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Abstract 
Rapidly expanding rural communities (often termed “rurban”) face complex social 
challenges around inclusion of newcomers, which can be unsettling for long-es-
tablished community identity. Although participatory CSCW provides resources 
to support rurban social inclusion, complementary approaches may be needed to 
facilitate potentially uncomfortable creative and political responses to questions of 
agency, power, inclusion and confrontation. We suggest that socially engaged art 
(SEA) has the appropriate qualities and track record to complement better known 
CSCW approaches in these settings. SEA offers a specifically experiential and di-
alogical approach to community participation in design, where the kinds of inter-
actions made available by SEA can provide a space for a more dissensual 
participation. As well as introducing SEA and explaining its potential contribution 
to participatory CSCW, the paper presents a focus group study undertaken in an 
Irish rurban community, and considers the implications of insights from that study 
in future SEA-informed CSCW with this community. The focus group analysis 
highlighted supportive organised community action, queried social encounters in 
public space, examined misperceptions and poor communication, and problema-
tised the role of powerful organisations in fostering inclusion. SEA-informed de-
sign considerations in support of social inclusion in this community include: 
supporting volunteerism; examining the evolution of community institutions; 
reimagining interactions in public place; and dispelling misconceptions through 
building mutual understanding. We propose that the dialogical aesthetic of SEA 
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complements other CSCW approaches by drawing attention to tacit, visceral and 
emotional experiences; dialogue and conflict in collaborative processes; and in-
creasing participant (including emerging community) agency in enacting alterna-
tive possibilities. 
 
Keywords:  
Socially engaged art, rurban communities, rapidly expanding rural communities, 
diversity, social inclusion, CSCW, HCI 

1 Introduction 
The rapidly expanding rural community is a site marked by diversity and change 

due to an influx of new people. These communities have been called ‘rurban’, ‘peri-
urban’, ‘new rurality’ and ‘urban fringe’ (Allen 2003; Busck et al. 2008; Eliasson 
et al. 2015; Prakash 2018; Torre 2015). We choose ‘rurban' because while some of 
these terms render the rural invisible, on a semantic level ‘rurban’ represents both 
rural and urban characteristics of these places  (Busck et al. 2008; Gražulevičiūtė-
Vileniškė and Vitkuvienė 2013) and in our work, we have found that preserving 
rural values is an important aim for these communities. Rurban communities are 
former rural communities that, as a result of rapid expansion, have characteristics 
that differ from both rural or urban communities (Allen 2003; Busck et al. 2008). 
Typically, they are close to large urban areas and often become ancillary commu-
nities to the urban community (Torre 2015). However, they retain a separate iden-
tity, rooted in their rural traditions, influenced by their new relationship with the 
urban (Allen 2003; Gonçalves et al. 2017) and the rapid increase in population. 
There are multiple reasons for such rapid increase. Most recently for example, the 
COVID-19 pandemic prompted a new wave of migration to rural areas (Guaralda 
et al. 2020; Malatzky et al. 2020). 

The social challenges associated with a rapidly expanding rural community in-
volve questions of visibility, power, agency and participation as majority de-
mographics adjust their sense of community identity to reflect the new diversity, 
and as minority demographics begin to find a place for themselves and influence 
community life. Disciplines such as CSCW and Participatory Design (PD) have a 
long history of engaging with power and participation and are well positioned to 
work with rurban communities. However, while PD has emphasized agency, eman-
cipation and empowerment (Björgvinsson et al. 2010; Kuutti and Bannon 2014), it 
is seen to have strayed from these ideals (Bannon et al. 2018) and CSCW is said to 
have more of an emphasis on artifacts over agency and power (Kuutti and Bannon 
2014). With a call for more pluralistic approaches, and a need to renew the activist 
intentions of community-based participatory work (DiSalvo et al. 2012; C. Harring-
ton et al. 2019; Holmer et al. 2015), we are interested in the potential of integrating 
a Socially Engaged Art (SEA) approach when supporting rurban challenges around 
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expansion in order to refresh this focus on agency and agonistic participation. In 
this paper, we describe empirical findings on the lived experience of people in an 
Irish rurban community, and we put forward suggestions (based on our analysis, 
and SEA theory and practice) for SEA-informed CSCW in support of social inclu-
sion in that community.  

SEA is a pluralistic, activist and critical art form that aims to tackle social justice 
issues through creative processes. It typically values process and dialogue over the 
final output, with an emphasis on developing agency and social bonds. Some very 
well-known examples would include the work of Suzanne Lacy, who has used SEA 
to interrogate ideas around visibility and agency of both teenage girls and older 
women in public life (Lacy 1997, 2013). At the heart of SEA is a critical, political 
and agonistic participation that looks to activate participants in interrogating their 
social reality. The challenges to participation in SEA are around exchanging dis-
sensus for conviviality and substituting participation for a tokenistic consultation 
with communities that actually results in a neutralisation of participants (Beech 
2008, 2009; Bishop 2012; Tiller 2014). SEA has the potential to make available 
wider modes of exploration and expression in CSCW as participants are provided 
with multiple creative and critical entry points into sharing experience, as we will 
discuss. 

SEA has provided support for issues such as social and economic inequity 
(Anwar McHenry 2011; Diprose 2015), reduced civic engagement (Balfour et al. 
2018), stigmatized neighbourhoods (Cameron and Coaffee 2005), decreased partic-
ipation (Carey and Sutton 2004; Verschelden et al. 2012) and fragmented commu-
nity cohesion (Matarasso 2007). Participating in SEA processes is said to increase 
collective problem solving on social issues (Edwards et al. 2016), promote demo-
cratically inclusive practices (Edwards et al. 2016; Sharp et al. 2005) and support a 
reconceptualising of ‘community’ to include more marginalised voices (Verschel-
den et al. 2012). These various aims connect with PD, CSCW and HCI that encour-
age adversarial and agonistic participation, such as work that looks to create spaces 
for multiple, conflicting social interests that challenge hegemonies (Björgvinsson 
et al. 2012; Hansson et al. 2018), examines how to amplify goals around democra-
tization and empowerment (Frauenberger et al. 2018), explores design as provoca-
tion on social issues through revealing, questioning and challenging social norms 
(DiSalvo 2012; Hansson et al. 2018). 

The work presented here is situated in Northrock1, a rapidly expanding rural 
community in Ireland. We present data from a series of focus groups. Namely, in-
sights around the dynamics of inclusion in the community; where and how inclusion 
happens or not, as well as evidence of experiences that were difficult to articulate 
and contrasting standpoints that people were reluctant to engage with. We then pre-
sent an argument for including SEA approaches in CSCW recommendations for 

 
1 Anonymised 
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this community. This is based on our analysis coupled with theory and practice-
based examples of SEA.   

In the next sections, we describe inclusion in the specifically rurban context. We 
discuss existing approaches to working with issues of inclusion in CSCW and we 
outline how SEA is useful to CSCW for inclusion. We go on to present our findings 
on the dynamics of inclusion in Northrock. Drawing on our analysis and relevant 
SEA theory and practice, we put forward SEA-informed design considerations that 
look supporting inclusion in this community, and we discuss how these considera-
tions are valuable to the CSCW community. 

2 Background 
Our work is interested in how SEA might inform CSCW with the Northrock 

rurban community as it addresses challenges around expansion. We outline these 
challenges in 2.1, and we find relevant connections with CSCW for diversity, mi-
gration and inclusion (2.2). We look at the practices and aesthetics of SEA and how 
these might be useful to CSCW in support of inclusion (2.3).  

2.1 Inclusion in rapidly developing rural communities  

The rapidly developing rural site is rich in potential for CSCW interventions in 
support of inclusion. Inclusion itself has been broadly defined as the ability of indi-
viduals to participate in community life (Le et al. 2015) with the aim of tackling 
inequalities and social justice issues (Gaffikin and Morrissey 2011). 

