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ABSTRACT
In this paper, we outline a Distributed Participatory Design (DPD)
research protocol. The protocol is presented through the lens of the
World’s Largest DPD Project with children, a hypothetical project
in which children address the issue of climate change. The DPD
research protocol is based on the protocol template recommended
by WHO’s Research Ethics Review Committee (ERC) and on the
data from two conference workshops with a total of 45 participants.
The contribution of this paper is two-fold: 1) an initial version
of a generic DPD research protocol; 2) an exemplification of how
to appropriate this protocol for a specific project. We expect this
protocol will be iteratively refined and will serve as inspiration for
future research practices in Child-Computer Interaction (CCI).

CCS CONCEPTS
• Human-centered computing→ Interaction design theory,
concepts and paradigms.
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1 INTRODUCTION
Research protocols are essential documents for conducting stud-
ies, providing a detailed description of a study before it is actually
carried out. The process of creating a research protocol allows
researchers to clarify their thoughts, and ensure that they have con-
sidered potential benefits and risks beforehand. Once completed,
the research protocol can act as a guide for the team while conduct-
ing the research, and can be shared with others who might want
to replicate the study. A research protocol is also useful for mon-
itoring project progress. Sharing protocols can be invaluable for
young and interdisciplinary disciplines, like CCI [27]. They provide
an early record of the research plan and may help avoid research
duplication. Despite the obvious benefits of sharing such protocols,
this is seldom done in HCI and CCI and so one novel aspect of our
work here is to redress that situation.

Our motivation to develop and publish an early research protocol
as work in progress comes from our work in Distributed Partici-
patory Design (DPD) and specifically, our intention to carry out
a Participatory Design (PD) project with colleagues across many
countries and regions, many of whom may be uncertain about de-
sign with children, who may have limited access to ethics protocols,
and who may find articulating research difficult. We started from
the idea that, despite the differences between research protocols,
there are common aspects that need to be addressed in order to
ensure that every researcher adheres to a baseline standard. At the
same time, for a specific project (including our hypothetical project)
which is distributed, we want to set boundaries and constraints so
that the outcomes and outputs can be considered globally, and with
confidence in terms of protocols followed.

The research protocol that we describe in this paper is based on
the recommended format for a ‘research protocol’ from the World
Health Organization (WHO) Research Ethics Review Committee
(ERC) [16]. We have adapted this protocol for a design purpose
(rather than medical). We use the (to date) hypothetical World’s
Largest DPD Project with Children, a world wide DPD project with
children in the context of climate change, as a lens to explore and
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demonstrate the thought processes behind the critical aspects of
defining a DPD research protocol. The research protocol is designed
to be applied and appropriated by researchers co-designing with
children, and adapted to the local conditions for participation. In
building a research protocol, we employ the concepts and knowl-
edge about DPD as articulated in [8]. DPD implies that design team
members are physically and perhaps temporally dispersed and so
there are challenges of ensuring research is carried out according to
‘instructions’ [8, 57]. In this context, we expect DPD to rely heavily
on online tools and online presence in which case we might also
refer to Online PD, which we define as any design practice where
the design conversation is facilitated through an online portal. This
is increasingly being adopted by PD researchers because it enables
people who are not co-located to participate in and contribute to a
project [10, 12, 53].

Whether research is facilitated through a portal, or physically,
whether planned locally or globally, in English or a local language,
for the sake of good science and the best possible experience of
the children, clear attention to, and distribution of, any research
protocol is essential. This paper describes the development of our
research protocol, explores how it might be used and motivates
others to do likewise.

In this paper, Participatory Design (PD) is used in its broadest
sense to refer to the participation of children in design where the
aim is to empower them to co-design solutions in line with the
broad traditions of democracy and empowerment [15]. Co-Design
(CD) is used as an umbrella term for a set of practices and methods
that are widely reported in the CCI literature and beyond. Dis-
tributed Participatory Design (DPD) is used to describe the range of
situations in which all or most design team members are physically
and perhaps temporally dispersed. This requires coordination of
activities across locations and time zones, to ensure equitable par-
ticipation in, and contribution to, design activities. Online PD refers
to any design practice where the design conversation is facilitated
through an online portal, as opposed to in person. Non-present PD
is used to refer to PD interactions where researchers and partici-
pants are not co-present, and includes DPD and online PD. Often
times distributed is thought of in terms of time (asynchronous) and
location (geographically separated). However, we posit that it also
applies in terms of the distribution of a PD process and secondly to
the distribution of a PD effort.

