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ABSTRACT
This paper responds to sustainable HCI’s call to design long-term
participatory projects with grassroots communities to counter the
local effects of climate change and supportmore viable practices.We
contribute a methodological approach to participatory speculative
design as a series of interrelated experiments in living, working in
symbiosis with a food-growing community moving towards collec-
tive resilience and food sovereignty. As an example of sustainability
research within HCI, community food-growing has predominantly
focused on collaborative acts of growing rather than disagreements,
divergences and frictions. Limited attention has been paid to the
challenges of effectively negotiating collaborative, sustainable spec-
ulative futures in this context. This paper reports on a workshop
series on sustainable community food-growing using situated par-
ticipatory speculation to address potential tensions when working
collaboratively towards socio-technical alternatives.

CCS CONCEPTS
• Human-centered computing → Empirical studies in HCI;
Field studies.
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1 INTRODUCTION
Recent debates in Sustainable HCI (SHCI) have grappled with ques-
tions of how sustainability is defined [96], and how sustainability
in design or design for sustainability are evaluated [101]. One as-
pect of this is SHCI’s shift from understanding individual goals
and behaviour to acknowledging the importance of understand-
ing sustainability as a consequence of longitudinal social practices
[76, 78, 105]. As well as this, there is an increased recognition
that for longer-term environmental change, ideas of sustainabil-
ity and visions of urban futures should not only be developed by
experts [23, 98]. While specific professional expertise may have a
role to play, local urban communities who are anticipated to be
significantly affected by climate change are considered to be in an
informed position to articulate and imagine a more environmen-
tally sustainable future for themselves [46, 89]. Local knowledge
can contribute key insights that bring into focus an appreciation of
place [50], intersecting histories, and fragile ecosystems [5, 30, 40]
in this context.

Community food growing, as an example of sustainability re-
search within HCI, is recognised for its potential for bringing about
citizen-led, on-the-ground change through sustainability practices
[71]. Local grassroots initiatives involving bottom-up, citizen-led
movements often lead to the establishment of long-term urban
food growing communities [70, 85] that operationalise sustainabil-
ity values through their practices. Although communities of prac-
tice promise self-sufficiency and sovereignty in local food systems
[93, 97] they still face difficult challenges that limit the possibilities
for change, like restrictive local government policies, economic and
infrastructure viability, and participation and inclusivity [8, 14, 61].

Participatory Design has a long history of working with commu-
nities, taking into account their socially constructed practices with
open, dynamic and heterogeneous structures of participation to
respond to issues of concern [42, 75]. Moreover, both Participatory
and Speculative Design, share an underlying commitment to view-
ing design as embedded in the production of publics [63], making
social and political issues and shared struggles visible [88]. The
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motivation with this is to foster careful assemblages and alternative
pathways for connection and participation [16], thereby engaging
communities in long-term commitment to the creation of publics
and to on-the-ground change. SHCI has recently acknowledged
the potential of speculative approaches and associated practices
for challenging normative socio-technical systems [41, 48] and for
thinking more expansively about alternatives to them [111]. Rel-
evant work in this area has focused on involving stakeholders to
imagine alternative futures [106], co-designing with grassroots com-
munities and citizen-led initiatives [9, 114], and fostering resilience
in the face of uncertainty about the future [8].

In this paper we report on an exploratory series ofParticipatory
Speculative Design(PSD) workshops designed to support and scaf-
fold the community's ongoing infrastructuring e�orts of a local
urban food growing community. The research is part of a long-term
project involving academia and a local community interest com-
pany (CIC) based in an economically deprived neighbourhood in
the UK. Our approach focused on understanding the everyday prac-
tices of the community and their future socio-technical visions for
food growing and how these are positioned within, and constrained
by, the local and larger socio-political contexts of the neighbour-
hood, the city, and the UK. We frame our research through the
Science and Technology Studies(STS) lens of�The Sustainable Living
Experiment�[87]. In doing so, we acknowledge the infrastructuring
[21, 37, 75] that has and is taking place in the community, before
and during our research, and which has shaped how the community
imagines, negotiates, and changes everyday habits and habitats.
We set out to investigate what design approaches and technologies
can meaningfully support communities in their infrastructuring for
future sustainability envisioning.

Value of such participatory activities to design is evident in sus-
tainability grassroots communities; however, little research has
attended to the methodological work of e�ectively speculating
about the future. Which, as we demonstrate, involves eliciting com-
munity understandings and concerns, negotiating contested ideas
and values,and the struggle to balance between boundless specula-
tion and the uncompromising realities of the situated everyday. Our
�ndings focus on methodological insights in fostering community
engagement and citizen participation for practices of co-speculation
about the future. We contribute re�ections on our methodological
approach as evolving [6] di�erent modes of co-speculation through
acts of invitation, situatedness, deliberation and crafting.

