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This toolkit is a collection of insights and stories 

about how communities and activists are using 

tools to connect with each other, and how 

designers and engineers can support them.

By speaking to twenty eight practitioners, 

educators, artists, conference organizers, speakers, 

organizers, and mutual aid groups across the 

United States and Europe,these suggestions serve 

as a guide on how to design for this moment, from 

organizing and designing a meeting, to designing 

an actual tool, what tools to use, and how tools can 

be improved.
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The New Normal

A million headlines call this moment a “new 

normal.” But there’s nothing new about entrenched 

systemic inequalities now compounding with a 

global pandemic that deeply hurts people of color 

and marginalized communities. It’s a threatening 

and stressful time—and the tools we are using 

to stay connected make it even more difficult to 

address long-standing problems. These tools can 

and should be made to better serve those who 

are the most vulnerable to digital harm caused by 

surveillance, harassment, and exploitation. 

The business tools that we sometimes use to 

casually connect with friends and family are not 

really made for use in our private lives, nevermind 

during times of heightened stress and vulnerability. 

And we’re now using those tools all the time for 

personal and professional reasons. 

“We’re seeing a million first drafts” is how Lily 

Consuelo Saporta Tagiuri, graphic designer and 

eco-futurist, describes the plethora of online events 

during COVID19 in New York. People are learning to 

readapt to this moment, so they are trying out new 

online methods to hold meetings, create art, hold 

panels and poetry readings, conferences, teach, 
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“Learning to create more 
sustainable design for 
communities.”

learn. As people cannot physically see each other, 

it’s important to create spaces virtually. We’re 

seeing experimentation, a million first drafts, and 

some of them are yielding interesting things. Lily, for 

example, created a hashtag on Instagram for her 

friends to cook “together” while being apart. People 

are holding field trips, gallery openings, and picnics 

in Animal Crossing; its exploratory world provides 

new spaces of calm, delightful interactions.

 DIY art venues and galleries are holding poetry 

readings, and artist talks over zoom, like the poetry 

readings hosted at Langer Over Dickie, a Chicago 

based gallery who’s shows and representations 

are in parity with the demographic makeup of 

Chicago. 
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 Screenshots of Lily Consuelo Saporta Tagiuri’s hashtag 
#CookingApartEatingTogether

What are the new kinds of events we are creating 

that recognize the depth and seriousness of this 

moment, as well as the ones that spark creativity 

and even delight? How can we shift or change the 

ways we’ve conducted ‘business as usual’ to learn 

from this moment? 

In this toolkit, we’ll give you—whether you’re a 

designer, developer or community organiser—a 

playbook for building better digital spaces. 
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HOW DID WE 
GET HERE

Product designer Amélie Lamont summarizes the 

sentiment best: it seems clear big technology 

companies are not designing with harassment 

in mind, and really they never have. Zoom’s CEO 

stated they hadn’t thought about harassment 

in their product until the Zoombombings (non-

approved call participants hacking into existing 

calls for the purpose of trolling or other forms of 

harassment) happened. The products we are 

using during COVID-19, and becoming increasingly 

dependent on, are a part of our social fabric and 

infrastructure - but they simply aren’t good enough 

multidimensional communication tools. They are 

a service broadcasting one person’s thoughts or 

ideas, but they don’t truly foster collaboration or 

group communication.
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How Our Tools
Can Be Better

It’s important to realize that users were, for a lack 

of a better word, ‘forced’ into using business tools 

for non-business needs during COVID19, since the 

most readily available tools on hand were just 

standard video conferencing tools designed for 

enterprise uses by enterprise software companies. 

The design of these tools is really constricting 

if you are trying to be creative, host any kind of 

collaborative discussion, or any discussion that 

requires multiple participants to interact, speak, 

chat, like, or run a poll within the same tools. 

Video chat tools don’t allow for customization or 

personalization, so it doesn’t feel that intimate. 

It’s like one size doesn’t fit most. Design can help 

improve this, but first designers must understand 

the new contexts of how these tools are used. 

Andres Colmenares, IAM conference co-founder 

and designer, wants user interface design in 

tools to reflect personality and architecture for 

behaviors. Interfaces can allow for expressive, 

emotive interaction by allowing for reactions 

beyond waving, and by giving users agency in 

their tools, such as choosing where they ‘sit’ in a 

window marquee, having the ability to actually 

move their video or create inter-call groups. While 

some tools already have this functionality, very 

few allow users who aren’t moderators to change 

settings or have real agency. Professor and 

author Simone Browne wants this kind of agency, 

especially for her students in a digital classroom. 

Students need to have agency to move and 

choose where to sit in a classroom, for a variety 

of reasons for safety, security, and social choices. 

Shouldn’t those choices be reflected in the tools 

students use too? 