Migration is seen to have shaped rurban communities (Alexandru 2012) and lit-
erature around inclusion and migration in rural, peri-urban and rurban areas de-
scribes the various marginalisations and tensions that can occur as a result evolving 
symbolic boundaries between new and long-term residents (Lichter and Brown 
2011; Meagher 2009; Sherman 2006, 2018, 2021; Shucksmith 2012; Walton 2021). 
Long-term community members can experience marginalization as they perceive 
their old ways of life being eroded and replaced with the new values, beliefs and 
social norms of new community members (Sherman 2018, 2021; Sherman and 
Schafft 2022). Equally, new community members can suffer from a gatekeeping  of 
the community, particularly if they are of a disadvantaged economic status, or dif-
ferent cultural, racial or ethnic background relative to the established community 
(Meagher 2009; Patten et al. 2015; Shucksmith et al. 2012; Walton 2021). Patterns 
of in-migration also lead to complex identities within new community members – 
for example, in the US context, Mexican-American residents are caught between 
the social groups of Mexican migrants and the established, majority white, long-
term residents (Lichter and Brown 2011). These various evolving and conflicting 
identities can lead to fracturing rural values around friendliness and support. The 
antidote to this is seen to lie in the cultivation of opportunities for meaningful social 
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interaction between the various identities in a community in order to develop a 
greater level of mutual understanding (Anwar McHenry 2011; Balfour et al. 2018; 
Le et al. 2015; Patten et al. 2015; Roberts et al. 2017; Sherman 2021). 

A high level of social interaction and participation is seen as a strong indicator 
of a healthy and vibrant rural community (Patten et al. 2015; Roberts et al. 2017). 
In urban contexts, public policy and grassroots activity have combined to promote 
the inclusion of new community members in political, social and cultural life (Gaff-
ikin and Morrissey 2011; Stern and Seifert 2010). This focus also extends to rural 
cultural initiatives that emphasise increasing social participation in order to combat 
depopulation, enhance quality of life and secure service provision (Crawshaw and 
Gkartzios 2016; A. Fischer and McKee 2017).   

Acceptance of difference is seen as an integral part of the process towards inclu-
sivity, recognising that a ‘community’ is not a homogenous or static concept, but 
preferably one which welcomes and supports divergent voices (Sharp et al. 2005) 
with the hope of cultivating a shared sense of belonging (Gaffikin and Morrissey 
2011). Given that rurban communities are typically characterised by rapid changes 
in demographic due to influxes of new populations that may or may not be familiar 
with the particular culture of the host community, the process of accepting differ-
ence, supporting contradictory voices and cultivating a shared sense of belonging 
is central to the enduring resilience and vibrancy of these communities. This diver-
sity calls for a heterogenous approach founded in dialogue (DiSalvo et al. 2009), 
and a dialogical approach automatically raises questions of participation, in terms 
of who is included or excluded and who has the most powerful voice (Bishop 2006).  

Somewhat counter-intuitively, very well-integrated communities can particu-
larly struggle with this new diversity as a strong sense of community identity can 
lead to exclusion for those different to the dominant community group (Thomas et 
al. 2015). This is particularly relevant to formerly rural, now rurban communities, 
which are smaller and often more culturally homogenous than urban communities. 
Typical themes of rural inclusion and exclusion look at interpersonal relationship, 
socio-cultural norms and the stance of organisations and institutions (Patten et al. 
2015). This paper extends this body of work with insights on the workings of Irish 
rurban inclusion based on findings from the Northrock focus groups. 

2.2 Inclusion in CSCW 

This work is situated in the context of migration, diversity and inclusion in 
CSCW, HCI and PD, where boundaries and power hierarchies are mutable and 
complex (Chamberlain et al. 2013). Le Dantec and Fox (2015) summarise this well 
when they say that there are a multitude of ‘us vs thems’ in the community setting 
with ‘multiple and overlapping domains of influence and conflict’. Their work ar-
ticulates a range of nuanced challenges and opportunities, such as: situating our 
research contribution, building rapport, and accounting for how we balance and 
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discuss our own roles and subjectivities. This objective of building rapport connects 
with PD that looks at the importance of intermediaries and dialectics in community 
based work (Frauenberger et al. 2018; Teli et al. 2022). The various ‘us vs thems’ 
are also recognized in PD that describes the need to provide space for multiple, 
often marginalised, conflicting identities and agendas (Björgvinsson et al. 2012). 
Chamberlain et. al (2013) also reference these various identities while discussing 
the challenges inherent in rural community engagement and how to design for 
meaningful collaboration. These notions of multiple ‘us vs thems’ are central to our 
research in terms of making these various identities more visible and supporting 
inclusion in the rurban context. 

There is a growing body of work in CSCW, HCI and PD that looks at designing 
for inclusivity (Dye et al. 2018; Giglitto et al. 2019; Light et al. 2009; Mustafa et 
al. 2020; Roberson and Nardi 2010; Steinhardt et al. 2015). These include a consid-
eration of how digital technologies might leverage cultural and heritage-related ac-
tivities to support inclusion of at-risk communities (Giglitto et al. 2019), and aging 
populations (Light et al. 2009). Internet and social media usage have been examined 
for inclusivity, for example, in the research by Dimond et al.(2013) research on 
combatting street harassment, telling and sharing stories online provided a space 
where community members felt included and able to make sense of their experi-
ence, while also acting as a social movement that supported collective activism. 
Similarly, creative expression coupled with digital storytelling has been found to 
support migrant participants in increasing levels of digital inclusion and positioning 
themselves in the host society (Weibert et al. 2017), as well as supporting the social 
inclusion of older generations (Balestrini et al. 2014). Social bonds in both rural 
and urban communities have been supported through sharing information and in-
creasing access to digital infrastructure (Fröhlich et al. 2009; Klaebe et al. 2007; 
Willis 2019). The growing interest in social living labs, fab labs and maker labs all 
seek to cultivate community bonds at a grassroots level through creative, communal 
and generative appropriation and use of technologies (Dezuanni et al. 2017; Taylor 
et al. 2016, 2017). Engaging with grassroots organisations is seen as useful in un-
derstanding complex community-based relations and in working towards address-
ing power imbalances (Teli et al. 2020, 2022). This research typically endeavours 
to fulfill individual and collective needs, interrogate existing social boundaries and 
power hierarchies, create stronger interpersonal connections and communities, and 
support social change through meaningful participation and collaboration (Cham-
berlain et al. 2013; Holmer et al. 2015; Le Dantec and Fox 2015; Pantidi et al. 2015). 
Recently, there has been an increase in interest in exploring what we mean by social 
justice and activism in CSCW, HCI and PD, and how we might use technology and 
design to advocate and work towards for better futures (Bellini et al. 2022; Bray et 
al. 2022; Dombrowski et al. 2016; C. Harrington et al. 2019; O’Leary et al. 2019; 
Strohmayer 2021). 
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These various research projects are all valuable in understanding how to work 
with a community on the complex social issues around inclusion. As we will out-
line, integrating SEA into such work supports emerging activist intentions and pro-
vides space for polyvocality, contradiction and dissent through processes of creative 
exploration and expression, supporting participants in imagining and communi-
cating their own solutions. 

2.3 The benefits and challenges of an SEA approach to CSCW for 
inclusion 

SEA endeavours to support inclusion in local communities in terms of facilitat-
ing a dissensus-based, creative process to amplify marginalised voices, communi-
cate differences and make visible those social experiences that are challenging to 
describe. SEA is political and collaborative, it typically aims to increase agency, 
democracy and social bonds as it works towards some social change. Here we put 
forward some related literature and practice-based examples of SEA, as well as 
some of the challenges around doing this work. 

Art-based events have contributed to an evolving sense of community identity 
through promoting the recognition of diverse experiences and perspectives (Le et 
al. 2015; Roberts and Townsend 2016) and creative spaces have been deployed to 
share experiences and build community cohesion (Matarasso 2007; Taylor et al. 
2016). SEA processes have also supported shared experiential understandings of 
culture and identity (Carey and Sutton 2004; Edwards et al. 2016; Thomas et al. 
2015). For example, Tania Bruguera’s School of Integration focuses on highlight-
ing the experiences of immigrants and critically questioning terms such as ‘migrant’ 
and ‘integration’ through informal, creative, learning spaces (Arte Útil 2021). These 
SEA interactions are said to help build trust, bring differences into dialogue and 
contribute to a collective sense of place and community identity (Anwar McHenry 
2011; Balfour et al. 2018; Cameron and Coaffee 2005; Carey and Sutton 2004; Kel-
kar and Spinelli 2016).  

