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ABSTRACT
Existing methods for researching and designing to support
relationships between parents and their adult children tend
to lead to designs that respect the differences between them.
We conducted 14 Position Exchange Workshops with par-
ents and their adult children, where the child has left home
in recent years, aiming to explicate and confront their po-
sitions in creative and supportive ways. We designed three
co-design methods (Card Sort for Me & You, Would I Lie to
You? and A Magic Machine for You) to support participants
to explore, understand, empathize, and design for each other.
The findings show that the methods facilitated understand-
ing, renegotiating, and reimagining their current positions.
We discuss how positions can help consider both perspec-
tives in the design process. This paper seeks to contribute (1)
how the notion of positions enables generating understand-
ings of the relationship, and (2) a set of methods influenced
by position exchange, empathy, and playful engagement that
help explore human relationships.

CCS CONCEPTS
•Human-centered computing→HCI design and eval-
uation methods.
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1 INTRODUCTION
Every family relationship, e.g., between parents and adult
children, has its own particularities that makes the design
process challenging for researchers. Existing methods for
researching and designing to support relationships between
parents and their adult children tend to lead to designs that
respect the differences between them, as in [23, 41, 57]. Meth-
ods that contrast perspectives can lead to recognizing the dif-
ferences in the importance that each person gives to common
experiences and stories [27, 38]. We share this view, which
in turn evolves the design in a positive way by embodying
the different perspectives of participants and fostering an
adjustment of those perspectives.

The aim of this research is to explore how design methods
can use concepts from Position Exchange Theory (PET)[21],
empathy, and playful engagement, to explore the relationship
between parents and adult children after children leave home.
According to PET, individuals understand others by being
in and moving through different social positions and thus
experiencing different perspectives as a natural phenomenon
in life. We can see this in children’s games such as taking
care of a doll, where they position themselves as carers and
engage in the practices of caring [21]. This approach extends
beyond empathy, which is the ability to understand and share
the feelings of another, by also building a self-concept in a
dynamic and contextual way, based on the interactions with
the other (i.e. position exchange) and how the other sees the
world (i.e. positions). The integration of position exchange
aims to help people stand in the shoes of the other and begin
dialogue and perspective sharing in creative and supportive
ways. We used playful activities because talking about the
relationship between the parent and the child can be quite
stressful, difficult, and challenging, and playful activities
can diffuse tension, inject humor, and consequently lead to
greater honesty and openness.
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We conducted 14 workshops with parents and their adult
children where the child has left home in recent years. We
used our three methods to explore, understand, empathize
and design for the other. During the first activity, Card Sort
for Me & You, we talked about the media our participants
used and how they communicated through current tech-
nologies. The second activity, Would I lie to You?, challenged
participants to guess true and false facts about the other;
after each guess, we discussed how they shared in relation
to these facts that they sent to us. In the third activity,Magic
Machine for You, we asked the participants to design a mag-
ical technology [6], from the perspective of the other, that
would enrich their relationship.

By conducting these activities in a single workshop ses-
sion, we found three ways in which position exchange was
shown. First, we found that the workshops presented oppor-
tunities to acquire a better understanding of the positions
of the other in different ways. We observed that parents
and adult children take important elements from their rela-
tionship for granted, such as intimate physical interactions
and common intimate family scenarios, and that the activ-
ities provided opportunities to explore and discuss those
taken-for-granted positions. Second, the workshops allowed
participants to challenge, question and renegotiate the po-
sition of the other. Participants contributed to and argued
about the answers of the other; they felt they could talk
about topics that they reported they would not have been
able to talk about in a regular conversation. They learned
something from the relationship and sometimes reinforced
what they already knew of the other. Finally, participants
could reimagine their positions as parents or children, re-
vealing their desires and emphasizing their priorities in the
relationship by expressing everyday activities they missed,
their need to mediate distance or time, and finding ways to
give something to the other.
This paper contributes to HCI research in two different

ways. First, we identified ways in which positions provide
new understandings of the relationships between parents
and their adult children after children have left home. We
show how they understand, renegotiate, and reimagine their
relationship; we then suggest how we can move from here
to new design ideas. Second, we present the Position Ex-
change Workshops, workshops with a set of co-design meth-
ods influenced by the concepts of position exchange, em-
pathy and playful engagement that draws upon both an
anti-solutionist [6] strategy to prompt reflection and then on
conversations that converge to feasible ideas. These meth-
ods gave participants free rein to explore the relationship
through the design activities by providing opportunities to
ask additional questions, or complement the answers of the
others, thus providing more depth and richness to the con-
versations. We see a potential to enhance the understandings

that both researchers and participants may get from the rela-
tionship in order to design better technologies and methods
for enriching it.

2 RELATEDWORK
Position Exchange in HCI
Position Exchange Theory describes how people navigate
through different social positions [21], which are understood
as how we understand ourselves and act, not always inten-
tionally, in different contexts [16]. By moving through dif-
ferent social positions, individuals accumulate experiences
and integrate them, building their own perception of those
positions [20]. We do this process in a dialogical way, hav-
ing internal dialogue with our own positions and external
dialogue when having differences with the positions of the
others [21]. These differences can make the images that dif-
ferent generations have of each other contradictory and in-
congruent [34]. We show below how position exchange has
been explicitly used in HCI, and how it is present in existing
works in the field.

In HCI, PET was introduced by Durrant et al. [19] to un-
derstand how new retirees develop a new digital personhood.
They found that adopting new positions should be supported
by technology for contributing to growth and wellbeing. We
build on position exchange to offer opportunities for rene-
gotiating the relationship between parents and their adult
children that lead to design ideas for enriching it.