Tools that allow for customization give users 

agency, be it by allowing them to change 

backgrounds or layouts for a workshop, 

roundtable or community meeting. Colmenares 

hopes that “we would benefit from having more 

frameworks and ingredients so that we can 

collectively have literacy on how things work. 

Rather than trying to have tools that are one size 

fits all.” Imagine if users could design their own 

dashboard or workspace, similar to how Adobe’s 

layout for different programs and products works. 

Imagine if tools were modular, where users could 

pick and choose specific frameworks and build on 

top of a reliable infrastructure.
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Intimacy And Delight 

Digital gatherings should create trust and intimacy, 

but many tools being used to bring people 

together lack moderation UI and clear methods 

to combat harassment. Communities need 

better anti-harassment tools and more nuanced 

settings to help mitigate harassment that appears. 

They need to be designed from the perspective 

of closeness, intimacy and fun. Creating better 

syncing audio doesn’t just improve education 

spaces; it can create  digital dance parties, online 

concerts and karaoke. Thinking through how audio 

serves as a tool, how it functions, and how it affects 

our moods will shift the design of how the tool 

relates to and services audio. Audio just isn’t for 

speaking and presenting; it’s for singing, shouting, 

debating. Designing what a karaoke app needs in 

terms of functionality, usability and UX isn’t that far 

away from an experience that could serve music 

classes, online concerts or dance parties. 

Why Products Need To Be Safe 
And Secure But To Also Foster 
Intimacy And Delight 
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KEEP IN 
MIND

Regardless of your background - if you’re here as 

a community organizer, a designer or an engineer, 

these takeaways are designed to span expertise 

and guide in creating spaces online. 
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Architecting Intimacy 
With Interfaces

Right now, people are using conferencing tools 

similar to social networks. People aren’t just using 

video conferencing for work, they are using it for 

social interactions, for artists panels, and for really 

large group hangouts- for mutual aid, community 

organizations, church meetings, school, and even 

city meetings. The user interface design in these 

tools need to be focused on serving all of these 

groups, with one host or a variety of hosts, and 

better tools for participants. Imagine if hosts could 

queue up speakers, have interactive polls, or if 

participants could decide who they wanted to ‘sit’ 

next to in the video marquee. People need this kind 

of agency, and they need more customization- 

they need a mixture of a broadcast tool and a 

social network but with a focus on video.

In early June, Zoom finally added better 

moderation tools for hosts but not any moderation 

tools for participants. They also added the ability 

for people to share files within the chat, like images 

or documents. Other video chats don’t offer any 

of those tools. Much like advice for the engineer, 

people need better ways to share media and 

more intuitive ways to engage and moderate 

conversation.

“We would benefit from having 
more frameworks rather than 
trying to have tools that are one 
size fits all.”

For the Designer
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Latency And Security 
Are A Top Priority

What’s key here is latency, syncing, security and 

safety- which depending upon the tool can be 

acceptable or woefully lacking. Many of these 

systems lack sufficient moderation tools to 

help mitigate against the many forms of digital 

harassment. If you’re worried about security, 

the Mozilla Foundation published Privacy Not 

Included, a guide that analyzes different tools and 

products on how ‘secure’ the tools, products and 

technology, including a special guide just for video 

conferencing. 

When designing to combat harassment, there are 

five points to consider: 

When it comes to latency and syncing, it’s 

important to remember that people need better 

ways to share audio and video. People need 

more inventive and thorough ways to share this 

media in video conferencing, comfortable in the 

knowledge that everyone is hearing the same 

thing at the same time. 

“Syncing makes it basically 
impossible to teach.” 

For the Engineer

Does the product, tool or app have encryption 

or end to end encryption? 

Does it push security updates? 

Does it require a strong password?

Does it manage vulnerabilities (i.e having a 

bug bounty program)?

Does it have a privacy policy?
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If you’re organizing your community to come 

together, engage in conversation, teach, or even 

just to talk, or you’re part of a collective that 

organizes people, the tools you’re using are often 

pretty frustrating. What’s important to understand 

is that this frustration is because of poor design. 

While not all communities are the same, but 

organizers usually have to use a variety of tools to 

accomplish tasks, organize and create workflows, 

but this needs to be balanced with preserving 

digital safety for your attendees. This ‘digital duct-

taping’ is shown in communities and organizers 

using multiple platforms in order to organize and 

plan, rather than relying on one system that claims 

to be all-inclusiveall inclusive. 

For communities, it’s important to think about what 

you are asking of people; what kind of data you 

are asking them to give up (phone numbers, email 

addresses, names etc), and where is it stored. It’s 

not enough to just use the most secure platforms, 

(though Signal and WhatsApp  have great end-

to-end encryption); when you ask people to give 

information, how can that information be used 

to harm or leverage against them? Think about 

the flow of information- is it mono-directional or 

multi-directional? Are you, as an organizer, just 

sharing or broadcasting information, or does there 

need to be a greater emphasis on consensus and 

group agency? Depending upon how you want 

information to flow, you may need different levels 

of privacy. 