We believe that when planning for large scale DPD, a global
research protocol needs to be designed for localization with a high
level of appropriation, in order to understand the situated practices
[14], and a high level of generalization, to accommodate a wide
range of contexts [43]. Purposeful and intentional design for ap-
propriation is not a sign of bad research design, but rather opens
up opportunities for participating researchers to apply the pro-
tocol in their own ways [14], adapted to their contexts and local
conditions. This means that in the analysis of the results from the
project, appropriation would also be interesting to study – how
different researchers have adopted and implemented the protocol in
their specific contexts (e.g. via a comparative study). The reported
appropriations would fulfill two goals: firstly, to serve as an inspira-
tion for other researchers’ implementations, and secondly, to make
methodological contributions with regard to the very particular [3].
This also serves as an example of how to design a research protocol

that is open for appropriation, but without losing its essence in
terms of the research objectives the project strives to achieve, whilst
still ensuring a minimum standard for the local projects.

Being more explicit about the underlying research protocol sup-
ports greater transparency of many facets of our research, including
ethics. While ethics is frequently mentioned in research outputs, it
remains underdeveloped in a number of areas, including its theoret-
ical basis, reporting of formal ethical approval procedures, and the
extent to which design and participation ethics is addressed [52].

Through two conference workshops [10, 34], approximately 45
researchers came together to elaborate on DPD with children. The
aim has been to co-design the research protocol that would make it
possible to run a world-wide distributed PD project with children.
In order to document and collect workshop materials, we used the
Zoom web conferencing platform1, and Miro boards2. The record-
ings or transcripts from each session were analysed together with
the notes collected in Miro, the position papers, and a workshop
experience report. We used a deductive approach to Thematic Anal-
ysis [6], with themes corresponding to the headings of the WHO
research protocol template [16]. We selected this template protocol
because it: (1) is an established research protocol which is used
worldwide; (2) ensures the support of highest ethical standards; (3)
allows the development of site-specific research studies.

2 THE DPD RESEARCH PROTOCOL: THE
WORLD’S LARGEST DPD PROJECT WITH
CHILDREN

The World’s Largest DPD Project with Children makes use of a re-
search protocol (see Figure 1), which will be implemented in various
localized studies across geographic locations and design contexts.
The project is open to all, in that all are invited to use the final
globally-distributed research protocol, to apply for required ethical
approval at their home institution, and to undertake DPD activ-
ities according to the protocol with their local communities. All
researchers then conduct their ethically-approved DPD using their
adapted protocol and report back with design data and/or adapta-
tion data. The expected outcomes are twofold: first, the situated
data deriving from the global DPD practice; and second, the vari-
ous situated DPD practices from a global perspective. The protocol
starts now, and will run for as long as data is generated.

The research protocol is open for anyone to apply, as long as
local ethical guidance is attended to, and the data is reported back
to contribute to the global project.

2.1 Rationale & background information
As exposed by the COVID-19 pandemic, new ways of conducting
participatory research with children are needed [1, 8]. There is a
need to map out and compare local conditions when doing such re-
search, in order to better understand the similarities and challenges
in various geographic locations and specific contexts. We also need
to (1) provide an understanding and theoretical grounding of unique
ethical challenges, (2) unpack and communicate practices related to
institutional review boards in order to increase transparency about

1Zoom allows for audio and video recording of meetings, as well as saving text chats.
2https://miro.com/; Miro provides an infinitely zoomable canvas and web whiteboard
for shared note taking.
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Figure 1: Figure 1 illustrates the components of the research
protocol as discussed in section 2. Components cannot be
treated in isolation for example project management en-
capsulates the entire process, whilst problems anticipated
largely relates to the methodology and procedure. There is a
hierarchical order of interaction between the components
in the illustration and a vertical interaction when involving
the children for example obtaining informed consent.

procedural research ethics, (3) address issues related to situational
ethics, (4) account for the relationship between participation and
ethics, and (5) address the issue of design ethics explicitly [52]. This
is expected to provide a scaffold for researchers within and beyond
the CCI community.

