two: Design for credibility within a space of diversity. 
One of the principles of soma design —our guiding methodology— 
is the rejection of universalism and, therefore, a focus on designing 
for a plurality of bodies and perspectives [43]. Inspired by soma 
design, we intended to orchestrate an aesthetic experience that 
could bring our participants closer to our intimate viewpoint, yet 
with the understanding that our views might not resonate with 
others. We embrace the argument that aesthetic experiences can 
come from a space of confict [17] and disagreement [66]. However, 
designing for a variety of responses should not be a synonym for 
lack of direction; we argue that to design for meaningful dissent, 
we need to ofer experiences that are interpreted as credible within 
this space of diversity. We defne credibility as the quality of being 
plausible, inspiring a dialogue where the participant brings part of 
their experiences to relate to or contest the given narrative. In this 
context, credibility leads to generative associations and meaningful 
dialogues with the designed experience. In contrast, the opposite 
of credibility alludes to associations with the narrative as being 
inauthentic, foregrounding qualities of being a staged experience, 
causing participants to focus on formal aspects of the design. For 
example, we see the reinforcement of self-identity as a strength— 
such as in the case of P7 and his memories of how his culture does 
not encourage listening to the body due to safety reasons and how 
the installation still made him engage his senses to compare his 
own perception with the given experience. In the case of Paul’s 
experience of the marsquake, it was credible enough to activate 
his muscle memory and then bring to the present stories about his 
childhood. As an example of the opposite, P2 was distracted by 
the voice of the actor, arguing that he could not connect with his 
version due to his dislike for his narrative style and prosody while 
ofering examples of artistic sources he considered more credible. 
This formal aspect of the narrative impeded him from connecting 
more personally with the story. In a diferent example, when P6 
decided not to listen right after the narration started, she alluded to 
her dislike for epic stories involving male heroes. Yet, credibility is 
not a binary phenomenon; therefore, it is important to distinguish 
diferent reactions within the same event. For example, the same 
participant (P6) associated the vibrations directly with a specifc 
earthquake from her past, activating her muscle memory and, thus, 
connecting back with her lived experience. 

In terms of some of the changes we will explore to provide more 
credibility to our narrative, instead of hiring an actor —who inspired 
a series of associations with diferent fctional genres of storytelling 
in the majority of our participants— it makes sense to involve voices 
potentially perceived as less polished. 

5.1.3 Strategy three: Grant some extra space for sense-making. 
In interaction design, we create afordances for active engage-
ment—which should be translated into meaningful exchanges with 
technology. In soma-based design approaches, this is granted by 
giving more space to the body to feel and make their own meaning 
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of the situation [45] while reducing the weight of the discourse. 
In our case, we were motivated by the importance of articulating 
nuanced experiences to foster meaning-making and to do so, we 
made sure to use methods to surface as many descriptive qualities 
as possible. However, when it comes to the design of narratives 
involving our senses, relying on detailed descriptions has some-
times proven counterintuitive for sense-making. We might have 
exposed our participants to a strong cognitive efort into trying to 
engage two conficting modes of sense-making; the fast one, which 
is instinctive and connected to bodily processing, and the slow one, 
involving strategic thinking [49]. 

When we designed the prototype, we tried to carefully orches-
trate vibration and narrative to allow participants to listen refec-
tively. We tested the installation amongst ourselves several times, 
paying attention to the pace of the narration and the feeling of the 
vibrations on the body. We limited the experience to ten minutes 
to avoid saturating the body with excessive tactile information. 
Although we successfully managed to treat participants’ bodies 
gently, we did not take into account that the narrative is already a 
material translation of our sense-making, therefore imprinted on 
our embodiment. We were expecting them to listen and establish 
an inner dialogue while simultaneously not ofering time and space 
to generate their own embodied relationship with the narrative. We 
could not notice this issue directly because being somatic connois-
seurs of our stories makes it easier for us to handle this overload of 
information. Understandably, participants were diverted by their 
own evocations and bodily sensations generated by some triggers, 
losing track of the story as a whole. For us, it is clear that we should 
ofer more space for purely sensing while choosing, more specif-
ically, the anchor point that will serve us to communicate more 
elegantly the values we fnd relevant. We need to make sure to 
communicate Paul’s sense of responsibility in a way that does not 
get lost in translation. Based on the participant’s responses, an 
option would be to centre the narrative around one of the following 
(i) the mirror, and its strong evocative presence that brought them 
back to the story, or (ii) the sense of care inspired by the fragility of 
the plants. Both approaches would allow us to explore the sense of 
being responsible from diferent aesthetic angles, yes, conveying 
values that are similarly signifcant for us. 

5.2 Emerging tensions: blurring the boundaries 
of self and other 

First-person research uses the position of the self to connect with 
a world of relationships [25]. As discussed, methodologies such 
as autoethnography emerged from the need to make space for 
underrepresented stories to be heard, but these stories contain 
characters that cannot be separated from the researcher’s world 
[1]. In designerly approaches to autobiographical work, it has been 
recognised that our experiences are shaped by both the artefacts 
we create in our private spaces and those who inhabit these spaces 
with us [40]. 

