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Abstract 

Digital memorials are novel technologies used for commemorative purposes. There is a 

growing interest in their design amongst HCI researchers. Existing studies focus on 

commemorating deceased loved ones, where personal and familial remembrance is 

emphasised. However, there are fewer examples where digital memorials play a wider 

social and cultural role. Commemorating a war, terrorist attack, natural disaster or death 

of somebody of special significance such as a leader or even celebrity, are examples 

where commemoration extends beyond the personal and familial, and into broader social 

contexts. In these instances, it is likely that large numbers of people may wish to 

participate, from those with deeply personal reasons, to others with only a passing 

interest. This thesis examines the design of digital memorials for use in contexts where 

these diverse audiences come together in commemoration. 

This thesis presents three studies, in which commemoration following the Black Saturday 

bushfires was used as the setting for the research. The fires occurred in 2009 in Victoria, 

Australia. Asides the devastation caused to the natural environment, there were 173 

fatalities and massive destruction caused to homes and other infrastructure. The first 

study was an exploratory study examining how people commemorated Black Saturday 

within the first two years after the fires. The findings extend current understandings of 

commemoration using technology by showing similarities between how people engage 

with physical and web-based memorials. The second study involved participants in fire-

affected communities who were asked to generate design ideas for digital memorials to 

commemorate Black Saturday. The study contributed a novel craft-based approach to 

designing technology in the commemorative context. For the third study, a digital 

memorial was developed that included a website and internet-connected tablet computer 

app to commemorate the fourth anniversary of the fires. This technology was designed 

for both those within the fire-affected communities and those outside. The findings report 

on an evaluation of the experiences of those who engaged with the digital memorial. 

Selected findings from the three thesis studies are expressed as a set of five design 

considerations intended for future designers and researchers interested in digital 

memorials. These are: privacy, control and context collapse; considerations for 

symbolism and metaphoric representations; utilising physical locations; having sensitivity 

towards temporal patterns; and, designing for pace and asynchronicity.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

1.1 Background 

There is an emerging interest amongst Human Computer Interaction (HCI) researchers in 

technologies that have an orientation towards how we experience all aspects of human 

life. The shift is from understanding technology as a tool for accomplishing tasks in the 

workplace, to technology being part of our day-to-day experiences. This thesis focuses on 

commemoration, a profound experience relevant to everybody at various times 

throughout our lives. For this research a digital memorial was designed, deployed and 

evaluated for commemorating the Black Saturday bushfires that ravaged parts of Victoria, 

Australia in 2009. This setting was chosen because of the diverse audiences who might be 

interested in commemorating the fires, from those directly bereaved through to those who 

might only have a passing interest. My thesis is guided by the following research 

question: 

What are the challenges for designing digital memorials for large-scale 

tragedies? 

With the research question above, design refers to not only the form a digital memorial 

might take and how it might be used, but also relates to identifying suitable design 

techniques that can lead to its creation. I return to this research question throughout the 

thesis. 

Distinct contributions to existing research were made with each of the three thesis studies. 

Study 1 was an exploratory study, and demonstrated the similarities between how people 

engage with web-based memorials, with how people contribute to physical spontaneous 

memorials. Study 2 was a design study where I built on existing techniques for designing 

in sensitive settings. I employed a craft-based technique for facilitating workshops to 

design digital memorials for commemorating Black Saturday. Study 3 was an evaluation 

study where a working digital memorial was deployed for the fourth anniversary of Black 

Saturday. Based on analysing how people engaged with this memorial, five design 
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considerations (section 7.2.1, p. 202) were generated. These considerations are intended 

to be used by researchers and interaction designers interested in digital memorials. 

A deliberately loose definition of commemoration is used throughout this thesis. It 

includes grieving, mourning, offering condolence, remembering and reflecting. It might 

be for personal and familial loss, for example in the situation where one might 

commemorate the death of a family member. Commemoration can also extend beyond 

the familial into communities and even nation states. This can be for commemorating the 

lives lost in a tragic event such as war, a terrorist attack, natural disaster, or honouring the 

life of somebody culturally significant. In these contexts, commemoration has broad 

social relevance. For this thesis, I focus on the commemoration of large-scale tragic 

events such as the Black Saturday bushfires where lives were lost, along with the 

widespread destruction of property and other infrastructure.  

Memorials help to facilitate commemoration. A memorial can be physical, such as a 

monument in a public space, a statue, a garden or public seating. A memorial can also be 

an event such as a church service, a public holiday or a gathering of people pausing for a 

minute of silence. Many of these types of memorials seen in contemporary western 

societies are discussed in the literature review chapter, and I complement this with my 

own site visits to towns where people have created memorials for commemorating the 

Black Saturday bushfires of 2009. In this thesis, commemoration is used to describe the 

practice, while memorials are the social objects that enable commemoration to happen.  

Commemoration and memorials are pervasive and important. One only has to observe the 

variety of rituals that occur on ANZAC day in Australia on the 25
th
 April each year. The 

day is a public holiday and marks the arrival of the ANZACs (Australian and New 

Zealand Army Corps) in Gallipoli, Turkey in 1915 where they fought for the allied forces 

against the Turkish soldiers in World War I. A dawn service is held at monuments in city 

centres and small towns throughout Australia and New Zealand. People lay wreaths, pray, 

and hold a minutes silence in recognition of those who lost their lives in the war in 

addition to honouring soldiers who died in subsequent wars (“The ANZAC Day 

tradition”, n.d.). These types of memorial services and monuments are for 

commemorating significant events or for honouring people of cultural importance. 

Spontaneous memorials are a distinct type of memorial and are a phenomenon gaining 

attention among scholars as a new commemorative practice. Jack Santino, a social 

scientist interested in popular culture and folklore, was the first (1992) to call attention to 

spontaneous memorials (or spontaneous shrines as he originally named them). Santino 

introduced the phenomenon to describe the practice of leaving flowers and messages at 
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sites of significance for assassinated leaders in politically troubled Northern Ireland. 

Spontaneous memorials can be simple roadside memorials where a cross, teddy bear and 

hand written message might be placed at the site of a fatal car crash (Hartig and Dunn, 

1998). They differ from permanent monuments in that they are an ephemeral, seemingly 

disorganised collection of paraphernalia. They are also characterised as being grassroots 

driven, rather than traditional monuments that are typically sponsored by institutions such 

as government bodies or churches.  

Many of the documented cases of spontaneous memorials include large numbers of 

people contributing, such as the 50 million bouquets of flowers laid outside Buckingham 

Palace and Princess Diana’s London residence after her fatal car accident (Brennan, 

2008). A recent example is the messages and flowers (Figure 1:1) left at Martin Place in 

Sydney, 2014 after two people and their hostage taker died in a siege in a chocolate shop 

in Sydney’s central business district (“New Sydney siege details emerge”, n.d.). As will 

be presented in the literature review chapter (section 2.2.1), since Santino’s early work on 

spontaneous memorials, scholars from other disciplines such as anthropology, 

architecture, and geography have developed an interest in understanding this new 

personalised expression of public grief. For this thesis, the participatory nature of online 

technologies and this modern phenomenon of contributing to a spontaneous memorial 

provides an interesting starting point for considering novel ways for technologies to be 

used in commemorative ways. 

 

Figure 1:1 – Martin Place spontaneous memorial (Sardaka, 2014) 

Technologies are already being used for commemorative purposes. Bespoke websites are 

available for people to post comments to online condolence books, much like how 

somebody might sign a condolence book at a funeral. Comments sections of YouTube 

videos have also been appropriated as spaces for expressing grief (Wahlberg, 2009).  
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Facebook introduced functionality that allowed people’s profiles to be memorialized in 

2009 (“What happens when a deceased person’s account is memorialized?”, n.d.). After a 

user passes away, contacts of the deceased can fill in an online form with supporting 

evidence (such as a death certificate) requesting that the profile be memorialised. This 

changes the status of the profile so that nobody can log in to that account to post status 

updates or make new connections. Friends of the deceased can, however, leave messages 

on that person’s profile in memoriam.  

HCI researchers are using the term digital memorials to describe novel technologies 

envisaged for the commemorative context (Moncur and Kirk, 2014). Most documented 

examples of digital memorials take advantage of technologies such as mobile phones, 

touch screens, or creatively merge physical materials with interactive technology, rather 

than the websites and social networking sites as described above. An example is an 

interactive touch screen housed within an aesthetic box being placed in a domestic space 

allowing the user to view a chronology of photographs of a deceased relative (Odom et 

al., 2012). Another is a mobile technology using location based audio (Kirk et al., 2011; 

Kosem and Kirk, 2010) for visitors to learn about and honour the lives lost at the sites of 

historical mass graves from post-World War II Slovenia. To map out this new design 

space, Moncur and Kirk (2014) have documented an emergent framework for digital 

memorials. They outline capabilities for digital memorials, and also identify opportunities 

for future design. A comprehensive review of the literature related to digital memorials is 

provided in sections 2.3.3 - 2.3.5. 

My thesis focuses on digital memorial design in circumstances where commemoration 

extends beyond the personal and familial context and is relevant to larger populations. In 

these instances the audiences can be diverse, ranging from the directly bereaved through 

to others with only a passing interest. Being digital removes the geographic markers of 

location intrinsic to physical memorials, opening up opportunities to engage people not 

otherwise able to participate. How to design memorials to engage these diverse audiences 

is the central concern of the thesis. 

This introduction provides background on the research site investigated in this thesis, the 

commemorative activities observed after the Black Saturday bushfires in Australia 

(section 1.2). This is followed by the aim and scope of research (section 1.3), before a 

thesis overview is provided (section 1.4). 
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1.2 Commemorating Black Saturday  

The Black Saturday bushfires resulted in a variety of memorials being created for people 

to commemorate the fires. Black Saturday affected numerous communities across 

Victoria, Australia on February 7
th
, 2009. The fires were the culmination of 3 consecutive 

days of over 43 degrees centigrade after years of drought resulting in Australia’s worst 

ever natural disaster. 173 people perished in the fires and thousands of homes were 

destroyed ("Black Saturday," 2010). As communities recovered in the years following, 

both physical and web-based memorials were created. Examining the similarities and 

differences across these memorials helps illustrate the focus of my thesis. 

In late 2010 I visited Strathewen, a town devastated by the fires. I visited to determine 

whether the commemorative activities surrounding Black Saturday would be a suitable 

site for the first study of my thesis. Strathewen is a regional town in Victoria where over 

20 people lost their lives in a town of around 200 residents. The majority of homes in the 

township were burnt to the ground. At the time of my visit there was a burnt yet still 

living tree on the only road leading in to Strathewen. Since the fires, it had become 

affectionately known as the Poetry Tree by local residents. I was told details about the 

tree by a local resident and Black Saturday survivor. She said that the tree became a place 

for people in the community to post poems in remembrance of the fires and the lives lost. 

It began soon after the fires when a local resident stuck a poem she had written to the tree. 

Touched by the gesture, other residents in the community wrote their own poems and 

stuck them to the same tree. In one of my visits I documented some of the poems. Many 

of them were anonymous and undated: 

Harder the tears 

Sadder the pain 

Inner the heartbreak 

Loving our gain 

[No Name] 

 

We mourn deeply the moments we now can never share. 

The times we should and would have known together. 

Such sorrow as others will never have 

As futures now we shall not see 

Take heart we must though 

As strength we will need 

To honour those we sorely miss 

For those who are left 

All we have now is each other 

And our memories 
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Hail to those who travel the path  

before us. We love you. 

1/3/09 

Time moves on 

One year gone 

Sister, 

we miss you 

♥ 

[no name] 

Over the years conducting fieldwork around Strathewen, I noted that this tree had 

continued to be used as a memorial. New poems were stuck to the tree, in addition to 

photographs of the deceased that I assume were placed by bereaved family members. A 

large yellow ribbon was tied around the trunk at one time with flowers and a small garden 

created at the base (Figure 1:2). Despite the spontaneous and unplanned way that people 

contributed to the Poetry Tree, culturally approved artefacts (e.g. photographs and poems) 

were core to the expression as well as commonly employed symbols for commemoration 

(e.g. ribbons and flowers). 

In addition to the Poetry Tree, two days after the fires in February 2009, a web-based 

memorial located at http://tributes.heraldsun.com.au (“Herald Sun Tributes”, n.d.) was set 

up for people to post messages for commemorating Black Saturday (Figure 1:3). The first 

message on the site reads: 

As the days and weeks pass, and as you return to life's routine, may you continue to 

feel comforted by the love and support of family and friends. [Victorian Bushfire 

Tragedy Page] 

This message came from someone in Melbourne, the capital city of the state of Victoria, 

some 50km south of Strathewen. It was likely sent by somebody not directly affected by 

the fires, but who had been touched enough to want to post a message of comfort to those 

grieving. Another message came from someone closer to the events of Black Saturday: 

I live in Whittlesea and can tell you first hand, no one, absolutely no one can 

understand how quickly these fires came and left except those who seen it. No fire 

plan can help if you don’t know that a fire is coming. After it left our town and raced 

to Kinglake we dropped our hoses and hoped they had been told it was coming. I 

have never felt so guilty to be lucky.  [Victorian Bushfire Tragedy Page] 

There are over 4500 messages on this site. There are poems, a small number of 

photographs, but mostly messages of shock and condolence. Both those in fire-affected 

towns and others from around the world posted messages. The majority though were from 

people in areas not affected by Black Saturday.  
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The Poetry Tree and the online tribute page are two different ways to commemorate the 

same tragic loss. The Poetry Tree was spontaneous and unplanned, yet evolved into 

something deliberate and sustained. It is consistent with the descriptions of spontaneous 

memorials, such as the account that anthropologists Margry and Sánchez-Carretero 

provide that describe the phenomenon as “placing memorabilia, as a form of social 

action, in public spaces, usually at sites where traumatic deaths or events have taken 

place” (2011, pp. 1–2). The web-based memorials seem to also allow this same type of 

social action, through the messages posted on them. A difference being that it is not 

situated at the physical location of the tragedy and does not have physical objects such as 

those placed on and around the Poetry Tree. 

It was these initial observations that invoked questions such as: How do heartfelt poems 

written on paper decaying over time on a burnt tree compare to messages of condolence 

on a website or social networking page? Are these online spaces less meaningful than 

physical memorials located within a fire-affected community? Are web-based memorials 

replacing physical memorials or are they playing a different role? Do people who had lost 

family members care about messages posted online by people they do not know? Finally, 

what, if any, is the role of design in this setting? These initial investigations into Black 

 

Figure 1:2 – The Poetry Tree in Strathewen 

 

Figure 1:3 – Online Tribute Page (“Herald Sun 
Tributes”, n.d.) 
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Saturday affected towns and the types of commemorative practices that I saw, both in the 

town and online, led me to believe that the Black Saturday context would be an 

appropriate site to examine the design of digital memorials. 

1.3 Aim and scope 

The aim of this thesis is to examine the design of digital memorials based on 

understanding contemporary commemorative practices. Previous HCI studies have 

examined the domestic setting, where digital memorials are used to deal with personal 

and familial loss (Odom et al., 2012; Uriu and Okude, 2010). My concern is with 

commemorative practices that involve more public events that would draw interest from 

diverse audiences. To provide an analogy within material culture, personal and familial 

loss might result in a gravesite and headstone as a place and object to commemorate a 

loved one. A war monument on the other hand, or people leaving notes, flowers and other 

paraphernalia at the site of a terrorist attack are for a broader public to honour something 

that has a social significance beyond the familial context. My research involved designing 

a digital memorial for commemorating the Black Saturday bushfires. The findings 

however, are relevant to other settings such as commemorating other tragedies of 

unexpected death, particularly those that result in interest beyond the immediate contacts 

of the deceased.  

Commemoration is expressed differently across cultures and while it would be an 

intriguing proposition to explore these, the contributions of the thesis are limited to 

Western cultures only. Additionally, because the fieldwork in this thesis involves those 

living in fire-affected communities where people may have lived through a traumatic 

experience, it is tempting to explore how technologies for commemoration and grieving 

might be employed to alleviate mental health conditions such as post-traumatic stress 

disorders. Despite the importance of such explorations, I leave this for future research and 

instead focus on the experiential nature of commemoration rather than attempting to 

design technologies that might be able to address mental health conditions.  

1.4 Thesis overview 

A review of the literature is presented in the next chapter. It includes perspectives from 

the social sciences and humanities where scholars have established traditions studying 

memorials and commemoration. It also includes a review of related HCI research, 

particularly recent studies of digital memorials. From the review, the research gap that the 

thesis addresses is identified. That is, there is a limited understanding of digital memorial 
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design beyond the personal and familial context, to settings where commemoration 

involves diverse and geographically disparate audiences. 

In the research design chapter (chapter 3) the methodological influences and methods 

used for the research are presented. The chapter also provides a justification of the site for 

examining digital memorial design, the aftermath of the Black Saturday bushfires that 

ravaged Victoria in February 2009. I then provide an overview of the research design. 

The research is separated into three separate studies. This includes an initial case study, a 

design study and an evaluation study. An overview the methods used across each study is 

then provided. Since the research design for each study is unique, further detail on the 

study designs are documented in detail at the beginning of chapters 4, 5 and 6 

respectively. 

Chapter 4 documents study 1, which examined contemporary commemorative practices 

through a case study of how the Black Saturday bushfires were commemorated. Both 

physical and web-based memorials were compared in the study. One of the major 

findings was the similarity between how people engaged with web-based memorials and 

spontaneous memorials.  

Study 2 is documented in chapter 5 and builds on findings from study 1. Participants from 

Black Saturday affected communities were asked to generate ideas for digital memorials 

for commemorating the fires in a series of workshops. The focus was on designs that 

allow both those in the fire-affected communities and those outside to engage. Since the 

participants were asked to generate ideas in a setting that might result in emotional topics 

being discussed, a craft-based technique employing mosaicking was used to facilitate the 

workshops. This was so participants could feel comfortable in the sessions to share their 

experiences freely in an emotionally supportive setting. Based on the workshop findings, 

a set of considerations for those interested in digital memorial design were produced. 

Chapter 6 presents the findings from the third and final study, which focused on 

evaluating how people responded to using a digital memorial I developed for 

commemorating the Black Saturday fires for the fourth anniversary. The digital memorial 

includes both a website and a tablet computer app. The technology was inspired from an 

idea generated by participants in a workshop in study 2. The study focused on 

understanding the experiences of those using the digital memorial over the anniversary 

period. The design considerations from study 2 were refined based on the findings from 

usage in a real commemorative context. 
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Chapter 7 outlines how the contributions of this thesis build on existing literature, 

particularly that relating to digital memorial design. This includes how theories of 

spontaneous memorialisation can be adapted to the digital context and how the design 

considerations generated in study 2 and refined in study 3 can inform the design of future 

digital memorials. The chapter concludes with a summary of the contributions of the 

thesis. 
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Chapter 2 

Literature review 

2.1 Introduction 

There is extensive literature devoted to understanding memorials and commemoration 

across a wide range of disciplines. These include architecture, archaeology, anthropology, 

geography, history, and increasingly disciplines with an interest in technology such as 

HCI. To focus this chapter, rather than providing a comprehensive review of all available 

literature, a brief introduction of how commemoration and memorials have been studied 

across a select set of disciplines is provided (section 2.2). One area that is given specific 

attention is spontaneous memorialisation. This is the practice of placing flowers, hand 

written messages and other physical objects at the sites of tragic or unexpected death. I 

focus on this because the phenomenon has gained considerable attention in recent 

decades. Additionally, researchers interested web-based commemorative practices have 

observed overlaps between how people participate online and how people contribute to 

spontaneous memorials (section 2.2.1).  

This chapter is separated into three sections. The first is a high level review of the related 

research on commemoration (section 2.2), with a focus on spontaneous memorialisation. 