Position exchange has a potential to change the ways that
conversations flow. Lindley and Wallace [31] adapted their
method by letting a participant conduct a creative session
by teaching how to crochet. This changed the attitude of
participants towards the environment, making it easier for
them to express their thoughts on the same topics that the
authors had asked in previous interviews and through probes.
In these workshops, we provide ways in which participants
can guide the flow of conversations by asking, interrupting,
and contributing to the answers of the other.

Position exchange can contribute to the emergence of phe-
nomena that would not be possible by combining knowledge
from the two separate parts. Current works mostly focus
on studying communication through existing technologies,
and exploring the different perspectives moving towards de-
signs that conciliate them [23, 41, 57]. In contrast, Vetere et
al. [51] focused part of their study on the interactions that
come when grandparents and grandchildren are together.
Grandparents, while playing with their grandchildren, put
themselves in the position of the child, imagining what they
would do and trying to prevent harm; they showed how they
play the role of a child when dancing and singing with them.
Through the Magic Box, we see anticipation and dedication
of thinking of the other, and the desire to give something
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to please the other and keep getting their attention. We see
potential for eliciting richer details in human relationships
when applying methods to multiple parties at the same time.

The confrontation of different perspectives can provide
new insights and negotiation of the importance of details
on a common topic. However, relationships can also be dys-
functional; technologies may reflect discourses and play a
role when there is conflict [12, 56]. In the Memory Dialogue
method, Neumann et al. [38] collected two different perspec-
tives into account for a single memory, and each participant
had to create an artifact to cherish that memory, which they
compared after presenting them to each other. In these work-
shops, we provide opportunities to consider these differences
and renegotiate them, and thus build up from this towards
new design ideas.

Designing for and with Families
Every parent-child relationship is unique. Trying to under-
stand them, we use methods for making, telling and enacting
because they allow understanding practices of people; these
methods can cast new light on existing perspectives [8]. In
this way, we should look for ways to give a voice to all partic-
ipants and to give them a chance to articulate ideas [46]. In
this process, mutual learning should be explicitly considered
to enable both participants and researchers to benefit from
the research process [45]. Leong and Robertson made work-
shops for voicing the values of older adults [30] and found
that the use of different methods, such as an ice-breaker
activity and the use of artifacts to support talking, made
conversations be easier. Soro et al. [49] used probes to fa-
cilitate cross-cultural dialogues, finding that co-presence of
researchers and participants is crucial to fostering engage-
ment. From a co-design perspective, Mattelmäki studied how
probes can enhance participation [35]. She found that the
making process with probes was considered fun and reward-
ing, and that discussions can prompt reflections and experi-
ences that motivate participation. We extend on these ideas
by designing methods that stimulate mutual learning be-
tween parents and children about their own relationship, and
between researchers and participants in playful exploratory
ways [7], for discussing technologies and learning about
what is important for them in their relationship.

Stories are a good facilitator of providing accounts of past
experiences; they foster a dialogical reminiscence of a past
event, and contain details and nuances that are unique to
each individual [55]. Stories are a way to build empathy be-
tween participants and researchers, giving researchers brief
snapshots of the perspectives of the participants [54]. This
can be seen as an exchange of positions in which the partici-
pants are letting the researcher stand in their shoes through a
personal account of their lived experiences [20]. In addition,
family stories are also a taken-for-granted process that can

offer opportunities for different generations to meet each
other [27], which can reveal intimate details that relate to
their emotions, physical interactions, expressions of affection
and other ways of sharing intimacy [52]. We aim to build
empathy between participants and the researcher through
different methods, and to encourage personal reflection and
position exchange with the parent or the child to elicit rich
details of the relationship.
Fictions are a good way of telling stories and organiz-

ing the data from the lived experiences to create a narra-
tive [14, 15]. When creating fictions, participants use differ-
ent types of narratives that force participants to put them-
selves in scenarios that can challenge them, and that embody
their expectations on future technology solutions [5]. Situat-
ing a fictional technology in a narrative makes us question
the ethics, values, social perspectives and emotions in con-
text [50].We introduced the creation of fictional technologies
for the other as an anti-solutionist method [6] letting partic-
ipants present and discuss what they think is important for
the other in the relationship instead of jumping to techno-
logical solutions immediately.
As individuals tend to create social experiences through

technologies, design should focus on shared experiences [11],
because individuals prioritize the social scenario over the
technology itself [11, 29]. Several works have explored shared
experiences in families through daily routines [4, 13, 37],
awareness and ambient technologies thatmediate distance [3,
10, 26, 32, 36, 53], video communication [2, 39, 40] and through
senses and emotions [28, 42, 47, 48, 52]. We see a potential
in designing with the other for creating social experiences
that can enrich the relationship.

3 THEWORKSHOPS
The aim of the workshops was to generate a space that al-
lowed participants to talk freely about their relationship and
the mundane aspects of their interactions, and to generate a
fictional technology that would enrich the relationship.
Guided by the concepts of position exchange and dia-

logicality, we brainstormed different methods to talk about
technologies and the relationship itself, and to support par-
ticipants in creating a technology for the other. We wanted
to include playful activities that would enable participants
to enjoy the session and have a comfortable and relaxed
conversation. We looked at traditional methods, looked for
inspiration in TV shows, and read different methods from
HCI literature. The new methods were trialed with a dyad of
participants, and we made improvements to them and to the
workshop structure. Our three co-designmethodswere devel-
oped explicitly to foster exchanging positions, by getting par-
ticipants to think about what the other would need and how
the other would respond. Card Sort for Me & You was used
to get participants to reflect on their technology-mediated
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Figure 1: The three methods we designed, (a) Card Sort for Me & You for understanding commonalities and differences in the
use of technologies, (b)Would I lie to you?, for investigating the relationship by asking what they know of each other, and (c)A
Magic Machine for You for reimagining the relationship with a fictional technology.Would I lie to you? Logo: ©EndemolShine

communication with each other. Would I Lie to You? was
about what they reveal to each other. A Magic Machine for
You was for designing for the other, rather than for oneself.
In 12 of the workshops, we contacted the parents through
the video call technology that they preferred; we used Skype,
WhatsApp and Viber. In the other two, we worked with both
parents and children in person. All workshops were video
and audio recorded. In this section, we describe our meth-
ods and the rationale behind them, and how these methods
contribute to the Position Exchange Workshops.