We are now relying on tools to continue what used 

to be an offline or face-to-face interaction, but 

these tools are not a complete replacement for 

the offline. It’s about resetting expectations for the 

host (you) and the participants in this space. It’s 

about being extremely upfront with participants 

regarding what you will be doing in the digital 

meeting, how long each section of the meeting 

will be, and what they will need to do and when. 

Guiding and planning must be done before and 

during the meeting for greater clarity and security.

There Needs To Be 
Structure And A Plan

“What does safety look like in 
digital spaces when you are 
basically letting [other] people 
into your home?”

For the Community Group and Organizer



To help communities organize, stay safe, and 

foster better interactions, there needs to be new 

best practices responding to this moment. 

Some of these best practices may seem obvious 

at first, such as having a plan for how to respond 

to harassment. Many physical spaces don’t have 

plans for this, and harassment can feel even more 

jarring online, especially when your community is 

in their own homes using video and chat tools. You 

must be organized, and have structure. 

We need to think about how society’s bias, 

structure, and rules exist, particularly in digital 

spaces. This means thinking about the power 

dynamics of what you are creating and who 

is in your space. Curator and graphic designer 

Prem Krishnamurthy recounts an example of a 

professor hosting a text message group chat 

with his students. What are the constraints or 

power in a group, in terms of moderation rules 

and the dynamics caused by them?  What are the 

social dynamics? Students can hypothetically do 

whatever they want in the chat - there are a few 

moderation controls, but the students know it’s 

their professor’s chat channel, and there lies the 

power. It’s the weight of what a professor means 

outside that channel. The professor controls their 

grades so that control exists in society and we 

imprint it onto social networks and the digital 

space.

Our community stories feature ways to design and 

engage with communities, and ways to create 

better, safer spaces of engagement and intimacy.

New Community 
Best Practices &

13
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COMMUNITY 
STORIES

Below are a few stories from the different people 

and groups we spoke to during our research 

on their work  and how their communities are 

interacting online.
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Meetups & 
Conferences

It was late February 2020, and Andres Colmenares 

and his collaborator Lucy Black-Swan had less 

than three weeks to turn their IRL weekend-

long conference and festival, IAM, into a digital 

experience. The conference, now in its sixth 

year, looked to critique technology and create a  

gathering focussed on learning, fun and critical 

engagement for technologists and artists. 

Presented with the challenges of moving the 

festival into the online space, this digital event 

now relied heavily on the tools that it originally 

had intended to critique. The goal with IAM was 

to provide intimacy and grounding for creative 

thinkers to question and push technology to 

new places, providing necessary criticism of the 

tools that technologists use, questioning, and 

how to improve technology and limit big tech’s 

reach. But the space is really about intimacy and 

knowledge exchange - it’s about meeting people 

and engaging. Could they create intimacy online? 

Should the conference even happen online? 

It was a Catch 22 for Colmenares and Black-

Swan. Colmenares and Black-Swan decided 

to try, and individually emailed the speakers 

and the over 300 attendees about this shift to 

a digital platform, offering refunds and gauge 

what changes people were comfortable with. The 

result was positive - people wanted to come. But 

Colmenares and Black-Swan knew that for IAM 

to be successful they needed to do something 

beyond streaming, and they only had three weeks 

until the conference dates to do it. Colmenares 

and Black-Swan are researchers, producers, and 

creative technologists, so they had the creative 

knowledge of how to push conferencing tools 

to make something interesting. They also had 

cultural timing on their hands. 

With the rapid onset of a public lockdown in the 

wake of COVID-19’s spread across Europe,  people 

were scared and confused, but also determined to 

show solidarity and engage with the community. 

IAM’s organizers wanted to create a remote event 

as opposed to one which was purely ‘digital.’ This 

shifting was key; by focusing on a remote platform, 

Could they create intimacy 
online? Should the conference 
even happen online?



they were able to use a variety of different tools 

to achieve greater engagement. Their main talks 

took place in Zoom, but they also set up Zoom 

Karaoke events and ‘bodegas’ in other Zoom 

rooms for people to congregate and have digital 

‘coffee.’ They also created an access hub that 

Colmenares described as “a link archive...it had 

a graphic interface where people could see 

what activities were live, what type of activity, 

and then inside each of those boxes there was 

a link to a Zoom room that we also had a team 

working in the back stage setting up all the Zoom 

rooms.” A Barcelona-based Iranian artist, Mohsen 

Hazrati, created a VR experience of their room in 

Shiraz, Iran, which was then represented in VR to 

participants. Colmenares said, “It was the first time 

that a VR [project] made me cry.” 