There are challenges to doing this work. Kester (2011) discusses the danger of 
superficial arts participation and puts forward the importance of engaging with ex-
isting conflicts in a bottom-up, rather than top-down way. Olsen (2019) warns of 
the danger of overly-simplifying complex power systems. The core of these various 
concerns are around how to facilitate an effective participatory process. One that 
provides real opportunity for dissent and confrontation, eschewing a reductive ap-
proach to complex social problems (Bishop 2012). Beech discusses issues of neu-
tralisation, tokenism, and a lack of critique in many forms of arts participation, 
particularly public art which can promote hegemonic forms of placemaking (Beech 
2008, 2009), and in the same work argues that a more activist, critical participation 
can help counteract this. Working to ensure the SEA aesthetics of dissent and ago-
nism are at the heart of participatory work can support this.  
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These aspects of SEA resonate with CSCW, HCI and PD that is interested in 
pursuing an activist agenda and bringing multiple perspectives and identities into 
dialogue in order to identify and realise social goals. For example: supporting mem-
bers of disadvantaged communities to create and share personal stories to promote 
empowerment around health (Grimes et al. 2008), building connections in the work-
place for mutual benefit and shared creative ideals (Pace et al. 2013), and under-
standing community dynamics to achieve shared goals around reducing energy 
consumption (Dillahunt and Mankoff 2014). The emphasis on creative exploration 
and expression makes SEA of value to CSCW, HCI and PD that is interested in 
taking creative approaches to community-based work  (Giaccardi et al. 2006; Hjorth 
et al. 2019; Rüller et al. 2022; Sturdee et al. 2021). For example, integrating SEA 
approaches and standpoints might be useful to work exploring how traditional craft 
can support sharing of knowledge and collective action on issues (Aytekin and 
Rızvanoğlu 2019; Strohmayer 2021; Strohmayer and Meissner 2020).  

While the many aims of SEA are congruent with existing CSCW and HCI work 
in inclusion, there is little SEA in HCI currently to draw on. The work of Light et. 
al (2009) provides one strong example, where researchers and SEA artists designed 
a workshop inspired by performance art to include the voices of marginalised pop-
ulations in the discussion of digital technologies. We also look towards the work of 
Clarke et. al (2013), where digital photography and photo-sharing practices helped 
to affirm new bonds and give a sense of agency and identity to the vulnerable par-
ticipants. These examples show the value of bringing SEA to CSCW. The various 
modes of aesthetic expression in SEA can allow for non-prescriptive, spontaneous, 
generative and unexpected engagements with complex issues. SEA processes and 
outputs are inherently pluralistic and open to interpretation, creating opportunities 
for dialogue and allowing participants to mediate how much they want to share, as 
well as providing multiple avenues for how they might like to share it. Centering 
aesthetics of dissent and contradiction promote the facilitation of conflicting view-
points, not necessarily with a view towards reconciliation but more towards mutual 
understanding. The dialogue that happens around the process of making and sharing 
creative artefacts on experience often offers subtle and nuanced insights that are 
less accessible through traditional or design research methods. 

We believe that exploring both the benefits and challenges of SEA is useful for 
CSCW that seeks to centre contradiction and dissent in order to query social norms 
and to refocus participatory work around agency, power and social change. This 
exploration can support interventional design that looks towards participation as a 
political and social endeavour towards more equitable societies (Frauenberger et al. 
2018). SEA takes the uncovering and articulating of transgressive, agonistic issues 
and experiences as a central aesthetic, placing this confrontational dialogical pro-
cess as the key concern over any specific tangible output. While there are challenges 
to this, prioritising this standpoint allows for increased modes of expression, con-
frontational dialogue and meaningful connection when engaging with complex 
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social issues. An analysis of the various challenges that arise when doing this kind 
of participatory SEA is also of benefit to CSCW, HCI and PD that shares a similar 
change-making agenda.  

As a first step towards designing SEA-informed CSCW with the Northrock 
rurban community in Ireland, a focus group study was conducted to learn more 
about the dynamics of social inclusion in Northrock. The next sections present 
background information on Northrock, researcher positionality and the specifics of 
that study design. 

3 The Focus Groups 
In the middle of the last century there was around 400 people in the farming 

community of Northrock. Today there is over 5000 people, around forty languages 
spoken and six churches in the community. Northrock expanded by 323% between 
2001 and 2011 and in the last census of Ireland it was reported that the community 
expanded at about four times the national average. Further expansion is planned 
over the coming years. The first author grew up in Northrock, and lived there until 
she was 22 years old. This proved useful as in the context of both CSCW and SEA, 
the relationship of the researcher to the community is central due to the required 
level of trust in community engagements, which is built deliberately over time 
(Chamberlain et al. 2013; Hardy et al. 2019; Le Dantec and Fox 2015). This also 
necessitates a greater need for reflexivity, where researchers need to constantly re-
flect on how their values, beliefs, experiences and preconceptions might impact data 
analysis (Braun and Clarke 2019).  

Through various meetings with community leaders and groups, and attendances 
at events, we identified and approached three community organisations for partici-
pation in our study. These were: i) a group set up to explore and promote inclusion 
in the community, ii) the historical society which has an interest in preserving and 
publicising aspects of community history, and iii) the Family Resource Centre 
(FRC), a prominent organisation providing support services to those in need. These 
three organisations were chosen because they represented a wide spread of commu-
nity members and interests. The primary researcher approached leading members 
of these three organisations at an early stage in the project to seek support for re-
cruiting focus group participants. An invite went out to the members of all three 
organisations describing the focus groups as a discussion on what it is like to live 
in a rapidly developing rural community. Prospective participants were told that the 
focus groups would be facilitated by a past community member (the primary re-
searcher) as part of a broader research project and that data would be used to inform 
the design of future workshops in the community. Participants were also provided 
with an information sheet on ethics and consent procedures. Three focus groups, 
one per organization, took place, and in total, twenty participants took part in the 
focus groups: seven men (all cis gender) and thirteen women (one trans, twelve cis 
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gender), six nationalities (Irish, Polish, Albanian, Ethiopian, Nigerian, English), 
aged from their twenties to their eighties. There were seven participants in the first 
focus group (inclusion group), five in the second (historical society group) and eight 
in the third (FRC group). It is worth acknowledging that the participants were all 
involved in some sort of community volunteering, or receiving support from the 
FRC, and so are quite enthusiastic and active citizens. The inclusion group were all 
‘New Rock’2 residents. The historical society was all ‘Old Rock’3 residents and the 
FRC group had a mix of both. In the following section, participants are denoted by 
transcript (e.g. T:1) and by number (e.g. P:1). 

Each focus group was loosely structured around the themes of: life in Northrock, 
changes in Northrock over time, inclusion and village identity as perceived by the 
participants. Each session lasted between 60 and 90 minutes and was audio rec-
orded. The recordings were transcribed by the lead researcher and analysed using a 
six-stage reflexive thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006, 2019; V. Clarke and 
Braun 2013). Thematic analysis was chosen for its flexible approach in analysing 
qualitative data in order to articulate themes, giving both a rich and complex ac-
count of the data (Braun and Clarke 2006, 2021). The first stage of analysis involved 
in-depth readings of all data, creating a list of interesting ideas arising, continuous 
revisiting of the data and iterative note-taking, taking care to cultivate an active and 
reflexive process as described by Braun and Clarke (2019). The second stage gen-
erated 44 initial codes, where each code signified a single idea associated with seg-
ments of data (Braun and Clarke 2006). Both the lead researcher and three members 
of the research team were involved in this initial coding which followed an iterative 
process of discussion and revisiting coding decisions. The third stage involved the 
grouping of these codes into potential themes, while collating the corresponding 
coded data extracts under each potential theme. Two members of the research team 
reviewed and refined these groupings and the corresponding data extracts. The team 
then continued with an iterative process of discussion, reviewing the data, and cre-
ating and reviewing thematic maps to work towards final themes. This resulted in 
defining and naming the themes as; (1) Contested Identities, (2) Dynamics of In-
clusion and (3) Rurban Experience. 

All analysis stages involved revisiting and re-examining each previous stage in 
an iterative progression towards the final themes. Given that the lead researcher has 
grown up in this community, she has background knowledge which may lead to 
biases and assumptions. This was offset using reflexive note-taking and discussion 
of codes and themes among all authors. The final stage of the analysis involved the 
writing up of the themes. The first theme, ‘Contested Identities’, was published as 
a short paper and outlined how the many different identities in the community are 
manifested and contested in various ways (Murray et al. 2019). In this paper, we 

 
2 Described by one participant as people who have moved to the community in the past fifteen years 
3 People who have resided in the community for over fifteen years 
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present the second theme, ‘Dynamics of Inclusion’, detailing aspects of community 
life that play a supportive or impeding role for social inclusion. The third theme, 
‘Rurban Experience’, brings together particular nuances of life in a rurban commu-
nity and informs the shape and development of the project overall. Again, we draw 
on Braun and Clarke in presenting one theme at a time in order to provide ‘a more 
detailed and nuanced account of one particular theme, or group of themes [to] relate 
to a specific question or area of interest’ (Braun and Clarke 2006 pg. 83). In this 
paper, that specific question is around how inclusion happens (or doesn’t happen) 
in this rurban community. 