Through our design process, we have revealed a series of tensions 
responding to the wicked and drifting nature of design, including 
the framing of this work as containing autobiographical features, 
although some of the stories depicted in this paper come more 
directly from Paul’s experiences—including the narrative giving 
shape to our prototype. Still, there are some reasons why we decided 

to identify this process this way. First, it is important to stress that 
design processes are not linear [54], meaning that in this article, we 
cannot convey all the details, narratives, and refections generated 
during more than a year of work, nor all the life circumstances 
surrounding our lives. Many of the stories we left out of this paper 
come from the frst author’s experiences, which tacitly infuence 
design choices. In addition, the initial motivation to undertake this 
research emerged from her raw experience involving an earthquake 
after years of absence from her country (see section 3.1). This key 
event manifested corporeally an ongoing rupture with her culture, 
motivating her to reconnect with the past by sharing these experi-
ences. Here, we want to distinguish ownership of experience from 
autobiographical work; although Paul’s descriptions are undeniable 
his recollections, they are entwined with the frst author’s experi-
ences of being together for more than a decade, giving shape to her 
own process of becoming. The places described in the interviews 
were shared by them in the past—the same hometown and cultural 
references, a trip to Switzerland to visit the earthquake simulator 
that informed the marsquake narrative, and whatnot—making both 
characters in each other’s experiences. In this research, we do not 
deny the blurring of frst-person boundaries for the sake of elegant 
research reporting, but instead, we ofer a refection on how these 
design practices are grounded in vulnerability [70], expressed both 
in the way we report research, and the inherent openness and dis-
comfort emerging from the design process and their tensions. To 
open a design space, the protagonists of these personal stories have 
made themselves vulnerable, disclosing their inner conficts that, 
in exchange, aim to make the relevance of this work evident. 

Explicitly involving others in autobiographical design is not easy, 
revealing the hidden labour that enables this line of work. Without 
a supportive environment that understands the particularities of 
academic life and design research, autobiographical explorations 
might not even be possible. There have been some examples of 
research illustrating the trespassing of boundaries between the 
researcher’s activities and the implicit involvement of beloved ones, 
including performing experiments with bodily fuids in the home 
kitchen [40], spying on family [41], building a van with a partner 
and documenting the process [22], or installing an experimental 
video system using a shared space in the bedroom [33]. All these 
experiences require the researcher’s co-habitants’ consent in one 
way or another; however, this consent does not play the rules of 
procedural ethics, which require a contractual overview of clearly 
delimited boundaries and benefts. Still, we need the support of 
those around us, and this can be manifested in diferent ways, such 
as by being open to participating actively or agreeing to grant space 
without interfering. Our research has made openly transparent the 
role of the frst author’s partner without trying to categorise it; Paul 
understands the particularities of her partner’s academic career, 
but he is not an academic, and thus he does not directly beneft 
from this work. Instead, this research recognises Paul’s generosity 
and time as a valid ethical motivation in itself [80]. This act of care 
does not seek explicit retribution, which makes sense in the larger 
picture of their partnership involving several other acts of care 
being spontaneous and mutual. Yet, disclosing those dynamics of 
mutuality more explicitly goes beyond the scope of this paper. 
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6 CONCLUSIONS 
We presented a case study involving one year of data collection, 
distilled into three narratives created based on our lived experi-
ences and interviews. We have put these narratives representing our 
perspectives in dialogue with the impressions of our participants, 
allowing us to devise three strategies to help designers distinguish 
their own voices while critically addressing missteps in the pro-
cess. These strategies are (i) Bringing the designer’s stories and 
motivations back into the process, (ii) Designing for credibility 
within a space of diversity, and (iii) Granting some extra space for 
sense-making. The presence of our participants has helped us to 
revisit our motivations, to value their positionality –including the 
possibility that our perspectives might not resonate with them, and 
the importance of allowing our participants’ bodies to feel more and 
say less, this way eliciting a richer dialogue with our piece. 

There are currently very few examples of design processes de-
scribing how self and others mutually infuence the design process. 
We visualise the diferent benefts of bringing others to evaluate our 
designs. First, by engaging with participants with diferent levels of 
exposure to earthquakes, we have opened up our process more ex-
plicitly for the collective assessment of operative coherence, needed 
for research validity. Second, while the perception of connoisseurs 
confronted us, it made us crystalise our identity and positionality, 
helping us to guide our decision-making for our future steps. Con-
tradicting principles from user-centred design and the impression 
of others, we purposely embrace the sense of calmness that has 
proven uncomfortable for our connoisseur participants. However, 
to do this, we had to re-engage with our stories, motivating us to 
strengthen our position while empowering our own sense of self. 
The evaluation process made evident that although earthquakes 
have been part of the lived experiences of many, the frequency of ex-
posure, cultural values, bodily sensibilities, and even the movement 
themselves might radically difer. On the other hand, the unpreju-
diced view of inexperienced participants made us distinguish what 
remains under the absence of a frame of reference. They were able 
to relate both with the sense of care and responsibility, yet as in 
the previous group, they were overwhelmed by the excess sensory 
information we ofered. 

This research has brought some unexpected lessons, including 
how our identities are completed with the help of others. Speaking 
as a frst author, I have started to constantly revisit my mother’s 
embrace and her resilience and clarity as values I want to cherish. 
Having said this, these values are not attributable to our culture at 
the expense of others, nor is this a comparison between their and 
our perspectives. Instead, we still have a debt with our participants, 
as we need to keep working towards a clearer communication of 
these values that make us feel as we belong. 
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