 

Colmenares and Black-Swan decided to use 

Zoom as the central platform, making transparent 

available all the different places people could 

congregate for IAM, as well as making the 

schedule as easy to follow. Meetings feel different 

inside of video conferencing; spontaneity doesn’t 

exist in the same way - there are no coffee tables 

or hallways to have conversations. Creating a 

digital space to mirror those interactions was key. 

This is why having a specific plan for this space is 

critical. IAM built separate software for people to 

access these links, but not everyone needs to have 

such a high level of programming knowledge. 

Organizers can use something as simple as a 

Google Doc to achieve similar results.  

Creative Mornings NYC did something similar. 

Carly Ayres, a Google Creative Strategist, 

described Creative Mornings as encouraging 

participants to be active. «Turn your camera on. 

Being part of this event you have to engage. You 

have to participate.” The organizers aimed for 

an event that was equally fun and accessible, 

so they changed their names to include emojis 

to mimic the way organizers in offline events will 

wear distinct shirts or lanyards. They recreated the 

traditional ‘coffee break’ over video, pairing up the 

over 400 participants in groups of two over Zoom 

breakout rooms. Creative Mornings didn’t require 

a technically heavy event, instead using pre-

planning, a clear event structure and activities to 

create an engaging event. One of their organizers, 

Alexandra Kutler, even created a robust but 

practical guide to setting up Zoom calls that we 

feel is very useful for prospective organisers.

“Turn your camera on. Being 
part of this event you have to 
engage. You have to participate.”
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The exhibition design of a space doesn’t just 

stop at the tool choice; it’s also thinking through 

the choices and activities attendees will be 

engaging in. IAM had a Buddhist monk lead a 

ritual to begin an event, and explored group 

karaoke over Zoom. Sacred Design, a research 

and design consultancy, created a series of best 

practices called “Ritual Design” for one of their 

spiritual meetings, Family Chapel, to help hosts use 

repetition and ritual in virtual settings. 

These best practices, written by Angie Thurston, 

Sue Phillips, and Casper ter Kuile, illustrated 

findings on creating a guide for hosts and 

participants in what to expect in the meeting, 

acting as a syllabus. This outlines what the 

content of the entire meeting will be, how long 

activities will take and what to expect in the 

activities.  It is equally important to mark this time 

by having consistent beginnings and endings 

to your meetings. This could be achieved with a 

specific kind of greeting or gesture, asking the 

same question (“how was your week or what was 

something special that occurred”) or lighting a 

candle.  

Colmenares suggests the best way to create 

positive engagement at an event is to address 

the central questions of why the organizers have 

chosen this specific event, and why it is the right 

event for the intended community or audience.  

In answering these questions, the organizers 

can determine which tools and what spaces are 

the most effective. By focussing on “people first 

and the tools second” Colmenares emphasizes 

the need to “treat and think of the members of 

a community as citizens. Both with rights and 

responsibility, rather than as users.”  

“Treat and think of the members 
of a community as citizens. Both 
with rights and responsibility, 
rather than as users.”
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Educational
Spaces

“There hasn’t been a moment to take a beat,” 

University of Texas professor and author Simone 

Browne explained over Google hangouts. Given 

the urgency of the moment, it overrides questions 

we should be asking about tool adaption or how 

faulty these tools can be. We aren’t asking “what’s 

the worst-case scenario [in] similar technologies.” 

Browne is talking about the deeper, more national 

and global shift to quickly adapting video 

conferencing technology. People have hadn’t a 

moment to stop and ask what kind of harm this 

creates or what the tradeoffs are.

Shifting to Zoom is a bit of an educational 

mandate, meaning if a university or school picks 

this software, teachers and students are obliged 

to  follow suit. There isn’t a space to divest from 

what the institution picks. Yet institutions don’t 

necessarily have the bandwidth or expertise to 

predict  what is the best online learning set up, 

instead quickly creating ad-hoc solutions to get 

students online as quickly as possible. Teaching on 

Zoom is different than speaking at a conference. 

Teachers lack feedback from their students from 

the tool, aren’t getting clear indications of the 

A screenshot from one 
of the “Data Feminism” 
book chapter lectures.



latency or internet connectivity from students, and 

no clear feedback if their own audio or video has 

paused, glitched or lost connection. Pamela Liou, 

artist and educator, echoes this, “Syncing makes 

it basically impossible to teach... I signed in twice 

to the Zoom so I could have one screen-share on 

my Mac and one screen share on my PC. So my 

students are chatting with me, they’re typing in 

questions to the wrong chat.” Zoom didn’t provide 

the resources to make this a possible way of 

teaching. 