4 Dynamics of Inclusion in Northrock 
Focus group participants regularly discussed inclusion practices, both historical and 
contemporary, that have manifested themselves in community life. These practices, 
which may hinder or support inclusion, entail an interplay of various interpersonal, 
intergroup and intercultural dynamics. Our findings look at: the role of a leading 
grassroots organisation (FRC), the evolution of dominant organisations (the Gaelic 
Athletic Association (GAA4) and the Catholic Church), the configuration of social 
encounters in public places, and the range of perceptions and attitudes involved in 
developing relationships between old and new communities as seen through the 
migrant experience. We find inclusive and exclusive practices that impact on trust, 
collaboration and social cohesion and we work towards outlining how these ele-
ments may be supported through CSCW, drawing on SEA theory and practice.  

4.1 The Family Resource Centre 

In the Northrock context, we found that previous social problems fueled the activity 
of grassroots organisations and community volunteering, notably in the form of the 
Family Resource Centre (FRC). The vigour of this organisation, its empowerment 
ethos and the subsequent volunteering tradition has contributed to a more collabo-
rative, inclusive and empathetic community today. The reach of this organisation 
extends throughout this rurban community, centralising support responses and cre-
ating a dynamic hub of volunteerism and aid. 

4.1.1 Historical support of inclusion 

Previous social issues in the community mobilised community members to partici-
pate in the FRC programme, which facilitates the establishment of centres to pro-
vide family and community-based support in disadvantaged areas: 
 

 
4 The GAA is the Irish national games association. It is very much connected with Irish culture and local 

communities. 



  

 

12 

P1: the reason we did have the resource centre was because of the anti-social behaviour in the 
village and it was felt we had to address it. (T:A, P:1) 
 
The language used here, such as ‘it was felt we had to address it’ is indicative of 

a grassroots DIY ethos. Referencing this period in time as ‘the first integration we 
had to do’ (T:A, P:1) also points to feelings of responsibility among this particular 
group to tackle social issues. An approach of friendliness and mutual respect is sug-
gested in the following statement by a lead FRC member: 

 
P1: that opened up great friendships […], people who came back in the 1990s are still coming to 
us today, just to come in for the tea and the chats (T:A, P:1).  

4.1.2 Current support of inclusion 

These agentic and compassionate attitudes are evident in the operations of the FRC 
today and the centre is a strong source of inclusion in the community, promoting 
mutual understanding and social cohesion. Many testimonials from new residents 
reflect the transformative impact the centre has had on their lives and the resultant 
strong regard for the community, for example: 
 

P5: they see the potential and they want you to grow and they want you to do something for 
community as well. […] They are welcoming, seeing the person potential, encouraging the per-
son to be a part, appreciating. (T:C, P:5) 

 
Much of the FRC activity seems to involve women, with statements such as ‘I 

suppose we deal mostly with women, and women are women, the world over’ (T:A, 
P:1). Many of our female participants discussed the FRC as central to their inclusion 
into the community, often revolving around childcare, education and volunteering. 
This suggests that this is an inclusion avenue that men might find more difficult to 
access, although this was not outwardly stated by the participants. 

4.1.3 The role of volunteering in inclusion 

Volunteering practices in this community are of a reciprocal nature with an expec-
tation that people will contribute back to the community: 
 

P5: They motivate people to do things, if you do one thing they say thank you and they will 
motivate you even more. […] They want you to be involved, to be part of the community. (T:C, 
P:5) 

 
This tradition of volunteering is seen to have spread throughout the community, 

manifesting itself in other contexts and has been noted to build relationships be-
tween existing and new residents, where new residents are seen to have embraced 
this tradition: 
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P2: There’s a huge sense of volunteerism there, and like that is actually continuing an awful lot. 
I use St Patricks day parade now as an example. There’s ninety volunteers each St Patricks day 
parade, and there’s well in excess of half of those are new Rock. (T:B, P:2)  
 
The workings of the FRC indicate a relationship between volunteering, empow-

erment and inclusion. They also suggest that some pathways to inclusion can be 
mediated by gender and the implications of this aren’t fully engaged with. 
Northrock is highly diverse while still being relatively small. The FRC, while being 
pivotal to the community, rests on the work of a few key individuals that hold an 
in-depth and personal knowledge of the workings of the larger community. These 
individuals provide opportunities to engage extensively with this small but mighty 
organisation and to develop a nuanced understanding of community needs. In our 
discussion, we outline how these insights might be leveraged by SEA in CSCW to 
promote volunteerism as a dynamic for inclusion. 

4.2 The GAA and the Catholic Church 

Much longer serving and more prominent organisations than the FRC are the Cath-
olic Church and the Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA). These organisations have 
traditionally played a prominent role in rural Irish life. In our rurban Northrock 
context, participants frequently discussed the role of the Church and the GAA in 
inclusion, indicating that while the community is becoming more multicultural, the 
traditional rural Irish village structures still very much persist. While inclusive ele-
ments of these organisations were apparent, it became evident that they have also 
promoted exclusivity. 

4.2.1 Inclusion and exclusion facilitated through sport  

The GAA is discussed with regard to its ability to bring people together and to act 
as a gateway into the community. P3, P5 and P5’s husband in the extracts below 
are all newcomers to the community: 
 

P3: I’ve been getting along with a lot of people and my kids are, they love Northrock, presently 
my kids are members of the GAA so they interact with other kids. (T:C, P:3) 
 
Playing, volunteering and attending sporting events were discussed as helping to 

transition into community life and promote common interests, as illustrated by the 
following quote:  

 
P5: when I met my husband […] he never saw a hurley, and my son plays for under 13s now and 
my husband is the trainer. (T:A, P5)  
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However, traditions around the GAA have also historically involved nepotistic 
and exclusionary practices. This is illustrated in the dialogue below between long-
term community members:  

 
P7: at one time there was the whole ban, you couldn’t play foreign games and be in the GAA  
P1: you know your father nearly had to be in the GAA for you to get a match, or else you stand 
on the sideline and that was a real issue as well, (T:A, P:7,1) 
 
The impact of expansion has had a positive impact in terms of the establishment 

of new sports clubs that have provided further opportunities for volunteering: 
 
P2: if you went over to the soccer club right, they have volunteers, coaches, I don’t know how 
many different nationalities they have over there, and they’d have a lot of that completely new 
Northrock involved in that. (T:B, P: 2)  
 
These excerpts indicate the positive impact of expansion in terms of widening 

community sporting life and providing more avenues for meeting, sharing interests 
and forming social bonds. While participants acknowledge the history of exclusive 
practices held by the GAA, this is not discussed in terms of any potential impact on 
the present day. 

4.2.2 Inclusion and exclusion facilitated through religion 

Participants commented on the opportunities religious events provide to engage 
new residents with the traditions and general way of life of more long-term resi-
dents. Religious events were discussed for their potential to introduce different sec-
tions of the community to each other: 

 
P2: It is the communion and the confirmations is very important because that’s the new 
Northrock getting a feel for the old people and seeing who’s around. (T:B, P:2)  
 
However, a history of exclusion is also evident through participants’ comments 

around the social profiling of community members in terms of where they would 
sit in the church, remnants of which persist to this day: 

 
P2: And a lot of people will still to this day, you would have the men’s side and the women’s 
side 
P:5: Families and married people would be in the centre, and the big farmers would be up the 
top. (T:B, P:2,5). 
 
This exchange points to gender, marital and economic status divides facilitated 

by the church, imposing artificial restrictions and segregations on how people or-
ganise themselves and interact with each other. Again, these exchanges are focused 
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on historical incidents of exclusion. If there are present-day exclusive practices, 
these are not discussed. 

 
While we saw the expansion of the community resulted in the GAA becoming 

more ‘mellow’, the arrival of new community members is seen to have invigorated 
a waning Church:  

 
P6: It will have a very serious impact because all you have going to mass now is the old people 
[…]. Tis a sad, sad situation. 
P1: we’d recognise quite a few of the new communities at mass, and they’re the younger people 
in the church, which is interesting, your peer group, the Irish, aren’t going to mass. (T:A, P:1) 
 
While older community members such as P6 mourn the waning of what are im-

portant traditions to them, P1 recognises the vitality the new communities have 
brought to those traditions.  