Card Sort for Me & You
This method aimed to facilitate discussion about the tech-
nologies that participants used, and about how their rela-
tionship was mediated by their technology usage. Each par-
ticipant was given a set of cards that showed different social
media and communication tools, e.g., Snapchat, Skype (see
Figure 1a). They were asked to sort them by order of prefer-
ence, and the facilitator started a conversation to find com-
monalities and differences, and the communication practices
of them and the rest of the family.

The rationale behind this method was to start a traditional
and slightly predictable conversation with the participants,
so they would feel comfortable for the rest of the workshop.
Position exchange was not explicit in the cards. Instead, we
aimed to elicit insights into positions through the discussion
about the lists of preferences of participants.

Discussions of positions emerged by encouraging partici-
pants to find commonalities and differences in each other’s
communication preferences. The facilitator inquired about
the ways that parent and child communicated (e.g., “which
tool do you use to communicate with each other?”), what
kind of content they shared and did not share (e.g., “what
photos would you share on Instagram that you would not
share on Facebook?”), and the ways that they communicated
with extended family, e.g., group communication.

We decided to start the workshops with this method be-
cause it was useful as an icebreaker. Card sorting was an
easy to grasp, established method that did not challenge

participants and yielded useful information even though top-
ics were not discussed in depth, unless participants led the
conversation in that way.

Would I Lie to You?
Inspired by the homonymous TV show and the idea of de-
liberately lying to the other party, this method focuses on
talking about the daily lives and preferences of the partic-
ipants. For each topic that was raised during this activity,
the facilitator fostered a discussion about how participants
shared. Prior to the workshop session, participants were
asked to send five true and five false facts about themselves.
These facts were related to their preferences, tastes, and ac-
tivities they liked to do. Participants were told that the other
party should not easily guess if the phrases were true or false.
After each reply, we led a conversation about the potential
interactions that were linked to the phrase.

The rationale behind this methodwas tomake participants
think about their own lives and about what the other might
know about them. This method gave participants the chance
to set the agenda for this part of the workshop, and provided
the research team a list of topics of interest of the participants
that made asking spontaneous follow-up questions easier
for the facilitator.

In this method, position exchange was implicit in the ques-
tions and responses of the game. We did not explicitly in-
troduce the concept of position exchange to participants –
participants were simply instructed to play the game and
to discuss their responses. To elicit further discussion about
positions, the facilitator asked participants to describe what
they knew about each phrase, to look for potential inter-
actions related to the phrases, and to look for possible dif-
ferences between the current situation and the time when
parent and child lived together. For example, if one phrase
related to plans for traveling, the facilitator could ask about
travels they shared, holiday trips, favorite destinations, com-
mon motivations for traveling, etc.
This method was important to the workshop because it

allowed participants to challenge what they knew of each
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other through the true and false phrases. Guessing encour-
aged them to think from the position of the other, and if they
knew the answer, it reinforced what they knew of the other.

A Magic Machine for You
The aim of this method was to create Magic Machines [6]
for the other, a lo-fi fictional technology, following a design
brief created by the other, imagining the world from the
perspective of the other. During the previous methods, the
facilitator took notes on some highlights of the relationship
that might be potential topics for building a Magic Machine
for enriching the relationship. Parent and child defined a
topic, or design brief, that defined their desired technology.
Then, the facilitator asked the participants to build a Magic
Machine, following the other’s brief and putting themselves
in the position of the other, i.e. the parent built the Machine
that the child wanted, imagining they were standing in the
child’s shoes, and vice versa. Participants were asked to show
and explain how the Machine was used, and then the other
party was asked if their expectations were fulfilled by the
Machine, and if they would add something to it.

The rationale behind this method was to generate a tangi-
ble fictional prototype that embodied both self-expectations
and the perceptions of the expectations of the other on the
relationship. We also wanted to provide an opportunity to
tell a story of how their relationship would be better in this
fictional scenario. These stories could generate discussions
that explicitly showed the differences between the positions
of participants, and could provide an opportunity to renego-
tiate their expectations.
During the presentation of the Magic Machine, position

exchange was encouraged by the facilitator through ques-
tions that related the design idea to the situation of the other
person. For example, if a parent designed a Magic Door for
visiting the child instantly, the facilitator could ask “how
many hours would your child allow you to be there?”, “would
you have to knock the door before getting to the other side?”,
etc. After the explanations, the facilitator initiated a discus-
sion on the important aspects of each Machine, and asked
participants if they could imagine a more feasible technology
that included these aspects in the design.
We decided to finish the workshop with this method be-

cause it let participants design for each other while imagining
themselves in the shoes of the other. This method allowed
participants to create stories and to generate a dialogue about
the important aspects of the relationship for them by incor-
porating position exchange in the design activity.

Participants
We conducted 14 workshops in which 14 adult children (C)
and 16 parents – 14 mothers (M) and 2 fathers (F) – partici-
pated. Parents were aged between 50 and 63, and children

between 22 and 36. All children were currently living in Aus-
tralia, and their parents lived in different countries, namely,
the Philippines (M1), Australia (M2, M8 and M12), Colombia
(M3, F3, M4, M6, M9 and F9), Malaysia (M5 and M11), Chile
(M7), Turkey (M10) and USA (M13). All children left their
parents’ home less than 6 years ago.
We recruited participants through social media posts on

different websites and Facebook university groups. We let
the children decide if they wanted both of their parents to
participate, or just one of them. Our recruitment strategy led
mostly to the involvement of international students whose
parents lived overseas. We did not delve into an analysis of
the cultural differences, despite the diversity of countries
of origin. In line with Irani et al. [24, 25], we see culture
as a dynamic and hybrid concept that is not exclusively
defined by country of origin. Instead, we hope to provide
a new alternative to co-design technologies that enrich the
relationship between parents and their adult children.