This paper expands on prior methodological works by [10, 114]
by focussing on negotiating con�ict, tension, anxiety and fear that
surfaces between local and global sustainability concerns. Through
four speculative modes; mapping to support common ground; walk-
ing to situate everyday forms of speculation; game play to support
agonism and crafting to speculate on diverse community experi-
ences; we illustrate how each method sca�olded longitudinal com-
munity engagement with issues of future socio-technical ecological
sustainability. Our contribution is in highlighting the challenges
and successes of these ways of designing for longer timescales
necessary for sustainable living while navigating local and global
concerns for the environment. We argue designers, researchers
and practitioners need to pay attention to the importance of chal-
lenging normativity of scenarios; challenging normative role of

the researcher; balancing agency, politics, and deliberation in par-
ticipatory speculative design; and community driven technology
visions grounded in the experiences of everyday food growers in
the community.

2 RELATED WORK
SHCI has reported on grassroots urban food growing to demon-
strate and support how communities work toward sustainability
in everyday life [17, 94, 100]. Work in this area has focused on
environmental sustainability through agro-ecological system de-
sign [99], human-animal cohabitation [83], urban food informatics
[32], and development of value-based socio-technical systems [93].
Heitlinger et al. [70, 71], through work on grassroots community-
based urban farming, highlight possibilities for anticipatory collec-
tive action towards alternative futures that are more sustainable
both environmentally and socially. Norton et al. [93] in their long-
term engagement with two permaculture communities highlight
the importance of value elicitation in an action research initiative
to design and develop information systems. In line with our work in
this paper, they conducted a workshop to understand the commu-
nity's shared design future by guiding members through a co-design
exercise. This co-created food growing future then informed the
design of socio-technical systems for the community.

While the value of such participatory activities to design is clear,
little research has studied the methodological work of e�ectively
speculating about the future. As we demonstrate through this pa-
per involves, eliciting community understandings and concerns
by negotiating contested ideas and values. While struggling to
balance between boundless speculation and the uncompromising
realities of the situated everyday. Speculative design and associated
approaches for instance, have been drawn on to highlight damaging
anthropocentric consequences in the near future [13, 27, 110]. Here,
designing for longer timescales is becoming particularly prescient
for many urban communities due to the scale of the challenges
and ever increasing threats presented by governance, degrading
environments, and growing urban populations [33, 83]. A variety of
future oriented approaches which can be de�ned as emancipatory,
critical or re�ective have highlighted that there are often a range
of techniques and responses to design that work towards more
sustainable collective futures [77].

Speculative design and related methods can open up expansive
visions of multiple alternative futures. These articulations can read-
ily provoke fears and desires, alongside embodied [13, 102] and
visceral [52] future imaginaries that can productively disrupt per-
ceptions of everyday realities [11]. Through a range of experiential
presentation formats, these evocative representations can further
be used to encourage more political discussions across established
and emerging publics [43] on the often ill-conceived consequences
of technology use for wider society [49]. Despite this disruptive,
political and transformative potential, many have argued that the
power of these remain in the language of designers and experts
[7, 38, 67] or discursive rather than experiential [49]. While presen-
tations of the developed futures by designers are often made public
and shared beyond design studios[45], audiences that are reached
can often share similar values familiar with reading and engaging
with future worlds presented by expert designers. Rarely do these
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discussions engage a�ected communities or create on-the-ground
change, by working between the intersection of government ser-
vices [28], policy [95] and grassroots communities [10]. Approaches
focused on celebrating hyperreal versions of reality like speculative
design, act as critiques of the technology industry, which can be
valuable. However they also start from the position that the indi-
vidual is a free agent who can make up their mind, to generate a
plethora of micro utopias [49]. This neoliberal fantasy, however
makes it unclear of how designers engage methodologically and
more pragmatically and politically, to respond and address systemic
social issues at a community scale.

Participatory design has however engaged in these discussions
since its conception through e.g., future and situated workshops,
town hall meetings, dingpolitic [79], and infrastructuring [108].
Provocation has been explored in PD to problematise design and re-
search objectives [22] as well as to question broader socio-technical
and cultural con�gurations [41], and to suggest alternative inter-
pretations and possibilities [63]. Recent PD literature has raised
issues of methodological �t for engendering participation with di-
verse communities [75] rather than focusing on long-term sustained
outcomes [117]. There have also been concerns about revitalising
participation to innovate on PD approaches for addressing big
issues and challenges to ensure designers support empowering
political outcomes [6] as early PD interventions previously aimed
to do [7, 21, 51]. Others argue, the focus of PD should be on scale
and reach of learning for and with participants [62]. With this in
mind, Gooch et. al point to key challenges of using PD at urban
scale, drawing attention to collaboratively codesigning the city and
the increased use of technology to gather dialogues and ideas [58].
Gooch et. al [58], citing Gidlund [57], further highlight the lack of
clear processes for undertaking citizen driven activities in urban
space and suggest outcomes are hard to determine amongst diverse
stakeholders, and note the importance of amplifying quiet voices.