A deeper challenge designers face is not a 

technical one but a human one, beyond the 

control of schools. What is the students’ home set 

up? Are they comfortable? How is their internet 

connection? What timezone are they in? In an 

effort to address these concerns, the alternative 

school The School for Poetic Computation (SFPC) 

tried to create a clearer workflow and structure for 

students. Lauren Gardner, co-organizers of SFPC, 

created workflows for both teachers and students 

and using tools like Google Calendar, DropBox, 

Google Docs, and Slack outlined what documents 

are stored and where so as to make the 

navigation of remote learning easier for students 

and teachers. SFPC actually built their own 

software to centralize this with a former student, 

Bre Pettis, a few years ago. Skill School was created 

because “we wanted a tool that was free, and it’s a 

mix of GitHub and a learning CRM. And the idea is 

that as an instructor, you can either open-source 

your classes on there, or you can lock them down, 

but it’s a way for you to create your curriculum and 

then fork it or allow other people to fork it and build 

stuff.”. SFPC is hoping to shift back to Skill School 

at some point (the school hasn’t put it into use 

during COVID19, needing to respond immediately 

to lockdowns and rely on on-hand tools that their 

students were already comfortable with.) 

Skill School still needs some improvement to fit 

their teachers’ needs, particularly those that have 

arisen during the COVID-19 pandemic. Gardner 

and her teachers need a better way to explore 

students’ work which is spread across multiple 

websites. One design idea would function almost 

like a gallery or dashboard, creating a way to see 

student’s updates and progress on platforms like 

an Are.na board, Github pages or Google Docs. 

As Browne mentioned during our conversation, 

these tools, and especially their data privacy 

policy and the politics, need to be critiqued 

We aren’t asking “What’s the 
worst case scenario [in] similar 
technologies.”
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and analyzed. This is crucial as Zoom recently 

announced the removal of end to end encryption 

in it’s free software to better collaborate with 

police departments. This kind of privacy concern 

is what Browne’s work focuses on. But Browne has 

also another concern, namely the lack of ‘design’ 

in a digital classroom space. Where and how 

students chose to sit and organize themselves 

can be a reflection of creating safer spaces in a 

classroom. “I teach a class, probably 150 students. 

Why should [the students] have to do a unit where 

you can make decisions of who you want to sit 

next to, who you want to hear. Should’t you be able 

to mute certain people out of the conversation 

just like everybody joins in [similar to Twitter]. But 

maybe I actually just don’t want to hear what this 

person says in the same way that we can [on 

Twitter].”  

Browne raises further questions;  “What does 

safety look like in those spaces when you are 

basically letting these people into your home in 

a way ...who you didn’t bargain [with]. Like they 

bargained to be in a class when they decided 

to be in conversation with the professor in that 

home, but they didn’t bargain to be in class 

with some of these other people that could be 

just there to harm or to be hostile.” Enterprise 

software is rarely designed as well as consumer 

software, a sentiment echoed by Gardner (who 

worked in enterprise software before switching 

to education), but if these tools are going to be 

used by schools, they need to reflect the teachers’ 

needs as well as those of the students. What does 

safety look like in a big classroom which acts 

as a community, an ecosystem and a space of 

constant engagement, of friendship building, 

of difficult conversations and a place of even 

potential harassment? What does safety in design 

look like then? 

“What does safety look like in 
those spaces when you are 
basically letting these people 
into your home in a way, ...who 
you didn’t bargain [with].” 
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Artists &
Individuals

“When COVID-19 hit, it led our program back online 

and to us using our hardware for, well, survival,” 

artist and educator shawné michaelain holloway 

describes her four-year-old online streaming 

project, GLEAM. “Gleam LIVE ONLINE has always 

tried to push and study online performance 

methods. [COVID-19] has tested the limits of our 

computing power, for sure, as well as our ability 

to connect and entertain. Previously our program 

had elaborate stages and physical choreography 

for viewers.” Now the project has returned to its 

original form of just live streaming. 

Artists and individual creators are presented 

with an interesting challenge during COVID19, of 

adapting offline talks for solely online spaces, 

turning performances into digital streams, 

or crafting intimate workshops across video 

channels. How can one yield to intimacy, and 

create intimacy and creating engaging art? It 

requires understanding and awareness of the 

medium itself, something that technology-based 

artists, such as holloway, understand very well. 

a screenshot from artist 
shawné michaelain 
holloway’s GLEAM which 
streamed in March 2020.