Analysis
Analysis started immediately after each workshop through
notes and mind maps while listening to the recordings. We
created affinity diagrams for the generated Magic Machines
and found themes that emerged from these fictional tech-
nologies. We then transcribed the workshops and analyzed
the verbatim. We started looking for examples of position
exchange, and identified common themes in them. This pro-
cess was guided by the principles of a thematic analysis [9],
which involves phases of familiarization with data by reading
through transcripts and reviewing video recordings, genera-
tion of initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes,
and writing a report. We analyzed the workshops looking to
understand how the positions of parents and adult children
were presented in the workshops, how they understood and
challenged the positions of the other, and how they thought
about the relationship in the future.

4 FINDINGS
First, the findings describe how parents and adult children
benefited from a mutual understanding of their positions.
Then, we show how the workshops provided opportunities
to challenge and renegotiate the positions of participants.
Finally, we show how participants reimagined and explored
their relationship.

Understanding Positions on Communication with
the Other
We found that the acceptance of the positions of the other
on communication benefited their relationship. We observed
that children eventually tend to understand the positions of
their parents as they define their positions as adults.
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Accepting the Positions of the Other. We observed that accept-
ing the positions of the other on communication led to an
understanding of the needs of the other. This was reflected
on two opposing perspectives of technology from two pairs
of participants. M11 used to track the location of C11’s phone
online to see where she was when she was out at night. Per-
haps surprisingly, C11 felt fine with it because she feels that
her mother does not judge her actions or decisions.
C11: I turned off my location because I was sitting an exam, and
then she got so worried she pressed the alarm button so it just
started ringing, IN MY EXAM! (laughs)
M11: (laughs out loud) Now I don’t do that, I just message her. It
was just if you don’t turn it on always, you know I will do this.
R: So from there you don’t turn it off
C11: Yeah, yeah (laughs)
R: And how long did it take you to be comfortable with that?
C11: Six months? After that I was just like yeah...

Expressing a different point of view, both C10 and M10
agree on the limitations of current technologies, and think
that more awareness or communication frequency would
become invasive to the detriment of their relationship. After
talking about their Magic Machine for You, C10 said it would
be “a bit creepy” to have any awareness of when her parents
woke up, and that estimating based on her knowledge of their
routine is fine for her. She added that phone conversations
were good enough for their communication. M10 reinforced
this idea by comparing how she communicated with her
parents through letters, and how technology allows them to
talk in real time now.
R: How do you think that you give that support to her?
M10: Also conversations is important for support, but texting is
not the same, you can’t share your emotions in texting.
R: Do you feel that need of emotional support sometimes?
C10: Yes, I do.
R: How do you think that that can be improved?
C10: I don’t know, I think it can’t. Psychology is pretty good right
now at this. Talking on the phone whenever you want is pretty
good.
R: Is it good enough?
C10: I think it’s enough.

Children Understanding Positions of Parents. Adult children
commonly understand the positions of parents as they grow
because they can relate the experiences they are living as
adults with their own experiences when younger. In the case
of C2, she became closer to M2 after having bad experiences
living away, and her mother gave her emotional support.
Since then, she understands the need of M2 to be more in
touch with her, and she feels that need as well.

Relating experiences was particularly relevant for two of
the adult children that participated in this study who were
also parents. In both cases, they reported an understanding
of their own parents’ (who were now grandparents) commu-
nication needs, the importance of sharing time with their

Figure 2: Magic Machine for You by (a) C1, and (b) C5

own child, and sharing the growth and progress of their child
with their parents. These new grandparents were aware of
how their adult children had changed and were happy to see
them giving value to family and communication. C5 stated
the importance of his child for him in a phrase forWould I lie
to you? : “My new hobby is spending time with my newborn
daughter”. This, of course was true! C5 and M5 discussed the
importance of having daily communication during the Card
Sort for Me & You method.
C5: I actually understand now the need of having that day-to-
day communication because you are talking about a bigger kind
of family relationship now, where I obviously have my mom’s
granddaughter here, I have my wife here, who my mom cares
about so you sort of need that communication to go every day
because if we were back there in Malaysia we would obviously
be doing the same thing where my mom would wanna see her
granddaughter every day [...]
M5: There’s the drastic change in [C5]! When he was a student,
single, and now he’s married, he has become much much better.

The Magic Machine for You that both children created
shared interactions between their own children and their
parents. In the case of C1, she created a sharing box that
allowed M1 and her grandchildren to exchange objects and
photos, and C5 thought of magical gloves that would allow
M5 to touch and feel her grandchild (see Figure 2). Know-
ing that his child likes to touch things, C5 also proposed
a magical screen where his child would be able to feel her
grandmother’s face during a video call.

Eliciting Intimate and Important Interactions. We observed,
understandably, that it was particularly hard to get to talk
about the intimate interactions and details that make each
relationship different, but these details did emerge sponta-
neously, once participants were immersed in activity. In the
workshops, although participants generally desired magical
co-located physicality, in several cases they went on to reveal
very particular interactions they missed; the smell of hair,
the warmth when sharing a bed, or a conversation during a
walk on the park. In the Magic Machine for You created by
participants, both parents and children tended to imagine
virtual worlds with multi-sensorial devices that allowed an
experiential synchronous sharing, where physical interac-
tions were initially limited to holding hands, hugs, eating
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together, or walking together. In later conversation partici-
pants talked about more intimate and playful interactions
such as smelling their hair and lifting the parent up! Figure 3
shows some examples, in which M7 and M2 created a tele-
porting machine, C6 created a magic virtual room where
M6 could visit him and C8 created a virtual traveling room,
where the family could dine on different countries.