2.2 Study goals and objectives
We collected potential research questions during our workshops
[10, 34], clustered here into four categories: 1) Methodology of DPD:
The research questions focus on the methods, techniques and tools.
This corresponds to the PD dimension suitability [39], which is
why we call this suitability of methods. We also introduce suitability
of roles, which refers to the roles played by various participants (e.g.
parents, teachers, siblings, etc.) in the design; e.g.: “What are the
differences between in person and distributed/online PD?” 2) The
value of participants’ contributions: Questions in this category refer
to the usefulness of the participants’ contribution to the design.
This category corresponds to the PD dimension capability [39];
e.g.: “How do designers and children in different countries respond
to the same brief?” 3) Value to the participants: This covers two
components:meaningfulness and feelings of competence. Malinverni
et al. [36] define meaningfulness as ‘the extent to which children
care about what they are doing’. e.g.: “Can a system be created
to facilitate children’s understanding of and discourse about PD?”.
Feelings of competence refers to children’s perception of the rele-
vance and importance of their contribution [36]. We have added
a further category, that of participant acquired skills and knowl-
edge. e.g.: “Can distributed/online PD with children from different
countries educate them about inclusion?” and “To what extent can
PD contribute to the development of children’s self-confidence?”

4) Product: These are questions related to the design, such as criti-
cal evaluation, including compare and contrast questions. e.g.: “Is
the climate change app appropriate for a specific target group (e.g.
children with autism?)”

2.3 Study design
This project will use design activities to address global and localized
research and design questions. The exact demographics of the par-
ticipants in the project will vary within localized projects, as each
researcher will recruit participants they: (a) have access to, and (b)
have experience working with. In the project, the design challenge
given to the children will focus on ‘Designing for Climate Change’,
with the following design brief: “Think of some effect from climate
change. Think about how technology (computers and smart things)
could possibly fight this change. Today we are going to ask you to
DESIGN a NEW ‘thing’ that could be good to fight climate change.”

2.4 Methodology
Essential in planning the methodology is to first decide what the
type of participation, i.e. online or offline, and in case of offline
participation, whether technology is used to mediate the interaction
or not.

To ensure validity and reliability of the findings (see Section 2.7),
it is recommended to apply a triangulation strategy, which offers
the researcher multiple perspectives on the research questions. Tri-
angulation can be: data, methodological, investigator, theoretical,
and environmental [13]. Data triangulation consists of using more
data sources, for example by including more individuals (stake-
holders). Methodological triangulation involves using two or more
methods to collect data (e.g., interviews and observation). Investiga-
tor triangulation means involving more researchers in the process
of data analysis, to avoid bias. Theoretical triangulation involves
approaching the problem from different theoretical perspectives
or through testing competing hypotheses. Finally, environmental
triangulation refers to the use of a range of environmental factors,
such as different locations, or times of day.

In order to share data, clear definitions of both situated variables
and the procedure are needed. Data collection and analysis should
also be carefully planned and justified. Although the methodology
should be well defined, that does not mean it cannot be iteratively
developed and changed. To respond to the participants’ needs, max-
imize the delivery values and change the design process pace, an
agile approach is recommended [51]. This refers mainly to mindset,
rather than particular methods.

2.5 Follow-up
Children deserve to know how their ideas are used and what they
gain (or potentially could gain) from participation. For The World’s
Largest DPD Project, this will happen in two ways: (1) by ensuring
that the responsible researcher reports back to the participants in
a child-friendly way; and (2) by developing support materials and
visual learning goals [18]. These can be used by the children alone
or with the help of a responsible adult, and can thereby sustain
what was learnt after the designers have left. There is an ongoing
struggle in HCI on how to leave the field when conducting research
in situated contexts, and finding ways to sustain project outcomes
beyond academia [21, 28, 31, 47, 50]. Applying a PD approach does
not necessarily avoid this pitfall, as we lack tools and methods
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for project insights and outcomes to play a role in the real-life of
project participants. However, inspiring examples of sustaining the
project initiatives exist (e.g., the end report of the UTOPIA project
[4], and a socio-material toolkit for teachers [47]).