In 2016, holloway created GLEAM, an after-hours 

talk show on Youtube, focused on conversations 

and video art pieces between featured writers, 

artists and creators. This invaluable experience 

allowed Holloway to prepare for a move towards 

increasingly digital platforms in the face of 

COVID-19. The show’s success lies in holloway’s 

ability to hone and perfect this format, which is 

carefully planning short time limits for talks with 

multiple artists and embracing different kinds 

of content from pre-recorded videos, to live 

presentations and Q&As). holloway emphasizes 

the need for careful planning, saying that by “...

being the host, I run a pretty tight ship in terms 

of running order, I know that I want to get 

through everybody and everything in the time 

that you might want to watch a movie. That’s 

the experience that I’m looking for from online 

presentations. I don’t want to hear your news. I 

want a program.’’ She also highlights that when 

working with artists who appear on the show, she 

either gives them bullet points for discussion or a 

time limit, allowing the artist to fill in the rest.

Whatever the artistic medium is, be it a 

performance, lecture,  panel or any other 

livestream video performance, rhythm and timing 

is critical. The digital space is difficult to navigate  

because many of the tools offer no feedback 

and audience engagement is fundamentally 

different. “In an online environment, you need 

to be even more restrictive with it because of 

people’s attention span,” holloway explains. Prem 

Kristhnamurthy, a graphic designer and curator, 

takes a similar path in his Present! Performance 

lectures, which over their two hours have a 

variety of tempo and rhythm, lectures, karaokes, 

and meditation. The time limit on each ‘event’ 

or exercise inside of the experience is key. This, 

Krishnamurthy says, is because “...time on Zoom 

feels twice as long as normal time.” 

One of the larger challenges facing artists creating 

online is figuring out how to articulate their vision 

or statement while balancing enjoyment for the 

audience and maintaining engagement- the 

thought process is similar to running a theatre 

show. By having a running schedule and a plan, 

creators can work through the drawbacks of 

digital presentations, such as an inability to quickly 

recognize audience fatigue, working through of 

not knowing what the audience sees, not getting 

direct feedback, and having to test and test and 

test the tools so they work for show or event when 

“In an online environment, you 
need to be even more restrictive 
with it because of people’s 
attention span,”
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it launches. Fiona O’Grady, a creative producer 

who created karaoke sessions for the conference 

IAM, says as the creator you have to limit your 

experiences for the enjoyment of your audience. 

She explains that “if someone wants to perform, 

then at least everyone else hears it at the same 

tempo as them, so they get their time to shine. 

So as a host, I forfeit my time to shine for other 

people’s chaotic good audio experience.” 

In our discussions, Kristhnamurthy brought up 

the idea of  reconfiguring expectations. Online 

performance lectures are a different kind of 

medium, and the audience interacts with a screen 

differently than a regular. There may be similarities 

but you will still have to yield to the limitations of 

the medium or at least incorporate them. holloway 

echos this, saying “I think interaction design 

doesn’t stop with interfaces either. And, my work 

is completely about that specifically through the 

lens of performance.” Artists, before this moment, 

have been using technology as a means to 

comment on technology, but that doesn’t always 

mean the tools work well for them to show their 

work.

A digital flyer for Prem Krishnamurthy’s ‘Present!’, a performance 
lecture on Zoom.
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Online 
Creative Spaces

This question was the premise for a virtual 

exhibition called  Now Play This!, a video games 

and interactive arts festival in London which 

had to move to a  virtual space due to the UK’s 

COVID-19 lockdown. Marie Foulston, the curator 

of the festival (and former curator of games 

at the Victoria and Albert Museum) has been 

thinking about what curation and exhibition 

design “means” in a digital space. Festivals, arts 

institutions and community spaces are facing 

this emerging problem- designing spaces online 

that have traditionally existed offline. Looking 

at a painting on a gallery wall is now suddenly 

a digital experience. Exhibition design, even in 

digital spaces, matters. It is not enough to simply 

upload an image to a website. We must design our 

websites to function as art spaces.    

Now Play This! festival is traditionally a very 

physical exhibition that uses a historical building in 

London and utilizes space in a particular way. But 

Foulston wanted to rethink what online exhibition 

design meant. These included videogames 

‘field trips’ where a creator teaches landscape 

photography in No Man’s Sky or a detailed and 

analytical walkthrough of Half Life 1 with games 

developer and professor Robert Yang. These 

events were followed by panels in Animal Crossing, 

artist lectures on Twitch, and showcasing digital 

art on the event’s website. Now Play This! capped 

the number of active participants to ten to focus 

on the audience’s engagement in the field trips, 

though they did live stream the event. These 

examples show a morphing or reconfiguring 

of video games, of using beyond its intended 

purpose to yield delightful results. 