Figure 3: Magic Machines examples from Participants

For M6 and C6, the importance of physical contact in the
relationship between C6 and both parents was discussed just
minutes before the end of the workshop. Their Magic Ma-
chine for You allowed them to hold hands and hug, but did not
explicitly allow them to do some characteristic ways of in-
teraction between C6, his brother and their parents that they
missed. We asked about details of how they would imagine
themselves using that machine, and about the importance of
the elements embodied in them, such as physical contact.
R: [...] So if you could incorporate touching, for example, an occa-
sional handshake, cuddling on an arm, small elements, would you
think that this would help you? Maybe it’s not enough, but do you
think it could enrich your relationship?
C6: Yes, I would think so, sure.
M6: Yes, because they pamper me a lot, they lifted me up, grabbed
my hair, kissed and smelled it. It’s important to remember all those
contacts.
R: Then physical contact was an important part of your day-to-day.
M6: Yes [C6 nods too]
C6: With both of them, with my dad too. I bothered him a lot.
R: Joking, by pushing him, something like that?
C6: Yes, I would bother him, I rubbed my beard on his forehead...
M6: They [C6 and his brother] jumped over him, they were big,
both of them, and they both would [jump] over his dad.

Similarly, C14 andM14 stated they feel comfortable having
intimate conversations when walking because they do not
have any distractions and they do not like to look at the other
person in the eyes when having a deep conversation. This
was discussed after talking about the Magic Machine for You
created by M14, who proposed a magic airplane that would
allow C14 to travel quickly to her place after finishing her
daily work. After traveling, they would go for a walk around
the neighborhood.

M14: [...] So walking is a good way, you got no kind of distractions,
you can just talk.
R: So that would be a good time for you to have intimate conversa-
tions.
[Both say "Yeah, yeah, definitely"]
R: Are there any other instances where you have that kind of
conversations or do you think that walking is a good scenario for
that?
C14: I think walking because the thing is I’m not very comfortable
with looking people in the eye when I’m having an intimate con-
versation, so from walking I can just... not distract myself but I can
look at other things and the other person’s looking at other things.

Giving importance to what the other does was also im-
portant. Some participants revealed, probably without in-
tention, impressions about the value that they gave to ways
of interacting with the other. This was noted by M5, who
sent messages through WhatsApp after the workshop. She
thanked the research team for the session, and shared her
happiness because C5 had praised her cooking, something
he had never done before.
M5: After the video call I was in tears. Tears of joy. My other
children would praise my cooking at the dining table. But not [C5].

Providing Opportunities for Renegotiating Positions
The experiences of parents greatly differ from their chil-
dren’s, and their own cultural and family backgrounds have
made them build positions that may be completely discon-
nected from the context in which their children are currently
living. We found that the workshops allowed different views
to be shared and confronted by parents and children.

Challenging Positions of the Self and the Other. The work-
shops presented an opportunity to renegotiate the positions
with the other in various ways. The sessions allowed partici-
pants to challenge their own knowledge, and the positions
of the self and of the other. Many participants submitted
phrases forWould I Lie to You? related to values, taste and
preferences in daily activities, and to personality traits and
behavior. These phrases led to conversations linked to previ-
ous experiences of both parties and to reinforcing or chal-
lenging what they knew of their relationship.

The challenge of the positions was sometimes explicit and
could be related either to the positions of the other (C13:
“[True] I think you like me less than [my brother]” ), or to the
own perspective (M11: “[False] I am always frank and tell
people how I actually feel” ). When talking about this last
phrase, C11 raised her concern on having to ask M11 how
she felt in different ways because she felt that it was hard for
M11 to tell anyone her true feelings. This was reflected in
the Magic Machine that M11 created, a magic cap (Figure 4)
using one of C11’s caps that shows a hologram of herself
that does not hide things from C11. In essence, she designed
something to reveal her more honest self to her child.
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Figure 4: Magic Machine for You created by M11

The workshop was an opportunity to bring topics that
could not easily be raised in regular conversations. This was
expressed by M12, who found the workshop useful because
she wanted a better relationship with C12 and “did not know
how to start that anymore”, but in the workshop she “was
able to say things that I wouldn’t be allowed to say”. C12 was
not aware of how important he was to his extended family.
M12 talked about how their relatives ask for him and are
interested in what C12 says. While she talked, C12 installed
Viber in his phone again and rejoined the family group.
M12: Whenever they see "[C12]" and a little comment, everybody
talks about [C12], giving all these good vibes and say "We love you".
Whereas anyone else just gets nothing, but [C12] puts something
on and it is like the whole world turns to him, it is like "Oh, that’s
great [C12]! Good, good!"

Children tended to manage the impression they give over
different social media and sometimes published content in
one medium that would not be visible to their parents. Some
parents challenged this behavior asking the adult child to
include them more by sharing with them also. During Card
Sort for Me & You, C1 used to post photos of books she liked
and photos of snacks she had when she was stressed at work.
She did not want to share these “nonsense” photos, but M1
said she also wanted to see when she felt like that.
C1: I consider them as nonsensical posts; if I’m stressed I eat KitKat.
I buy a KitKat, and before opening it, I take a photo of it and share
[on Instagram]. It’s not really something that I wanna share in
Facebook
M1: For you, for you, for you, but for us it’s really important
C1: OK, ok [laughs]

Reinforcing What They Know of Each Other. The dialogue
about the perspectives of the other created opportunities to
reinforce what they felt about each other, although this was
not a particular intention of the workshop design. Partici-
pants often reported feeling glad about confirming how well
they knew the other, and learning about small changes in
the other that sometimes were not discussed. C9 said that

the workshops allowed her and her parents to look back on
their relationship and see how it has evolved.
C9: you usually do not take time to remember how things were
before, how we have changed, the things that we have improved.
So it is nice to look back and see how there has not been a setback
in the relationship, but that we have improved many things and
we have been able to maintain, and even improve the relationship
in spite of the distance.