2.6 Data management and statistical analysis
The most basic data that will be collected is demographic informa-
tion about both child and adult participants (children and adults).
This demographic information may include age, gender, socioeco-
nomic status, abilities and disabilities, experience with technology
or design methodologies, and relationship to other participants.

Data which reflects the process and product of the design ses-
sions can take various forms. These may include recordings of
design sessions (video, audio, and/or pictures), artifacts (pictures,
video, screenshots), observational notes, design session summaries
and reflections, or usage logs of various technologies during a
session. Additionally, given the distributed nature of the project,
information about the context of where and how localized design
sessions were conducted will be crucial in order for data to be in-
terpreted appropriately. Data such as demographic information,
frequency of particular themes, and usage logs can be analyzed
quantitatively. However, given the rich nature of the data collected
through the design sessions, data analysis will primarily be qualita-
tive in nature. This qualitative analysis may consist of case studies
and thematic analysis [6].

Digital data will be stored in password-protected, secure online
repositories (e.g. Google Drive) while physical artifacts will be
stored in secure locations such as a locked lab or a researcher’s
office.

2.7 Quality assurance
Validity: Matching tools and techniques to the concepts being stud-
ied [35, 56]. Validity is inherent in the design of research, ensuring
an alignment between paradigms, ontology, epistemology, and cho-
sen research approaches. The research protocol provides guidance
as to general research approaches which align with the general
norms for PD research. However, we also recognize that localized
projects may select specific PD methodologies to better suit the
needs of their participants (e.g. a researcher working with Deaf
children might choose YoungDeafDesign [32]; a researcher working
with minimally-verbal autistic children might choose Co-Design Be-
yondWords [54]). This is appropriate as long as the chosen method-
ologies align with the philosophies of the overarching project [19].

Reliability: Consistency of data collection and analysis [35]. This
variation in methodology may seem to present difficulties for re-
liability: if different methodologies are being used, how can the
World’s Largest DPD project claim to be consistent? However, con-
sistency can be ensured through approaches to data collection
and analysis. Multiple methods of data collection should be used,
including note-taking observers, video recording, researcher reflec-
tion, and generation of PD outputs by participants. This allows for
rich, multidimensional analysis of interactions and communication
within PD sessions, and triangulation of conclusions from multiple
data sources.

2.8 Expected outcomes of the study &
dissemination of results and publication
policy

Our expected outcome is twofold: (1) Situated data from DPD prac-
tices as arenas of design: According to Gärtner and Wagner, out-
comes related to arenas can be divided into Designing systems,
Designing organizational/community frameworks for action, and
Designing the relations context or, the political and policy context
[26]. (2) Global perspective on DPD methodological practices due to
differences in socio-cultural context: Local and situated reflections
(e.g. [55]) are rare and rather poorly documented, but something
we explicitly strive for in The World’s Largest DPD Project with
Children. However, we also acknowledge that a PD result needs to
be appropriated in a use context to unfold its potential, which is a
process on which a DPD project may have little influence [5].

Two types of data should be reported: (1) the resulting data
generated with the children (materials, designs, etc), and (2) the
adaptations required for localized adaptations. These will be shared
internally using a shared, secure repository (e.g. Google Drive), as
well as posting as much as possible in a publicly facing website so
as to share the process and data with fellow researchers. Research
publications will be submitted to reputable appropriate venues such
as: Interaction Design and Children (IDC), ACM Conference on
Human Factors in Computing Systems(CHI), Participatory Design
Conference (PDC), International Journal of Child-Computer Inter-
action (IJCCI), Computer-Supported Cooperative Work Conference
(CSCW) and beyond.

2.9 Problems anticipated
Type of Participation, i.e., online or offline. Problems such as diffi-
culties with (access to) technology, in the online environment fall
in this category. For offline participation, problems can arise when
preparing proxies to run studies in different locations, or when
trying to incorporate language-free interaction assets so they can
be used by facilitators and children who speak different languages
[45].

Maintaining Engagement and the Sense of Togetherness. Problems
may arise from difficulties recognizing engagement [58]. The lack of
opportunity for non-verbal interaction can be a problem in building
the sense of togetherness particularly if interacting only online.