The second covers studies of commemoration and technology including the literature 

related to digital memorials (section 2.3), the core area that my research builds upon. The 

final section examines related HCI research agendas relevant to commemoration 

including studies of cherished objects, craft and craft practice, before introducing 

experience-centred design and aesthetic interactions (section 2.4). The chapter concludes 

with a description of the research gaps that emerged from the literature review and 

documents the main research question that drives the studies of the thesis. 

2.2 Commemoration  

The etymology of both memorial and commemoration are tied to memory and 

remembering. In Latin memorialis means to “serve as a reminder” with comemorare to 
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“bring to remembrance”. Scholarly understandings of memory as a social and cultural 

phenomenon, rather than a purely cognitive process have been explored by philosophers, 

historians and other social scientists. For example, throughout much of the second half of 

the 20
th
 century, French historian Pierre Nora studied the relationship between memory, 

history and national identity culminating in a rigorous examination of the French national 

identity through studies of places, monuments and culture (Nora and Jordan, 2010, 2009, 

2006, 1999). Philosopher and sociologist Halbwachs (1950) was pivotal in promoting the 

ideas surrounding memory as a social phenomenon.  More recently, Assmann (2008), 

with interests in Egyptology and archaeology, has built upon Halbwachs’ original work, 

providing a distinction between individual, communicative and cultural memory. 

Scholarly research specific to memorials and commemoration is found in a number of 

disciplines. Anthropologists interested in material culture such as Hallam and Hockey 

(2001) have studied the role of materials surrounding death rituals and memory in 

western cultures, explicating established metaphors taken for granted such as gifting 

flowers and lighting candles subsequent to a death. Architecture and landscape 

architecture research explores physical objects such as monuments, and public spaces 

such as gardens or parks that have a commemorative purpose. For example Petersson & 

Wingren  (2011) reflect on the choices people make when selecting stone for a headstone 

on a gravesite, and also the  positioning of the grave within a cemetery. For monuments 

with broader social reach, architectural studies have examined features and appropriations 

of monuments to inspire the design of future monuments (Roehrle and Zell, 2008). A 

heavily researched monument in the social sciences and humanities is the Vietnam 

Veterans Memorial in Washington D.C. It is often used in scholarly literature as a case 

study for how monuments are deeply political and often need to negotiate both personal 

loss and national identity (Wagner-Pacifici and Schwartz, 1991; Watkins et al., 2010). 

Doss, an historian with a research focus on American studies and art history has studied a 

range of memorials across the United States (Doss, 2012). Doss’ work is extensive and 

she reflects both on the ways that people commemorate and also provides commentary on 

how this has changed over time. The above by no means covers the diversity of scholarly 

literature available pertaining to memorials and commemoration. It does however help 

provide a brief overview of the disciplines, and their respective interests in studying 

memorials and commemorative practices.  

Researchers tend to agree that the way people publically react to tragic death changed has 

changed over time.  Doss contrasts current practices against traditional approaches: “In 

contrast to the ennobling, authoritative, and pious monuments of the past, today’s 

memorials are especially disposed to individual memories and personal grievances” 
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(Doss, 2008, p. 5). These individual memories and personal grievances can be 

expressions such as public placing flowers and hand-written messages at the sites of 

tragic or unexpected death. Jorgensen-Earp and Lanzilotti (1998) suggest that the way 

death was treated in the 19
th
 century was a private and familial affair where people would 

die in their homes and the body would be prepared for burial in the domestic space. They 

indicate that the 20
th
 century saw the institutionalisation of death where people typically 

died in hospitals rather than their homes, and post mortem rituals for commemoration 

were conducted by companies specialising in funerary services and the church. Towards 

the latter part of the 20
th
 century however, Jorgensen-Earp and Lanzilotti believe that 

there was a shift towards the personalisation, and de-institutionalisation of death ritual, in 

particular for well-publicised tragic or unexpected deaths through the emergence of 

spontaneous memorials. After Black Saturday, examples of both spontaneous memorials 

and traditional memorials (such as large public monuments) were identified. In chapter 4, 

I discuss whether my findings are consistent with trends towards a de-institutionalisation 

of commemoration, and a shift from creating monuments to participation through 

spontaneous memorialisation. I also examine the implications for digital memorial design 

given this trend towards spontaneous memorialisation. 

2.2.1 Spontaneous memorialisation 

Spontaneous memorialisation is the expression of personal grief enacted in public spaces. 

Margry and Sánchez-Carretero describe it as “Placing memorabilia, as a form of social 

action, in public spaces, usually at sites where traumatic deaths or events have taken 

place” (2011, pp. 1–2). Spontaneous memorials can be small, such as a roadside 

memorial (Clark and Franzmann, 2006) which may include items such as a wooden cross 

and flowers with a note written on paper left by the bereaved at the site of a fatal vehicle 

accident. Most striking of the spontaneous memorials are the massive public expressions 

such as the 50 million bouquets of flowers laid outside Buckingham Palace and Princess 

Diana’s London residence after her fatal car accident (Brennan, 2008). Another example 

is the spontaneous memorial that emerged at the fence surrounding the rubble after the 

1995 Oklahoma bombings: “Hundreds of visitors came to the site, bringing teddybears 

and toys, scribbled messages on scraps of paper or colorful posters with photographs to 

attach to the fence. Reaching as high as they could, they entwined flowers, homemade 

crosses, and religious medallions in the links of the fence” (Jorgensen-Earp and 

Lanzilotti, 1998, p. 150). Similarly, after the 2004 Madrid train bombings, photographs 

(some depicting the carnage) and other objects were placed throughout the train stations 

around the city. For any modern newsworthy tragedy in a Western society, similar 

massive outpourings would be expected. It is important to note that despite this 
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inevitability of a tragic event resulting in some form of spontaneous memorialisation, 

researchers have been quick to point out that: “Spontaneous memorialization does not 

replace traditional funeral rites. Instead, it is a more immediate, almost urgent, response 

in terms of its occurrence soon after the discovery of death” (Haney et al., 1997, p. 161). 

Some even suggest that spontaneous memorials are only a temporary measure in waiting 

for a permanent memorial to be erected (Durbin, 2003). 

There is no consensus amongst scholars on the nomenclature of the phenomenon. The 

earliest documented study referencing these types of memorials can be traced to Santino 

(1992) who observed how people commemorated the political assassinations in Northern 

Ireland where people left flowers and notes at the site of the killing
1
. In his original study, 

they were referred to as spontaneous shrines. The following is an excerpt from Doss 

(2008) who describes how researchers have approached naming and defining these types 

of memorials:  

The subject is confounded by the problem of definitions, and the manner in 

which particular terms shape and direct the meaning of (and assumptions 

about) these kinds of commemoration. Some writers use the term 

‘temporary memorials’ to distinguish them from permanent forms of 

commemoration; others call them ‘vernacular memorials’ to differentiate 

them as individual, localized, and grassroots responses, rather than 

officially sanctioned or institutionalized projects. Some refer to them as 

‘performative memorials’ to explicate their fundamentally active and social 

nature. Some use the terms ‘spontaneous memorials’ and ‘spontaneous 

shrines’ to emphasize their seemingly abrupt and unpremeditated 

appearance, and to reference the religious items and images they often 

include (Doss, 2008, p. 8). 

Understanding the variations in the language used to describe the phenomenon are useful 

for understanding the complex nature of spontaneous memorials, and ensures that a 

variety of perspectives are understood. Santino (2003) used the word shrine rather than 

memorial because they are used as sites for “communications with the deceased” (2003, 

p. 53) rather than sites to devoted purely remembering or honouring the deceased. Doss 

(2008) critiques the word spontaneous preferring temporary instead. She suggests that 

they may look disorganised and are not typically planned in any formal sense, yet the 

contributions are not accidental, even though the objects would often be subject to harsh 

weather and thus be ephemeral. Sánchez-Carretero and Ortiz refer to them as grassroots 

memorials (2011) to emphasise the unsanctioned (at least at their outset) nature of the 

memorial, fundamentally being driven by individual’s interests rather than organisational 

interests. Durbin (2003) uses makeshift memorials and claims that these types of 

                                                      
1 The original paper could not be sourced. A reference is made to this paper in a later publication (Santino, 

2004) 
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memorials are used as stepping stones before a permanent one can be erected. Santino 

(2004) provides an additional perspective on this type of memorialisation, calling them 

performative commemoratives to emphasise the need for these types of memorials to be 

in public places to enable a form of performance to a wider viewing public. Rather than 

agreeing solely with one of these perspectives or terms, I accept that each of the accounts 

contributes a useful yet slightly different angle on what spontaneous memorials are and 

why they exist. For simplicity and consistency in this thesis however, I will refer to a 

spontaneous memorial as the resulting object whereas spontaneous memorialisation is the 

act of contributing to it. 

Given the diverse perspectives on spontaneous memorialisation, tools that help 

researchers identify them are sparse. I attempt to document some of the approaches here. 

Haney, Leimer and Lowery (1997, pp. 161–162) account for spontaneous 

memorialisation by comparing them against traditional memorials. They list seven 

characteristics consistent with spontaneous memorialisation:  

1. Spontaneous memorialisation is a private individualized act of 

mourning which is open for public display. 

2. Spontaneous memorialisation often occurs at the site of the death, 

or some site which is associated with the deceased. 

3. No one is automatically included in or excluded from spontaneous 

memorialisation. 

4. Spontaneous memorials are shrines composed of an eclectic 

combination of traditional religious, secular, and highly 

personalized ritual objects. 

5. Mementoes left at the site are often personally meaningful to the 

mourner and illustrate the meaning of the event for him or her 

rather than, or in addition to, reflecting the identity of the deceased 

or an abstract religious ideology. 

6. Spontaneous memorialisation is not constrained by culturally-based 

norms which prescribe the amount of time allotted for ritual action 

nor the appropriate amount of time for bereavement. 

7. While these rituals do commemorate the deceased, they extend the 

focus beyond the victim and the private mourning of friends and 

family to the social and cultural implications of their death. 

Working through each of Haney, Leimer and Lowery’s characteristics is useful for 

determining whether something can be considered a spontaneous memorial. Jorgensen-

Earp and Lanzilotti (1998, pp. 159–163) analysed items left at the fence after the 

bombing in Oklahoma City in 1995 and the Dunblane shootings in 1996 at a primary 

school where 16 children and a teacher were killed in a massacre. They analysed the 

types of objects and messages left at the spontaneous memorials and identified the 

following themes: 
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1. the importance of the site of death, 

2. the special nature of those involved, especially the children, and, 

3. the vision of a heaven that is largely a continuation of earthly 

existence. 

Both tragedies analysed by Jorgensen-Earp and Lanzilotti involved tragedies involving 

children which influenced the resultant themes. Margry and Sánchez-Carretero (2011) use 

the term grassroots memorials and emphasise that they have two dimensions: 

1. a performative and often political impact and agency, 

2. and an individual and non-institutionally driven quality. 

Of the three studies documented above that attempt to characterise the phenomenon, 

Haney, Leimer and Lowery’s (1997) is the only one that aimed to provide a set of 

characteristics that other researchers could use as a way to identify spontaneous 

memorials.  

Despite these formalised accounts of spontaneous memorials, there are only a few people 

who have documented the potential downsides and problems associated with the practice. 

Journalist Patrick West critiques the wider public involvement in sentimental outpourings 

of grief (West, 2004). He argues that involvement is about “projecting your ego, and 

informing others what a deeply caring individual you are” rather than doing anything of 

practical benefit. A heavily used spontaneous memorial will also require ongoing 

management, including disposing of the dead flowers or archiving objects left exposed to 

the weather. This often needs an organisation capable of managing large numbers of 

items such as the National Parks Service who are required to archive the objects left at the 

Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington, D.C. (Doss, 2002). Another issue with 

spontaneous memorials is that since anybody who visits can contribute, there may be 

disagreements with its presentation amongst those participating. For example, after the 

Columbine massacre, a spontaneous memorial started soon after that tragedy and 

included crosses for each of the fifteen who died, including two for the teenage shooters. 

One of the victim’s parents, however, tore down the two crosses devoted to the killers, 

angry that they had become memorialised alongside their victims (Doss, 2006; Grider, 

2007).  

In this thesis, the interest is on interactive technologies and their use in commemorative 

settings. Some researchers have already identified potential overlaps with how people 

commemorate online and the trend to express oneself through a physical spontaneous 

memorial. In Hebert’s (2008) media studies research thesis, three different ways that 

online platforms have been used for commemorative purposes were analysed, including 
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memorialising using online videos, mourning on social networking sites, and 

commemorating in virtual worlds. Hebert used spontaneous memorials to understand the 

ways that online spaces were being employed as spaces for civic participation. Recuber 

(2012) suggests that the trend to use websites to share stories online after a tragedy is in 

congruity with the participatory nature of spontaneous memorialisation. Recuber states 

that it is: “within this context of spontaneous, therapeutic, and prosumer-oriented 

commemoration that digital archives and memory banks operate and flourish today” 

(Recuber, 2012, p. 537). Another example relates to how Massive Multiplayer Online 

Games (MMOGs) have been used for commemorating deceased players of games (Gibbs 

et al., 2013). This study examined how the game mechanics of Eve Online had been 

appropriated by its players to commemorate the death of prominent member of the game 

community. In the study, parallels were drawn between how people participated in online 

rituals with the ways that people contribute to physical spontaneous memorials. 

Literature from the humanities and social sciences relating to commemoration was 

covered in this first section. Rather than providing a comprehensive review of literature 

across the wide range of disciplines, I targeted scholarly understandings of spontaneous 

memorialisation as a contemporary ritual that has gained interest amongst scholars in 

recent decades. It is seen as distinct from the practice of creating large monuments 

traditionally used for commemorating events of significance. Spontaneous 

memorialisation is where people leave behind objects such as a handwritten messages and 

flowers in places associated with the site of tragic death. Scholars have identified some 

common themes across spontaneous memorials such as their participatory qualities, their 

political agency, and the importance of expressing one’s self at the physical location of a 

tragedy. Studies are also beginning to draw parallels between how people participate 

online in commemorative ways with how people engage with spontaneous memorials.. 

The theoretical understandings of spontaneous memorialisation identified in this section 

provides a useful framework for examining how people commemorated after Black 

Saturday both on and offline, as well as for considering future opportunities for digital 

memorial design.  

2.3 Commemoration and technology  

Researching digital memorials and online commemoration is part of a wider trend of 

interest by scholars studying technology use and end of life concerns. The concept 

thanatosensitivity (Massimi and Charise, 2009) has been introduced as a term to describe 

the importance of technology design with a concern for death and dying. At a recent CHI 

workshop researchers gathered to discuss the topic (Massimi et al., 2012). Relevant to 
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this area is the growing set of commercial tools available for managing one’s own digital 

footprint in preparation for one’s own passing. After describing some of these tools in 

section 2.3.1, I synthesise the research that has examined how people are commemorating 

through online social networking sites such as MySpace and Facebook (section 2.3.2). A 

review of the digital memorial literature by HCI researchers is then provided in section 

2.3.3. This contains a description of technology prototypes created for commemorating 

deceased loved ones and also those for large tragic events. The section also provides a 

description of an emergent framework of digital memorials developed by Moncur and 

Kirk (2014) who have begun mapping this new design space.  

2.3.1 Managing digital footprints 

The interplay between end of life concerns and technology is growing in interest amongst 

HCI researchers. Massimi and Charise indicate that “For the first time in history, people 

are dying and leaving behind large amounts of personal information stored in computers 

and on networked systems.” (2009, p. 2460). In response to this, a growing set of 

commercial services have become available for managing what should happen to people’s 

online services in preparation for death. Some services allow users to upload important 

digital content to a website and specify instructions for what should happen once the user 

passes away (“Cirrus Legacy”, n.d., “Eterniam”, n.d., “SecureSafe”, n.d.) and some allow 

users to write emails in preparation to send after death (“greatgoodbye.com”, n.d., “if i 

die.org”, n.d.)
2
. There are concerns with using such services. Moncur (2015) suggests that 

by using some of the online services that allow users to store usernames and passwords 

for sending to loved ones after death, people can be violating the terms of service with 

that provider. Can a commercial entity be trusted to manage important content? 

Furthermore, what should happen if the company becomes bankrupt at some time in the 

future? In some of the examples above, the companies have either stopped operating or 

merged with other providers likely due to the changing nature of the business. Whether or 

not registering for such services becomes as ubiquitous as having a lawyer draft a will to 

manage personal assets, an understanding has developed amongst commercial providers 

that there are implications for mortality with respect to digital footprints created in life.  

Popular online services such as social networking sites and email providers that host large 

amounts of personal content have also developed policies surrounding what happens to 

content once a user dies. Facebook provides functionality so that friends or relatives of a 

recently deceased person can notify Facebook by filling in an online form and attaching 

                                                      
2 Many of the services available for managing your online data are listed at The Digital Beyond website 

(“Digital death and afterlife online services list”, n.d.) 
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evidence of death, such as by sending a scanned copy of the death certificate or a link to 

an obituary notice. This allows Facebook to move the deceased person’s profile to a 

memorialised state where no new friends can be accepted but existing friends can post 

messages of condolence (“What happens when a deceased person’s account is 

memorialized?”, n.d.). This functionality, however, may not be clear to many bereaved 

users. Commercial online email providers have varying policies surrounding what 

happens if the next of kin wish to access the deceased person’s email, sometimes 

requiring court orders to allow the bereaved to access the account of the deceased 

(“Accessing a deceased person’s mail”, n.d.). In some cases, organisations have restricted 

access due to privacy concerns, and Hu (2004) notes that this can be controversial. The 

different ways online service providers treat the personal content of their deceased 

account holders is indicative of a lack of established norms with how we expect our 

content to be managed once we pass away. 

Massimi and Baecker (2010) have been interested in how technologies may be designed 

within the context of grief and bereavement and have worked closely with bereaved 

people in their fieldwork. They conducted a web survey and follow-up semi-structured 

interviews with those who had lost family members within the previous 5 years. Based on 

the study, they offer directions for design. These include overcoming challenges relating 

to inheriting digital content such as ensuring that people factor technology and digital 

content in their will or testament, providing easy ways to pass on content to loved ones, 

being sensitive to co-ownership and privacy issues relating to personal content, managing 

the obligations felt by those who inherit digital content, and how to repurpose the 

accumulated digital content of a loved one to remember them. Massimi (2012) also 

completed his dissertation on designing, deploying and evaluating an online tool for the 

recently bereaved. He focused on unexpected loss, for example parents who had lost a 

child, and conducted fieldwork by working within grief counselling support groups. A 

contribution of this work is the understanding for a need to provide technologies that are 

sensitive to the changing emotional needs of the bereaved over time. 

2.3.2 Commemoration online 

An increasingly common way that digital technologies are being used in a 

commemorative way is through online platforms such as social networking sites where 

people post messages on the profile of the deceased. Researchers have recently examined 

these practices, attempting to understand how people are using these platforms post 

mortem and for what purpose. Some of the common themes found in these studies 

include expressing one’s grief in a shared space, the temporal patterns of posting online, 
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the desire to continue the relationship with the deceased (often by addressing the 

deceased as if they are still alive), and sharing memories. 

Brubaker and Hayes (2011) analysed comments made over a three-year period to 1,369 

MySpace profiles of users who had passed away. They found that the number of 

messages posted online subsides over time although there remain peaks of interest on 

anniversaries and other special days. They found many of the messages addressed the 

deceased as if they were still alive and people sometimes shared mundane day-to-day 

experiences. The profiles were also used to share memories with others who knew the 

deceased. 

Getty et.al (2011) had similar findings from an analysis of messages on 10 Facebook 

profiles of young people (17-32 years old) who had passed away. Similar to Brubaker and 

Hayes (2011) study, they found messages were used to share memories, express sorrow, 

and provide emotional social support for each other. In the study, they also analysed the 

language used in the messages. This was to determine whether the ways that people used 

the profile page post mortem supported a continuing bonds theory or the traditional 

notion that grief was about letting go and moving on, similar to the stages of grief that 

Kübler-Ross (1997) introduced. The findings from the analysis demonstrated that 

messages posted to the deceased person’s profile after they died supported the continuing 

bonds theory where people used the profiles to continue a relationship (albeit changed) 

with the deceased. 