Many have argued however that a signi�cant challenge for PD is
how projects remain in the here and now and how designers have
limited concern on sustaining relationships after speci�c projects
[21, 74]. In more sustained projects to support such diversity some
have argued for a constellation of participatory activities to support
engagement within urban neighbourhoods to engender long-term
community change[10]. These indicate recent calls for revitalizing
methodologies in PD to respond to complex societal challenges [6]
and anticipating the changing role of the researcher [63] to longi-
tudinally support urban communities, projects and relationships.

2.1 Participatory Speculative Design; an
egalitarian approach?

Participatory design research has predominantly foregrounded the
situated, social and material embeddedness of design practice [44]
even during speculation and provocation [37, 65]. More recently
participative approaches in speculative design that aim to disrupt
the perceived privilege and rhetoric of speculative design and its
constituents [9, 80, 89] have explored its experiential [18, 109] and
situated [115] qualities. Research in this space embraces specula-
tion not just as the crafted skill of expert designers [4], but shift
attention towards real life concerns and everyday contexts [22, 39],
as collectively negotiated and contested imaginaries [25, 84]. One

such example within this intersection is the exploration of using
�ction to reimagine sustainable DIY practices - embodied experi-
ences of DIY making [114]. Wakkary et. al uses other successful or
�ctional works as visions to in�uence the practices of the green-
DIY community, asking them to reproduce the idea in a di�erent
scale and through radically di�erent means[114]. This reinterpre-
tation inspires community action through the element of design
�ctions by creating their own versions of the concept. In particu-
lar, non-designers are engaged through the practices of active and
collective making [116] of speculative futures through the arts and
creative media [1, 103], suggesting political agentive potential for
embracing pluralistic visions and confronting historical oppressive
narratives and limiting representations [9, 20]. The value of such
approaches are important for groups and individuals who can often
be marginalised and excluded from mainstream interaction design
[55, 113]. Participatory speculative design can, therefore, be con-
sidered as more of an integrative approach to achieving embedded
and ethical political action [81].

Participatory speculative approaches, however, also need to be
developed with care. Research has highlighted the need to pay at-
tention to how particular environments (including props, materials
and approaches to facilitation) [3] frame speculation and participa-
tion as a provisional and fragile practice [18, 52]. Particularly when
working collectively with groups who are considered marginalised
or politically inclined. Further to this, di�ering agendas and ex-
pertise in practices of participation can unwittingly steer agendas
through scenarios or material resources [24, 53]. Participatory spec-
ulative design can also require a signi�cant investment of people's
time, as well as forums for public collective debate [12] involv-
ing a longitudinal multi-generational process to ensure a diversity
of perspectives and extended timescales for actions [56]. We take
these challenges and considerations into account for engaging the
community in our workshops discussed in the following sections.

3 BACKGROUND OF THE PROJECT
We worked with a neighbourhood in England which has a number
of active citizen initiatives. Engagement with the neighbourhood
began at the end of 2015 as part of a pilot-scale citizen science
project designed in response to concerns raised by the community
regarding the e�ects of tra�c pollution on the quality and safety of
edible plants grown in front gardens. Another project that sought
to map air quality using regular foliage samples taken from mint
plants hosted by participants in the neighbourhood �nished in
March 2017.

The research we focus on in the paper was proposed in De-
cember of 2017 with a view to move away from speci�c technol-
ogy solutions to explore some of the more complex socio-cultural
characteristics of relationships developed during earlier projects.
Workshops were drafted when the director of `Grow-in Contain-
ers'(pseudonym), a local micro-business contacted our research
team in early 2018, interested to collaborate on alternative ways
to envision future opportunities and explore uses of technology
within the community to support more self-organised activity. This
directed the focus of the research towards answering:How can par-
ticipatory approaches engage grassroots communities meaningfully
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and collectively to think about sustainable futures for urban food
growing?

3.1 Food growing context within the
neighbourhood

Many residents in the neighbourhood live in renovated 19th-century
terraced houses and �ats with limited growing space and limited
sunlight. Some residents grow plants in small walled front entrances
and concrete backyards that lead onto communal back lanes. The
neighbourhood is located alongside a large public park which has
a community orchard, and fenced garden used for communal food
growing next to allotments. Residents are multi-ethnic with many
originating from South Asia, the Middle East, Africa, and Eastern
Europe. This diversity is re�ected in local food shops on the high
street adjacent to many of the houses.