 
Participants’ accounts show the importance of these institutions to the commu-

nity and the positive effect expansion has had on them. Given that Northrock was a 
traditional rural Irish community in recent years, it is unsurprising that the GAA 
and the Catholic Church are still highly influential organisations. For those inter-
ested in GAA and Catholicism, they provide many opportunities to meet, collabo-
rate and strengthen social bonds. This gives rise to questions around the 
marginalisation that can occur of those who don’t fit the majority cultural demo-
graphic. It also provides opportunities for bringing old and new populations to-
gether. The discourse related here shows the inclusive and exclusive practices that 
can be present in these organisations, as well as gives some insight into the impact 
of transitioning from a rural to a rurban community on these stalwarts of rural Irish 
life. However, it falls short of directly critiquing any present-day practices, which 
would be useful in ensuring a healthy evolution of these institutions in response to 
the changes in the community. In our discussion, we put forward suggestions of 
how SEA might be useful in CSCW to support this critique. 

4.3 Social encounters in public places 

Here we present participants’ accounts of everyday encounters in public places such 
as the school gates, communal play areas, ethnic shops and the pub. Given that the 
old village still looks much the same, and all of these amenities are clustered on one 
small main street, the opportunities for large cross-sections of the community to 
meet on a daily basis are great. These public places become hubs for building col-
lective understandings and enacting community life. 
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4.3.1 School gates and communal play areas  

Public spaces that support child-related activities are seen to support social encoun-
ters between newcomers and more long-term residents. The school gates provide 
opportunities for social encounters for those with children:  
 

P3: Well ’tis5 a great way to meet new people coming in, it’s actually a totally different thing to 
what we experienced growing up. Parents never met each other at the school gate. (T:B, P:5) 
 
This example of social encounters supporting inclusion is one of a number of 

examples that revolve around the care of children. While these encounters work 
well for those with children, they also show that this mode of inclusion is inacces-
sible to those without children. The following statement echoes that sentiment:  

 
P3: when the new estates came, you just couldn’t keep your hand on it, unless you had children 
going to school, that you could meet them in the schools or the sports, they’d be the only oppor-
tunities you could meet people. (T:B, P:3) 
 
Besides these spaces centred around children, more adult-centred spaces were 

also discussed by our participants, as outlined below. 

4.3.2 New ethnic shops  

One of the more visible aspects of the recent population expansion is the arrival of 
ethnic food shops, providing new spaces for social encounters between residents. 
These shops diversify the dominant culture and create spaces and opportunities for 
connections that are specifically for new communities, while also welcoming the 
established community. This development was seen as positive by some of the long-
term residents: 

 
P2: The change that would be in village would be the Polish shops and the African shops, and 
Chinese and they give a real change to us instead of having just Franks6 up the road, so we’ve a 
few ethnic shops now. (T:A, P:2)  
 
These spaces provide opportunities for local residents to familiarise themselves 

and engage with new cultures, such as tasting Polish food in our example below: 
 
P2: we use the Polish shop over, and the girls in the preschools and the after schools would go 
to the Polish shop, sometimes before they go to Mace across the road, because they like the stuff 
over there. 

 
5 Vernacular expression of ‘it is’ 
6 The traditional Irish takeaway in the community 
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P5: The fresh bread is beautiful, and the tomatoes, are like tomatoes you’d get foreign, in Spain 
or someplace. (T:A, P:2,5) 
 
The Polish shops are cited as hubs for the Polish community, thus providing a 

space for encounters that is comfortable and familiar to these new communities, 
helping forge connections between new residents:  

 
P4: I remember first day the shop was open, […]all day it was full of Polish people and I knew 
everyone there […] I’m talking with them when I meet them in the shop so it’s a good thing 
actually. (T:A, P:4) 
 
The ethnic shops play a role beyond the simple provision of groceries. They pro-

vide a space where the culture and traditions of new communities are central, con-
necting newcomers to the wider expatriate community. They also provide friendly 
and familiar opportunities for long-term residents to interact with the new commu-
nities and so supporting community cohesion. 

4.3.3 The role of the pub 

In addition to the ethnic shops, the pub is cited as a space to meet new and long-
term residents: 

P2: I have dealings with more New Rock than I have with Old Rock on a daily basis for myself 
[…] if I go to the pub, half of the people… it could be 50/50. (T:B, P:2)  
 
The function of the pub as a space for facilitating social encounters between the 

male population is also discussed by some participants as having changed in recent 
years:  

 
P1: in the old days it was quite acceptable like for the husband to head off down to the pub to 
have a few pints and the women stayed back […] that has changed […] of course the women go 
to the pubs too but by and large it would have been a male dominated thing, when you talk about 
meeting the newcomers it would have been the male newcomers maybe at that time, in the pub. 
(T:B, P:1) 
 
The undercurrent of this excerpt, while not overtly stated, was a sense of loss of 

a male space for this older participant. This points to difficulties faced by older men 
in getting to know the new community as their previous spaces become less famil-
iar. This is also evident in the following excerpt provided by the same older male 
participant:  

 
P1: how would we interact with new people, the opportunities are less than what they would 
have been. You talk about where you’d meet people long go like, not alone was going to mass a 
religious event, but it was a big social event on the day because you met people outside and you 
met new people. Everyone who got involved in sport, because there was only one sport really, 
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the GAA, and even the pub has changed […] that was a good place to meet […] new people, 
anyone who was interested in going for a pint. (T:B, P:1) 
 
The discourse here highlights the complexities and subtle social configurations 

of social encounters. While the relatively small size of the rurban community means 
that these spaces serve a large catchment of the population, we see that some sec-
tions of the community become marginalised from certain kinds of inclusion op-
portunities due their individual or group characteristics. While this is typical of all 
communities, understanding the nature of these various marginalisations suggests 
directions for interventions in public place to have those difficult conversations and 
support a wider inclusion and social participation. 

4.4 The migrant experience 

Our focus groups included ten participants from Nigeria, Ethiopia, England, Poland 
and Albania. Each focus group was mixed between long-term local residents (many 
with generations of family in Northrock), new residents without a migration back-
ground, and new residents with a migration background. The inclusion group had 
all new residents and a majority of migrant participants; the historical society group 
was mostly long-term residents and the FRC group was evenly split between new 
and long-term residents, with the majority of new residents being migrants. Dia-
logue between our migrant participants sheds some light on the migrant experience 
of integrating into what was recently a small rural village. Friendliness and tenacity 
are seen as key in building relationships in the community. Participants discuss 
misconceptions born out of lack of knowledge as their biggest obstacle to inclusion 
and suggest ways to alleviate this. The various excerpts presented here are all from 
new residents with a migrant background and focus on their strategies for inclusion 
and the barriers they have experienced. 

4.4.1 Friendliness 

Migrant participants discuss the importance of taking the first step in initiating 
friendships. This approach is promoted for its potential to forge connections and 
build relationships. It is attributed with powerful results when it is sustained and 
genuine, as evidenced in the following dialogue, where a participant describes her 
commitment to initiating friendly exchanges with strangers. These exchanges have 
led to her getting to know key organisations and making friends in the community: 
 

P1: In fairness [P2] is very friendly person [everyone laughs] I didn’t even know her before but 
every time she sees me outside, she always says hello […] 
P2: Sometimes I say hello to people, they say do you know the person, I say no! 
P1: But the way she says hello to you is like she has a really good relationship you know? You 
feel it when someone says hello from the bottom of their heart. (T:C, P:2,1) 
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This exchange was in the context of meeting people on the main street, which is 
a relatively small stretch (approx. one kilometre) and is host to all the main ameni-
ties. Thus, the geographic configuration of this rurban community allows this sus-
tained friendliness to have quite a big impact. We also see a commitment to this 
ethos in the following statement:  

 
P6: we try to make connection in community, we are very happy to meet people there, they are 
very friendly. If you live in a new community, I think Irish people have a right to know about us, 
or other peoples who live with them. (T:C, P:6) 

4.4.2 Tenacity 

Many of the new residents discussed the importance of perseverance in initiating 
relationships with other community residents: 
 

P1: I think making the first step matters, yes people are really nice, but no matter how nice they 
are, if you don’t push the boundary a little bit, it’s very hard, everyone would be waiting [..] and 
then you will never talk or you will have different perception, bad perception about each other. 
(T:C, P:1).  
 