Marwick and Ellison (2012) analysed comments made on 37 memorial pages on 

Facebook to commemorate the deceased. They identified similar themes as the studies 

outlined above, but also produced a common set of problems using social networking 

sites to memorialise death: 

1. The family wanted to control what was put online for public viewing. This is 

relevant even if friends had posted well-meaning messages/images/video and 

the family expressed a desire to have them removed.  

2. There was concern about the appropriateness of some of the messages e.g. 

posting humorous messages or religious messaging on a profile of somebody 

who was not religious. 

3. Trolling messages that antagonise and torment for purely attention seeking 

purposes were identified. They are often designed such that they are difficult 

to discern from genuine posts e.g. “I know that I didnt know her very well. 
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But I found out she was my half sister. I wish all the family well. U are dearly 

missed” (Marwick and Ellison, 2012, p. 391). 

The above studies outline the ways that people engage online in commeorative ways. 

There have also been studies that provide formal models and frameworks to characterise 

commemoration online. Veale (2004) developed a Memorial Attribute Model based on a 

literature review of studies of web-based memorialisation. In the model, motivations for 

creating web-based memorials and participation with these memorials are provided. The 

motivations are to express grief, bereavement and loss, address unfinished business such 

as expressing regret, have a living social presence whereby people communicate as if the 

deceased were still alive, and to sustain the memory of somebody.  

Foot, Warnick and Schneider (2005) contribute a framework to understand web-based 

memorialisation based on a series of questions to be asked when researching websites 

devoted to commemoration. These questions are intended for researchers to characterise 

web-based memorialisation; however, the framework could also be useful for interaction 

designers tasked with creating online platforms that have commemorative purposes. The 

framework and the questions contained within it were based on an analysis of the 

websites created online after the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks in the United States. 

The following outlines the questions for the framework (in italics) along with my own 

interpretation of how the question is relevant to web-based memorialisation: 

1. What is the object or focus of commemoration? It may not always be the loss 

of life, it could be a focus on patriotism or another abstract ideology.  

2. Is there any evidence of co-production? Websites or online spaces for 

commemoration may have been set up by individuals and/or organisations. 

3. Is the memorial univocal or multivocal? Univocal is where the voice of the 

memorial is from a singular perspective e.g. an individual or an institutional 

message, whereas multivocal refers to sites that allow many people to 

participate. This is the difference between a web-based memorial a family 

member might create to honour a particular memory of a deceased person 

and a memorial that allows people to contribute their own memories. 

4. How immediately was this memorial posted? A site created immediately after 

a death may encourage messages of shock and grief, while a planned site 

created a number of years later may have an archival or educative purpose. 
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5. How dynamic is the memorial? Online spaces can remain static or be 

regularly changed. A static memorial may indicate that the memorial message 

is univocal and perhaps meant to be a marker of a time, period or event, much 

like a permanent physical monument. A dynamic site often encourages 

ongoing regular engagement.  

6. Who is the intended audience(s)? Some web-based memorials may be 

intended for the bereaved or close family and friends, whereas others may be 

for visitors, and therefore may have an educative purpose.  

7. How are the victims positioned relationally? A family member would likely 

create a web-based memorial for a loved one addressing them directly while 

a web-based memorial for a tragic event such as a terrorist attack might refer 

to the deceased as a generalised other. 

2.3.3 Digital memorials for commemorating deceased loved 

ones 

Digital memorials are technologies specifically designed for commemorative purposes 

and not only limited to websites. Many of the conceptual technologies developed in this 

new design space have been created by HCI researchers. In this section I discuss the 

literature related to digital memorials that have been developed to commemorate 

deceased loved ones. 

ThanatoFenestra (Uriu and Okude, 2010) is a concept based on traditional Japanese 

Buddhist rituals. A physical candle is lit at the bottom of a small altar (a small cylindrical 

wooden container) with a slideshow of photographs of the deceased projected onto the 

back. The photographs are intended to be of the deceased person at various times in their 

life. The expectation is that this would be placed in a focal point in the home for 

commemorating the life of a loved one. A temperature sensor is used and as the 

temperature of the container increases the longer the candle is burnt, the photographs of 

the slideshow change. The photograph also flickers between photographs of the deceased 

in time with the candle flickering as detected by a light sensor.  

Technology Heirlooms (Banks, 2010; Kirk and Banks, 2008; Odom et al., 2012) are 

digital memorials intended for the domestic setting, and are designed to commemorate 

the life of a deceased loved one. With the prototypes the researchers developed, they 

intend to “evoke a sense of the warm qualities associated with antique or heirloom 

objects” (Odom et al., 2012, p. 338). To do this, each uses material such as wood to bring 
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a sense of durability, and incorporates a touch screen or another type of display. The aim 

is that the technologies would allow a sense of reminiscence and reflection for the users. 

One of the concepts is a box that looks like a traditional slide viewer (“Technology 

Heirlooms - Microsoft Research”, n.d.), the kind of object common in the 1970s and 

1980s for showcasing photographs using projected slides upon returning from a holiday. 

Each slide contains a unique code that can be read by a mini projector and shows the 

album of digital photos associated to that slide. The photographs are of the deceased at 

specific times of their life and are aimed at providing a reflective experience for the 

viewers. Another technology heirloom prototype is a wooden box with a touch screen that 

allows the user to peruse a chronological timeline of digital photographs relating to the 

deceased person when they were alive. One that does not depend on photographs is a 

touch screen that enables the viewer to scroll through the tweets made by their loved one 

whilst they were alive and active Twitter users. Odom et al. (2012) conducted in home 

interviews with families using the devices to provoke discussions on how people reflect 

on how people might live with such technology, and generated considerations for 

designing similar technologies.  

The Mourning Tree (Kim et al., 2011) is a digital memorial prototype intended as a way 

to augment existing commemorative rituals. It uses holographic technology to display a 

virtual tree in three-dimensional space. Rather than writing a message in a physical 

guestbook at a funeral, the hologram in the shape of a tree is displayed where the leaves 

of the tree display the messages that people sent to it via SMS, email or even to a social 

networking profile. As people send messages, over time the leaves are added and the tree 

therefore grows. The intention is that this technology could be used at the funeral of a 

deceased person enabling the participation of both those at the funeral as well as those 

who could not attend.  

2.3.4 Digital memorials for commemorating large events 

The digital memorials described above focus on commemorating a deceased individual 

with technology use that alters or augments existing death, funerary or remembrance 

rituals. This would be expected for the death of a close friend or family member. Digital 

memorials, however, can also be used for commemorating natural disasters, war, 

genocide, or even the death of a public figure. A public monument such as war memorials 

is a useful example to help illustrate this different commemorative context. In these 

contexts, commemoration may not have a single purpose but can be multifaceted and is 

often complex. For example, memorials may have political undertones, as well as be for 

educating people about the past, or even to inspire community spirit. 
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Technology is already being used extensively in the aftermath of tragedies in 

commemorative ways. YouTube video memorials have been created for soldiers killed at 

war, allowing people to participate by posting comments related to uploaded video 

memorials (Knudsen and Stage, 2012). Some websites have been created with the 

specific purpose of honouring soldiers lost at war such as the The-wall USA (“The 

Vietnam Veterans Memorial”, n.d.). The website presents information relating to The 

Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington D.C. and also allows people to search for 

those who lost their life and leave messages on the online guestbook. Another study 

examines the online outpourings of grief after the death of Anna Svidersky, a teenager 

tragically killed in a McDonalds restaurant in 2006 (Mori et al., 2012). The study 

compares how three different online platforms (an online condolence book, a YouTube 

memorial video and a MySpace page) were employed in the aftermath of her death. 

Anna’s death was tragic, but it was not on the same scale as a war or natural disaster 

which results in large numbers of people losing their lives. However, the outpouring of 

grief online for Anna was immense; similar to if she had been a celebrity. The study 

found that there were issues for designers of web-based platforms that could result in 

massive outpourings. This includes the need to balance the large volume of contributions 

directed towards those close to the deceased, against the need to allow those still grieving 

to be left alone.  

In an age of abundant user generated content, online platforms lend themselves to being 

used for people to share their stories with each other online. The “Make History” website 

is an online archive of people’s experiences relating to the September 11, 2001 terrorist 

attacks in the United States. On the site, the general public is able to submit their 

photographs and video footage, in addition to providing narrative accounts of their 

memories (“Make History”, n.d.). Another example is the Hurricane Digital Memory 

Bank (“Hurricane Digital Memory Bank”, n.d.) dedicated to collecting and displaying 

user generated stories related to Hurricane Katrina, which devastated large parts of the 

east coast of the United States in 2005. 

There are only a few examples of novel digital memorials being considered for 

commemorating large tragedies such as wars or natural disasters. This could be due to the 

sensitive nature of such commemoration or it could also be due to the emphasis in HCI 

research on personal and familial concerns rather than broader cultural concerns. This 

observation has been made in the context of memory studies: “while issues of 

representation and preservation have been discussed under the umbrella of HCI, issues 

at a more collective and cultural level have largely not been on the table” (Van House 

and Churchill, 2008, p. 298). One study that has explored digital memorial design for a 
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larger event of cultural significance is research related to the Spomenik project (Kirk et 

al., 2011; Kosem and Kirk, 2010). The researchers were interested in determining how 

technology could be used to help commemorate the Stalinist purges from post-World War 

II in Slovenia. Directly after WWII, mass graves were used as sites for killing and 

keeping the remains of those who were seen as threats to the Stalinist dictatorship in 

former Yugoslavia. Today, some of these sites are memorials for sustaining the memories 

of those who were killed. The digital memorial created for the project uses mobile 

technologies and location based audio as a way for visitors to learn about the killings. 

Visitors use mobile phones on location, and listen to audio testaments of those who 

survived (spoken by actors). Initial empirical investigations with school children who 

visited in groups found that the technology allowed those who visited, not only the ability 

to engage in a deeply personal experience, but as a broader collective co-experiencing the 

memorial. However, the study raised concerns about the appropriateness of using a phone 

at sites of significance such as mass graves.  

Another study examined the use of a mobile app to augment a visit to the Shrine of 

Remembrance in Melbourne (Smith et al., 2010). The shrine is Victoria’s largest war 

memorial and was built after WWI. It is now a space for honouring Australian soldiers in 

subsequent wars and is a popular tourist destination. Building on the idea of an audio 

guided tour, the mobile app developed for the study examined the use of a range of 

multimedia rather than audio alone, for example including archival photographs of the 

shrine and video of famous historical speeches made at the shrine. Four groups of 8 

participants were part of a trial for evaluating the technology where researchers asked 

each participant to use the mobile app that was loaded for them on their visit. The 

participants were asked to interact with each other as part of the study. Despite this 

request by the researchers, much like the Spomenik study above, the mobile technology 

resulted in people using the technology on their own rather than the technology 

facilitating social interactions between the participants. 

2.3.5 An emergent framework for digital memorials 

Research relating to digital memorials is still in its infancy, particularly studies into 

technology use for commemorating large-scale tragedies. Moncur and Kirk (2014) have 

developed an emergent framework for mapping this new design space and offer 

opportunities for future digital memorial design (Figure 2:1). As opposed to Foot, 

Warnick and Schneider’s (2005) framework described in section 2.3.2, Moncur and Kirk 

do not limit their framework to web-based memorials. Their framework is inclusive of 

broader possibilities for digital memorials that might take advantage of technologies such 
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as mobile technologies. This might include the ones used for the Spomenik project 

(section 2.3.4) and physical boxes with touch screens to be placed in domestic settings. 

The framework contains four questions surrounding the actors, inputs, form and message 

for designers to consider. 

 

Figure 2:1 – Framework for digital memorials 

The framework describes two types of actor(s), the authors and audience. The author(s) 

of a memorial refers to whose voice is heard with the memorial presentation, and can 

include individuals, institutions or even the deceased themselves. The audience is who 

the memorial is intended for, and could range from family members of the deceased if the 

digital memorial is a technology for the domestic setting, to the general public through a 

website available to anybody with an Internet connection. Input refers to the context, or 

the subject and circumstance for a memorial. Is it for commemorating a relative who 

passed away of old age or is it for commemorating a tragic or unexpected death? The 

content is what is to be included in the memorial, and can include material possessions if 

the memorial has a physical form, or memories recalled and shared by the bereaved. The 

form of a digital memorial concerns whether it includes purely digital elements or 

incorporates both the digital as well as physical. A website where people post messages 

for example would be considered wholly digital whilst the ThanatoFenestra (Uriu and 

Okude, 2010) digital memorial contains both a physical candle as well as a projected 

digital photograph and so is considered to have a hybridised form. The form of a 

memorial can also take on static or evolving characteristics. A static memorial is one that 

might mark or archive information about something or someone and is unchanging as 

time moves on, whilst an evolving memorial might change over time, something which 

the digital form easily enables. Finally, the framework refers to the message of a 

memorial and contains two dimensions. The first dimension is from personal to cultural, 

where personal focuses on a memorial message for an individual’s personalised 
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expression of grief whilst cultural refers to messages that might have a purpose beyond 

the individual and into the cultural domains, such as a memorial to denounce a terrorist 

attack or a memorial for celebrating a social movement such as the civil rights movement 

in the United States (Blair and Michel, 2000). The dimension from sacred to secular 

refers to whether the memorial message is purely for marking a site of importance or 

documenting a history (secular) without any spiritual or deeper emotional purpose or 

whether there are religious or otherwise sacred qualities expressed through the memorial 

(sacred). 

This section began with a review of research related to technology use and end-of-life 

concerns. Related to this was a description of commercially available products, such as 

web-based solutions for storing digital content in preparation for one’s own passing. 

Within this context of technology and end of life concerns are studies focused on 

commemoration. Studies examining how online social networking platforms are currently 

being used for commemorative purposes were reviewed. This was followed by 

introducing studies of digital memorials for both commemorating deceased loved ones as 

well as the few prototypes for commemorating larger-scale tragedies. An emergent 

framework for digital memorial design was also presented that helps map out this new 

space. 

2.4 HCI in-the-wild 

Technology design that emphasises experience over utility is another area related to this 

thesis. Much of this comes under the banner HCI in-the-wild which refers to “research 

that seeks to understand and shape new technology interventions within everyday living” 

(Crabtree et al., 2013, p. 13). Rogers (2011) suggests that the emphasis is on 

“understanding ordinary living and designing technologies that extend this” (Rogers, 

2011, p. 58). Commemorating the death of a loved one at different times of our lives 

becomes part of our ordinary lived experiences. For those unfortunate to be affected by 

tragedies such as natural disasters, memorials and commemoration also play a role. This 

is often in deeply personal ways, but there might also be social and cultural influences 

that shape the experience. Interest in digital memorials can be seen as part of this shift in 

designing technologies for outside the workplace setting. In this section, established areas 

of HCI research that my thesis draws upon are reviewed. Studies examining Value 

Sensitive Design, cherished objects and the interest in the relationship between 

technology and craft practice and how they relate to digital memorial design are discussed 
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first. This is followed by a review of the literature relating to experience-centred design 

and aesthetic interactions. 

2.4.1 Value Sensitive Design 

Value Sensitive Design (VSD) “is a theoretically grounded approach to the design of 

technology that accounts for human values in a principled and comprehensive manner 

throughout the design process” (Friedman et al., 2013, p. 2). While values have long 

been relevant to technology design (for example, designing with privacy in mind), it is 

the explicit consideration for values in a design process that is the directive of VSD. 

Recent discourse on VSD has focused on the different values that people might have and 

how that might impact design (Durrant et al., 2014; Yoo et al., 2013). Through 

understanding the needs of the curators at a human rights archive at a genocide memorial 

centre in Rwanda, Durrant et al. (2014) identified the complexities with ascribing values 

within their research given the curators at the centre are a singular voice within a setting 

with complex other voices. In a separate study in Rwanda, Yoo et al. (2013) examined the 

design of an information system for capturing and presenting multimedia from the 

International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR). The researchers identified that what 

the adults valued in an information system differed to the youth, as well as identified 

differences across the local communities they engaged with.  

There are ongoing philosophical perspectives on the universality of values, or whether all 

values are locally constructed. Borning & Muller (2012) suggest that rather than engaging 

in this dialogue, HCI researchers should take a pluralistic approach. They encourage that 

by being transparent about the researchers’ and participants’ background and how it 

might influence their values, VSD still can have value despite the varied perspectives on 

how values are positioned within society. 

My research focuses on the diversity of audiences that can engage in commemoration 

after an event such as Black Saturday. Prior to embarking on the fieldwork, I envisaged 

that there would be differing values across various cohorts in the Black Saturday context. 

For example, somebody who lost a family member may have a different set of interests 

with respect to commemoration, to somebody not directly affected who just knew of the 

fires through mainstream media. Given this, VSD provides a framework for being able to 

explore and understand the importance of these differing perspectives.  

2.4.2 Cherished objects and craft practice 

“That is going straight to the pool room” (Sitch, 1997) 
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This is a quote from the popular Australian film The Castle (1997) in which Darryl 

Kerrigan is the proud father. Darryl is referring to the pool billiards room in his house 

which is used to store items to be cherished. These include gifts he receives from his 

children and other physical objects he wishes to keep safe and on display. Physical 

objects feature heavily in commemoration, whether that be through large monuments or 

jewellery passed through generations, as well as through craft such as with the AIDS 

memorial quilt (Blando et al., 2004). HCI researchers are attempting to understand what 

makes particular objects cherished, in the hope to determine how these attributes may be 

designed into digital or interactive technologies. Related to this has been a growing 

interest in the relationship between traditional crafts and technology. The literature 

relating to both of these areas are presented in turn. 

Within recent years HCI researchers have developed an interest in what makes objects 

cherished (Golsteijn et al., 2012; Jung et al., 2011; Kirk and Sellen, 2010; Petrelli and 

Whittaker, 2010). A common approach taken in these studies is to ask people about items 

that are cherished in the hope to draw inspiration to how they might design technologies 

to also be cherished. In Petrelli and Whittaker’s (2010) study, they conducted house tours 

with 13 families and discussed items in the home which the family members considered 

cherished. This included artwork, photographs etc. Additionally, participants were asked 

to discuss their digital mementos such as digital photographs, emails etc. By comparing 

the accounts given by family members regarding their cherished objects, the researchers 

identified that the “central weakness of current digital mementos is that they are 

inaccessible and not well integrated into everyday life…” and so “…instead of being seen 

and discussed by guests in public spaces, reinforcing family memories in the kitchen, or 

supporting personal reminiscence in an office or study, they are locked in the computer” 

(2010, p. 170). For the participants in the study, physical objects lent themselves to being 

displayed whereas digital objects were often only accessible through the computer.   

Golsteijn et al. (2012) asked focus group attendees to take photographs of both physical 

and digital objects they considered special and bring the photographs to the group to 

discuss why they chose those objects. The types of physical objects ranged from musical 

instruments, sculpture, scrapbooks whilst the digital included digital photographs, and 

websites such as Facebook. They categorised objects such as iPhones and laptops as 

hybrid given they exhibit both physical and digital characteristics. The focus groups 

resulted in the researchers identifying the respective advantages and disadvantages of 

physical and digital objects. Advantages of the cherished physical objects included the 

material properties, the uniqueness of the object, whilst a major disadvantage was the 

practicalities associated with keeping them. Digital objects had the benefit of being 
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manipulated and personalised, could be shared easily but the immense amount of digital 

content made it difficult to keep organised and lacked the same sense of longevity as per 

physical objects. 