Explicating Generational and Cultural Gaps. Children often
recognize there are differences in the perspectives with their
parents that they will never overcome. These differences
may affect the decisions children make, but they often act
independently and deal with the tensions later. C6 wrote a
phrase forWould I lie to You? about his desire to have tattoos
all over his body, and said that his father has had a hard time
accepting the fact that he got tattoos.
C6: My dad is very old school, he’s one of those that says that
tattoos are for felons, and he has that in his head, which doesn’t
mean it’s wrong, but although that [his view] has changed over
time, he still rejects it and has a hard time accepting it.

Although parents sometimes disagreed with their chil-
dren’s decisions, they tolerated them. M6 did not like tattoos
at all, and if it were up to her, she would remove them from
C6’s body, but she accepts it is not up to her.
R: How did you react when you realized [C6 had a tattoo]?
M6: HA! My God...
[Conversation on tattoos continues, talking about designs C6 would
like]
R: And if you could give a tattoo idea to [C6], would you do it?
M6: No [C6 laughs], because I don’t agree. If it were up to me, I
would remove them all.

Some parents acknowledge the generational gap from
their own position on having left home when they were
young adults, but feel that as mature adults they know better
than their young adult children. M2 justified C2’s answers
to dismissing physical contact saying “[C2] thinks as a child,
she does not think as a mother”. C2 was not surprised by
M2’s reply, stating that it was “hard for me to stand in my
mom’s shoes, it’s like I... I can’t reflect myself on her, I don’t
know”. However, for C13 and M13, not dealing with these
differences and admitting they would always exist seemed
to be a source of conflict in their relationship.
M13: As a human being you always, every time you would [find]
this kind of collision when they come, and it never [is] going to
sort of stop.
C13: So you are saying disagreements will always happen?
M13: Yes.

Digging deeper into the conversation between M13 and
C13, diverging expectations and a lack of willingness to
change positions may influence the relationship. C13 was
aware of this reluctance to change, which she expressed
during different activities in the workshop.
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C13: We come from different generations, so [we have] different
priorities. [...] Growing up the way she did and the skills she’s
learned, it would take me years to be able to master that. So I don’t
think we’ll ever see eye to eye in anything in terms of what would
better our relationship because for her it’s fine, and I’m no one to
be able to argue that it’s not. [...] My mother has her standards and
I have mine, she’s not gonna work towards my standards because
she’s satisfied with hers
C13: If I had to create a machine it would be to create that desire...
to want to evolve. Because some people just don’t have it, and you
can’t create it

Reimagining Positions on the Relationship
Sharing Everyday Activities. Some dyads shared everyday ac-
tivities in their Magic Machines (C3-F3M3, C4-M4, C6-M6,
C9-F9M9, and C11-M11). They often noted the interactions
that they missed, or could accurately think of the expecta-
tions or concerns that the other would have. C3 could easily
imagine different ways of providing awareness to F3 about
several of his concerns, namely “where he is sleeping, what
facilities he has where he is sleeping, [...] transport, comfort,
the neighbors, how they treat you, if there’s respect”. M4 and
C4 shared the “sacred ritual of sharing the bed and lazing
about”, for which M4 designed a magical blanket that would
allow them to cuddle (see Figure 5). Interestingly, the con-
text where they would use it was flexible: probably a Sunday
afternoon, watching TV (it did not matter if both were watch-
ing or not) and one of them would probably fall asleep. After
showing it, M4 kept using the magical blanket until the end
of the workshop.

Figure 5: M4 showing a Magic Blanket designed for C4

Mediating Distance and Time. Since most of the dyads were
living in different countries, it was not surprising for us that
many Magic Machines were designed for sharing presence
by mediating distance and dealing with different time zones.
Distance was mostly alleviated by teleporting machines

(M2, F9M9, C4, and C6) and virtual shared rooms (C6, C8,
and C9). These ideas were often presented by dyads that
lived in different countries. However, while M8 lived in the
same country, C8’s Magic Machine allowed interacting with
other relatives that lived overseas. In the case of M14, she
designed a Magic airplane for her daughter, even though
they lived in the same city.

Time zones and availability were common concerns for
participants. Coordinating communication and missing the
opportunity of sharing at certain times, e.g. lunchtime, moti-
vated the creation of Machines that could manipulate time.
C7 created a teleporting machine that would work while
she sleeps, so she could travel to her home country without
interfering her routine; M7 also created a machine that made
her travel in time to share with her daughter. Both M10 and
C10 designed machines for switching from one time zone
to the other, so they could spend time together at the same
hour.

Gifting. Parents often gave more importance to the lives
and actions of their children than to themselves; they would
usually think of their children first, and give them something
without expecting anything back. This could be reflected on
an example from M10, who was writing a secret diary as a
gift for C10 while she lived abroad.

The idea of giving something to the child with nothing ex-
pected in return was also reflected in the design of the Magic
Machines. Two of the several functions of M1’s machine
were explicitly about C1 (see Figure 6a). One button pro-
vided special oils for C1’s hair, and the machine had magic
scissors that would allow M1 to cut C1’s hair over a distance
(see Figure 6b). M8 created a Magic ticket for C8, who wishes
to travel more in Australia and abroad. The ticket allows C8
to go to different places he wants to visit, and cities where
their relatives live (see Figure 6c).

