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Abstract

Co-creative activities are an essential part of a user-centred Urban Living Lab (ULL)
approach that values integrating user perspectives into an iterative design process to
ensure the successful implementation of an effective, sustainable solution with the
potential for long-term impact. Maintaining a constant integration of user voices
throughout the process is one of the main challenges of this approach, where user
engagement activities risk operating in parallel to the technical development of the
solutions. In this paper, we present co-creative filmmaking as a way to bridge the gap
between users and developers, creating a channel of communication that allows users to
express their needs in a more direct and accessible manner.

The step-by-step co-creative filmmaking method we describe is rooted in experiences of
setting up ULLs in the GREEN-LOG project. It requires handing over control to the users
for deciding what is filmed and how to film it; invites users to participate in the post-
production process; and overseeing the editing of the footage along with any additional
material (including text, voice-over narration, animations, or any other digital effects). The
goal is to provide opportunities for self-representation through audiovisual
communication, to facilitate conversations between stakeholders across the ULL.
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Introduction

A collaborative approach to filmmaking as a research method has been attempted in
various contexts before, producing films ranging from ethnographic documentary work
to scripted fiction films (Baumann et al, 2020; Jongsuksomsakul & Roebl, 2022). However,
although there have been cases where user-generated social media content has been
used as a method of user engagement in a Living Lab environment (Leminen et al, 2014;
Stahlbrost et al, 2013), filmmaking is seldom used as a co-creative technique in this user-
centred design context. In this paper, we propose co-creative filmmaking as a more
inclusive and accessible method of integrating user perspectives in Urban Living Labs
(ULL). We will be using our work in the GREEN-LOG project to exemplify how these co-
creative films can be produced and used throughout the design process.

GREEN-LOG is an EU-funded project based in five ULLs across Europe that focuses on
providing sustainable last-mile delivery solutions. The GREEN-LOG ULL focuses on urban
and civic innovation through a quadruple helix of co-creation, facilitating spatially
embodied collaboration between private entities and civil society to develop sustainable
last-mile delivery solutions (see fig 1). A special emphasis will be placed on citizen
engagement through co-creative activities to not only align the interests of the involved
stakeholders but also empower citizen groups to exert influence and increase impact
(Menny et al. 2018).
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Figure 1. The GREEN-LOG ULL approach utilises a quadruple helix co-creation model to facilitate
collaboration between private and public actors (including knowledge institutions and last-mile delivery
users)
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Through our engagement in the GREEN-LOG project, we have developed ‘Co-creative
filmmaking’ to activate these ULL principles into practice, with an ambition to foster a
deep understanding of user needs and values. By creating an opportunity for self-
representation and establishing communication channels between various stakeholders
through the resulting videos, user perspectives become integrated into the iterative
design process inherent in the ULL approach to scoping, prototyping, implementation,
and evaluation stages. In short, this technique is designed to consistently enable
considerations of user perspectives and awareness of the wider context of their needs
and barriers through collaborative means of video production.

This method is especially suited to people who may feel more comfortable in expressing
themselves using alternative audiovisual methods, be it through sign language or through
other non-verbal methods. It is meant to decrease the layers of interpretation through
which their views are received and provide a direct means for expressing them and
reviewing their own statements. The video format also retains the human element that
often risks getting lost when translating user needs into a list of requirements to fulfil.

There have been several other projects that experimented with collaborative forms of
audiovisual media production. Through these, we observed examples of potential
methods from which we have drawn inspiration. For instance, including participants in
the film production and post-production process has been attempted when creating
collaborative ethnographic documentaries (Schrago 2024; Sullivan, 2024), as part of
public health research (Baumann et al, 2020; Jongsuksomsakul & Roebl, 2022) or when
using digital storytelling to amplify marginalised voices (Turpin et al, 2024; Tilche, 2022;
Leino & Puumala, 2020; Alexandra, 2017).

Balaguer and Alberich-Pascual suggest a common concept to be used for such
approaches and define it as ‘a set of collective processes carried out around audiovisual
creation, involving at least two clearly different parties’ who share control or common
access to the film production throughout the process. (2023, p.100) Our co-creative
filmmaking approach would fall within this category, the two parties being the users and
the researchers.

In a ULL context, researchers invite users, often citizens, to co-create, providing
necessary materials and skills. They facilitate communication among stakeholders,
adapting to user needs. Users on the other hand, need interest and commitment to the
project if they are to assume directorial roles. Collectively defining how to go about
meeting the project goals is an important aspect of inclusivity, involving users in the
evaluation of the process as well. As Sullivan suggests, one must design in a way that is
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centred around the relationships being formed, gaining knowledge throughout the
process instead of solely through the end-product. (2024, p.41) Jongsuksomsakul &
Roebl support the creation of positive relationships between participants and recognise
the responsibility of the researcher to listen to the concerns of the users and provide
relevant information and resources accordingly. (2022, p. 3) Moreover, the relationship
between researcher and user is inevitably reflected in the resulting film; Turpin et al noted
how, although the researcher’s experience played an active role, participants in their
study still described their role as directorial in nature, remaining in control of their own
narratives. (2024, p.14)

The Co-Creative Filmmaking Method for Living Labs

Our approach to co-creative filmmaking in ULL is based in the design ethnographic living
lab model developed through the REBEL research program at Halmstad University (see
for example Smith et al. 2024). The REBEL LL model (see fig 2) engages in future smart
living and has a particular focus on developing innovative ethnographic techniques in the
exploration and engagement phase of the co-creative human centred design process.