Some of the residents we spoke to are increasingly concerned
about food sovereignty and food miles alongside families experi-
encing food poverty and malnutrition, who access resources such
as local food banks. There are many di�erent community organisa-
tions operating within the neighbourhood. One of these is `Green
South' (pseudonym), which describes itself as a movement to em-
power residents in the area to bring about positive change. Green
South is involved in many environmental initiatives including main-
taining the public park, local food growing schemes including local
micro-businesses, litter picking, community events, fundraising,
and knowledge exchange, while keeping people informed through
a local magazine, Facebook page and website.

There were many di�erent ways that people in the neighbour-
hood were involved in local food growing. These included micro-
businesses, allotment growers, community organisers and profes-
sionals, park and community garden volunteers, small third-sector
organisations (e.g. women's centres) involved in growing food for
healing and skills exchange, local schools and people within the
larger neighbourhood attending public events where they were
invited to plant seeds and try local food growing. Participation in
these di�erent schemes was predominantly volunteer-driven or
part of a time banking scheme where taking part in food grow-
ing activity was used as a means of exchange for other services
available in the community (e.g. having your hair cut or learning
carpentry skills).

More recently, however, there have been signi�cant funding cuts
where projects and infrastructure have been taken away due to
austerity measures and project-speci�c funding from large funded
projects coming to an end. This has also coincided with the clo-
sure of a local allotment site. Members continued to share tips and
tricks, seeds, excess produce, equipment, recipes, preserves and
prepared food, during face to face community meetups. Due to
negligible funds, they moved to self-organise through the use of
social media, emails, word-of-mouth and �yers to inform people
about the events and to stay connected, share queries and videos.
For example, a micro-business, �Grow-in Containers� was a part
of a larger Green South project between 2013-18. After the fund-
ing cuts, they decided to continue with a program of small scale
events including knowledge sharing and food growing meetups
supported by a core volunteer group. Unsurprisingly, many resi-
dents were unhappy with funding cuts. Members voiced concerns

regarding the challenges of access to infrastructure, limited �nan-
cial resources, council support, growing space, uncertainty about
growing food, wider engagement in the area, and time constraints
as key challenges in their endeavour.

4 EXPERIMENTS IN LIVING
Our methodological approach was informed by recent work that
describes sustainability research in the context of living experi-
ments [87]. Marres describes the living experiment as a notable
device of social and cultural research since�it provides a format
or `protocol' for exploring and testing forms of [social] life [. . . ] [the
experiment] can be used to explore collective practices of research-
ing social and cultural change, as engaged in by actors who do not
necessarily identify themselves as `social researchers�[87]. Moving
away from the experiment as a site where controlled variables can
validate hypotheses, this approach was more aligned with research
`in the wild' [31] or 'living lab' [ 16] where socio-technical or design
interventions are staged to intervene in everyday life as a site for
applying situated methods that infrastructure alternative forms
of knowledge. Research by Liu et al. further describes `the wild'
as one of humanity's earliest labs focusing on the farm and earth
systems [83]. Experiments like soil optimisation, seed hybridisation
and creative recycling are examples of processes carried out in
natureculture [64] which come with considerable knowledge and
technical vocabulary [83]. They credit grassroots communities, for
inventing and testing practices that blend technological, biologi-
cal and agricultural knowledge. It is through these sensibilities of
grassroots community experimentation that our methodological
approach was developed. These PSD approaches were developed
in conversation with the everyday experiments in living already
taking place within the community. We used speculative methods
to bring into dialogue the taken for granted tacit knowledge shared
within the community and how they connected with the wider local,
national, global environmental concerns and future uncertainties.
Speculation was therefore both situated in place while extending
to wider concerns and longer time-frames to extend our collective
understanding of community values and action on food growing.

4.1 Workshop delivery and format
Each workshop had a slightly di�erent focus and form of delivery.
Workshop 1 focused on mapping growing spaces in the neighbour-
hood. Workshop 2 focused on walking and experiencing growing
spaces in the neighbourhood. In Workshop 3 we designed and
played a growing futures game and in workshop 4 we crafted al-
ternative growing worlds on a new planet. Each workshop was
designed through a re�ective iterative process by adapting specula-
tive design to be re-rooted in participatory ethos, in an attempt to
make design speculation more egalitarian. The di�erent modalities
of speculation used in the series were de�ned after concluding the
workshops like an analytical structure to better characterise and
simplify what we were trying to achieve in each session. Where
subsequent workshops were informed and designed by outcomes
arising from each prior workshop. For example insights from the
�rst workshop where we mapped community growing spaces in-
formed areas we should visit on the walk we took on the second
workshop. Insights from the second workshop informed the design
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Figure 1: An overview of workshop series.

of the game for the third workshop. Finally insights from the game
fed into the �nal workshop to build an alternative future growing
world.