Accessibility and Inclusion. Bringing developmentally diverse
children in the design process which is, among others, a democratic
and morale act, leads to a series of problems related to accessibility
and genuine inclusion [9]. Challenges related to individualized
support that may be required by some children need to be addressed.

Power Dynamic. The asymmetrical power relations between chil-
dren, and also between children and adults One problem in this
category can be the increased dependence on local adults with pre-
established power ascendancy (e.g. a parent or teacher) for localized
support (e.g. technical support needed in DPD).

Developing Skills. Problemsmay be related to the lack of in person
interaction and the stress associated with the use of technology
which can impact negatively or hide skills development.

Administration and Logistics. Various problems, including dif-
ficulties with recruitment because of the issues with technology
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access (digital divide) and need to prepare facilitators (adults to
support with technical/practical support).

2.10 Project management
Communication is key to the success of particularly a large scale
project. Frequent asynchronous communication is key to the suc-
cess of the project and will be facilitated by a Slack group. Addi-
tionally, a steering group meeting will occur once a year during the
Interaction Design and Children (IDC) conference, possibly in the
format of a workshop.

2.11 Ethics, Safety considerations and Informed
consent forms

For the project, we strive to provide an understanding and theoreti-
cal grounding of the unique ethical challenges underlying the project,
in order to create a shared understanding for all participants. CCI
relate ethical concerns to literature from a wide range of disci-
plines, e.g. [7, 20, 23, 29, 38, 40–42, 46, 48], and the uniqueness of
CCI-related ethical challenges and responsibilities has been widely
recognized e.g. [2, 10, 11, 17, 22, 24, 25, 37, 49, 52]. However, this
has so far not yet led to a clear definition nor to a shared theoretical
understanding of ethics.

Formal procedural research ethics is the most common form of
reported ethics in CCI, and concerns protecting participants from
harm, obtaining informed consent and preventing an invasion of
privacy [52]. This type of ethics typically results in Institutional
ReviewBoard (IRB) approval or similar, which is a formalizedway of
dealing with ethical concerns, and testifies that the research follows
rigorous and statutory procedures. For this project, we require each
localized project reports their whole IRB (or similar) procedure, and
not just indicate it was approved. This is necessary in a world-wide
project, as IRBs do not follow international or national standards
[52]. Reporting on the content, scope and rigorousness of the local
IRB procedures can help the project and the whole community
to gain a shared understanding of ethical concerns (and cultural
diversities) on a global scale.

Situational ethics concerns making judgements and decisions
in real time through careful observation, awareness and sensitiv-
ity [44], often to unexpected events [49, 52]. We encourage any
researcher taking part in the project to pay thorough accounts of
and report situational ethics, both for the project participants to
understand particular moment, but could eventually also provide
the basis for new formal procedures.

While we create a general template, each researcher will need to
adapt the consent form tomeet local requirements. Multiple consent
forms will be required in each localized project, to address the
information needs of participants, gatekeepers and organisations,
as needed: children, parents, teachers, and schools. Each set of
consent forms should be written in language appropriate to their
audience, and allow for consent, assent, or dissent, as appropriate.
Subject to local guidelines and requirements, informed consent
materials should include:

Participation is voluntary. Participants can withdraw themselves
and their data without penalty. Instructions on how participants can
withdraw their data.Any restrictions on withdrawing data, e.g. data
generated through group activities may not be able to be cleanly

withdrawn; or after a certain time period, data analysis has already
occurred and been used in further stages of a project.

Purpose of the research. Participants have a right to understand
the purpose of research they are involved in. They should be in-
formed of the overarching project, and the specific goals of the
localized project they are involved in.

Participants’ Roles. Participants should be informed of the types
of activities they will undertake, including details such as how long
their involvement will take; what they are required to do; and how
data will be recorded.

Risks and Benefits. All risks (to the participants) and benefits (to
the participants and wider society) of the research should be ex-
plained. Children’s involvement in PD research is known to have po-
tential risks (anxiety, stress and nervousness caused by uncertainty
about a new situation [33]) and benefits (increased confidence, in-
creased communication, increased team working, and general and
topic-related skills and knowledge gain [30, 33]). PD projects in
general aim to have a benefit on wider society through the creation
of new technologies.