There have been virtual exhibitions, including 

some taking place in digital-only spaces such as 

Second Life  Michael Connor, the artistic director of 

Rhizome, an arts publication dedicated to digital 

art and net art, published a guide to curating 

online exhibitions which is now particularly 

pertinent in the time of COVID-19. Well Now WTF 

is a net art exhibition that features over 90 artists 

curated by Wade Wallerstein and artists Lorna 

Mills and Faith Holland. The exhibition came 

together in three weeks and is arguably one of the 

“What if we held a field trip 
inside of a videogame?”



best exhibitions to be created during COVID-19, 

having been reviewed in the New York Times, Art 

in America, Hyperallergic and numerous other 

outlets. The success of the show seems obvious 

to the curators -  “art’s good and it’s in its native 

format” explains Holland -  but this success is also 

due to the curators behind Well Now WTF being 

digital artists and curators who know digital tools 

extremely well. 

Faith Holland emphasizes this sense of breaking 

new ground, saying “I don’t think we really 

innovated here, but we just knew what tools were 

going to be available to us and we made use of 

them. And we made use of them with artists who 

also knew these tools and knew what it was to put 

together an online show because yeah, it’s just not 

new. It was the right moment, but it’s not a new 

moment.” 

“It is clearly apparent that we 
need a public space to come 
together like we haven’t used in 
a long time.”

Screenshots from 
the ‘Well Now WTF’’s 
website, a digital art 
show curated during 
COVID19
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Digital events can often feel little more than 

a simple broadcast, lacking the intimacy that 

organisers such as Foulston desire. These events 

feel stilted, similar to how arts museums are 

using platforms like Google Arts and Culture to 

‘explore’ a museum - despite the intentions, they 

fundamentally lack the UI to make the visit seem 

genuine, like walking through Google Maps to visit 

houses. 

The rooms in Well Now WTF, their artist talks over 

Twitch and the Animal Crossing spaces housing 

art create and encourage user interaction, 

allowing for engagement in a specific, ritualized 

way. Visitors have to visit the specific Animal 

Crossing ‘island.’ The embodiment of that space 

is different for users than doing it on Zoom or in 

the case of Well Now WTF, beyond just a regular 

slide show since all of the content is animated - 

it moves in a way that regular art does not. The 

juxtaposition of that space also looks a certain 

way - in the case of Well Now WTF it’s dark and 

sexy, and with Animal Crossing the aesthetic is far 

more twee and cute, but personalized per person. 

These rituals don’t always translate completely  

across the two platforms but that’s okay.

Thinking through what an ‘exhibition’ means online, 

an obvious goal is that it is intentional and fun. 

Digital content looks good online, it’s designed to 

be there. And it’s increasingly moving away from 

a ‘physical’ idea of an exhibition, and leaning into 

the digital, which is movement based, weird, and 

strange. Lean into the strangeness of what the 

content does well. 

screenshots from Now Play This Festival. (L) is a screenshot from a 
panel White Pube and House House in Animal Crossing, and (R) is a 
screenshot from Robert Yang’s field trip into Half Life 1
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Mutual Aid
Groups

Mutual aid groups are volunteer groups that can 

help provide supplies, groceries and support 

during a time of crisis. This community-building 

effort is able to grow quickly and successfully 

because the participants are already community 

builders involved in their community. It was a focus 

on community, not the individual, that allowed 

for NYC PPE (previously named Last Mile) and 

BedStuy Strong to come online. These community 

ties existed, albeit in less official forms, before 

COVID-19. The technology sprung up around 

the communities as people went into action to 

help each other. These groups are using multiple 

tools digitally duct-taped together to function, 

working with thousands of data points and many 

volunteers, from Airtable to Slack to WhatsApp. 

NYC PPE functions because of preparedness and 

foresight that members had, and some of these 

key members were Chinese-Americans and 

Chinese immigrants in the US who were prepared 

months before COVID19 affected New York. The 

important thing to realize with these two groups 

is that the community bonds and building are not 

something digital created, or could have fostered, 

but it comes from the participants and greater 

community itself that already existed. 

Xin Liu, an artist and volunteer with NYC PPE 

describes it’s origins, “Lots of Chinese people I 

know in New York actually have some stock. So I 

decided to donate my small proportion to health 

workers. So I start asking around, hey, do you guys 

know any health worker who might want like 10 

mask and that first contact onto second. And 

then very quickly it became a kind of a tiny little 

operation. And there are also people who are 

waiting to help me deliver. So, that’s the first week. 

And then later it got much bigger. Because there 

are more donations and more people joining with 

me. And then many other people join the forces. 

So it became an actual operation rather than just 

me and a few friends taking notes on the paper 

and trying to figure out who’s getting what.” This 

story is similar to the other organizers, each having 

These groups are using multiple 
tools digitally duct-taped 
together to function, working 
with thousands of data points 
and many volunteers.



extra masks or materials. One volunteer started a 

WhatsApp group and it grew and grew from there. 