4.2 Researcher re�exivity
Ongoing engagement, within the neighbourhood continues and is
currently driven by the �rst author of the paper who is an active
member of the Grow-in Containers and Green South communities.
The second author lives within the neighbourhood, engages with
Green South activities and is closely involved with the food grow-
ing community giving the researchers exclusive access, reliability,
and convenient recruitment of participants. The third author has
had a continued relationship with Green South since 2015. The
authors align themselves with social justice and environmental
citizen-led movements driven through grassroots and feminist per-
spectives to challenge top-down and techno-solutionist narratives
of sustainability.

Prior to and during the workshops, some of the authors attended
additional community events including tree pruning, �lm nights,
meetings on volunteering and funding, celebrating harvest, plan-
ning for the summer, seed and plant sharing, making preserves, seed
saving, food miles and carbon footprint awareness. These events

were held as street sessions, in the backyards of private homes, and
attracted a social, cultural, and ethnically diverse group of people,
such as teenagers and families, and those self-identifying as being
of British, Pakistani, Indian, Bangladeshi, Mexican, Polish, Swedish,
Jewish and Nigerian heritage. These informal long-term engage-
ments shed light on community dynamics, the spatial negotiations
within the neighbourhood around available land for food grow-
ing, and subsequent decisions around growing practices, to build
opportunities for diverse forms of inclusive engagement within
the neighbourhood. The researcher involvement and re�exivity
within the �eld played an important role in devising the activities
for each workshop as ongoing relationships with participants and
the neighbourhood played an important role in understanding the
socio-material aspects over time.

4.3 Recruitment
While the research is part of a long-term engagement the paper fo-
cuses on four workshops taking place between March and June 2018
with a closing interview with the director of Grow-in Containers
in July 2018.

Workshops took place in the local community centre and garden,
and participants for the workshop were recruited using word of
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mouth invites and posters put up in the neighbourhood and the
community centre. The posters advertised a food growing hands-
on skill-sharing session followed by a creative workshop with free
seeds and lunch. This was to attract a diverse group of partici-
pants in the neighbourhood who were interested in food growing
practices and would like to learn a new skill.

Workshops were scheduled in the middle of the day, 12 pm - 3
pm due to research team scheduling, availability of the venue, and
to attract people with childcare responsibilities. This unfortunately
often meant limited participation in comparison to evening events
organised by Grow-in Containers. We therefore designed them to
be drop-ins where people were free to walk in and leave at any
given point and would last 3-4 hours. The director of Grow-in
Containers, John (anonymised), is an in�uential �gure within the
food growing community and was asked to act as the gatekeeper for
recruitment and facilitate skill-sharing sessions as a precursor for
each workshop. He joined the workshops to facilitate these more
practical skill-sharing elements and as a member of the community
to add to the discussions in the future thinking. The skill-sharing
sessions included, planning your garden, what to plant every month
over the year, and composting and wormeries.

The workshops and skill-sharing sessions saw attendance from
14 di�erent people in total, from di�erent ethnic backgrounds, be-
tween the age of 25-70 years, who were part of the existing food
growing community or were interested in urban food growing. A
large proportion of the food growing community are predominantly
white and retired, which has been a rising concern within the com-
munity. The representation within the workshops was a�ected by
this fact and saw only a few people within the young middle-aged
bracket and of di�erent ethnicity. Each workshop had between
3-8 participants with equal gender distribution, included novice
to expert growers, and there were 3 members who attended every
workshop.

4.4 Data collection and analysis
After collecting written consent, each workshop was audio and
video recorded and photographs were taken to document, for ex-
ample, visual materials produced by the participants like maps,
drawings, handwritten notes and crafted 3D models. This was also
supported with �eld notes, observations and researcher re�ections.
Participants were assigned pseudonyms to preserve anonymity.
Video data was annotated speci�cally where community members
speculated about futures.

The data has been iteratively analysed at di�erent stages of the
project. During the course of the workshops, researcher notes and
re�ections were used in the design and development of each subse-
quent workshop. Inworkshop 1the research team read responses
from the postcards and �eldnotes to map geographical areas of
interest and concerns raised through the participatory mapping
exercise to inform the route for the walk inWorkshop 2. Audio and
video data fromworkshop 2was openly coded independently by the
second and fourth authors after initial transcription. These initial
open codes were then brought together and researchers performed
an axial coding to consolidate emerging themes as inspiration for
the following workshop. This preliminary two stage analysis high-
lighted values, fears and hopes associated with growing in relation

to the particularities of place and the di�erent actors involved in
constraining or creating opportunities for food growing within
the community and provided inspiration for the game design in
workshop 3. Workshop 3was similarly analysed with key themes
developed as signposts for future worlds and building activities in
workshop 4. The same analytical approach was applied toworkshop
4 to gain insight for a re�ective interview with John at Grow-in
Containers.