Persistence and consistency of approach are seen as useful tools against chal-

lenges to inclusion:  
 
P1: it has to do with how you interact with people in the community as well as an incomer, it’s 
very difficult sometimes until you break the barrier of being different and coming from a differ-
ent culture, it’s very… it’s very intimidating […] because people have their own perception of 
who different people are, so you have to first break that wall down and then create the relation-
ships. (T:C, P:1)  
 
Being different, coming from a different culture and the perceptions people de-

velop of new residents are all cited here as barriers to inclusion. The language used 
by this participant in terms of ‘push the boundary / it’s very hard / bad perception / 
break down the barrier / it’s very intimidating / break that wall down’ is indicative 
of the struggle and tenacity involved in overcoming the various misperceptions and 
becoming included in the community. This value on self-initiative and tenacity is 
also reflected in the following statement:  

 
P5: if I wanted to integrate, I need to do it my first step, [….] I just decided it’s really good to do 
something, so I search on internet and I found what organisation were here and where I can go 
with a three-year-old, so I found the toddler group and I came there. (T:C, P:5) 
 
These statements show a level of determination and perseverance inherent in 

these participants, an attitude which has led to the building of valuable relation-
ships:  
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P5: That’s how I start meeting the people and knowing the people and they became very close 
friends […] I treat them now as a family they call me sister, and I call them sisters because we 
don’t have, I don’t have family here, so friends became the family here. (T:C, P:5). 

4.4.3 Misperceptions 

Many of the long-term residents mention a curiosity about new residents. This is 
supported by stories related by new residents where they detail encounters where 
they are probed or questioned: 
 

P4: they’re curious to know about my culture, my country, and I love to talk about that you know, 
and sometimes with the Irish people that I speak with, we have some, commons together, like 
culture and tradition, […] so it’s nice to discuss. (T:C, P:4) 
 
However, while new residents discuss the general curiosity shown towards them, 

they also outline the various assumptions they are sometimes faced with, ranging 
from language spoken, levels of poverty and marital status, and how these assump-
tions can be frustrating and upsetting:  

 
P1: sometimes it’s upsetting as a different person, when you’re asked for example, questions that 
sound really nosy. Like, for example, they automatically assume I’m married to an Irish person, 
“so Andy”, “yeah”, “is he Irish?” every time! Is it because I’m African, so I have to be married 
to Irish? (T:C, P:1)  
 
This is an example of how the curiosity mentioned above can cross the line into 

offensive personal questioning when it is coupled with assumptions. New residents 
feel that while these assumptions are sometimes annoying and frustrating, they can 
be overcome through entering into dialogue: 

 
P3: some people do think that English is not your first language, when they listen to the way you 
speak, they say ‘your English is actually good, do you speak English in your country?’ […] I just 
explain to them. (T:C, P:3) 
 
Curious and somewhat naive questioning is said to sometimes have an undertone 

of hostility, as evident in the following quote where one participant discusses an 
aggressive edge to some people’s questioning:  

 
P1: you know how you are asked; most people ask you out of curiosity, but some people ask you 
out of anger. You pick up on that, and you just ignore it. (T:C, P:1) 
 
New residents discussing problems with misperceptions and negative opinions 

identify portrayals in the media as often contributing to the problem and feel that 
through more accurate representation, these problems could be alleviated:  
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P1: when you see people’s opinions, the negative one, […] It’s not based on fact, so you can see 
that there is a knowledge gap that hasn’t been captured. […] even if it’s captured it’s the wrong 
way […] so it’s not portraying migrant in a positive way […] there should be I think a media 
airtime that focuses specifically on migrants, you know the positive, the negative, the challenges 
[…] so that people will have the real experience of people. (T:C, P:1) 
 
The same participant expands on these harmful assumptions, while also pointing 

out that it’s difficult to speak about the challenges when asked directly: 
 
P1: when you’re asked, […] you always tend to give all of the positive things, and even when I 
ask Irish person how migrants are, they always give me the good stuff, but we don’t want to bias 
the information as well so we have to say the challenges that are there. Not on a personal level 
maybe, but in general, that people expect you, they put you in one box, and then they have their 
assumption. (T:C, P:1) 
 
The dialogue presented here gives some indication of the migrant experience in 

Northrock. It signposts attitudes and traits that can support inclusion, such as friend-
liness and tenacity. This tenacity can be heavily tested when newcomers continu-
ously choose to give the benefit of the doubt and remain congenial when faced with 
frustrating and sometimes offensive misconceptions. More overtly hostile and de-
meaning attitudes also impede efforts towards inclusion, as can the tendency to 
gloss over issues and focus on the positives. It is felt by participants that the main 
culprit in these issues is a lack of communication between groups and that both 
interpersonal dialogue and meaningful media representation can work to overcome 
these issues. While participants spoke well of their experience overall, the difficulty 
in discussing negative experiences and the tendency to focus on the positives is seen 
as a barrier against mutual understanding. In the following section, will discuss how 
we might capitalise on positive dynamics such as tenacity and friendliness, and how 
we might alleviate some of the negative effects of assumptions and misconceptions 
through dialogue and meaningful representation. We will also discuss how an SEA 
focus in CSCW can provide the vehicle for difficult conversations that might oth-
erwise go unsaid. 

5 Directions for SEA-Informed CSCW in Rurban 
Settings 

Our analysis focused on inclusion processes in this rurban community and uncov-
ered how these processes are supported or hindered through nuanced dynamics of 
community life. Our findings resonated to some extent with existing literature on 
inclusion and migration in rapidly expanding rural experiences. For example, sup-
porting Sherman’s (2021) findings, we also found that long-term community 
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members tended to mourn old ways of life and perceive a decrease in typical rural 
values around friendliness and support, while new community members found that 
Northrock still very much held these values. However, in our context, this seemed 
more related to whether or not long-term residents had opportunities to meet new-
comers, while in Sherman’s context, this was found to be related to divides in var-
ious forms of capital. Much existing literature seems to examine contexts where in-
migrants had greater (Lichter and Brown 2011; Sherman 2018; Sherman and 
Schafft 2022; Shucksmith 2012) or less (Meagher 2009; Walton 2021) economic 
and social capital than the existing residents. In the Northrock context, the new res-
idents were from vastly varying backgrounds. Many of them coming to Ireland as 
refugees for example, while some were attracted specifically by new industry and 
proximity to the city. The long-term residents themselves are also very mixed in 
terms of economic background, even though culturally and ethnically they often 
have much in common. Based on our analysis of the focus groups and the subse-
quent insights around the lived experience of our Northrock participants, we now 
put forward suggestions for SEA-informed CSCW in support of social inclusion in 
rurban settings, drawing on SEA theory and practice and relating it to CSCW. 

We found tensions and exclusionary practices around powerful 
organisations, such as the Church and the GAA, and observed how gender, age and 
family status mediated social encounters, rendering some inclusion pathways less 
accessible. On the other hand, we saw how problematic assumptions could be 
overcome through more effective communication and everyday acts of tenacity and 
friendliness; and how volunteering empowered our participants and impacted 
positively on inclusion. Underlying the various insights gained from the focus 
group was a sense that more contentious issues were often left under the surface as 
they can be challenging to articulate and discuss. This was most evident in the 
comment from one of our ‘New Rock’ participants around the tendency to always 
focus on the positive.  

As we consider those analytic insights, we are interested in how SEA can be 
used in CSCW to engage with the above tensions, and both promote the positive 
elements that were found to support inclusion while enabling the articulation and 
communication of challenges to inclusion as experienced by both old and new res-
idents. We propose that SEA as an approach in CSCW offers specific opportunities 
for research and action in this community. It has the potential to bring into light 
those nuances of experience that can be challenging or controversial to articulate, 
refreshing previous CSCW positions on interrogating power and participation with 
a focus on dissensus and contradiction through creative, arts-based exploration that 
engages with contested social realities and imagines alternative futures.  

In this respect, we look at SEA such as the recent Uprise exhibition (Akoto 
2021), a nationwide UK augmented reality artwork by artist Baff Akoto that aimed 
to expose the pathology, history and underlying drivers of English civil unrest in 
the digital age. The exhibition brought together artists, community leaders and 
youth through digital installations, an online game and a community radio show, 
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showcasing how such ‘digital networks can connect marginalised people and shape 
real-world mass dissent’. Similarly, Tania Bruguera’s extensive work (Bruguera 
2015, 2017; Kershaw 2015; Tate 2012) sits at the intersection of activism and per-
formance art and devises new (usually utopian) models of authority to challenge 
power structures. This is of interest to us as it engages communities in reimagining 
systems of power to change them into more inclusive and democratic forms.  

We propose that considering and incorporating SEA when designing CSCW in-
terventions to support inclusion processes opens up new forms of engagement and 
dialogue both in the rurban context, but also more broadly in any community-based 
work. It provides extra modes of expression for difficult conversations around com-
plex social issues and looks towards making complex experiences more accessible 
and understandable. It also firmly places focus on designing a process that looks to 
build participant agency and create opportunities for debate and dissent in order to 
provoke standpoints and evolve community issues. 