Figure 6: (a) M1’s Magic Machine, (b) M1 showing her Magic
scissors, and (c) M8’s magic ticket for C8

5 DISCUSSION
Our literature review revealed that most research with fami-
lies relied upon interviewing individuals, and that the result-
ing designs seemed to accommodate their differences [23,
41, 57]. However, there is a growing body of literature that
is beginning to explore different perspectives in relation-
ships [27, 38].

We set out to explore how parents and their adult children
might see the positions of the other and whether they could
design while taking into account the perspective of the other,
and what is acceptable to them, in order to create richer ways
and technologies to support relationships.

Overall, these methods seemed successful unearthing per-
spectives of participants on the relationship; participants
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took the opportunities to state their positions and challenge
the positions of the other. Participants often felt pleased
about what they learned, and some expressed a renewed
feeling of closeness following the workshops.
This paper seeks to contribute (1) how the notion of po-

sitions helps HCI researchers understand the relationship
between parents and adult children, and (2) a new set of
methods influenced by PET and the concepts of position
exchange, empathy, and playful engagement. We will now
discuss how the notion of positions helps in understanding
relationships, how position exchange in the methods con-
tributes to the generation of understandings, and we reflect
on the workshops and their limitations.

Understanding Relationships by Making Positions
Explicit
Position Exchange Theory, while very inspiring, is also some-
what abstract. The methods developed in this work found
ways to concretize and mobilize the theory in the service
of discussion and design. Using the notion of positions, we
encouraged to and fro between participants, rather than al-
lowing one to dominate. Parents and children took turns
to talk about their family and technologies, and they de-
signed for each other, with the researcher acting in a moder-
ating role. Participants took turns in card sorting, contesting
lies, and they worked in parallel to create a design for the
other. Balancing participation between family members was
particularly important because family relationships can be
asymmetric, even in the ways in which technologies are
used [17, 32, 33]. Jones and Ackerman [27] sought the per-
spectives of tellers and listeners of family stories, contrasting
their impressions separately. Neumann et al. [38] compared
different perspectives on a single memory through joint in-
terviews after the participants built an artifact for the other.
Participants were provided with opportunities to make

their own positions explicit to the other and thus the other
party could contrast and discuss their own positions on the
same topics. This process was useful for triggering instances
of renegotiation and questioning of perspectives that could
contribute to finding middle ground in topics that may be
hard to discuss, by alleviating the tensions between the differ-
ent positions [21]. With this, we looked for points of shared
engagement in a non-conflictual manner, where both par-
ents and children converged their perspectives into common
desires and ideas that would benefit their relationship.

Co-design through Position Exchange
The dialogical perspective of position exchange contributed
to the design of communication technologies for families be-
cause current social mediamainly focuses on self-presentation
to a particular audience [18], video calls and chat often may

not go beyond what each family member decided to dis-
close [1, 43], and conversations can remain on the surface.
The Position Exchange Workshops provided an opportunity
for breaking out of the existing positions and going beyond
what was taken for granted in the relationships.

The methods revealed a wide variety of family relation-
ships in terms of what they understood of the other, what
they were willing to reveal to the other, how tolerant they
were of their differences and how much they were willing to
change. Each method had a clear purpose – to understand
and shed new light on the other through sharing in fun ways.
Each method acted as a stepping stone for the next one,
moving from familiarization and understanding through to
reimagining future relationships and design.

By introducing methods that encouraged changes in per-
spectives that may cast new light on the relationship [8],
we were not designing for what the relationship was, but
for what parents and adult children wanted it to be. The
workshops took an anti-solutionist approach [6] and then
an approach of convergence towards creating and resolving
design ideas. On the one hand, we aimed to encourage reflec-
tion by fostering a dialogue to understand the positions of
participants on the relationship; on the other, we discussed
how tomove towards feasible technologies that would enrich
the relationship. This was explicitly done inAMagic Machine
for You, where participants had to imagine fictional technolo-
gies for their future relationships, followed by a discussion
on ways in which these technologies might be feasible and
desirable, in search of possible realizable designs.

In reimagining relationships through Magic Machines we
found that parents and their adult children often wanted
to share everyday activities and mediate distance and time.
Some parents looked for ways to give something to their
children without expecting something back. Although these
findings are similar to previous work on presence-in-absence
and sharing gifts and memories in family relationships [22,
38, 51], our findings also highlight that people can value
different elements from a common experience and that de-
signing with the other offers an opportunity to reflect on
what is important for each family member and to move to-
wards a design that fits the expectations of both parties.

By providing opportunities to challenge the position of
the other, we were taking the confrontation of positions into
account instead of dealing with independent and separate re-
ports of the differences. This approach can evolve the design
in a positive way by embodying the different perspectives of
participants instead of respecting the differences articulated
by them. TheWould I Lie to You? method prompted reflection
about the self and the other prior to the workshop, which
contributed to the creation of an environment of comfort
and dialogue for talking about an intimate relationship. Par-
ticipants could set the starting point of the discussions that
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were held in this part of the workshop by having the free-
dom to decide what to include in the phrases they submitted
prior to the workshop session. This facilitated the confronta-
tion of positions, the potential generation of instances of
renegotiation of positions, and gave participants a chance to
question and reinforce what the other said. It also injected
some fun, humor and levity into the proceedings, trying to
guess what was true, and what was false, with some things
being obviously true and others obviously false. To quote
comedian Carl Reiner, “The absolute truth is the thing that
makes people laugh” [44].
We acknowledge that position exchange is a continuous

process that is performed across the whole lifespan, and that
an understanding of the positions of the other cannot be
achieved in a single workshop session. However, we saw
these instances, similarly to Lindley and Wallace’s probes
as ‘tickets to talk’ [31], supporting conversations in which
participants not only talked about certain topics, but also
raised their own concerns and decided to challenge, or not,
the position of the other. These conversations could reveal
particular intimate details of their interactions, which were
important for participants and which they usually took for
granted. Telling stories was a good way of capturing and
describing lived experiences [55], and telling stories together
reflected the different positions on a common lived expe-
rience. This increased the amount and richness of details
that participants reported because the interactions they had
could trigger more memories and debate in relation to the
common experience.
Both confrontation and raising particular intimate inter-

actions can evolve into design decisions that will embody
the perspective of both parties and that can benefit the rela-
tionship. Some examples could be looking for ways to share
warmth and presence through a blanket for M4 and C4, and
to explore how technology can facilitate intimate conversa-
tions that respect the setting and the expectations of M14
and C14 in ways that feel more personal than a phone call
or video call, i.e. considering the context in which they talk
and that they do not like to look each other in the eye when
talking about intimate topics.