Once workshops and the interview were complete, a narrative
analysis was conducted by the �rst author and calibrated through
discussions with the second and third author, which involved plac-
ing all data in a chronological sequence including photographs,
transcripts, video annotations and notes. [54]. Following a close
reading of the data from each workshop, signi�cant events where
participants speculated about the future were highlighted. Further
detail of the wider context of the speculation, who was part of
the speculation, what emerged before and how these ideas were
later expanded on by others or dismissed were pulled out for closer
analysis. These episodes were represented in diagrammatic form to
highlight chronological and semantic relationships between them.
The diagrammatic representation of the workshops and the themes
were then written into a narrative account to recreate an interpre-
tative rendition of important moments of speculation from each
workshop as presented in the next section.

5 WORKSHOP DESIGNS AND FINDINGS
In this section we describe the design of, and �ndings from our
experiences of conducting a series of four PSD workshops designed
for engaging the community in creative exploration of futures of
food growing in their neighbourhood. Each section represents a
prominent narrative that surfaced in our analysis, and corresponds
to one of the four workshops. We also discuss each workshop in
form of di�erent modes: invite, situate, deliberate and craft that
emerged through the process of organising them. In the �gure
below (Figure 1) we also provide an overview of the workshops,
the number of participants and how each one in�uenced the next.

5.1 The map: creating common ground
The �rst workshop (W1) included a mapping exercise which was de-
signed as aninvitation [82] to allow local knowledge to surface, and
to challenge researcher and participant assumptions and expecta-
tions about the community and the project, respectively. Therefore
the mode of the workshop was to invite co-creation, acknowledg-
ing that collaborative activities and speculation can sometimes
be uncomfortably demanding, we envisioned the map as a space
for enabling participants to share and negotiate points of interest,
perspectives, and values. This was partly to ease participants into
potentially more demanding ways of thinking about the future in
later workshops. The activity was therefore focused on capturing lo-
cal understandings of place and belonging in the neighbourhood in
relation to food growing, inspired by participatory mapping meth-
ods [34]. It involved populating a sketched geographical cardboard
map which only included some key landmarks, and responding to
prompt card questions. This was purposely sparse to leave it open
for participants to add their own places of signi�cance and elicit
di�erent understandings of `place' [66] with respect to food.
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Figure 2: Left to Right: Skill sharing session: plan your garden, Shared seed packs, Map with pasted prompt cards, Various
written cards, Drawings of present and future gardens, Crafted raised bed by Rebecca

Eight peopleattended this �rst workshop and the initial draw-
ing and crafting in the mapping exercise made it easy for them
to respond to speci�c questions about growing practices by rep-
resenting current and future gardens. However, discussions about
places to grow food or not to grow food beyond individual gar-
dens surfaced more contested ideas of the use of communal council
planters and backlanes which were often �lled with rubbish. Some
participants felt they couldn't possibly grow food in these public
spaces, but Rebecca one of the more seasoned growers, believed
otherwise and linked the local council planters to the need for more
communal spaces due to the recent closure of the local allotment
site. She expressed frustration during the workshop, showcasing on
the map where the site was located, while describing her political
contestations about their removal.

These expressions of frustration and concern over the taking
away of the growing land was captured through her crafting of
a raised bed on the map, alongside discussions about the history
of the local allotment site. The process of making and mapping
the raised bed symbolised a number of geographical sites for her
and the wider community's aspirations for growing and a sense
of catharsis for the loss of the allotment site through the use of
matchsticks and used tea leaves. She told the researchers to delay
wrapping up the workshop to complete it and once �nished she
asked everyone to plant something in the miniature raised bed,�It's
a community garden we all need to plant something in the garden
now. Do you want to add something? A watering can maybe or bean
shoots if you can manage�.See (Figure 2).

Throughout this process, participants presented themselves as
expert knowledge bearers, inviting us as researchers and novice
growers into the community through sharing. The design of the
workshop activities and materials enabled the participants to draw
on their food growing experience, and �ll gaps in the collective
knowledge about the neighbourhood. The positioning of the re-
searchers, as largely unfamiliar and non-expert in the setting and
practices, emphasised the expertise of the participants and invited
participation on these grounds. In doing so, the mapping exercise
created information, knowledge, cultural and creative commons

[72]. Becoming a safe space to accommodate varying points of view,
expressions and opinions, even challenging the researchers assump-
tions of the neighbourhood and highlighting particular areas of
complexity for communal food growing that we hadn't anticipated.
These were to do with the peculiarities of how everyday practices
and ideas of place were (re)negotiated within the neighbourhood
by the food growing community, and we tried to further unpack
and explore them in subsequent workshops.