We provide a set of design considerations that bring together our findings and 
SEA approaches to inform CSCW in support of inclusion in a rurban context. These 
four design considerations are 1) using personal stories to promote volunteerism as 
a path to inclusion; 2) examining the evolution of institutions; 3) revealing and 
reimagining interactions in public space; and 4) dispelling misconceptions through 
encouraging mutual understanding. 

5.1 Using personal stories to promote volunteerism as a path to in-
clusion 

In Northrock, we saw how volunteering enriched the lives of our participants 
through helping them find their place in the community. We found that volunteering 
supported empowerment and inclusion, and that this relationship was disseminated 
through participants’ sharing their personal experiences. We also saw how this path 
to inclusion was possibly less accessible to men in the community, even though this 
was not overtly stated. Our first suggestion for CSCW in support of inclusion with 
this community then, involves capturing and promoting personal stories that reveal 
this relationship between volunteering, empowerment and inclusion in order to fur-
ther encourage that dynamic within the community. We are also interested in facil-
itating conversations around what barriers there might be towards volunteering and 
how these might be alleviated. This design consideration draws from and extends 
SEA that has been interested in fostering engagement among volunteers and facili-
tating grassroots activism. One example of such work can be found in Suzanne 
Lacy’s 2013 Silver Action project. The project highlighted the work of women ac-
tivists over 60 while cultivating intergenerational links through a conversation-
based performance piece at The Tanks at Tate Modern. 400 activists engaged in 
live, unscripted conversational performances while their first experiences of activ-
ism were projected onto the walls of The Tanks (Lacy 2013). Younger women 
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activists were invited to witness the conversations and live blog and tweet them as 
they happened, using the hashtag #silveraction. This powerful project highlighted 
the contribution of volunteers active from the 1950s to the 1980s using the age-old 
media of conversation and storytelling, while augmenting and disseminating the 
experience through video, social media and the engagement of the younger gener-
ation. What is further interesting in Lacy’s work is that Silver Action was the cul-
mination of a series of workshops led by Lacy involving smaller groups of women 
charting their experiences with volunteerism, activism and the wider social context 
they operate in. This brings the impact of volunteering to vivid life in a way that 
provides an emotive and tangible experience for viewers to connect with on a vis-
ceral level.  

CSCW interventions designed with this consideration in mind could involve the 
capturing of multicultural and/or intergenerational stories to highlight difference 
and equally focus on the positive work and experiences of the volunteers in the FRC 
and how this strengthens the wider community. Such stories might also do the dif-
ficult work of querying any barriers to participating in volunteering, such as those 
around gender alluded to in the findings. It would be beneficial to ground any such 
intervention on an initial process of private, smaller group discussion and reflection 
on experiences before continuing with a more public and dialogical sharing of vol-
unteering stories via social media or interactive installations, much in the vein of 
the Lacy example above. Moreover, integrating an SEA approach suggests that any 
interventions in this space would require active participation of, or engagement 
with, individuals whose personal stories are connected with this dynamic of volun-
teering and empowerment in order to develop authentic and relatable outcomes. 
Staying true to the empowering, grassroots activist ethos of SEA interventions such 
as Lacy (2013), which we also found echoed in the work of the FRC, makes it im-
portant to foreground that any techniques, media, ways of dissemination in such 
interventions need to be determined and owned by the participants.  

There is much CSCW that has looked at how stories have the potential to culti-
vate empathy, positivity and inclusion within a community (Cao et al. 2010; 
Dimond et al. 2013; Procyk and Neustaedter 2014; Starbird and Palen 2013) and 
the potential of connecting with grassroots organisations to examine relationships 
in communities has been acknowledged (Teli et al. 2020, 2022). Bringing a SEA 
approach to this kind of work would mean engaging participants across multiple 
forms of media and dialogue, being open, generative and non-prescriptive with out-
comes, encouraging critical thinking about how volunteering is enacted in key or-
ganisations, providing opportunities to debate contradictory experiences and 
connecting these conversations with the wider community to further encourage a 
dynamic and change-making volunteering tradition. 
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5.2 Examining the evolution of community institutions  

Our second finding involved the inclusive and exclusive practices of the GAA and 
the Catholic Church. While both organisations provide opportunities for people to 
meet and find a place in the community, they also both have a history of exclusion. 
As these powerful organisations evolve with the community, it is worth examining 
how that power has historically impacted on the rural community and how this 
might extend into the current-day rurban community. We found that in our focus 
groups, participants spoke openly of historical exclusive practices but did not ex-
tend that into a reflection on current-day practices. We are interested in how taking 
an SEA approach to CSCW with the community might provide the vehicle for such 
difficult and possibly controversial conversations. 

Exploring powerful structures is a constant theme in SEA. It requires diverse 
social interaction and the representation of multiple points of view (Bishop 2006; 
Kelkar and Spinelli 2016). Jeanne Van Heeswijk’s far-reaching 2017 project Phil-
adelphia Assembled illustrates this necessity (Van Heeswijk 2017). Van Heeswijk’s 
work typically looks towards redistributing power and radical community building. 
To this end, Philadelphia Assembled looked at rewriting personal and collective 
narratives and reimagining the future and the built environment through festivals, 
community kitchens, map-making, performance, video, blogging and digital sound-
scapes involving both online and on-street, site-specific actions throughout the city. 
This multi-pronged approach could translate to Northrock via cohesive and diverse 
community mobilization around relevant principles and various modes of dissemi-
nation, both digital and analogue. This has implications for materials, methods, par-
ticipants and venues, as well as thematic explorations. For example, in terms of 
venue(s), it is particularly incumbent on the facilitators and/or designers to find 
spaces that are as inclusive as possible and to understand how those spaces may 
have been configured in the past to include or exclude community members. Fol-
lowing on from Van Heeswijk, it would be useful to incorporate multiple venues to 
reflect and ‘reimagine’ multiple experiences. With regard to thematic exploration, 
a rigorous critique of exclusive practices and representation of marginalised voices 
via SEA in CSCW has the potential to help disassemble exclusionary dynamics 
through an enhancement of agency and a disruption of traditional perceptions of 
community. Given that community members look fondly on these organisations, 
this critique would require a sensitive facilitation and a recognition of their positive 
impact while also ensuring real opportunities for dialogue and dissent, both im-
portant aspects of any examination of power dynamics (Chamberlain et al. 2013; 
Freire 1967; Le Dantec and Fox 2015; Tiller 2014; Verschelden et al. 2012), and 
both central aesthetics in any SEA process. There is also an opportunity to make 
visible the positive impact the recent expansion has had on these organisations. For 
example, facilitators might bring together older community members who express 
regret at the changing of these organisations with new members who are revitalising 
them. This could be a positive expression of the benefits of expansion while 
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building connections around shared values. The emphasis would be on examining 
these various community practices around both sport and religion with a view to 
developing mutual understanding, building trust and forming social bonds.  

This exploration of power is also a recurring theme in CSCW. For example, the 
work of Fox et. Al (2015) reflects on how particular spaces can perpetuate inequi-
ties, but have the potential to become venues of empowerment when reappropriated 
and reconfigured. CSCW has also been concerned with interrogating structural bar-
riers faced by participants and how these impact on how power is distributed (Fox 
et al. 2015, 2017; Steinhardt et al. 2015). Drawing on SEA interventions as de-
scribed above is useful to CSCW that navigates complex issues around power, vis-
ibility and marginalization. Providing opportunities for SEA-based exploration of 
topics that are difficult to articulate and communicate is an asset towards disassem-
bling hegemonic practices and redistributing power across communities.  

5.3 Revealing and reimagining interactions in public place  

In our findings, we outlined how various public spaces are sites of very specifically 
mediated social encounters between different parts of the community. While these 
places and encounters are central to community life, they are mediated by factors 
such as gender, family status, age and religion, thus not always accessible to all. 
This is consistent with community-arts and rural studies literature that describes 
how some people might find a public space inviting and safe, while others find it 
alienating or threatening, depending on who is implicitly welcome (Grodach 2010; 
Shucksmith 2012), as well as CSCW placemaking literature that describes how so-
cial and cultural understandings of place make available a prescribed and limited 
set of social interactions and behaviours (Dourish 2006; Harrison and Dourish 
1996). Our third design consideration then, is connected to the nature of interactions 
in rurban public space and understanding how certain groups may be marginalized 
in these spaces. This involves making visible the various configurations of these 
spaces in order to re-imagine how they can become more inclusive and meaningful 
loci of social interaction. 