Reflections and Limitations
Participants appreciated the focus of the workshops and the
opportunities provided, and it appeared that they neither felt
examined nor like a respondent. The methods intended and
appeared to give them freedom to have open conversations
in which their own family dynamics could be expressed,
e.g. referring to the other with nicknames, laughing and
interrupting without worrying about disturbing the flow of
the workshop.
The activities provided a structure, but the nature of the

activities was such that participants easily took ownership

over the flow of the workshop by asking questions, refuting
the views and impressions of the other, and contributing
to what the other said. This structure, in turn, gave partic-
ipants the impression that they were in charge of the con-
versation, with the researcher taking a step back. However,
in reality, moderating a session was a demanding role for
the researcher which comprised encouraging productive en-
gagement, valuing responses, empathizing, and keeping the
workshop moving along within the time constraints.

The different settings of the workshops affected the con-
versation flow in several ways. Having the participants in
the same room made the communication between parents
and their adult children more fluent. They could easily say
something to each other with their body language and facial
expressions that cannot be fully enacted on video calls. Inter-
ruptions and joint talking and laughter were more common
and did not derail what the other was saying. They were
more able to tell stories together. On the other hand, having
a remote participant on a video call, and commonly a short
delay in the call, meant that interruptions briefly stopped the
conversation, mostly to ask for clarification. The effect was
that participants took turns to talk, or prompted each other to
answer questions, and they were forced to pay more explicit
attention to the other. The video call also had an emotional
component because most participants had not met with the
other in person for months or years, and they valued that the
workshops gave them a different setting to interact, taking
them out of their daily context and encouraging them to
focus on the other.

The rationale behind these workshops could be useful for
other kinds of groups where there are asymmetric relation-
ships that are developed over long periods of time, and a
recent change in the context of one person leads their po-
sitions to change. For example, an apprentice turning into
a full time employee, a student who becomes an academic,
or intimate relationships that change into long-distance re-
lationships. Prompting conversations may raise details that
are taken for granted from each position, and this may help
participants to learn about the position and lead to design
ideas. This may be done by creating, or adapting existing
methods that explicitly foster exchanging positions in order
to understand, challenge or reimagine existing positions.

On reflection, we realized that the workshop outputs them-
selves (i.e. the Magic Machine designs) were not necessar-
ily the major informant of design understanding, as is con-
sistent with the intent of the Magic Machines method [6],
which aims to develop meaning through investigative ob-
jects. Rather, the participants really enjoyed the methods
themselves for the discussions that they evoked, which re-
vealed position exchanges and insights into the other and
reflections back on the self. As a result, we are now looking
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towards how we might extend these methods on a contin-
uing basis, through some form of technology probe that
might enable users to present, for example, everyday true or
false questions in a fun way, fostering dialogue and position
exchange.

We identified four potential limitations for the workshops.
First, participants’ willingness to have open and relaxed con-
versations (which are helped along by the methods) is crucial;
feeling stressed or anxious can mean that conversations do
not flow naturally or simply that the workshop cannot con-
tinue, as happened with C12 and M12 the first time we met.
Because C12 had lost an important document and was flus-
tered, the session lasted less than 10 minutes; we rescheduled
and ran a successful workshop later. Second, the existence
of a big gap between the positions of participants, together
with a lack of willingness to negotiate that gap can affect
the outcomes of the workshop. Conversations can turn into
arguments that do not contribute to the relationship and may
not lead to design ideas. We observed this in the workshop
with C13 and M13, where the values of M13 were strongly
defined by her background and she acknowledged that there
would always be differences between her and C13. In these
cases, the methods could be modified using more therapeutic
approaches. Third, our recruitment strategy allowed children
to decide which parent would participate, and we did not
balance the number of fathers and mothers. Finally, the pre-
sented methods require that participants engage in a session
that lasts around two hours, limiting the populations where
they can be used. Methods may need to be modified to target
other populations, e.g., using shorter games to engage with
younger children.

6 CONCLUSION
We set out to explore how parents and their adult children
might see their relationship from the position of the other, by
adopting Position Exchange Theory and developing fun, cre-
ative and supportive methods, to concretize and utilize this
theory. We aimed to support a design conversation in which
they could take the perspective of the other in order to create
richer ways and technologies to support their relationships.
The methods seemed to unearth the perspectives of par-

ticipants on the relationship successfully. Participants often
felt they learned something, or reinforced what they knew
of the other.
The methods revealed a diversity of family relationships

in terms of what they understand of each other, what they
are willing to reveal to the other, how tolerant they are of
their differences and how much they are willing to change.
This paper has two main contributions. First, we con-

tribute an understanding of how parents and children under-
stand each other, how they constantly renegotiate their rela-
tionship and how they envision and reimagine it in the future.

Second, we present the Position ExchangeWorkshops, which
consist of a set of co-design methods that foster position
exchange and dialogue in playful ways. With this approach,
we embraced the diversity of family relationships by elicit-
ing and valuing the richness of the particular interactions
of each family. We hope that this paper inspires future HCI
research to understand, negotiate and reimagine social po-
sitions in families, amongst friends or co-workers, and in
communities.
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