Jung et al. (2011) conducted a similar study with 16 people, asking each to provide a 

detailed account of their most cherished objects. Examples of objects included a camera, 

musical instruments, dinnerware, books, an audio player and a hard drive used as an 

archive. Three themes emerged indicating the participant’s motivations for choosing the 

objects. The first is the intimacy accumulated as an association with an object over time, 

such as an object one might have owned since early childhood. The second is the 

investment of effort to learn and control functionality, for example a musical instrument. 

The third are the implicit values related to the patterns of collection of artefacts and might 

include a stamp collection. Using these themes, the researchers provide two design 

principles for interaction designers to consider for creating digital artefacts that might be 

cherished by their owners. The first is the rarity of an object. They suggest that novel 

technologies could be developed such that users could create digital content that is unique 

and rare. The second is aficionado-appeal where people attribute more meaning to 

something if they need to spend time to learn about the technology that they own. An 

example provided is Adobe Photoshop, professional software for manipulating digital 

photographs that requires time and effort to learn in order to take advantage of its 

capabilities. 

In a related study focusing on archival practices within the home, Kirk and Sellen (2010) 

completed a study where family members gave the researchers tours of their home 

discussing why they chose to keep some things and not others. This included both 

physical and digital items. They concluded with six values, or reasons that people kept 

particular objects. These include defining the self, honouring those we care about, 

connecting with the past, framing the family, fulfilling duty, and archiving something in a 

less frequently accessed location to forget. 

The research approaches taken to study cherished objects share similarities. In the studies 

described above (Golsteijn et al., 2012; Jung et al., 2011; Kirk and Sellen, 2010; Petrelli 

and Whittaker, 2010), participants were asked to comment on objects that were special, 

cherished or archived, and they were prompted to consider digital objects in addition to 

physical ones. Some of the findings overlapped such as the rarity of an object, in addition 

to personal and familial attachments to specific objects. Participants mentioned that 

digital objects such as digital photographs were easily replicated and shared, and so were 

seen as less rare. They were nevertheless, still cherished, particularly if they related to 

personal memories. Challenges managing vast digital archives were a common issue 
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identified across the studies. The studies also demonstrated the difficulty distinguishing 

between something that is physical or digital, and the word object was seen to be 

confusing for participants: “For some participants the term ‘object’ implies a concrete, 

often physical, thing, which led them to select digital objects that were in fact, according 

to the classification used here, hybrid or physical objects” (Golsteijn et al., 2012, p. 7). 

Both Kirk and Sellen (2010) and Golstein et al. (2012) included a hybrid category, which 

included objects that exhibit both physical and digital qualities such as music players, 

smartphones, cassette tapes or vinyl records.  

Participants in the studies of cherished objects often discussed crafted gifts such as 

knitted clothing. Craft has also been relevant to commemorative projects such as with the 

AIDS Memorial Quilt (“The Names Project — AIDS Memorial Quilt”, n.d.). Research 

focusing on craft, or “the skilled manipulation of physical materials” (Rosner and 

Ryokai, 2009, p. 195) has gained recent interest amongst some HCI researchers. While 

questions surrounding cherished objects studies often focused on materiality, form, 

purpose and meaning to the individual, studies of craft practice emphasise the importance 

on the creative process. A consistent theme identified in studies of craft is that crafting 

physical objects results in an enhanced sense of tactile engagement which is lacking with 

interacting with the digital. Treadaway (2009) conducted case study research with a well-

known artist Charlotte Hodes who navigates the boundaries between physical and digital 

in her work. Examples include collages that include digitally manipulated prints as well 

as hand cut elements. Hodes discusses the relative merits of the physical and digital with 

the researcher: “In physical activities where both hands work cooperatively the artist 

feels a sense of emotional satisfaction in the making process. While creating the physical 

collage she states: ‘The pasting here is a physical thing, unlike the pasting on the 

computer. You respond to it physically and you respond to the pleasure of it. You get a 

tactile experience” (Treadaway, 2009, p. 191). 

Despite these perceived limitations of the digital, websites and online social networks are 

being used successfully to co-ordinate sharing ideas and providing platforms for sociality 

amongst those interested in a specific craft (Goodman and Rosner, 2011; Torrey et al., 

2009). These online environments provide spaces that extend the reach of the community 

of practice (Wenger, 1998) beyond geographic limitations. HCI researchers are also 

beginning to explore how to complement existing physical crafts with technology. Rosner 

and Ryokai (2009) have evaluated a technology that augments knitting, enabling the 

knitter to capture video whilst working. The resultant video becomes part of the knitted 

gift as “knitters skilfully manipulated physical and digital materials to create personally 

meaningful objects” (2009, p. 203). Another study examined enhancing simple crafts 
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such as decorating a gift card with technology (Freed et al., 2011). Children decorated 

basic cardboard cards using traditional stationary, in addition to placing sensors and 

output devices on the gift cards so that they could be controlled remotely. The study 

demonstrated how working with input and output devices could be made accessible to 

people who do not have advanced electronics knowledge.  Other examples include 

workshops where participants with limited technical knowledge were given plug-and-

play sensors and outputs that could be placed into various textiles (Perner-Wilson et al., 

2011), explorations into tangible interactions and craft objects (Golsteijn et al., 2014) or 

incorporating interactive technologies into traditional Japanese textile craft objects (Peiris 

et al., 2013).  

Both the cherished objects and crafting research agendas have identified positives and 

negative attributes of the physical and digital. Physical objects offer a tactility and 

potential rarity which is not easily perceived with the digital. The digital, however, has 

the benefit of being easily manipulated and shared. It is not unsurprising then to see the 

merging of physical and digital within the above research projects. These studies provide 

a useful starting point for exploring how commemoration might take advantage of the 

benefits of both the digital and physical.  

2.4.3 Experience-centred design and aesthetic interactions 

The emphasis in the above cherished object studies is on the object itself rather than the 

experience or interaction with it. If we consider a memorial to be the object, 

commemoration can be seen as the experience. The commemorative experience is what 

happens when one visits, touches, participates, contributes or otherwise engages with a 

memorial. Experience-centred design and the more recent interest in aesthetic interaction 

is the research agenda providing tools and techniques for designing with experiences as 

the focal point. 

In Technology as Experience, McCarthy & Wright (2004) provide a framework for 

helping understand user experience. They emphasise the felt experience and suggest that 

any interaction or relation with a technology has three themes. These were later 

summarised in a later publication by Wright, Wallace & McCarthy (2008): 

1. A holistic approach with four intertwining threads:  

a. Sensual - the look and feel of a technology. 

b. Emotional - the emotion desired or encouraged through technology use 

e.g. happiness, frustration etc. 
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c. Spatio-temporal – the time and place of use. 

d. Compositional - the parts of a technology that lead to an understanding 

of its whole. 

2. Continuous engagement and sense-making includes six processes: 

a. Anticipation - looking forward to the interaction. 

b. Connecting - the moment of encounter.  

c. Interpreting - understanding the encounter. 

d. Reflecting - making judgement on the encounter. 

e. Recounting - communicating the experience with others. 

f. Appropriating - relating it to previous encounters and our sense of self. 

3. A relational or dialogical approach where making sense of an encounter is as 

much about what a person brings to the experience as it is about what s(he) 

encounters there. 

Forlizzi and Battarbee (2004) also provide a framework which is intended to be used for 

designing interactive systems with experience as the focus. They propose that interactive 

systems can be fluent, cognitive, or expressive. Fluent interactions are automatic, 

performed by reflex without needing much effort by the user e.g. pressing the answer 

button when somebody calls your mobile phone. A cognitive interaction requires active 

thought with the interaction, such as learning how to play an online game for the first 

time. An expressive interaction is one that helps a user form a relationship with the object 

such as customising a piece of software. They also present three dimensions of 

experience. The first is experience, or day-to-day mundane experiences such as SMS 

messaging a friend throughout the day. The second is an experience, a distinct experience 

with a start and finish such as having a video conference call. Finally, a co-experience is 

where the experience is shared, such as playing an online game with a friend. Both the 

types of interactions with products and the dimensions of experience are presented as a 

framework for designers to consider how they might create engaging experiences for their 

users.  

Closely related to the research surrounding user-experience is what makes an aesthetic 

interaction (Petersen et al., 2004, 2004; Ross and Wensveen, 2010; Wright et al., 2008) 
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which draws upon the philosophical tradition of pragmatism from work by Shusterman 

(2000) and Dewey (1934). To say something is aesthetic conjures up images of visually 

delightful artwork. This might be a painting or even a delicately designed case for a 

smartphone. With an aesthetic interaction, however, we are considering interactions such 

as pressing a button, or using a smartphone chat application. An analogy within a 

commemorative context requires us to consider what an aesthetic interaction might be 

when one visits a memorial on the anniversary of a friend who tragically died. The visitor 

may appreciate both the memorial’s aesthetic form and colour. More important to an 

aesthetic interaction, however, is that the viewer is drawn in by the memorial’s evocative 

symbolism, which conjures up conflicting emotions such as the sadness of the lost life, 

but also reminders of happy memories. HCI researchers are developing ways of 

modelling these types of interactions such that designers can begin to consider how to 

design technologies with experience at the forefront. Petersen et al. (2004) provide a 

framework for aesthetic interactions. I provide a brief interpretation of each of the three 

elements in their framework below: 

1. The socio cultural aspects to aesthetics. An aesthetic interaction actively 

considers the broader social context of the encounter. 

2. Designing for mind and body. Rather than separating the two, an aesthetic 

interaction considers both bodily sensations and intellect as tightly coupled. For 

example, dragging a finger on a touch screen requires the body to interact and 

has the desired result of switching through digital photographs quickly as if the 

user were flicking through paper. 

3. The instrumentality of aesthetics. This refers to appropriating an interaction into 

everyday life to enhance that lived experience.  

Petersen et al. (2004) document examples of how this framework has been applied to 

their own prototypes which includes using hand gestures for playful interactions with 

music and designing a hybrid environment mixing physical elements (a ball) to interact 

with digital files.  

Ross and Wensveen (2008) present four principles of aesthetic interactions for product 

design. The first is that the product must have practical use. Secondly, it must have a 

social and ethical dimension. These dimensions might be subjective based on the 

user’s unique values, but they are both elements that can either enhance or detract 

from the interaction. Thirdly, an aesthetic interaction has satisfying dynamic form. 

Rather than static forms such as an attractive colour guiding the aesthetics alone, 
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satisfying dynamic forms might include feedback from physical touch. Finally, an 

aesthetic interaction actively involves the whole human being including our body, 

cognition, emotion and social skills.  

Wright, Wallace and McCarthy (2008) build upon prior work (McCarthy and Wright, 

2004) on the human experience with technology. They propose enchantment as being 

central to an aesthetic experience. For designers, they suggest the following five 

sensibilities for those interested in creating technologies that might enable an aesthetic 

interaction.  I provide a brief interpretation of these sensibilities below: 

1. The Specific Sensuousness of Each Particular Thing. A reference to the 

appearance, texture, sound, etc. of an object. 

2. The Whole Person with Desires, Feelings, and Anxieties. An acknowledgement 

of the importance of engaging the traits of an individual. 

3. A Sense of Being-in-Play. This does not just refer to the playfulness achieved 

from games and pleasurable activities, but also moving beyond expected usage 

scenarios with technology e.g. surprising a user through technical capabilities. 

4. Paradox, Openness, and Ambiguity. Providing an interaction that allows for 

complex and layered interpretations. 

5. The Transformational Character of Experience. Providing an interaction that can 

transform a person, such as improving one’s self due to an engagement with the 

technology. 

Wallace’s digital jewellery work is used as a case study for this study that incorporates 

the sensibilities of aesthetics and experience-centred design generated by Wright et al. 

(2008). Digital jewellery is personalised jewellery enhanced by interacting with 

technology. The example they use is a handworn piece made for a person living in 

London whose family homeland is Cyprus. It can be cupped in the owner’s hand and 

contains a set of stamps in the shape of a closed flower. The stamps came from old letters 

sent from the participant’s grandmother in Cyprus. The piece is connected to a moisture 

sensor residing on the family’s land which can detect rainfall. As the rain hits the sensor, 

the stamps in the broach that are in the shape of the flower open up emulating a 

blossoming flower. The researchers argue that many of the sensibilities described above 

are evident through Wallace’s digital jewellery work resulting in an object intended to 

enchant its owner.   

The frameworks of experience-centred design and aesthetic interactions presented in this 

section are useful starting points for considering design for the commemorative 
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experience. Furthermore, by working through a design process resulting in a digital 

memorial in this thesis, I am able to build on the growing set of examples of technologies 

that emphasise the lived experience over technologies primarily for utility and function. 

2.5 Research gaps and thesis research question 

This chapter included an overview of how commemoration has been studied in the social 

sciences and humanities. I focused on the emergence of research aiming to understand 

spontaneous memorialisation. This is the commemorative practice that occurs usually 

after unexpected or tragic death. Instead of institutions such as religious or government 

bodies creating large monuments or monoliths for marking something of social and 

cultural significance, spontaneous memorialisation is grassroots and participatory. It often 

results in contributions such as flowers, hand written messages and other paraphernalia 

left at the sites significant to the tragedy. Through reviewing this literature, the following 

research gap is identified: 

Gap 1: There is a limited understanding of how humanities and social 

science research is relevant to digital memorial design. The participatory 

nature of web-based memorialisation, where people might post 

messages on the online social networking profiles of the deceased is 

similar to how people contribute objects to spontaneous memorials after 

a tragedy. Research is required to explore the influence this 

contemporary commemorative practice has with digital memorial 

design. 

This chapter also demonstrated an emphasis on research into digital memorial design for 

the domestic setting where family members or those close to the deceased are the focus  

(Kirk and Banks, 2008; Odom et al., 2012). It was identified that there is limited 

understanding of the ways that digital memorials might need to be designed such that 

diverse audiences, ranging from the bereaved through to those with only passing interest 

can engage. Of the few projects that do focus on larger events such as wars or disasters 

such as the audio guide for the Spomenik project (Kirk et al., 2011; Kosem and Kirk, 

2010) in Slovenia, and the mobile tour guide for the Shrine of Remembrance in 

Melbourne (Smith et al., 2010), the purpose is to commemorate something of historical 

significance after many decades have passed. This can be contrasted with 

commemorating a recent event where the sense of grief and loss would be acute for those 

directly affected:  
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Gap 2: Existing studies examining digital memorials predominantly 

focus on the domestic setting and familial commemoration. There is, 

however, limited research on understanding how designers can consider 

the diversity of possible audiences that might arise when 

commemorating larger events such as wars and natural disasters. In 

these instances audiences can range from the directly bereaved through 

to those with only a passing interest. 

Based on the gaps identified from the literature review, the research question guiding the 

thesis is as follows: 

How can we design digital memorials to engage diverse audiences 

ranging from the bereaved to those with only a passing interest?  

“Engage” in the research question refers to digital memorials that sensitively support 

both participation from the directly bereaved and those with only a passing interest. To 

address this research question, the empirical studies in this thesis revolve around 

designing a digital memorial for commemorating the Black Saturday bushfires that 

affected Victoria, Australia in 2009. I justify selecting this as the site for the thesis studies 

in the next chapter (section 0). 

2.6 Conclusion 

This chapter included a review of literature from a range of disciplines interested in 

memorials and commemoration. From the social sciences and humanities, I focused on 

scholarly understandings of spontaneous memorialisation, the contemporary practice 

where people contribute personal effects such as hand-written messages and flowers at 

physical locations associated with a tragic or unexpected death. Related work on 

memorials and commemoration from technological perspective was also reviewed, 

including studies examining how people express themselves by posting messages to 

online social network profiles of the deceased. It was identified that there is a limited 

understanding of how insights from the humanities and social sciences, such as theories 

surrounding spontaneous memorialisation, are relevant in the digital context. 

The literature review also demonstrated that there is an emphasis on digital memorial 

studies focused on the domestic setting where familial commemoration is of interest. 

There were limited examples of design, however, where diverse audiences were 

considered for instances where commemoration affects larger populations. In these 
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instances, the memorial needs to engage the directly bereaved, through to others that only 

have a passing interest. In addition to identifying these research gaps, this chapter also 

included a review of related HCI research threads relevant to digital memorial design 

including studies of cherished objects, craft practice, experience-centred design and 

aesthetic interactions. 
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Chapter 3 

Research design 

The literature review revealed that there is a limited understanding of how digital 

memorial designers can engage diverse audiences for commemorating large events such 

as wars and natural disasters. In these instances, a range of people might be interested in 

participating including those directly affected such as the bereaved, and also those who 

only have a passing interest. This chapter documents the research design employed for 

this thesis to address this gap in the literature. 

The chapter begins with an introduction to ethnography, Participatory Design, and 

Research through Design discussing how each has informed the approach I have taken for 

studying commemoration in the digital context. The research methods employed 

throughout the thesis studies are also documented. To understand and explore 

commemoration in a realistic context, the aftermath of the Black Saturday bushfires from 

2009 in Victoria, Australia is used as the site for the studies. After justifying this as a 

suitable site, a detailed account of the events of Black Saturday is provided. The chapter 

concludes with an overview of the structure of the thesis studies. 

3.1 Methodological influences 

Methodology is the guiding principles that help inform which methods to use in a 

research study. Neuman distinguishes methodology from methods indicating that 

methodology is “understanding the social organizational context, philosophical 

assumptions, ethical principles, and political issues of the enterprise of social 

researchers” (2006, p. 2). Neuman suggests that methods are the techniques used to 

gather and analyse the data, as well as report on results. Methodology therefore helps 

guide what methods to use in a research study. Similarly, Crotty (1998) explains research 

methodology as “the strategy, plan of action … behind the choice and use of particular 

methods” (1998, p. 3). In the following three sections, Ethnography, Participatory Design 

and Research through Design are presented as the three methodologies that have 
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influenced the research methods used in this thesis. Each of these is described in turn, 

with a discussion of their relevance to researching digital memorial design. 

3.1.1 Ethnography 

Scholars from the social sciences and humanities studying memorials and 

commemoration often employ an ethnographic methodology for their research. It is 

useful to unpack the etymology of ethnography: Ethno means people or folk, and graphy 

refers to describing something. Thus, ethnography is to describe a culture and understand 

another way of life from the “native’s” perspective (Neuman, 2006, p. 381). Ethnography 

as a methodology has roots in anthropology. Researchers traditionally immerse 

themselves in their subjects’ environments often in remote locations, over long periods of 

time, such as months or even years, attempting to become part of the culture in order to 

understand their way of life. This enables the researcher to develop an understanding of a 

culture from an insider’s perspective. Thick descriptions (Geertz, 1994) are the 

communicative tool for presenting findings of ethnographic studies. A thick description is 

a “rich detailed descriptions of specifics (as opposed to summary, standardization, or 

variables)” (Neuman, 2006, p. 382).  

Anthropologists have an established tradition studying memorials and commemorative 

practices (Colwell-Chanthaphonh, 2004; Grider, 2007; Hansen, 2003; Hemer, 2010; 

Hemmingson, 2009; Kelly, 1996; Margry and Sánchez-Carretero, 2007; Simpson and De 

Alwis, 2008; White, 1997). In these studies, places such as memorials or museum sites 

are often chosen and so the researcher will spend time learning about how the memorial 

was created by speaking with curators, other employees and also with visitors. For 

example, in a study of the visitor experience to the USS Arizona Memorial at Pearl 

Harbor, a researcher spent nine months at the site, interviewing employees, visitors, 

observing interactions with the memorials and examining how this engagement changed 

over time (Kelly, 1996). This was to understand the visitor experience from the 

perspective of key stakeholders at the site. The data collected in the study was wide-

ranging and included pamphlets, interview transcripts, photographs, field notes, and 

website content. Other examples include an ethnography examining a divisive memorial 

in South Africa (Hansen, 2003), and Grider’s (2007) study of the practices surrounding a 

spontaneous memorial that was created after the Columbine massacre. In each of the 

studies, a single case study was used as a way to investigate broader concerns such as 

memorial design and political interests. Other ethnographic studies, however, 

incorporated multiple memorials (Colwell-Chanthaphonh, 2004; Hemmingson, 2009; 

White, 1997) often to explore the memorials within a broader discussion of national 
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identity. Simpson and De Alwis (2008) did this by comparing memorials across two 

different countries. These memorials were created after the earthquake in 2001 in Gujarat, 

India and memorials created after the tsunami that affected Sri Lanka in 2004 were also 

included in the study. Their research provides commentary on how people respond to 

grassroots memorials compared with those made by government institutions.  