The 2013 installation, Yobosayo (Lifethings 2013), is relevant here as it aimed 
to reconfigure public interaction in playful and surprising ways in order to connect 
people in public space. It was installed to commemorate the opening of Seoul Citi-
zens Hall in South Korea and it includes a large, ear-like sculpture that invites citi-
zens to talk into it. These messages are recorded by the sculpture and played inside 
the Citizens Hall. The attention paid to each recorded message is measured by mo-
tion sensors in the building; if people stop and listen to any particular message, it is 
added to a playlist. Those messages that are ignored are transformed into music 
through the amplification and distortion of their specific auditory characteristics. 
This music is played in a sound gallery in the Citizens Hall. The principles of inno-
vation, playfulness, unexpectedness and dialogue evident in this work may form a 
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cornerstone of any public intervention hoping to engage with the Northrock com-
munity.  

In addition to Yobosayo, we draw again on Suzanne Lacy, this time reviewing 
The Turning Point (Lacy 1997), where Lacy worked with teenage girls, to develop 
an intervention that examined the visibility and agency of girls in public spaces that 
often position them for voyeurism. This examining and repositioning of roles of 
typically marginalized groups in public space is central to the concerns of this de-
sign consideration. While participants again rarely openly named barriers to their 
interactions in public place, these were alluded to across the focus groups. Typi-
cally, SEA can provide modes of expression that would allow for the articulation 
of experiences that are difficult to name. Much can be learned from Lacy’s work in 
terms of how the social and cultural meanings of space and place, and the implica-
tions of who belongs there, can inform effective CSCW to create opportunities for 
inclusion in Northrock. Such CSCW interventions could integrate SEA aesthetics 
in order to examine who is included, how they are positioned and who is marginal-
ised in public spaces and places, with the aim of reconfiguring existing, or creating 
alternative, public sites that welcome a wider range of people. Site-specific work 
that facilitates an interactive, public dialogue, as in Yobosayo and The Turning 
Point, would be encouraged in this context where participants might examine the 
dynamics of public space with a more critical eye in order to identify who is wel-
come and why, and how this can be expanded upon. 

SEA interventions in public space are relevant to CSCW, HCI and PD that en-
gage in space, place and placemaking (Ciolfi 2004; Crivellaro et al. 2016; Freeman 
et al. 2019; Gonsalves et al. 2021; Paay and Kjeldskov 2008, 2008; Peacock et al. 
2018; Sanusi and Palen 2008; Slingerland et al. 2022). As mentioned, the work of 
Harrison and Dourish (Dourish 2006; Harrison and Dourish 1996) centralises 
‘place’ as a cultural phenomenon and an impacting factor on human interaction, 
where the interactive affordances of places are based on shared understandings of 
what behaviours and actions are appropriate in any given place. This idea that the 
configuration of certain spaces supports certain kinds of behaviour and interactions 
held true in the Northrock context. Work such as Yobosayo and The Turning Point 
challenge these understandings and provide non-prescriptive and generative oppor-
tunities to redefine what might be expected in particular spaces and places. The 
creative and emotive nature of this kind of work can give rise to unexpected insights 
that move beyond those relevant to technology design and have the potential to 
reimagine public space to greater support inclusion and visibility of marginalized 
groups. 
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5.4 Dispelling misconceptions through encouraging mutual under-
standing  

Our participants reported misconceptions and assumptions to be one of the biggest 
barriers to their inclusion and felt that these attitudes were borne out of a lack of 
knowledge. Participants also recognized the difficulty in communicating challenges 
faced around assumptions and harmful attitudes. With that in mind, our final design 
consideration focuses on how best to communicate and represent migrant experi-
ences to the wider community with the view to encouraging mutual understanding.  

These aims of addressing misconceptions and building solidarity are visible in 
the SEA of Harriet Purkis (Purkis 2013) and Baff Akoto (Akoto 2021). Purkis de-
veloped The Local People Project, a digital storytelling project to foster cross-bor-
der relations between people of Derry and Donegal in Ireland (Purkis 2013). The 
project comprised of both an exhibition of film, photography and personal posses-
sions; and an online curation of digital stories aimed to generate stronger social ties 
and understanding between these communities. Akoto launched Up:Rise Exhibition 
in 2021 (Akoto 2021) to engage with issues around marginalization and media mis-
representation. This was a street exhibition using posters with QR codes that linked 
to archived footage and testimonials from participants in the nationwide UK riots 
of 2011. Akoto aimed to challenge narratives around the rioters and explore deeper 
themes of civil unrest resulting from the marginalisation of people. A series of com-
munity workshops across the UK accompanied the exhibition, generating dialogue 
on how digital media can connect marginalized people and be a platform for dissent. 
Both of these projects use readily available technologies to dispel misconceptions, 
where dialogue and confrontation is an essential part of this process.  

These approaches can be carried forward into CSCW with the Northrock com-
munity to support minority groups in communicating their experiences. The cen-
trality of dialogue in this process raises challenges again around participation and 
the role of the researcher in terms of careful facilitation of such interactions. When 
encouraging migrants to share stories, it is important to be conscious of the emo-
tional labour of participants reporting experiences of fatigue, socio-cultural tensions 
and concerns about maintaining a sense of personal privacy (Lingel et al. 2014). 
Again, the multi-modal and expressive nature of SEA provides support and oppor-
tunity for these difficult conversations (R. Clarke et al. 2013). The friendliness and 
tenacity reported by our migrant participants provides a focus for the design of in-
terventions to make visible the work and determination undertaken in becoming 
part of the community. Of course, any such work hoping to address the misrepre-
sentation of community groups would need to involve a diverse participant demo-
graphic, drawing on the various cultures, skills and interests in the Northrock 
migrant community (Giglitto et al. 2019). Again, there are many challenges in sup-
porting such heterogenous work (DiSalvo et al. 2008, 2009). Researchers and facil-
itators would need to be conscious of the vulnerability of a population that may 
have endured immense personal hardship to arrive in their new community and are 
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constructing new lives and experiencing an amount of identity transition. As a re-
sult, participation needs to be particularly carefully designed and there needs to be 
space and support for various cultural interpretations of activities and eventual out-
puts.  

CSCW and HCI have integrated concepts of intersectionality and solidarity from 
feminist scholarship to describe how the recognition of differences and similarities 
is beneficial to inclusion of minorities (Bray et al. 2022; Dye et al. 2018; Fox et al. 
2017; C. N. Harrington et al. 2022). The SEA interventions described here provide 
an example of how this recognition might be explored, articulated and communi-
cated to increase visibility, mutual understanding and inclusion of new communi-
ties. Again, SEA’s contribution to CSCW is in its critical and radical approach, 
encouraging dissenting voices and creating space for the recognition and articula-
tion of different experiences and needs. Taking a SEA approach to trust-related 
concerns inherent in minorities sharing personal stories would integrate the long 
tradition in SEA of examining power dynamics while creating multiple avenues to 
explore and communicate complex trust-based issues inherent in working with vul-
nerable populations. 

6 CONCLUSION 
While the research presented here is situated in a specific rurban community in Ire-
land, the design considerations act as signposts for how to integrate SEA into 
CSCW to support inclusion more broadly in rapidly expanding rural communities. 
For example, researchers or facilitators may consider connecting with gate-keeping 
organisations, similar to the FRC, to investigate dynamics of volunteering. Re-
searchers or facilitators may also consider constructively critiquing exclusionary 
practices of powerful institutions. Public places are said to support community de-
velopment and inclusion (Balfour et al. 2018; Kelkar and Spinelli 2016), enhance 
social life (P. T. Fischer et al. 2010; P. T. Fischer and Hornecker 2012) and create 
intergenerational links (Balestrini et al. 2014). We propose that designing CSCW 
interventions from a SEA standpoint can amplify these aspects of rurban public 
places in support of inclusion (Artichoke and Best 2015; Caslin 2017; JR 2008; 
Lifethings 2013; Van Heeswijk 2017) while examining and repositioning the roles 
of typically marginalized groups in those places. Within any community, there are 
multiple layers of identities present (Murray et al. 2019; Skerratt 2013). We agree 
with Sherman (2021) when she highlights the need for avenues of meaningful social 
interaction in order to develop mutual understanding. We propose designing inter-
ventional work in Northrock to build an awareness and understanding of these mul-
tiple identities. Work that leverages SEA to centre marginalised and dissenting 
voices and to cultivate stronger social bonds through meaningful social interactions 
(R. Clarke et al. 2014; Sharp et al. 2005). While articulating complex social issues 
can be a struggle, we believe SEA is rich in potential as a vehicle for expression of 
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these difficult and contradictory conversations. The various aesthetics and practices 
of SEA have the potential to refresh the activist and disruptive persuasions already 
present in CSCW. 
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