Data Storage. Participants have the right to know how their data
will be stored and protected, who will have access, how long it
will be kept, and if and when it will be safely destroyed. For the
project, this may involve international sharing of data, for purposes
of comparison, analysis, and distributed collaboration. Participants
need to be reassured that data management plans are in place
to ensure secure data transfer and appropriate protocols for the
sharing and access of their data, especially data which is identifiable.

Anonymity. Child participants’ identities should generally be
kept anonymous. Anonymity may not be possible within a design
team, especially if participants are collocated or otherwise working
synchronously.

Full disclosure. Participants have a right to know where funding
and other support is coming from for research in which they are
involved. This should be disclosed in consent materials.

Follow-Up and Dissemination of Results. As noted above, par-
ticipants deserve to know how their ideas get used. The consent
information should include details on how this will be communi-
cated back to them.

Oversight. If participants have a problem with a project or the
way it is run, they need recourse to discuss it - directly with the
lead researcher, and with someone in an oversight role. This role
is likely to be filled by a member of a university’s ethical review
body, but this will vary by country.

3 DISCUSSION & CONCLUSION
This paper presents a research protocol for a worldwide DPD
project, based on the protocol template recommended by WHO’s
ERC [16]. This is a widely used protocol template which ensures
that the highest ethical standards are supported and, at the same
time, allows flexibility for appropriation in research studies (i.e.,
adaptation to the local conditions). We developed our protocol by
incorporating the results from two conference workshops where
45 international researchers (from countries including Australia,
Brazil, Canada, Finland, Namibia, Portugal, UK, and USA; ranging
in seniority from PhD candidates to senior professors) shared their
experience with (D)PD and developed strategies for online, offline
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and hybrid approaches. The protocol has been exemplified using
a hypothetical DPD project: theWorld’s Largest DPD project with
children which addresses climate change. Though hypothetical at
the moment, we aim to implement this project across the world,
in various design contexts, through local studies, and with local
researchers.

We believe that defining a research protocol for DPD is essen-
tial, as it will not only allow researchers to clarify their thoughts,
ensuring that they have considered potential benefits and risks
beforehand, but will also bring a series of advantages, such as: (1)
ensure a minimum research standard; (2) help with IRB approval
processes; (3) strive for consistency across various localized projects;
(4) act as an inspiration for researchers. At the same time, when
applied to a specific DPD project, it ensures that: (1) specific DPD
opportunities and challenges are considered, (2) work duplication
is avoided, (3) boundaries and constraints are identified and set up
so that the findings are valid and reliable. In addition, a specific
DPD research protocol following the top level protocol described
in this paper, is expected to lead to greater clarity and transparency,
and fewer flaws or omissions. Moreover, we expect that the use
of the DPD research protocol will reduce researcher effort when
planning for their projects, regardless of their expertise. For young
disciplines like CCI, and particularly for complex approaches such
as DPD, where the multitude of aspects (e.g. geographical, language,
cultural, type of interaction - online, hybrid) provides opportunities
which are not exploited completely and raises challenges which are
not yet addressed, a research protocol is invaluable. We expect this
protocol will be iteratively refined and will serve as inspiration for
future research practices in CCI.

We expect that this protocol will form the basis for many DPD
project protocols. First, we anticipate an increase in DPD projects
because of the opportunities they offer (e.g. extended participation,
new modes of creative practice, better inclusion) [8]. Second, we
believe that researchers will perceive the benefits of using a DPD
protocol which builds on both previous research and best practice.
They will be motivated to improve and refine the protocol. Though
not tested yet, the first step is to publish the protocol and dissemi-
nate it so that we can get a critical mass of diverse and distributed
researchers to implement and adapt it. Therefore, by making it pub-
lic, we hope that the community will engage with and iteratively
improve the protocol, as well as develop more explicit discourse on
specific issues such as the ethics of CCI research and practice [52].

The main limitation of our DPD protocol is that it has not been
evaluated, and we do not yet know how it works in practice. How-
ever, making our DPD protocol known allows it to be applied and
so provides evidence for evaluation.
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