HCI researchers are increasingly employing research methods that are considered to be 

ethnographically informed. I emphasise the word informed because it is uncommon for an 

HCI study to include the type of immersive ethnography an anthropologist may be 

expected to complete such as described in the studies above. Rich debate is ongoing 

within HCI about the role of ethnography, in particular surrounding what an ethnographic 

study might be able to contribute when technology design is a focus (Crabtree et al., 

2009; Dourish, 2007). For my research, I took inspiration from studies of memorials and 

commemoration from the social sciences and humanities where researchers aimed to 

understand participants’ subjective experiences surrounding their engagements with the 

memorials. This helped to guide the research methods employed in the first thesis study 

(chapter 4) which included site visits to Black Saturday memorials in conjunction with 

interviews on site with people who could help provide background to the memorial, its 

creation and purpose. 

3.1.2 Participatory Design 

Participatory Design (PD) is an approach increasingly being used in HCI studies for 

designing technology (Muller, 2009). Its origins stem from research with trade unions in 

Scandinavia looking at the development and deployment of technology for the workplace 

(Kyng and Mathiassen, 1979). The approach encourages the inclusion of target users and 

other stakeholders to be active in design and also to have decision-making rights. Reasons 

for this include ensuring the resulting technology is well designed, and building a sense 

of ownership by those stakeholders involved. It is this democratisation of design that 

distinguishes PD from other approaches such as User-Centred Design (UCD). UCD 

forefronts the end users’ needs, and includes target users as informants in various 

activities, but does not require that end users are involved in design and decision-making 

throughout the development. 

PD has been employed extensively in HCI research that focuses on health and wellbeing. 

Examples include developing an app for people with dementia (Slegers et al., 2013), 

understanding potential uses of technology for migrant women to assist managing health 

and wellness issues (Brown et al., 2014), and designing supportive healthcare 

technologies for the elderly, and for diabetic, pregnant women (Ballegaard et al., 2008). 
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In these studies, facilitated workshops were conducted with participants who were given 

the opportunity to consider new types of technologies given their specific set of 

circumstances. They were also encouraged to generate their own designs often by 

sketching ideas and concepts on paper. PD provided researchers with opportunities to 

understand the different perspectives of the participants by eliciting their creative ideas. 

Yet with these studies, there is a limited emphasis on the democratising role that PD plays 

with respect to technology design. 

The political dimensions of PD and how they relate to technology design projects have 

been well documented (Robertson and Wagner, 2013). An example of a study where 

these political dimensions are core to technology design includes a project aiming to 

empower teenagers who might be disinterested in interactive museum exhibits (Iversen 

and Smith, 2012), as well as a large-scale ongoing project with a public library where 

new technologies were being envisaged (Dalsgaard and Eriksson, 2013). For the library 

study, one of the primary benefits of the PD approach was the sense of empowerment and 

ownership of new initiatives by the library staff. In these studies, the democratisation of 

decision-making was an important factor in the process used for design.  

There are two important concerns relevant to employing PD principles for a design 

related study of commemoration and interactive technology. First, Vines et al. (2013) 

highlight that HCI researchers risk not being clear about who benefits from participation. 

This is especially relevant in the commemorative context. If participants in PD oriented 

studies find meaning in designs they contribute towards, then it might be expected that 

those participants should benefit directly in a finalised design solution. This is contrasted 

to a study where participants inform a design and the final technology is deployed 

without the original participant having awareness and benefiting from their own 

contributions. Second, Light & Akama (2012) address the importance of facilitator  

reflexivity in participatory design projects. As an example, being aware of potentially 

emotional reactions to working in a sensitive setting, and the need for facilitators to adjust 

how they manage co-design sessions.  This concern is especially relevant to the 

commemorative context and something which is addressed in detail in study 2 (chapter 

5). 

Participatory Design shapes the methods used in the second and third studies of this 

thesis. Study 1 (chapter 4) found that individuals and community groups were involved in 

design and decision making for the physical memorials to commemorate Black Saturday. 

This is consistent with observations made by anthropologists of a trend towards the de-

institutionalisation of how contemporary memorials are created (Margry and Sánchez-

Carretero, 2011). There is therefore a synergy between the democratisation of design that 
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PD promotes and the participatory nature of how physical memorials are currently being 

created. This is used as a justification for employing a PD approach for designing the 

digital memorial for this research (further detail on this justification is provided in section 

4.5.3).  

3.1.3 Research through Design 

A digital memorial is designed, deployed and evaluated for this thesis. This Research 

through Design (RtD) approach is increasingly being used in HCI research (Gaver, 2012; 

Zimmerman et al., 2010). The emergence of a conference series
3
 focusing on Research 

through Design highlights the interesting formalising the approach for HCI researchers. 

RtD is“a research approach that employs methods and processes from design practice as 

a legitimate method of inquiry” (Zimmerman et al., 2010, p. 310). Zimmerman, 

Stolterman, & Forlizzi (2010) use Frayling’s (1993) three characterisations of design 

research to situate Research through Design amongst other types of design research. 

Research about design is the examination of design processes, research for design is 

research that informs design practitioners while research through design is “the process 

of iteratively designing artifacts as a creative way of investigating what a potential future 

might be” (Zimmerman et al., 2010, p. 313). 

There is ongoing debate about the role of RtD in HCI research and questions about what 

the outcomes of such studies should be. There have been attempts to formalise the type of 

knowledge or theories that can be generated, such that there is conformity across the 

contributions made in RtD studies (Zimmerman et al., 2007; Zimmerman and Forlizzi, 

2008). Gaver (2012) counters this by claiming that an idealised scientific formalisation of 

RtD is futile given the conflicting accounts of what constitutes science. Instead, he 

suggests that “research through design should be appreciated for its proliferation of new 

realities” (2012, p. 941). A metaphor he uses to help illustrate this is: “designs can be 

seen as occupying a point in design space, or perhaps more accurately creating a design 

space around themselves” and “designers can explore the implications of a given design 

by moving around the point it inhabits to explore new design possibilities” (2012, p. 

944).  

The design space relevant to my thesis is digital memorials. I argued in the literature 

review (chapter 2) that there is a limited understanding of digital memorial design for 

engaging diverse audiences, particularly for commemorating large events such as natural 

disasters. By producing an artifact, or a point in this design space, I am able to explore 

possibilities for future designs that are sensitive to these circumstances. 

                                                      
3 Wallace, Yee and Durrant (2014) provide a reflection of the first RtD conference series held in the UK. 
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I perceive there to be three benefits to adopting an RtD approach in my research, where a 

design process is followed and a resultant artifact produced. The first is that through 

conceptualising and developing a functioning digital memorial and deploying it within a 

suitable context, it provides an easily communicable example for how a practitioner or 

other researcher might design digital memorials for diverse audiences. Second, I am able 

to make contributions to design processes in this sensitive and emotionally charged 

setting. Third, by deploying a functioning technology for participants to use, I am able to 

develop an understanding of each of their unique experiences using the digital memorial. 

3.1.4 Summary of methodological influences 

This section provided a description of how Ethnography, Participatory Design and 

Research through Design have influenced the research design for this thesis. Taking an 

ethnographically informed approach requires getting as close to participants as possible, 

aiming to understand people’s subjective experiences with respect to the phenomenon 

under investigation (commemoration for this research). Participatory Design was 

presented as an approach to the design of technology where all stakeholders, in particular 

the target users, contribute their own ideas as well as have input into decision making 

with respect to the development of new technologies. Finally, Research though Design is 

an approach used in HCI studies, adopting processes from design practice as a way to 

explore new possibilities for future technologies. Through my thesis, I work through a 

design process to develop, and ultimately evaluate a technology to explore new 

opportunities in the digital memorial design space. 

3.2 Research methods  

The previous section outlined the methodological influences that helped shape the 

research design for this thesis. This section describes the specific research methods that 

were used to carry out the research activities. The methods include site visits, interviews, 

focus groups, virtual ethnography, prototypes and technology probes, diary studies and 

case studies. 

3.2.1 Site visits  

In HCI studies, site visits are used as a data gathering tool to capture information about 

the study context in which potential technologies are considered. This is particularly 

useful when exploring technology use in-the-wild. One such study examined the 

archiving practices of cherished objects and included household visits to six families at 

two different times (Kirk and Sellen, 2010). Each time, the researchers toured the 
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participant’s home discussing archiving practices and learnt about cherished objects by 

interviewing family members. From the home visits, the researchers produced a set of 

considerations for designing technologies that might be cherished by their users.  

Others include studies of food practices within the household context (Comber et al., 

2013; Paay et al., 2012), visiting older adults in their homes to learn about their social 

networks (Gibson et al., 2010) and visits to clinics or hospitals for health related studies 

(Slegers et al., 2013). In these studies, researchers visited participants in the setting that 

technologies were being designed for. In many of the studies, the site visit was used as a 

precursor to a design process. 

Site visits are not always feasible and they can be time consuming depending on the 

setting. They are also usually dependant on the availability and goodwill of a guide. Often 

the visits are complemented with an interview with those guiding the researchers. 

Researchers might take photographs, and take field notes during and after a visit. For my 

research, site visits were used for collecting data within towns affected by the Black 

Saturday bushfires. For the first study, I used site visits to understand how physical 

memorials were created and how they were relevant to the people in fire-affected 

communities.  

3.2.2 Interviews and focus groups 

Interviews are used extensively in research concerning commemoration and memorials. 

Interviews allow researchers to understand the perspective of the interviewees and elicit 

reflections on their own unique experiences. HCI researchers have used interviews when 

designing online social networks for the elderly (Gibson et al., 2010), interviewing 

homeless young people about their technology use (Woelfer and Hendry, 2011) and in the 

commemorative context, interviewing those who created web-based memorials (Sade-

Beck, 2004). 

Focus groups are similar to interviews in that they are based around dialogue between 

participant and interviewer. The difference is that with multiple participants, there is 

increased opportunity for debate and a wide range of perspectives in a single session. 

Massimi and Baecker (2011) incorporated focus groups in their research of technologies 

for supporting those coping with bereavement. Three focus groups were held with parents 

of deceased children facilitated by professional bereavement specialists. This enabled the 

researchers to understand how bereavement support operates first hand. From this and a 

range of other activities, they were able to consider how designers and researchers could 

develop technologies that meet the unique needs of the bereaved. 
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Interviews and focus groups require skilful facilitation. Focus groups provide facilitators 

with additional challenges particularly when there may be a dominant individual in the 

group. Both technologies are also dependent on the ability of the participant to provide 

forthright opinions and accurate recollections on the subject matter. In chapter 5 (the 

chapter that documents study 2), I also discuss how traditional interviews and focus 

groups could be problematic in a commemorative context because of the emotional nature 

of the subject matter. I attempt to address this issue in the study 2 research design. 

A semi-structured interview or focus group is where the interviewer has a set of questions 

they would like to ask, but is flexible to adjust or be sensitive to the interests of the 

participants. They provide an opportunity to direct the discussion, yet also enable the 

researcher to probe on other areas as they come up. Semi-structured interviews and focus 

groups are used throughout this thesis. In the first exploratory study, interviews are used 

as part of the site visits. Additionally, interviews were facilitated with participants who 

used the digital memorial in study 3, where participants were asked to reflect on their 

experiences using a digital memorial on the fourth anniversary of Black Saturday.  

3.2.3 Virtual ethnography 

Hine (2000) introduces virtual ethnography as a method which, as the name suggests, is 

derived from traditional ethnographic research that might be conducted in situ. With a 

virtual ethnography, researchers spend time familiarising themselves with websites and 

online social networks and incorporate this web-based content as part of the data analysed 

in the study. For online social networking sites, it may require the researchers to join the 

online community. For example, Ploderer et al. (2010) completed a virtual ethnography 

to understand the types of people and their motivations for using an online bodybuilding 

social network. The researchers created an online profile on the website, disclosed 

themselves as researchers, and collected online data such as profile information, online 

discussions and photographs.  

A variation on this technique is to use available online data for research purposes. This 

has been utilised in studies of how people express themselves using an online social 

networking platform after a death. For example, several studies analysed comments 

posted on the profiles of deceased MySpace or Facebook users (Brubaker and Hayes, 

2011; Getty et al., 2011; Marwick and Ellison, 2012; Mori et al., 2012). Brubaker and 

Hayes (2011) used both quantitative and qualitative methods to determine the types of 

messages people sent to deceased MySpace users. Similarly, Mori et al. (2012) and 

Marwick and Ellison (2012) analysed post mortem comments made on memorial 

websites and social networking profiles. Through analysing the available data, 
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researchers typically elicited themes related to the types of messages being written. 

Another study found evidence to support the continuing bonds theory (Getty et al., 2011) 

by analysing comments made on deceased Facebook users’ profiles. See section 2.3.2 for 

a detailed review of the findings from the above studies.  

Study 1 included an analysis of online data captured from a range of web-based 

memorials including social networking sites. This was to understand how people used 

technology to commemorate the Black Saturday bushfires. A downside to this type of 

data is that the insights derived are skewed towards understandings from those who post 

messages rather than those who just read without contributing. So some people’s 

reactions to what is discussed online may be missed by the researcher. In these instances 

it can be valuable to triangulate the research by incorporating offline methods in addition 

to analysing the available online data. 

3.2.4 Prototypes and technology probes  

Prototypes and technology probes are often used in HCI studies. A prototype by 

definition is different to a technology probe in that it is either a preliminary version of a 

finalised technology, or represents a small part of a larger system. For example, a 

prototype was developed to explore an intermediary step between keeping a file on a 

computer and deleting it. This was achieved by developing a prototype technology that 

allowed users to demote files in a special area of the desktop interface before deleting 

them completely (Bergman et al., 2009). Understanding how people respond to using 

such a technology resulted in future design considerations for how demotion might be 

designed into future desktop interfaces. 

Before describing a technology probe, it is important to understand its relationship to 

cultural probes. Cultural probes (Gaver et al., 1999) enable researchers and designers to 

access settings that would otherwise be difficult to access. A cultural probe might contain 

a scrapbook, camera and a range of stationery. Participants are asked to use these to 

document, capture, or draw based on the researcher’s study focus. An example context 

might be the domestic setting, where it would not be appropriate for a researcher or 

designer to spend extended periods of time with participants in order to understand how 

to design technology for that setting. A cultural probe, however, can be provided to the 

household members so that they can capture or document based on what the researchers 

might be interested in. The insights can then be used to provide inspiration for researchers 

to design for that setting. 

A technology probe (Hutchinson et al., 2003) is an extension of the idea of a cultural 

probe. It uses interactive technology and supports collecting the relevant content in digital 
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form. A smartphone running an application to capture daily thoughts or allowing the user 

to take photographs with it is one simple example of a technology probe. 

Vetere et al. (2009) incorporated both a cultural probe and technology probe into their 

study design which was to identify opportunities for technology to help mediate 

relationships between grandparents and grandchildren who do not live together. The 

cultural probe was a physical box that the grandparents and grandchildren could use to 

exchange gifts in a playful manner. They were asked to place the objects in the box and 

each evening the researchers, or the magic box fairies would take the box to the other’s 

home. The objects exchanged and the experiences of the participants were used to inspire 

the design of a technology probe for their next study. The technology probe was an 

Internet connected touch screen called Collage, which both grandparents and 

grandchildren could use in their own homes. They could share digital photographs, move 

them around and comment on them on a shared but distributed touch screen interface. 

The research concluded with insight into designing technologies relevant to 

intergenerational relationships. 

The distinction between a prototype and technology probe is not always clear. For 

example, Odom et al. (2012) have explored potential technology use for bereaved family 

members. In their study, Technology Heirlooms are prototype digital memorials for the 

domestic setting, yet they were used in the study as technology probes since their purpose 

was to inspire ideas for completely different concepts. From the participant’s perspective 

they were seen as a prototype, but the researchers used them as technology probes. I 

follow a similar approach in the third study of this thesis. The technology deployed for 

the study is a prototype digital memorial from the participants’ perspective. It is also, 

however, a technology probe used for collecting usage information, and for eliciting new 

design ideas for a context that would be otherwise difficult to access, commemorating the 

anniversary of a tragic event. 

3.2.5 Diary studies 

Diary studies are used in HCI research as “a method of understanding participant 

behaviour and intent in situ that minimizes the effects of observers on participants” 

(Carter and Mankoff, 2005, p. 899). Like cultural probes, they are useful in longitudinal 

studies, or for allowing the researcher to access otherwise difficult locations, such as 

domestic settings. Diary studies are often used to develop an understanding of the day-to-

day experiences of participants using pen and paper. They can be a useful precursor to 

designing technologies relevant to the experiences that people are asked to document, and 

for helping to evaluate technology when the researcher cannot directly observe usage. 
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Technology has also been used to capture similar diary-like entries, such as using SMS 

messaging to capture mobile phone users’ information needs throughout the day (Sohn et 

al., 2008). One of the weaknesses of diary studies is compliance: having participants 

contribute their thoughts on a regular basis. To counter this, reminders can be provided. 

Additionally, complementing a diary study with other ways for participants to 

communicate their experiences helps in instances when the diary has not been used as 

desired. For my third study, this meant including not only a notebook diary and pen, but 

collecting usage data and conducting post-usage interviews in order to capture the users’ 

experiences as they interacted with the digital memorial for commemorating Black 

Saturday. 

3.2.6 Case studies  

Case study research is pervasive in humanities and social sciences. Yin describes a case 

study as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth 

and within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and 

context are not clearly evident” (2008, p. 18). Examples of employing case study 

research with respect to commemoration and memorials include a case study of the 

Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington D.C. (Wagner-Pacifici and Schwartz, 1991) 

and a comparative case study analysing items left at the fence after the bombing in 

Oklahoma City in 1995 against those items left after the Dunblane shootings in 1996 

(Jorgensen-Earp and Lanzilotti, 1998).  

In HCI research, case studies are often used for studies in-the-wild. Wright, Wallace & 

McCarthy (2008) employed a case study in which the creation of digital jewellery was 

used to demonstrate their aesthetic and experience-centred design approach to designing 

technology. Merritt et al. conducted case study research with representatives from a 

Rwandan genocide memorial (2012) to identify methodological challenges of working in 

transnational research. For this thesis, case study research is used in study 1 for 

understanding the commemorative activities that were seen after the Black Saturday 

bushfires.  

3.3 Qualitative data analysis 

Data from the methods described above are wide ranging and include interview 

transcripts, photographs, pamphlets, online data, diary notes, and usage data from 

participants interacting with technologies. In order to analyse the data, qualitative data 

analysis techniques were used for my research. Thematic analysis was the primary 
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method employed for eliciting the themes from the data. Specific techniques from 

Grounded Theory were also useful in performing the analytical steps. 

Thematic analysis is a flexible method for analysing qualitative data. It is “a method for 

identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within data” (Braun and Clarke, 

2006, p. 79). The analysis can be performed inductively, whereby themes can be elicited 

from data alone, or data can be analysed within an existing theoretical framework. Braun 

and Clarke outline six phases for analysing data which are familiarizing yourself with 

your data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and 

naming themes, and producing the report (2006, pp. 86–93). 