Xin Liu volunteers with NYC PPE to help coordinate 

deliveries of supplies to hospital and front line 

workers, by working across Slack, Airtable and 

WhatsApp.

BedStuy Strong is a digital group that sprung up 

to help the neighborhood of BedStuy support 

their neighbors during COVID19, with all different 

kinds of support, like grocery delivery. The group 

has flyers all over the neighborhood and then 

instructions on how to join the BedStuy Strong 

Slack channel to coordinate delivery, create 

spaces of communication during COVID19, and 

organize volunteers. They use Slack, Google Voice 

and Airtable to help organize deliveries. Samantha 

Garfield, a volunteer with BedStuy Strong gives 

an example of how the group tries to meet and 

organize across their nearly 3,000 members. 

“The other day we posted an all-hands meeting 

where we were looking to get broad based buy-

in on a set of guiding principles for our mutual 

aid group, and we were struggling with how we 

can we do that effectively because there might 

be hundreds of people on the call, and the goal 

is not just to ask them to thumbs-up, thumbs-

down, but to genuinely invite hand-raisers, [all] 

different levels of possible engagement. So we had 

a conversation going where we were, A, asking 

people to Stack in the Zoom chat, B, asking them 

to weigh in via a straw poll on Slido, and then C, 

Screenshots from 
BedStuy Strong’s 
community presentation
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concurrently posting a Q&A on Slido and having 

people upvote or downvote questions. So there 

were sort of levels to how people could voice their 

dissent based on how extreme the dissent was,” 

outlines Garfield on the workflow. 

As an organization, BedStuy Strong created 

design principles to help guide their group and 

community: 

Even further, they’ve thought about what are 

the needs of the community, and the pain a 

community can face. They have milestones and 

are thinking about sponsorship, and worrying 

about volunteer fatigue (and trauma awareness). 

But more importantly, they think through data 

privacy and what to do when intaking personal 

information for deliveries. From a BedStuy Strong 

presentation on data, the community encourages 

that volunteers realize that “Providing personal 

information is an act of trust. We treat our 

neighbors’ personal identifying information (PII) as 

our own” and that data cannot be shared publicly 

and must have restrictions around it. 

Groups need to think through when intaking 

information what to do with it, and why. What 

is the point of their group and what are the 

solutions? NYC PPE and BedStuy Strong exist to 

help alleviate big issues brought out by COVID19, 

but the groups don’t aim to solve all problems NYC 

PPE is delivering masks and other necessary items, 

and BedStuy Strong just exists for BedStuy, not 

all of Brooklyn; they follow their defined missions. 

What they accomplish is monumental, and they 

accomplish with dedication, organization, and a 

focus fulfilling the missions of each group. 

“Providing personal information 
is an act of trust. We treat our 
neighbors’ personal identifying 
information (PII) as our own”

No overengineering -- always keep our goals 

in mind!

All information needs to be easily accessible 

by all volunteers. 

Low technical barrier to entry. 

Protect our neighbors’ privacy. 

Accessible for volunteers, for neighbors, for 

any future leadership team. 

Avoid solutions that lock us into one 

framework/vendor. 

Systems must be flexible, and composable. 

With every decision - ask for whom, by whom, 

and with whose interests / objectives in mind? 
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Looking Beyond 
This Moment

What happens beyond this moment, what can we 

learn from this ‘new normal’? We may be in this 

new norm, or some hybrid of it, for a few years. 

But beyond this current moment, designing for 

human connection and safety takes guidance 

and a commitment to equity and safety. Tools that 

allow for harassment, surveillance of their users, 

and uncomfortable or friction filled interactions 

are problems created by the technology industry. 

Zoombombings are not the organizer’s fault but a 

lack of foresight on the part of Zoom’s. This tool kit 

aims to help support designers and community 

organizers while we rethink and examine how 

technology is made and who it serves.  

Any tool that allows for more than one person 

to engage, post content, chat or stream 

needs moderation UI, and it needs to allow for 

customization. Any tool that allows for a person 

to post content or host a video conference needs 

a layout that the person can change up and 

customize for whatever kind of event or stream 

they’d like to have. How a tool or platform works 

for educational spaces can work for mutual aid 

groups or DIY arts communities. But our tools need 

to change to reflect our conversations online, 

beyond COVID19. Our tools needed to be better 

before this moment, they need to be better in this 

moment, and then beyond this moment. 

Conversation is nuanced, complex, messy, and 

necessary. Communication brings together 

communities. Design for digital communication 

has to move beyond the idea of one person 

sharing one screen at one time, and move 

towards community collaboration and 

communication. Tools need to be designed to 

reflect and allow for people all talking at once, 

movement, high engagement, lectures, panels, 

and one on one conversations. Our conversations 

and communities need design patterns and 

protocols that allow for diversity, safety, and even 

delight. 
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