REBEL FUTURE SMART

L/VING

Figure 2. The REBEL future smart living lab model is developed in the REBEL research program at
Halmstad University, Sweden.
The co-creative film-making method we demonstrate in this paper is being developed as
part of the REBEL research program and is tailored to the ULL context in the GREEN-
LOG project. We have begun testing the viability of the method by engaging with a courier
from the e-bike delivery company of the GREEN-LOG ULL in Oxfordshire, who agreed to
guide us through his usual delivery routine. The method is as follows:
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Preparation - Prior to scheduling a filmmaking session, establishing the scope, and
settling the goals of the activity together with the users is an important step to ensure that
there is an alignment of aims and any concerns have the chance to be addressed
beforehand. It is expected that users understand how this video will be distributed within
the ULL and can suggest further uses of the film. Consent to appearing onscreen (and
possibility to withdraw consent anytime) should be established, and an introduction to
filmmaking basics should be made available for users with limited experience who intend
to shoot footage themselves.

Production - The subject of the shoot, equipment setup, and camera roles are context-
dependent and reliant on user interest and degree of participation. Some filming options
for users include appearing onscreen and addressing the camera, be recorded while
engaging in an activity, participate behind-the-scenes by directing the researcher who
operates the camera, or using the camera themselves. Roles and ideas may change
based on the events of the day.

During filming in Oxfordshire, the content was entirely determined by the courier, who
chose to appear onscreen, explaining each step of his process (see fig 3). He would never
address the camera or any imagined audience beyond it, and instead would speak
directly to us as we recorded him. He talked openly about his experiences and did not
express any concerns regarding how his image would be portrayed during the filming
process.
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Post-production - Unless the users express interest in editing the footage, the researchers
should assume the editor role to minimise the effort required from the users, given that
making the production process as easy as possible would encourage higher rates of
participation. If more than one user is included in the video, then a group feedback
session should be organised to ensure that users are satisfied with their representation in
the wider context of the video containing multiple perspectives. Several opportunities for
feedback should be offered, along with the ability for users to contact researchers at any
point to request revisions.

We are currently in the post-production stage of the process for the Oxfordshire film, and
a first draft has been created. We have now reached out, asking for feedback from the
courier on any changes he would like to make (which could be communicated via text or
via video call, with live edits made together). It is expected that a second version will be
created as a result.

Dissemination- The resulting videos are intended to be shared internally among relevant
stakeholders across the ULL(s) of the project. A feedback loop is also expected, meaning
that users who participated in co-creative filmmaking must hear a response with progress
updates about the project, thus being included as legitimate participants in the project.
This two-way interaction should nurture trust, which would strengthen the interest to
continue engaging long-term through multiple prototyping and implementation stages.
Public dissemination would also be possible for the promotion and visibility of the project,
but this would be a secondary goal that would require additional consent from
participants.

Evaluation - Users are also included in assessing the success of the method. Feedback
would be requested regarding how much they were able to express their views, how well
they feel that their perspectives were considered, and how much of a difference they feel
that they made overall. This would be supplemented by reflections and other forms of
quantitative or qualitative assessment conducted by the researchers as well.

Potential Challenges

Although there is overlap between the roles of the two parties as they share filmmaking
responsibilities, it has been noted that an imbalance of power can persist in collaborative
audiovisual projects, and it is not erased simply by providing equal opportunities to
participate. (Leino & Puumala, 2020, p. 791) The researcher is usually the one in control
of and responsible for the resources and equipment necessary for video production, while
users oftentimes do not have extensive flmmaking experience. This emerged during
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filming in Oxfordshire, where limited awareness of what would be visible or audible on
camera was observed (see fig 4). These technical frictions could have been avoided by
giving more thorough guidance on filmmaking fundamentals, to help bridge the gap for
users with limited film experience.

Figure 4. Attempting to show his phone screen, which the camera could not pick up

In cases that involve multiple participants, conflicting points of view are likely to occur at
some point in co-creative practices due to distinct backgrounds and differing motivations
that may cause disagreements around film contents and style. (Schrago, 2024, p. 7; Tilche
2022, p.497) As such, preserving multiple perspectives is one of the main challenges of
collaborative media production. (Sullivan 2024, p. 40) In addition, it is known to be a time-
consuming activity requiring high levels of commitment and resources. (Leino & Puumala
2020, p.795; Baumann et al 2020, p.2260) Such challenges often discourage project
leaders from opting for such methods due to concerns regarding efficiency. However,
providing a more diverse range of users with the chance for self-representation is a more
accessible alternative that prioritises user perspectives in exchange.
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