Grounded Theory is a data analysis approach often used in qualitative research. The 

fundamental principle is that the analysis starts from the data, and includes a set of 

systematic coding steps to generate theory. It was originally developed by Glaser and 

Strauss (1967) and its techniques and variations are commonly used to analyse qualitative 

data in HCI studies. The approach as prescribed by Strauss & Corbin (1990) includes 

three systematic passes on the data. The first pass is open coding. In open coding, 

categories are identified from the quotes and other annotations of the data, such as 

descriptions of photographs and other notes. In axial coding, a second pass is made where 

relationships are identified in the categories that were created in open coding. Categories 

with minimal data might be merged into others and categories with too much data might 

be broken into smaller, more manageable categories. The third pass is selective coding 

where relevant examples in the form of quotes and other raw data are extracted to help to 

explain each of the key themes identified from the data.  

Slight variations of the techniques described in this section are used for analysing the data 

collected in the thesis studies. Thematic analysis can be seen as the overarching method 

employed for my thesis, while techniques from Grounded Theory were used for carrying 

out the analytical steps. I discuss in detail the analytical approach at the beginning of the 

chapter relating to each of the studies. The Black Saturday bushfires  

The aftermath of the Black Saturday bushfires was chosen as the site to carry out the 

research for each of the three thesis studies. This was chosen since it gave me an 

opportunity to explore current commemorative practices, both physical and online, and 

also gave me an opportunity to engage participants from fire-affected communities in the 

design process for creating a digital memorial.  

Much has been written about the Black Saturday bushfires in Victoria, Australia in 2009. 

Shortly after the fires, the premier of Victoria established a Royal Commission (“The 

2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission final report,” 2010) investigating the causes 
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and impact of the fires, and provided recommendations for minimising the risk of similar 

tragedies occurring in future. The following provides a brief summary of the events of 

Black Saturday from the Royal Commission’s findings:  

Victoria endured one of its most severe and prolonged heatwaves during 

the final week of January 2009. The temperature in Melbourne was above 

43°C for three consecutive days for the first time since records had been 

kept. Saturday 7 February was forecast to reach temperatures in the low 

40s, accompanied by strong winds.... 

The conditions forecast for 7 February were realised, as were people’s 

worst fears when fires broke out across the state. Temperatures were 

nearing 40°C by 11.00 am in many parts of the state and later climbed to 

the mid-40s. Numerous areas endured record-breaking maximums—

including Melbourne, which reached 46.4°C. Strong winds in the morning 

grew to storm force as the day progressed, and a wind change moved 

across the state during the afternoon, greatly intensifying the fires. The 

Commission was informed that the CFA and DSE attended or patrolled 

316 grass, scrub or forest fires on that day... 

The most serious consequence of the fires was the death of 173 people. 

Left behind are families, friends and communities still trying to come to 

terms with their loss. Accompanying this loss of life is the fires’ impact 

on property and the infrastructure that supports communities, as well as 

the substantial environmental impact, which will take years to fully reveal 

itself—let alone be ameliorated. It is extremely difficult to quantify the 

cost of a disaster like this, but the Commission estimates it to be more 

than $4 billion. This was one of Australia’s worst natural 

disasters... (“The 2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission final 

report,” 2010) 

 

 

 

Figure 3:1 – Location of bushfires on Black Saturday (Carson, 2009) 
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My own personal experience of Black Saturday was that I was living in Melbourne at the 

time, spending a weekend attempting to keep cool in the CBD. Melbourne is the closest 

capital city to the fire-affected towns, and on the Saturday evening of the fires, numerous 

contacts from interstate called my phone to check that I was safe. Like many people, I 

kept up to date through news websites and watched the mainstream television coverage as 

the events unfolded. Over time, I came to learn about friends of friends who lost homes, 

or knew of people who had died on Black Saturday, but I was not directly affected in any 

tangible sense.  

Through this thesis work, however, I came to know people from the affected 

communities and learnt of their experiences on the day and the challenges that they faced 

afterwards. It was within the first year of my research in this project (around a year and 

half after the fires) that my interests in technology use in commemorative settings became 

a focus. With this, I sought to conduct preliminary investigations into how people in the 

communities affected by Black Saturday may be commemorating their losses. In two 

preliminary visits, I identified that there were both physical memorials and people using 

online platforms in commemorative ways, and so through discussions with my 

supervisors, agreed that this would be a suitable site to carry through my entire thesis 

given the research questions that were emerging.  

3.3.1 Concerns of over-researching fire-affected 

communities 

A concern identified in early meetings regarding my thesis with supervisors was whether 

Black Saturday affected communities might be over-researched. Over-research arises 

“from a combination of the sheer repetition, frequency and often redundancy of research 

presence, as well as a sense that research fails to bring any tangible or substantive 

change or benefit to the residents living in the communities being studied” (Sukarieh and 

Tannock, 2013, p. 497). Additionally, Clark identified that “problems associated with 

over-researching were most likely to be reported in this study where engagement did not 

directly lead to any experience of change or where involvement could not contribute to 

the primary aims and interests of the research group” (2008, p. 966).  After the fires, a 

Royal Commission was initiated by the government for investigating the causes of the 

fires and to examine the emergency response. In doing so, people who had lost loved 

ones, and the survivors were asked to contribute their reflections on their experiences for 

the Royal Commission report. Additionally, prior to starting my fieldwork, the 

Melbourne School of Population and Global Health at The University of Melbourne had 

received a grant for a study investigating health concerns for those affected by the fires. 
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Each of these studies serves an important role, and so the concern was that my 

exploratory study focusing on digital memorial design may have resulted in an 

unwillingness to participate if there were no clear tangible benefits guaranteed at the 

outset. Therefore, to be conservative with recruitment, I decided to only involve those 

who had already been part of memorial projects. For example, I targeted individuals who 

might have been part of a working group who were creating a memorial for a town. The 

reason these participants were the focus was that they were likely to have interests in 

memorials prior to my contacting them, and possibly would be interested in engaging in a 

process for designing a digital memorial. Focusing on this type of participant in my 

research meant that the generalisability of my contributions are limited, yet I justify this 

with the need to mitigate against potential issues of over-researching. These limitations 

are discussed in each study chapter. 

3.4 Overview of the research questions 

The three empirical studies of this thesis are outlined in this section, guided by the thesis 

research question that was introduced in the literature review chapter: 

What are the challenges for designing digital memorials for large-scale 

tragedies? 

There were three sub research questions used to address this thesis research question. 

Each research question was created subsequent to the completion of the previous study, 

and as a whole, combine to respond to the overarching thesis research question.  

The first study aimed to characterise both the physical and web-based memorials by 

understanding the role memorials played to commemorate the Black Saturday fires. The 

research question for this study is as follows: 

Research question 1: How were the Black Saturday bushfires 

commemorated across both physical and web-based memorials? 

In order to respond to the research question, I conducted site visits to Black Saturday 

affected communities and interviewed people to develop an understanding of the physical 

memorials used for commemorating the fires. The characteristics of web-based 

memorials were derived from a virtual ethnography that included analysing messages and 

posts made on various websites and social networking sites used to commemorate the 

fires.  

The second study includes two separate research questions. A technique for designing 

with people in a fire-affected community was required for the study. Prior to starting the 
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study, I had concerns that the participants might find it challenging to be forthcoming in a 

group setting, since they would be asked to speak about their memories related to Black 

Saturday. Reflecting on these memories I felt might be relevant for digital memorial 

design, and therefore I needed a way to provide a comfortable and supportive 

environment where they could express themselves freely. To do this, I employed a 

traditional craft (mosaicking) as a way to mediate design workshops with participants. 

The following is the related research question: 

Research question 2a: What influence does employing a craft such as 

mosaicking have when designing digital memorials with participants in 

a commemorative setting? 

Research question 2a allowed me to reflect on the technique used for designing a digital 

memorial with participants in a commemorative setting. Research question 2b on the 

other hand relates to the outcomes of the design workshops. A set of considerations for 

researchers and designers of digital memorials were required: 

Research question 2b: What are the considerations for designing digital 

memorials that are for engaging diverse audiences, ranging from the 

bereaved to those with only a passing interest? 

The workshops in the second study resulted in a set of five considerations for digital 

memorial design. The digital memorial created for study 3 addressed these design 

considerations. The aim of the final study was to evaluate how participants responded to a 

digital memorial that embodied the findings from the previous study: 

Research question 3: How do people respond to using a digital 

memorial that addresses the design considerations from study 2? 

To respond to this research question, I developed a digital memorial that addressed the 

design considerations from study 2. It includes both a tablet computer app and a web 

interface. It was intended to be used for commemorating the fourth anniversary of Black 

Saturday. People in the fire-affected community as well as those not directly affected 

participated. Through comparing the different experiences of people over the anniversary 

period, I was able to reflect and refine the design considerations for digital memorials. 

Each of these studies built upon the findings from the previous study to address the 

overall thesis research question. One contribution of this thesis, amongst others, is a set of 

considerations for designers and researchers interested in digital memorial design. Table 

3:1 provides an overview of the research aims of each study and associated methods used.  
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 Research Aim  Methods 

Study 1 

(Chapter 4) 

Characterise physical and web-based 

memorials by understanding the role 

memorials played to commemorate the 

Black Saturday fires.  

 Site visits 

 Interviews 

 Virtual ethnography 

Study 2 

(Chapter 5) 

Identify design considerations for digital 

memorials based on design workshops 

with people in fire-affected 

communities. 

 Design workshops 

facilitated by a craft-

based activity 

Study 3 

(Chapter 6) 

Refined the design considerations from 

study 2 by evaluating people using a 

digital memorial for commemorating 

Black Saturday on the fourth 

anniversary. 

 Digital memorial 

deployment 

 Post-usage interviews 

 Diary study  

 Content analysis on 

usage logs 

Table 3:1 – Research aims and methods for each study 

3.5 Conclusion 

The research design for this thesis was presented in this chapter. Ethnography, 

Participatory Design and Research through Design were discussed as the methodological 

influences for the thesis approach. The methods used were then introduced including site 

visits, interviews, focus groups, virtual ethnography, prototypes and technology probes, 

diary studies and case studies. I then justified the aftermath of the Black Saturday 

bushfires from 2009 as the site to carry out each of the thesis studies, before providing a 

detailed account of the events of Black Saturday. The chapter concluded with an outline 

of each of the three studies that were guided by the overall thesis research question made 

up of four sub research questions. The next three chapters present the findings from each 

study respectively.
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Chapter 4 

Study 1: Understanding 
commemoration  

4.1 Introduction 

The literature review chapter (chapter 2) revealed that there is a limited understanding of 

digital memorial design beyond the personal and familial context. Commemoration 

relating to larger events, such as natural disasters and wars, usually involve a diversity of 

people, from the directly bereaved through to outsiders who only have a passing interest. 

For this thesis, the research focuses on commemorations related to the Black Saturday 

bushfires that occurred in Victoria, Australia, in 2009. 

The aim of this first study was to understand the characteristics of existing 

commemorative practices
4
. This was achieved through a case study of how the Black 

Saturday bushfires were commemorated with both physical and web-based memorials. 

From this study, a set of opportunities for digital memorial design are produced. Guiding 

the first study was the following research question: 

Research question 1: How were the Black Saturday bushfires 

commemorated across both physical and web-based memorials? 

Physical memorials include monuments, sculptures, spaces such as parks or gardens, or 

even poems written on paper and posted to a notice board. Despite not necessarily having 

a physical form, events such as anniversary services were also relevant for the study. To 

develop an understanding of how people engaged with digital technologies for 

commemorative purposes, web-based memorials for Black Saturday were analysed. Web-

based memorials in this thesis, refers to online platforms people use to post messages of 

grief, condolence, and personal reflections (Foot et al., 2005). This might be on a bespoke 

website for posting tributes or through appropriating a social networking site such as 

Facebook to post messages of condolence.  

                                                      
4 Aspects of study 1 were published in Mori, Howard, & Gibbs (2011), which is provided in Appendix E, 

section E.1. The relevant content of this paper has been integrated into this chapter. 
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There were two separate research activities conducted in this study. The first was to 

identify and analyse the physical memorials relating to Black Saturday. Similar to the 

studies of cherished objects (Golsteijn et al., 2012; Kirk and Sellen, 2010) introduced in 

the literature review chapter (section 2.4.1), site visits and interviews were employed for 

this. The second was to understand how people commemorated using web-based 

memorials after Black Saturday. Similar to the studies of post mortem social networking 

covered in the literature review and research design chapters (Brubaker and Hayes, 2011; 

Marwick and boyd, 2010), messages posted to the web-based memorials were analysed. 

To assist in grounding the study in relevant theoretical understandings of 

commemoration, the use of web-based memorials after Black Saturday were evaluated 

against the seven characteristics of spontaneous memorialisation identified by Haney et 

al. (1997). The literature review chapter included a detailed account of spontaneous 

memorialisation (section 2.2.1). It is often seen after tragedy, where people leave behind 

objects such as notes written on paper, flowers, and other physical objects of 

commemorative value at a site relevant to the tragedy. Haney et al. (1997) developed 

seven characteristics of spontaneous memorialisation (Table 4:5) that were intended to be 

used by researchers to identify and understand spontaneous memorials. In this study, each 

of these seven characteristics was evaluated against web-based memorial usage after 

Black Saturday. It was found that there were significant overlaps with how people 

contributed both with a physically situated spontaneous memorial and with web-based 

memorials. 

4.2 Study design 

As outlined in the research design chapter, much of the fieldwork relating to studies of 

commemoration is ethnographic, particularly research by anthropologists. Similarly, HCI 

researchers interested in technology use outside the workplace employed 

ethnographically informed methods for their research, using methods such as site visits, 

interviews, focus groups, and cultural and technical probes (section 3.2). 

In this section, I first describe the types of candidate memorials considered for this study. 

The methods for examining both physical and web-based memorials are then presented. 

These include site visits and interviews, in addition to attending a memorial working 

group meeting, and various events on the second anniversary of Black Saturday. To 

analyse web-based memorials, a virtual ethnography was completed to understand how 

they were used after Black Saturday. After describing these methods, the analytic process 

used for this study is presented. 
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4.2.1 Identifying physical memorials 

A range of physical memorials were created after Black Saturday. Being an initial 

exploratory study, the criteria for selecting people to include in this study was flexible. A 

requirement was that the memorial needed a social or community orientation, rather than 

focused on personal mementos. This means prioritising public monuments over 

gravesites. Additionally, projects that were purely functional, such as the community 

groups organised to rebuild fences after the fires were excluded. Instead memorials that 

emphasised grieving, remembering, honouring or encouraging social support were 

included. Another important criterion was that I needed to have access to somebody who 

could speak first-hand about their experience with the memorial. This was important to 

understand the memorial creation process, and to provide insight into the purpose of the 

memorial rather than simply examining the form and visual aesthetics of the memorial. 

The physical memorials analysed in this study were wide ranging and include large 

monuments or structures, art projects, craft groups such as knitting and mosaicking 

groups, a book of poems created by a resident who lost property, and events held on the 

anniversary. In Table 4:1, each of these physical memorials are presented.  

4.2.2 Site visits and interviews 

To understand the importance of physical memorials to those in the communities affected 

by the fires, I made site visits to all memorials analysed in this study. This was in 

conjunction with interviewing at least somebody who was involved in creating, or had 

some association to the memorial. To identify the memorials and determine who might be 

interested in participating in the study, I used a search engine to find details about the 

memorial and made phone calls if contact details were listed. After identifying a suitable 

person who might be able to contribute insight about the memorial, I asked if they would 

be interested in sharing their experiences in an interview at a location close to where we 

could discuss and visit the memorial. People tended to be interested in my study after I 

spoke about it with them, and understood how describing their existing experiences 

relating to memorials post Black Saturday would help shape the role of technology for 

future technologies used for commemoration. Over time, however, the most effective way 

to identify and recruit participants was through word of mouth. Being smaller regional 

communities, people often directed me to others they knew of who could speak about 

other memorials. This snowballing (Patrick et al., 1998) technique helped me obtain other 

participants. In total seven people were interviewed for this study towards the end of 2010 

and through January and February of 2011. This was before and around the second 

anniversary. 
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A typical site visit would involve finding a quiet location where we could hold the 

interview, have the participant sign the consent form, and start the interview which was 

audio recorded. The questions used to guide the semi-structured interviews are provided 

in Appendix A.2. The questions revolved around understanding what the memorial is, 

how it was created and what it means to the interviewee. After each interview, we would 

visit the memorial and continue the conversation where they might direct me towards 

points of importance. For example with the Poetry Tree, I conducted the interview in a 

small community hall close to the tree with two residents who had both posted poems to 

the tree. After completing the interview, we walked to the tree to talk about the poems 

and take photographs. 

4.2.3 Memorial working group and anniversary events 

It was not only interview transcripts that constitute the data for this study. I attended a 

memorial working group meeting in Strathewen as the local community members came 

together to discuss plans for a permanent memorial, and so my own field notes from this 

meeting were also included. At the time I visited (a year and a half after the fires), the 

group was already established. Prior to my visit, the group had completed a survey to 

elicit the local residents’ perspectives on a memorial for the fires. In the meeting, the 

residents in the working group discussed the results of the survey and were debating the 

requirements for the memorial with respect to its purpose, location, and other logistics.  

I also attended four events on the second anniversary of Black Saturday. One was an 

invitation-only gathering in Clonbinane. Clonbinane is a small, fire-affected town that 

suffered no loss of life on Black Saturday but many people lost property. Approximately 

40-50 people attended the event. I received an invitation after making contact with a local 

resident who was organising the event for their small community. Another event had been 

advertised for the local community in Kinglake on the second anniversary which I 

attended. This was larger, with around 150-200 people in attendance. I also attended a 

large Melbourne service (over 1000 people in attendance) to commemorate Black 

Saturday which included dignitaries such as the Prime Minister. Another event that was 

being held on the same day as the Melbourne service was an arts exhibition for 

showcasing Black Saturday themed works. A wide range of artists presented their work 

including painters, and jewellers, and a stage was set up for dance performances, 

musicians and storytellers. I attended these events as part of the general public, and my 

interactions with people was to speak with artists about their work and also engage in 

other ad hoc conversations with other attendees. After attending each event, I wrote field 

notes relating to my experiences and included them in the analysis. In total eight separate 

visits were made to the fire-affected towns for this study. 
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Physical memorials Date of 

visit/interview 

Type of activity (number of 

people) 

Data collected 

Attended a Strathewen Memorial Working Group 

meeting as a visitor.  

19
th
 September 2010 Observation (around 20 people 

in meeting) 

Field notes were written after the 

meeting 

Met with two residents of Strathewen who spoke 

about the Poetry Tree and Letterbox project. 

17
th
 January 2011 Interview (2 participants) Interview transcripts, photographs 

and field notes of visits to the sites. 

Interviewed three people involved in the Memory 

Boxes project. 

4
th
 February 2011 Interview (3 participants) Photographs of the memory boxes 

and interview transcripts 

The Tree Project – Met with the project manager of 

a memorial project where a large tree was being 

created from forged metallic leaves by blacksmiths 

all over the world as a memorial to be gifted to a 

fire-affected town. 

25
th
 February 2011 Interview (1 participant) Interview transcript 

Book of Poems – Met with a person who had had 

begun writing poetry after the fires and produced a 

book for the community. 

25
th
 February 2011 Interview(1 participant) Interview transcript 

Attended small invitation-only Black Saturday 

anniversary event in Clonbinane. 

5
th
 February 2011 Event: approx. 40-50 people 

attended the event 

Field notes 

Attended the Kinglake memorial service for the 

community to commemorate the fires. 

7
th
 February 2011 Event: approx. 150 - 200 people 

attended the event 

Field notes  

Attended the Emergence, Art on the Move event. 

Arts such as dance, poetry, storytelling, music, 

sculpture were included in this exhibition. 

6
th
 February 2011 Event: > 1000 people due to the 

exhibition being held on the 

same day and close to the 

anniversary service 

Brochure, field notes 

Attended the Melbourne Black Saturday 

anniversary service.  