5.2 Situated speculation: rede�ning the
everyday

In the second workshop (W2) we focused on situating speculation
within speci�c sites of special interest highlighted in the mapping
workshop. After looking at the populated map and its material
artefacts we devised a speculative walk, in a mode to situate the
speculation. Taking inspiration from walking methods [112], while
also incorporating �ctional scenarios like Stals et. al [107]. These
were related to speci�c places highlighted by residents as existing or
potential new social spaces for growing food. We identi�ed 6 areas
including residential streets, back lanes, an abandoned hospital and
local grocery stores.

We devised situated �ctional scenarios as a way to suspend belief
about what was possible while keeping long-term values of the
community intact through the chosen sites. This was to encourage
critical re�ection on the existing con�gurations of food growing
spaces in the neighbourhood. The scenarios created were based
on themes emerging from W1 like limited growing spaces . Each
scenario was developed by the research team through a desk survey
of recent news articles and other successful and more speculative
food growing projects. Images were collected from these projects as
future visions to help facilitate the workshop discussions. Example
scenarios included:�People in the neighbourhood now get 25 percent
of their food from sharing with others. How do they co-ordinate this?�
another such instance,�The government introduces high taxes on
meat and dairy products to mitigate harmful climate change. A higher
demand for fruit and vegetables means that the prices of these also
rise. How have people in the neighbourhood responded?�
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Figure 3: Left to right: Researchers discussing the route for the walk, Articles and projects on the wall being discussed, Group
during the walk, Discussion of a �ctional scenario, Reimagining council planter and backlanes

The second had8 participants out of which 5 had attended W1.
The workshop began with discussing the wall mounted printouts
of collected visionary projects and news articles while eating lunch.
Potential locations to be visited during the walk were discussed
and a route was devised collectively. One area that was mentioned
included the back lanes which triggered some unease around issues
of litter.

As we walked with the participants, we asked them to think of
the following questions1) Can you spot where food is being grown
now? 2) Where could food be grown in the future? 3) What would
need to happen for food to be grown here? 4) Is there a magical thing
(tool, device, material that does not exist) that you could use to help
you?See (Figure 3).

Walking in small groups, we discussed with residents their rela-
tionship with the neighbourhood and its history, which highlighted
a sense of pride and belonging. The group walked towards a popular
residential street well known for its food growing endeavours and
began by observing what was already growing in concrete spaces,
pots and small front gardens, the engagement heightened through
embodied actions like touching, pointing and tasting with excited
discussions about which plants were edible. John jump-started the
process reinterpreting the space by suggesting alternative use and
plants for the roadside council planters.

John: Gosh, what could you grow there? [... ] like
perennial veg, herbs or vegetables, which you don't
have to plant every year. So you could grow things
like erm raspberries or blueberries, strawberries or
herbs like bay and rosemary and sage [...]

Rick: One of the things we talked about, these would
be great as just community herb gardens where people
could come out and pick some herbs and whatever
they need.

John: [...] And. . . it's actually, although you can go and
pick it in the woods, actually if you had it on the street,
if you can just pop it outside your front door, pick a
few leaves, it's very healthy, it's very good for you.

However, discussing the planters, issues such as austerity and
who's responsible for managing them also surfaced wider con�icts
and tensions, bringing out opposing values about sharing food.
For example, the fact many residential front yards were open and
accessible was a positive for John but was a concern for others,

Molly: [. . . ] growing outside your house here erm ev-
ery passer-by could help themselves if they so choose
[. . . ]

Sabrina: So there needs to be an understanding that
food that are grown close to the house primarily be-
longs to the person living there and growing the food.
That needs to be established well within the commu-
nity [. . . ]

Rick: It's enforcement

Similarly, contested public spaces like the backlanes were linked
to ongoing negative experiences of littering. However, the �ctional
scenario �The neighbourhood has won an award from Grow Your
Own magazine for best innovative green food growing community�
gave John a window of opportunity to push the boundaries of the
discussion, inspiring others to think positively and break away
from concerns. He extrapolated existing technologies such as solar
panels, re�ectors, growing lights and food growing solutions to
create alternate imaginings.

John: Well what you could do is erm you could make a
sort of big polytunnel couldn't you, the walls painted
white to re�ect the light in, but also put heat back in...

Marta: Oh, you mean the polytunnel over the lane?

John: [You could funnel] the extra heating from the
houses into the thing and you could take the [rain]
water from the roof [to water the food growing inside...
and] put massive great raised beds on the concrete
[lane].

Molly: It would need a lot of committed children!