6
th
 February 2011 Event: > 1000 people attended 

the service 

Field notes  

Table 4:1 – Physical memorials included in study 1



Chapter 4. Study 1 

62 

4.2.4 Web-based memorials and virtual ethnography  

To understand how people used web-based memorials, my approach was similar to 

comparable studies of post mortem messaging on social networking sites (Brubaker and 

Hayes, 2011; Mori et al., 2012; Sade-Beck, 2004). In each of these studies, the 

researchers downloaded messages from the deceased’s online social networking profiles. 

The criteria for selecting web-based memorials was similar to the physical memorials in 

that they needed to be spaces used to commemorate Black Saturday that were not just for 

personal use, but were relevant to a wide range of people. I focused on sites where people 

had expressed their grief, were mourning, reminiscing, or honouring lives lost. There also 

needed to be evidence of participation, such as messages posted to the website, to ensure 

that people had engaged with it. Sites not included for analysis included those that 

supported activities oriented towards co-ordinating people in the recovery after the fires 

by offering to volunteer to help, using online platforms to share fire-related information, 

and also collecting donations for the survivors. These were considered functional rather 

than commemorative and so were not included in the study. As will be shown in the 

findings, however, this idea that something can be commemorative alone without being 

functional or have pragmatic use, was not so straight-forward. 

Given the requirements described above, online tribute pages and Facebook groups 

related to Black Saturday were identified as the web-based memorials that fit the criteria 

for the study. There were two different types of online tribute pages that I included for 

analysis. One focused on commemorating individual lives that were lost in the fires. The 

other was an area for commemorating Black Saturday more generally. Three different 

Facebook groups devoted to commemorating Black Saturday were also included in the 

analysis. Each of these web-based memorials helped to ensure a range were included 

where participation varied with respect to the number, and types of people involved. 

Further details (including screenshots) on these are presented in section 4.4.1. Table 4:2 

summarises the web-based memorials included in this study including the number of 

message analysed. How the messages were sampled is discussed in section 4.2.5.  

Web-based memorials  Data analysed 

Online Tribute Pages 

 for all victims of Black Saturday 

 for individual victims of Black 

Saturday 

 205 messages from the all victims 

area 

 511 messages from 14 individual 

tribute pages 

3 Facebook groups devoted to 

commemorating the victims of Black 

Saturday 

224 messages and replies 

Table 4:2 – Web-based memorials 
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4.2.5 Analytic process  

Thematic analysis is the method employed in this thesis (as discussed in section 3.3). It is 

a flexible method focussed on eliciting patterns from data. For the procedural steps to 

analyse the data, coding techniques derived from grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 

1967) were adopted. This is an approach commonly used in qualitative research for HCI 

studies (Leong, 2009; Ploderer et al., 2010). Interview transcripts and field notes were the 

primary data collected from site visits, and messages and comments downloaded from 

social networking sites and online tribute pages used after Black Saturday constituted the 

data for web-based memorials. The first coding stage of the analysis (documented below) 

was stopped when data saturation had been reached. All data were loaded into the 

software ATLAS.Ti (Muhr, 1997) which supports selecting text and categorising it using 

codes. The physical and web-based memorial data were analysed separately because of 

the variation in the type of data collected and to assist in drawing comparisons based on 

the characteristics identified from each.  

There were three passes made over the data. There was an initial pass of open coding 

(Neuman, 2006, p. 461) where trends were identified and raw codes created. For the 

physical memorials, codes could be attributed to responses to an interview question, a 

statement made by interviewees, or a paragraph of the field notes. For the online tributes 

and Facebook pages, messages posted to those sites were coded, and messages could have 

any number of codes attributed to them. This open coding process resulted in 50 raw 

codes relating to the physical memorials (based on 403 quotes) and 70 codes for the web-

based memorials (based on 940 messages). The second pass was to consolidate codes, 

similar to the process of Axial coding as defined in Neuman (2006, p. 462). This involved 

consolidating codes if there were overlapping ideas across the codes. For example, I 

decided to bring together ideas surrounding creativity (such as codes related to uses of 

poetry) and codes relating to symbolism and metaphoric representations. This resulted in 

23 and 38 consolidated codes from the physical and web-based memorial data 

respectively. The final pass involved selecting the codes that directly addressed the 

research question. Those which were chosen were the codes that provided insight into 

differences and similarities across the physical and web-based memorials. These codes 

were grouped into the subheadings that form the structure of the findings of this chapter. 

In Table 4:3 and Table 4:4, examples show how the steps of the analysis were performed 

to elicit the characteristics of both physical and web-based memorials.
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Physical memorial data Raw codes from open coding Consolidated codes  

from axial coding 

Characteristic from 

selective coding 

... and then I stopped at the tree.  I saw the first poem and I got out and for it I also 

read and I thought that's right, we're going to do it, we're going to do it, and then I 

said to Naomi, quick, we'll go and get some more poems and we'll put them on.  So 

we went home and we laminated our poems and put it on, two more on, and then 

for me in my feelings of the tree the poems started to - you know, the weather, the 

rain would melt the writing  

Expressing ones grief through 

poetry 

 

A participative and grassroots 

memorial 

 

The decay and weathering of the 

memorial 

Symbolism and 

metaphoric representations 

 

Driven at the grassroots 

 

 

Ephemerality 

Symbolism and 

metaphoric representations 

 

Driven at the grassroots 

 

 

Ephemerality and 

permanence 

So there was definitely not a need for a letterbox...It was merely something to 

gather the people 

Craft groups for bringing people 

together 

Craft groups for bringing 

people together 

Memorials for bringing 

people together 

Blacksmiths from around the world have said ‘tell us when it’s being erected, we 

want to fly over and see it’ which is amazing. But the balancing act I’ve got at the 

moment is I’ve involved so many people in this project, and everyone wants to see 

it, it’s putting it in a really, really tiny place. And we don’t want to upset the local 

community. 

Concern about attracting too 

much unwanted attention  

Concern about attracting 

too much unwanted 

attention 

Memorials for bringing 

people together 

Table 4:3 – Physical memorial coding examples 

Web-based memorial data Raw codes from open coding Consolidated codes from 

axial coding 

Characteristic from 

selective coding 

I remember the last time I saw you, you had such a sweet smile and a cheeky grin. 

You'll be missed always. [Individual Tribute Page] 

Recalling memories of a loved 

one 

 

From a person who knew the 

deceased directly 

Sharing memories online 

 

 

Comment from a person 

who knew the deceased 

directly 

Sharing memories online 

 

 

Contributor type - knew 

the deceased 

Me and my family went back 2 visit Marysville on Friday, when A Current Affair 

was on. We went 2 our favourite bakery there 4 afternoon tea. We were there the 

year b4 the fires. I have posted pix of that trip on here already last year. Hugz 2 all 

affected by it all!! [Facebook group] 

From a person who did not 

know the deceased directly 

 

Recalling memories of a Black 

Saturday affected town 

Comment from a person 

who did not know the 

deceased directly 

 

Sharing memories online 

Contributor type - did not 

know the deceased 

 

 

Sharing memories online  

It was the anniversary of the bush fires yesterday and I forgot! it was just another 

day for my family and I! It wasn't till today that I realised another year has passed 

and how easily we forget things that don't directly effect us..... My heart goes out to 

all of you that are still struggling day to day and those who's struggle has eased 

but will never ever forget! [Victorian Bushfire Tragedy Page] 

Anniversaries and special dates 

 

From a person who did not 

know the deceased directly 

 

Sending condolences to the 

bereaved 

Anniversaries and special 

dates 

 

Comment from a person 

who did not know the 

deceased directly 

Temporal patterns 

 

 

Contributor type  - did not 

know the deceased 

Table 4:4 – Web-based memorial coding examples
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4.3 Characteristics of physical memorials 

The findings from this study are separated into two sections. This first includes the 

characteristics of physical memorials based on analysing those for commemorating Black 

Saturday. The characteristics identified in the study are the importance of place, reliance 

on symbolism and metaphoric representations, arts and crafts, their grassroots nature, 

ephemerality and permanence, and bringing people together. Each of the characteristics is 

discussed in turn in this section. 

4.3.1 The importance of place 

Many of the physical memorials for Black Saturday are located at sites relevant to the 

fires. In Strathewen, a burnt tree on the side of the only road leading into the town was 

used as a spontaneous memorial immediately after the fires (Figure 4:1). Hand-written 

poems were placed in plastic sleeves and affixed to the tree. Photographs of the deceased 

were also displayed and flowers placed on and around the tree. In an interview with those 

who had contributed poems to the tree, participants spoke about the importance of the 

location of the Poetry Tree: 

Interviewee 1: I often thought, why that tree? 

Interviewee 2: Why that tree, yes. 

Interviewee 1: Because it's near that bridge and that bridge takes you over 

into Strathewen … That's the gateway and that was a very significant tree 

and that tree had been through the fires like us and yet it was regenerating.  

So it was very symbolic. 

 

Figure 4:1 – The Poetry Tree 
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The location of the tree was “symbolic” to the interviewee. Later in the same interview, 

the participant indicated that as she drove into the town after trips away, without 

stopping, she would always acknowledge the tree. In another example, I attended a 

memorial working group meeting in a different site visit to Strathewen. This was a group 

that had been set up by people from the community who wanted to create a permanent 

monument to be placed in the town to commemorate the fires. In the meeting, attendees 

discussed potential locations for the memorial, emphasising the importance of a place 

allowing for quiet reflection and somewhere relevant to the fires. The likely candidate 

discussed was next to the sports ground that was used as a refuge on Black Saturday. 

Despite being a refuge for many, the ferocity of the fires still resulted in some losing their 

lives there
5
.  

At the time of the interviews for this study, another physical memorial was being 

considered to be placed in Strathewen. The Blacksmith Tree (“The Tree Project”, 2010) 

was a project that begun from a discussion on an online discussion forum for blacksmiths. 

The idea was that a tree made out of forged metallic leaves could be donated as a gift for 

a fire-affected community (Figure 4:2). In an interview with the project manager of the 

project, the location of the memorial was discussed
6
: 

Interviewee: What they’re trying to provide is a sacred space for people to 

go so they can reflect, they can feel better. They can feel at peace. They 

don’t feel upset or hassled. So they’re not reminded about the horror so 

much. They just have a special place to go because these places are needed 

now more than ever. They’re always there, in every community, you really 

need special places to go. They used to be our churches, but that’s changed 

for a lot of people. So we’re creating other spaces for the sacred. And after 

a big tragedy, we really need those spaces where people can feel safe and at 

peace with their own thoughts.  

 

Figure 4:2 – Leaves of the Blacksmith Tree 

                                                      
5 In 2012, the memorial was created and placed next to the sports ground in the town, in amongst some trees 

(Figure 4:3). 
6 In February 2014, the Blacksmith Tree was placed next to the sports ground in Strathewen, close to the 

other memorial for the community.  
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The project manager was discussing the importance of selecting a location where the 

characteristics of the environment lent itself to visitors having reflective experiences and 

encouraging them to feel at peace. The claim she makes that churches used to be the 

places for commemoration reflects a contemporary trend identified in the literature 

relating to spontaneous memorials. Margry & Sánchez-Carretero (2011) suggest that 

institutions such as organised religion are becoming less relevant for commemoration in 

modern Western societies. Spontaneous memorials are often attached to somewhere close 

to a location associated with the tragedy. An example includes the Oklahoma bombings 

(Jorgensen-Earp and Lanzilotti, 1998) where commemorative paraphernalia such as 

flowers and notes were left at the fenced off area at the site of the bombing. Similar 

outpourings were seen at Ground Zero directly after the September 11, 2001 attacks in 

New York (Durbin, 2003). The Poetry Tree is an example of a spontaneous memorial 

where paraphernalia such as flowers, poems and other objects were placed at a site 

relevant to the tragedy. The Blacksmith Tree and the memorial planned by the memorial 

working group are not. The findings, however, indicated that for a range of memorials, 

the placement chosen was significant and that often sites associated with the tragedy are 

selected. 

4.3.2 Symbolism and metaphoric representations 

Physical memorials related to Black Saturday lent heavily on symbolism and metaphoric 

representations. To illustrate with an example, the website promoting the work that the 

landscape architects/urban designers were involved in to build the Strathewen memorial 

(Figure 4:3) describes the symbolism embodied in the memorial on their website. 

A simple concept of four water drops falling onto the landscape provided 

the physical form from which the community of Strathewen could begin to 

overlay their story of the event. Ripples of slate and sandstone radiating out 

from four central stainless steel domes allude to the ripple effects of the fire 

on the broader community. Each circle carries its own theme of beauty, 

loss, rebuilding and hope and rejuvenation. Individual stories from 

community members were sourced and quoted to build a collective 

commemorative voice (“Strathewen Bushfire Memorial, Strathewen, 

Victoria”, n.d.). 
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Figure 4:3 – The Strathewen Memorial 

It was difficult to find a Black Saturday memorial that did not have some kind of abstract 

symbolism as a way to either tell the narrative of Black Saturday or to represent 

something of importance related to the fires or their aftermath. Another example includes 

a stainless steel sculpture in the shape of a mythical phoenix (“Black Saturday Bushfires”, 

n.d.). The sculpture is located at the Traralgon South Fire Station and was funded by the 

town’s fire brigade. It depicts a phoenix launching into flight. In Egyptian mythology, 

when a phoenix came to the end of its life it would set itself on fire, and a new phoenix 

would be born from the ashes. This symbolism of rebirth and renewal is expressed in 

other ways with Black Saturday memorials with trees often used as symbols to depict 

this. In addition to the Poetry Tree and the Blacksmith Tree already described (section 

4.3.1), a logo that includes a burnt tree with a single green leaf was created as a symbol 

for Flowerdale residents to commemorate the fires (“The Flowerdale Tattoo”, n.d.). This 

logo represents both the destruction caused by the fires and the renewal of the affected 

communities afterwards. 

Anthropologists Hallam & Hockey (2001) suggest that metaphoric representations such 

as those described above are ubiquitous in Western rituals surrounding death and 

commemoration. Examples include flowers at a funeral representing both the beauty and 

fragility of life, and keeping the flame of a candle lit to represent the desire to sustain the 

memory of the deceased. Another metaphor is sleep at a gravesite. 

‘Sleep’ is the domain that many Westerners draw upon, metaphorically, to 

think about and manage death. In this context, material cultures of death 

include churchyards full of the stone ‘beds’ in which the dead lie in their white 

nightdress shrouds, stretched out on their backs in familial proximity to those 

they shared a bed with in life (Hallam and Hockey, 2001, p. 28). 

This pervasive use of symbolism and metaphoric representations is shared across 

traditional death rituals in Western societies and the physical memorials created for 
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commemorating Black Saturday. Covered extensively in chapter 5 and 6 of the thesis 

(section 5.5.2 and section 6.5) is an understanding of the relationship between digital 

memorials, symbolism and metaphoric representations. 

4.3.3 Arts and crafts 

Throughout the site visits to fire-affected communities, it became increasingly difficult to 

determine what constitutes a memorial. Expectations were of monuments and structures 

placed within fire-affected towns and communities, and perhaps instances of spontaneous 

memorials. However, the site visits showed that creativity was expressed through a wide 

range of arts and crafts, including dance performances that could also be relevant to my 

study. Being an exploratory study, these creative expressions were included in the 

analysis because the people who I spoke with often referred to them as commemorative 

or even referred to the created objects as memorials. On the second anniversary of the 

fires, I attended an event called “Emergence” (“Emergence Art on the Move 2011”, n.d.) 

held in Melbourne. Various artists from affected towns showcased their bushfire-themed 

works including paintings, sculpture, and jewellery. Additionally, a stage was setup for 

performances from musicians, dancers, poets and story-tellers. Crowds gathered to watch 

the performances and look at the exhibits on the day that I attended. The brochure for the 

event contained information about how artists in the affected communities had taken on a 

leadership role with respect to healing and rebuilding, and that this was an event to 

celebrate their important role.  

Expressing oneself through poetry was another way that some people connected to their 

grief in a creative way. I interviewed a resident who lost property on Black Saturday and 

had started writing poems a month after the fires, having never written poetry before. She 

created a book of poems relating to the fires and the aftermath, with illustrations drawn 

by a friend. She sold copies of the book to raise money for the local fire authority. 

Another project was facilitated by an artist who lived close to the fire-affected areas. She 

asked people who lost homes and possessions in the fires to create small shrines using a 

combination of remnants from the fires. These were called Memory Boxes (“The 

Memory Box Project”, n.d.). They were then displayed at various commemorative events 

such as the services on the anniversary of Black Saturday (Figure 4:4). 
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Figure 4:4 – Memory Boxes 

In addition to these artistic works, a number of traditional craft projects began after Black 

Saturday within the affected communities, such as knitting and mosaicking groups. I use 

the word “traditional” in reference to them being established and well known crafts in 

western society. One knitting group had created woollen chooks (Australian slang for 

chicken) for the local schoolchildren (Figure 4:5).  

 

Figure 4:5 – Knitted Woollen Chooks  

In three different communities, groups of people came together to work on a mosaic. In 

Strathewen, a group came together to mosaic letterboxes for the local residents (Figure 

4:6). In Kyneton, a mosaic mural was created by locals and placed on the sidewall of the 

Kyneton Town Hall and in St Andrews, a group designed and assembled a mosaic chair 

that was placed in front of the community hall as a prominent reminder of the fires.  
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Figure 4:6 – Mosaicked Letterboxes 

Commemoration in this thesis was loosely introduced as acts of grieving, mourning, 

condoling, remembering or reflecting, and is something that can be done either 

individually or with others. It is often enabled or marked by memorials, and so the 

expectations prior to this study were that physical memorials for Black Saturday would 

be large monuments designed by architects or potentially spontaneous memorials 

emerging unplanned such as the Poetry Tree. It was found however, that artworks such as 

paintings with a Black Saturday theme, or people writing and sharing poems, had values 

associated with grieving and remembering as well. Furthermore, craft groups including 

people in Black Saturday affected towns also produced aesthetic objects that were used 

for comforting people (the knitted chooks were given to school children) as well as for 

marking Black Saturday in a public way. For example the mosaicked letterboxes in 

Strathewen, the chair in St Andrews, and the mural in Kyneton were all displayed in 

places that people in the local areas could easily access. In a related finding in this study 

(section 4.3.6), these craft groups were also found to play an emotionally socially 

supportive role for those who attended. 

4.3.4 Grassroots commemoration 

Many of the memorials created after Black Saturday were grassroots rather than 

institutionally driven initiatives. This means that individuals, without attachment to or on 

behalf of an organisation, were the originators of the memorials. For example, the Poetry 

Tree in Strathewen was started by a local resident who posted a single poem to the tree 

independently of any institutional body. It evolved into a spontaneous memorial over 

time with other residents in the community contributing poems. 
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Permanent monuments such as the Strathewen memorial are typically seen as 

institutionally driven projects initiated by organisations such as local councils, churches 

or other larger organisational bodies (Doss, 2012). Surprisingly, this was not the case. 

The memorial working group was initiated by local community members in Strathewen 

in December 2009. This was 10 months after the fires. The group planned and organised 

a permanent memorial to commemorate Black Saturday (“The Memorial Development 

Process in Strathewen”, n.d.). A representative from the Red Cross was asked to facilitate 

the project by the local resident who set up the memorial working group. He was asked 

because he had experience facilitating projects for other tragedies where memorials were 

also built and where the community members were the drivers of the memorial project. 

I attended one of the meetings of this memorial working group towards the end of 2010. 

Discussions in the meeting were about how memorials were relevant to the bereaved, the 

local community, and the future generations who might live in Strathewen. Engaging 

with the local community was an important aspect of the memorial working group 

process. The group had sent out surveys seeking input into the memorial project in 

Strathewen throughout 2010, to ensure that locals had the opportunity to provide input 

even if they could not attend the meetings. After the requirements had been determined 

for the memorial by the working group, they sought design proposals from potential 

contractors such as landscape architects, and selected the contractor based on their design 

and response to the working group’s requirements. So while this was the development of 

a permanent monument, it was grassroots driven from its initial conception through to 

deciding on the preferred design from those who submitted proposals. This ensured that 

the community working group members maintained ownership of the entire process.  