Negotiating sustainable futures in communities through participatory speculative design and experiments in living CHI '22, April 29-May 5, 2022, New Orleans, LA, USA

Situated speculation, in the context of the walk and the �ctional
scenarios, allowed for a rede�nition of the everyday rather than
encouraging diverse alternatives. Residents often found it di�cult
to imagine creatively and collectively beyond what was already
present. For some, imagined alternatives often evoked fear and
disgust, even when generative possibilities were introduced. In this
way, rather than providing an entry point or context for speculation,
the situated and the everyday prompted the critical questioning of
possibilities. Everyday concerns about the practicalities of success-
fully implementing the suggested alternatives negatively a�ected
the distance we hoped the �ctional scenarios would provide from
the perceived limitations of growing in the neighbourhood.

5.3 Agonistic speculation: experiences of
disempowerment

For workshop three (W3) the researchers focused on opportunities
for speculative deliberation by creating a game to try and provide
some distance from the issues discussed during the walk. The re-
searchers thought by changing the scale of the speculation and
situating it beyond the neighbourhood can inspire new thinking
in participants. The research team began by analysing the previ-
ous workshop, drawing out concerns, fears, hopes and values of
the community. Our aim was to create a mode of deliberation to
break away from existing social and spatial realities, and shift the
framings of the �ctional provocations away from problems to solve,
which often led to solutionism. Taking inspiration from recent work
on developing and using games in design workshops [19] and Coul-
ton et. al's idea of games to introduce more playful conversations
and �atten hierarchies [35] we designed a board game for futuring.
Designed as a turn-based race game arranged into future lands
that the team created based on the analysis of the data from W2.
Lands were characterised by things like the use of robots, Brexit,
and climate change, and their descriptions ranged from probable,
plausible and possible futures relative to the lived realities of the
neighbourhood described by participants.

The game play proceeded as follows: each player chooses a
token to represent themselves on the board. Player tokens included
things like jars of herbs and spices, stones, and seeds. During a
player's turn they roll a dice to determine how many steps they
move forward on the board. When a player arrives at a land for
the �rst time, they read its description to the group and the group
then describe and discuss together what growing food in this land
would be like. To further sca�old critical thinking about the land,
the board is populated withbeasts, which can be either positive or
negative in�uences on life in the land. Few square on the board are
coloured purple or orange to indicate a positivebeast of opportunity
or a negativebeast of concern, respectively. We designed a deck of
cards for both beast categories. When a player lands on a coloured
square they must pick a beast card from the corresponding deck
and read the card to the group before speculating how the beast
might have an impact on food growing in the land.

We created the beast cards (Figure 4) to re�ect values or chal-
lenges expressed by participants, and further associating them with
speci�c animals or insects. For each beast, we described both its

abilities and its weaknesses, representing dimensions to be consid-
ered with respect to its existence or mitigation in a given land. For
example,

The Aphid of Competition:
Ability - promote economic competitiveness, max-
imise use of natural resources and spread social in-
equality
Vulnerability - sharing, altruism and regard for the
welfare of others and the environment

Hare of Intergenerational Exchange:
Ability - highlight respect for di�erent age groups and
their di�erent abilities
Vulnerability - people live in silos and only do things
within their own age group.

Workshop 3 was attended by7 people out of which 4 were return-
ing participants. We played the game on a table in the community
garden with participants sitting around it (See Figure 4). We wrote
down the main discussion points on post-it notes and placed them
on the board itself around the land being discussed.

On starting the game, discussion automatically led to high emo-
tions and strong opinions. Rick landed on the Land of Brexit on his
�rst turn. As this strongly related to the current political reality,
this led to intense political debate around socialist and communist
governments and dictatorships, and what it would be like to live
and grow food after Brexit. Given that all participants indicated
that they perceived Brexit as negative and damaging, speculations
about a future beyond it were similarly framed:

Rebecca: [...] migrant workers aren't coming here be-
cause the pay's not as good, because the pound is not
as strong [...]

Rick: Automation will happen if they haven't got peo-
ple to pick, they'll have no choice but to go to automa-
tion [...]

Martha: They can pay students to pick the strawber-
ries and pay them a good price.

We found it di�cult to navigate discussions beyond political
opinions. We tried to suggest counterpoints and stimulate alter-
native directions for thinking about the future by proposing more
positive future scenarios but these were not very well engaged with
by participants, often refuted using familiar concepts and argu-
ments like drawing parallels with historical events and personal
memories. Land of Climate Change, for instance, brought about
fear of refugees, migration, survival and a constant threat to land
access, which mirrored perceived causes of the current austerity
being experienced in the neighbourhood. When presented with the
�Aphid of Competition�(Beast of Concern) in a scenario of economic
competitiveness, Rick dominated the discussion, shutting down
other peoples' ideas while using a historical reference to�dig for
victory� in World War 2 to argue potential harmful consequences of
Brexit on the agricultural land and the price of food in the UK,�[. . . ]
before the end of the war the yields were going down greatly because
the soil was basically shot in a lot of areas [. . . ] it was just totally
infertile [. . . ] If your natural yields are going down, if the land's not
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