Another example of a grassroots driven project is the Blacksmith Tree. It originated from 

the simple idea of creating a tree forged out of leaves to be donated to a fire-affected 

community. In the interview with the project manager of the project, she stressed the 

importance of it being funded by the community, rather than through government funds:  

Interviewee: We’ve got no government funding for the tree at this stage. 

We haven’t asked. We just want to see how far we can get funded by the 

community because it means a lot to the community to be a part of it. 

In this example, even the funding model was grassroots. That was despite the project 

manager knowing that there likely were opportunities to acquire funding from sources 

such as government bodies. These findings are in line with Margry & Sánchez-

Carretero’s (2011) observations that spontaneous memorials are projects invariably 
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driven at the grassroots rather than institutions, and that this is a trend in commemorative 

practices in Western cultures more generally. 

4.3.5 Ephemerality and permanence 

The significance of both ephemerality and permanence were seen across a range of 

physical memorials. During the site visits, I had visited the Poetry Tree numerous times 

and each time there were new poems and different objects placed on and around it. 

Examples included a flower bed placed at the bottom and a ribbon tied around the tree 

which I did not see the first time I visited. In one of the site visit interviews, I asked one 

of the local residents about the lack of permanence related to the objects placed around 

the tree. This includes the above changes and the poems decaying in the weather over 

time: 

Researcher: Would you like to see anything more permanent than that tree?  

Or you like it as it is? 

Interviewee: I like the way, yes, it's unplanned, it just evolves. 

As time passed, some of the poems had weathered from the conditions. Residents would 

then tend to each other’s poems by coating the ones posted to the tree in plastic sleeves to 

protect them from the weather or even rewrite the poems that were becoming difficult to 

read. One of the interviewees viewed this as a gesture, symbolic of the care people had 

for each other in their community: 

Interviewee: And then I come to the tree, some of them had melted and so 

then I got Glad Wrap
7
 and wrapped theirs in Glad Wrap and we started to 

look after each other's poems on the tree and for me, I'm thinking this is 

what we're going to do in the community, we're going to start looking after 

each other. 

The unplanned ephemerality of the tree was seen as one of the Poetry Tree’s good 

qualities. In this instance, it allowed people to express a symbolic desire to care for each 

other through tending to the poems on the tree. Later in this interview, the resident 

suggested that the permanent memorial that was being planned for the community might 

see a changing role for the Poetry Tree: 

Interviewee: I think when we have an actual planned memorial in place 

where people could go and express their feelings and maybe leave flowers 

or who knows, put up a poem. I think that'll just slowly stop [people posting 

poems on the tree]. And I think as more people come back to re-build, it 

will just feel like a normal community again I think we'll all just nod at that 

tree. 

                                                      
7 Glad Wrap is the name of the plastic wrap used to cover food. 
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This resident was not concerned that over time the permanent memorial might become 

the focus and take over from the Poetry Tree. This is in congruence with Durbin’s notion 

of a Makeshift memorial (2003). Durbin suggests that these spontaneous expressions that 

occur directly after a tragedy are often an interim measure prior to the creation of a 

permanent memorial.  

Permanence in a memorial is also a characteristic for some physical memorials. The 

project manager of the Blacksmith Tree project spoke about the benefits of a resilient and 

permanent fixture for a memorial: 

Interviewee: I’ve heard people say about the steel tree that we’re putting in 

‘this one ain’t going to burn down’. They like that. Everyone likes that 

feeling of permanency. Yeah, something that is going to last.  

An example of how permanence played a role through personalised acts of 

commemoration was through tattoos. A Flowerdale resident decided to tattoo a Black 

Saturday-related logo onto her body (Figure 4:7). The logo had been created after the 

fires for the Flowerdale community and shows a burnt black tree with a single green leaf  

(“The Flowerdale Tattoo”, n.d.). Others in the community decided to do the same, a 

permanent reminder of the fires for those individuals. The tattoo in this context had both 

an intimate and personal relevance (being located on one’s own body) and also a social 

orientation given that residents from the same area have the same tattoo. A related study 

has examined how people create memorial tattoos for loved ones (Troyer, 2009). 

 

Figure 4:7 – Tattoo of a black tree with green leaves (“The Flowerdale Tattoo”, n.d.) 

The examples described in this section show a cross section of physical memorials that 

have both ephemeral (e.g. the Poetry Tree) and permanent (e.g. the Blacksmith Tree) 

qualities. 
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4.3.6 Memorials for bringing people together 

The crafted objects described in section 4.3.3 such as the knitted chooks given to school 

children and the mosaics displayed in public settings, were found to be commemorative 

markers for Black Saturday. Here I describe how the craft groups that produced these 

objects provided a socially supportive setting for those who participated. The group of 

women in Strathewen who knitted woollen chooks came together on a regular basis in the 

year after the fires (Figure 4:8). They gathered at one of the local residents’ homes to knit 

the chooks, which were ultimately provided to local school children in fire-affected 

communities. Chickens have traditionally represented rebirth and fertility, and it is a 

likely reason this symbol was seen as suitable for people in a town recuperating from the 

fires. Another craft group mosaicked colourful letterboxes for the community by 

gathering in a local resident’s home in Strathewen. An interviewee involved in both of 

these groups spoke about the comfort they derived from being with the others from her 

local area in these groups: 

Interviewee: Yes, and I think that the craft and art projects have brought 

people together with this and, you know, it's hard stuff to talk about, but 

you could talk about pattern or you could talk about how to go about a 

mosaic and, sure enough, other stuff would come up.  

 

Figure 4:8 – Knitting group. Image from Geer (2012) 

The interviewee was speaking about how easy it was to talk about the basics of the craft 

activity such as the knitting patterns, or how to mosaic. The “other stuff” in the above 

quote is a reference to challenging, and possibly emotional topics related to the fires. The 

craft activity in this instance provided an environment for people to broach those more 

difficult topics with each other. Another community group from St Andrews assembled a 

mosaic chair that was placed in front of the local community hall. This group met each 

week for over two years. Many of those displaced by the fires made up this group and 

came together to create something of aesthetic and commemorative value for the broader 

community.  
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The memorials presented thus far have some form of physical instantiation, whether a 

physical monument or a crafted object created in honour of Black Saturday. Not all 

commemoration needs this physical instantiation. I attended three different events, or 

memorial services around the second anniversary of Black Saturday, each with a different 

focus. One was an invitation-only event in a fire-affected town, hosted at a resident’s 

home where he displayed a set of photographs from Black Saturday (Figure 4:9). It was a 

casual event with a barbeque and a band playing music and towards the end, speeches 

were given by the host and some others in attendance. 

 

Figure 4:9 – Photos displayed at a local event on the second anniversary of Black 
Saturday 

Another was a larger community event open to the public but primarily meant for locals 

to gather within Kinglake, a town devastated by the fires. At this event, locals were asked 

to perform rituals such as lighting candles and also dipping their hands in colourful paint 

and placing them on a canvas, in addition to writing a short message next to their hand 

print. This resulted in a large canvas of painted hands and associated messages. The third 

was a large event held in an auditorium in Melbourne, the capital of Victoria. Many 

dignitaries attended including politicians and religious leaders. A number of bereaved 

families attended in addition to the broader community. I estimated around 1000 people 

attended this service. From the casual smaller event to a larger formal event that the 

general public could attend, each of these events catered for different groups to 

commemorate the events of Black Saturday in a focused setting. While the intimate 

nature of the craft groups facilitated an emotionally supportive environment for those 

involved, rituals and togetherness characterised the memorial services on the anniversary. 

4.3.7 Summary of physical memorial characteristics 

A set of characteristics related to physical memorials were presented in this section. 

These are exploratory findings aimed at developing an understanding of existing 

commemorative practices. Most of the memorials for commemorating Black Saturday 
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that were analysed in the study were physical, with the exception of the memorial 

services described in section 4.3.6. The characteristics identified in this section are 

summarised as follows: 

 Memorials were often found to be placed at sites related to the tragedy being 

commemorated.  

 Considerations for symbolism and metaphoric representations were identified in 

many of the memorials, often as a way to represent a narrative of Black Saturday. 

 Arts and crafts, and their role in commemoration was a surprising characteristic 

that emerged. From the study, it was found that crafted objects such as knitted 

chooks that were given to school children and mosaics being displayed in public 

settings were markers for Black Saturday. 

 Many of the memorials were initiated and sustained at the grassroots rather than 

by institutions such as the government or a religious body. 

 The significance of ephemerality and permanence was identified as symbolic for 

the physical memorials for commemorating Black Saturday. 

 The craft groups that began as the communities recovered and the memorial 

services held on the anniversary, brought people affected by the fires together. 

The craft groups had a socially supportive role while the memorials services were 

predominantly for marking the importance of the fires to those who attended. 

4.4 Characteristics of web-based memorials 

In this section I present the characteristics of web-based memorials, based on an analysis 

of messages posted to two different websites used for commemorating Black Saturday. 

Before discussing these findings, I provide a description of the two different sites. The 

findings are then separated into three areas. These are the contributors (section 4.4.2), 

types of messages (section 4.4.3), and temporal patterns (section 4.4.4). Within each, a 

description of how they relate to the characteristics of spontaneous memorials from 

Haney et al. (1997) is also included. This was done so that an understanding of web-

based memorialisation could be provided using emerging theoretical understandings from 

the social sciences and humanities. 
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Characteristics of spontaneous memorialisation 

1. Spontaneous memorialisation is a private individualized act of mourning which is 

open for public display.  

2. Spontaneous memorialisation often occurs at the site of the death, or some site 

which is associated with the deceased. 

3. No one is automatically included in or excluded from spontaneous memorialisation. 

4. Spontaneous memorials are shrines composed of an eclectic combination of 

traditional religious, secular, and highly personalized ritual objects. 

5. Mementoes left at the site are often personally meaningful to the mourner and 

illustrate the meaning of the event for him or her rather than, or in addition to, 

reflecting the identity of the deceased or an abstract religious ideology. 

6. Spontaneous memorialisation is not constrained by culturally-based norms which 

prescribe the amount of time allotted for ritual action nor the appropriate amount of 

time for bereavement. 

7. While these rituals do commemorate the deceased, they extend the focus beyond 

the victim and the private mourning of friends and family to the social and cultural 

implications of their death. 

Table 4:5 – Characteristics of spontaneous memorialisation from Haney et al. (1997) 

4.4.1 Description of analysed web-based memorials  

Online tribute pages 

On a website for displaying obituaries and allowing people to post messages to those 

obituaries, a section was set up specifically for commemorating Black Saturday (“Herald 

Sun Tributes”, n.d.). It was set up the day after the fires and web links to it were provided 

on a popular news website (“Herald Sun”, n.d.). These links were included at the end of 

the online news articles relating to the fires. There are two separate areas that people 

visiting could access and contribute to. These include the Individual Tribute Pages and 

the Victorian Bushfire Tragedy Page.  

The Individual Tribute Pages were created for each of those who lost their lives in the 

fires. A small portrait photograph of the deceased is shown alongside a brief biography 

including a description of how they passed away (Figure 4:10). A link is provided 

underneath this description that allows users to visit a page displaying messages that 

relate specifically to that individual (Figure 4:11). Users can type messages, upload 

photos, select whether they want to light a virtual candle or select from a set of default 

poems to post on the page.  
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There is also an area for posting messages on a Victorian Bushfire Tragedy Page section 

(Figure 4:12). This was a heavily used section that resulted in over 4500 messages within 

the four years after the fires, with the majority of these messages posted directly 

afterwards. Messages posted to both the Individual Tribute Pages and the Victorian 

Bushfire Tragedy Page were included for analysis. They are based on the same 

technology, they share the same design and page layout, yet they differ in that one is 

focused on commemorating specific individuals while the other is for commemorating 

Black Saturday in general.  

Facebook groups 

Three different Facebook groups (Figure 4:13) set up for commemorating Black Saturday 

and the messages posted to them were also included in the analysis for this study. The 

group names were titled “Thoughts for those affected by the Black Saturday Bushfires” 

(group created on 8
th
 February 2009), “Black Saturday Bushfire Support Group” (group 

created on 8
th
 February 2009), and “Remembering victims of Black Saturday” (group 

created on 23
rd

 January 2010). Each of these groups was an open group, meaning any 

Facebook user could join the group, post messages and reply to other people’s messages 

within the group. One major difference between the Facebook groups and the online 

tribute pages (Individual Tribute Pages and the Victorian Bushfire Tragedy Page) is that 

messages can easily be replied to in a thread of conversation on Facebook, whereas the 

tribute pages just list the messages one after each other, without any design support for 

threaded conversations. As will be demonstrated, this resulted in a different engagement 

by people across the web-based memorials. 
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Figure 4:10 – The name, a short biography, 
and a photograph of the deceased 

Figure 4:11 – Messages posted to one of the 
deceased individual’s tribute page 
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Figure 4:12 – Messages posted to the general Victorian Bushfire Tragedy Page 
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Figure 4:13 – Messages on a Facebook group for commemorating Black Saturday 
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The findings from the analysis of the messages posted to the web-based memorials after 

Black Saturday are structured into three separate sections. The first relates to who 

contributed messages, the second is the types of messages that were posted, and the third 

is the temporal patterns that were identified. 

4.4.2 Contributors 

Across the web-based memorials analysed in this study (online tribute pages and the 

Facebook groups), the types of people who contributed messages varied.  

As expected, family members and friends of the deceased posted messages on the 

Individual Tribute Pages of those they lost: 

you would have finished you VCE this month. really miss you mate. Mum 

[Individual Tribute Page. VCE (Victorian Certificate of Education) scores 

are high school results usually used to gain entry into university courses] 

WE ALL MISS YOU. DAD THINKS ABOUT YOU EVERYDAY 

[Individual Tribute Page] 

You were liek my brother, my longest and one of my bets  mates. love you. 

xx [Individual Tribute Page] 

you are an angel in name and now in spirit....I love you – my beautiful 

sister-in-law [Individual Tribute Page] 

Additionally, there were messages from workmates or other connections: 

you were one of this world's true gentlemen. I will miss chatting to you at 

the front desk. You and your family will be in my prayers. [Individual 

Tribute Page] 

Long ago memories of a kind and beautiful classmate. My prayers and 

thoughts are with your family and friends. [Individual Tribute Page] 

Though you & I never met. Your brother in law, whom i regard as a close 

friend, always spoke highly of you. Please rest in peace [Individual Tribute 

Page] 

There were also instances when those who did not know the deceased posted tributes: 

I don't know you but you are in my thoughts and prayers. [Individual 

Tribute Page] 

I did not know any of you but your beautiful eyes show such an enthusiasm 

for life - there is a heaven and you are there [Individual Tribute Page] 

Since each of the Individual Tribute Pages focuses on an individual, the majority of 

messages were from people who knew the deceased, whether they were a close relative or 

a weaker connection such as an ex-colleague. The types of messages posted on these 

memorial pages are consistent with Characteristic 1 from Haney et al. (1997) that states 

that “Spontaneous memorialisation is a private individualized act of mourning which is 
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open for public display”. Whether it was the relatives, friends, workmates, other weaker 

connections, or those who did not know the deceased at all, many of the messages were 

deeply personal statements of grief available for public display. Some of those who knew 

the deceased on the tribute pages also addressed the deceased directly by name, and 

sometimes discussed relatively mundane day-to-day topics. These were attributes found 

in other studies of messages posted to online social networking profiles of the deceased 

(Getty et al., 2011; Marwick and Ellison, 2012). 

The Victorian Bushfire Tragedy Page had many messages sent from those who did not 

lose anybody in the fires. People wished to express their feelings, sometimes explicitly 

making it clear that they did not know any of the deceased: 

As a mother of two gorgeous children and the wife of a great husband I cry 

everytime I see an image or hear a story of tragedy and loss from Victoria. 

[Victorian Bushfire Tragedy Page]  

Sadness, grief, despair.  And this is from someone living in Ipswich, 

Queensland.  I have shed a lot of tears for people I don't know. [Victorian 

Bushfire Tragedy Page] 

Never met, but never forgotten. You are in our hearts dear strangers, where 

you shall forever be. Rest peacefully. [Victorian Bushfire Tragedy Page] 

No words can describe how we feel in Australia. The saddness for those we 

have never met, even parts of the counrty we have never visited, is felt by 

so many Australians throughout this tragedy. [Victorian Bushfire Tragedy 

Page] 

Anybody with Internet access could visit either Individual Tribute Pages or the Victorian 

Bushfire Tragedy Page, yet it was those who knew the deceased who primarily 

contributed on the former. Characteristic 3 from Haney et al. (1997) is: “No one is 

automatically included in or excluded from spontaneous memorialisation.” This 

openness can be contrasted to a service such as a funeral that might be invitation only, or 

a memorial in a home that has only relevance to the residents. Using the Poetry Tree as an 

example of a physically situated spontaneous memorial (section 4.3.1), nobody was 

restricted in placing a poem on the tree or leaving a flower at the base. As long as you 

could visit the tree, you could contribute. The openness that spontaneous memorials 

afford is therefore shared with the web-based memorials analysed in this study. 

The Facebook groups also included a range of people contributing. A key difference, 

however, was that there were instances of direct communication between people. This 

was often those outside the affected areas expressing supportive sentiments or offering 

condolences: 
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Only found this site after a discussion meeting tonight. It was good to meet 

up with people in our situation. Lost my son, <name removed>, Daughter-

inlaw <name removed>and grandchildren <name removed>, <name 

removed>, and <name removed> at their home.... [Facebook group] 

Reply: A beautiful family that will NEVER be forgotten, always in our 

hearts and minds - God loves them and so do I 

Reply: Im very sorry for your loss ...  they will never be forgotten, and 

neither will any of the other victims, my heart goes out to you. May they 

rest in peace. 

In some instances, people expressed gratitude for the messages of condolence that were 

posted on the Facebook groups. Kinglake was one of the fire-affected towns and one 

resident mentioned what it meant to have people send those supportive messages online: 

hey guys thanks for the support as some one who lives in kinglake it means 

alot my house is still here but i did lose friends but it means alot [Facebook 

group]  

Each of the web-based memorials allowed anybody with an Internet connection to 

participate. This ranged from direct relatives of the deceased to those overseas who did 

not know anybody impacted by the fires. There were however, subtle differences in 

participation. As discussed above, the Individual Tribute Pages were mostly used by 

those who knew the deceased while the Victorian Bushfire Tragedy Page was 

predominantly used by those wishing to express their thoughts on the fires and offer their 

condolences, but had no close attachment to the fires. The Facebook groups had a balance 

between messages from those directly affected by the fires and those who were 

expressing their support but were not directly affected themselves. Facebook afforded 

interactions between those in the group, sometimes resulting in people providing well 

wishes for those affected and allowing those people to reply accordingly. Two of the 

characteristics from Haney et al. (1997) were used in this section to illustrate the 

similarities between physically situated spontaneous memorials and web-based 

memorials. The first is that they both support private acts of mourning that are made 

available for public display (Characteristic 1). The second is that they both share an 

openness, where participation is welcomed by anybody who has access to the memorial 

(Characteristic 3). I expand on the significance of these findings in the discussion section 

of this chapter (section 4.5.1), where I characterise the different audiences that might use 

technologies for commemorating events such as Black Saturday. 
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4.4.3 Types of messages 

In this section, the types of messages posted to the web-based memorials for Black 

Saturday are presented. For each, I provide a comparison between the type of message 

and the relevant characteristic of spontaneous memorials from Haney et al. (1997).  

Sharing memories 

The web-based memorials were used by people to share memories. Examples include 

sharing memories about somebody who lost their life, retelling a memory of a visit to a 

town before the fires, or recalling the events of Black Saturday itself. The Individual 

Tribute Pages had numerous examples of people reminiscing about those who lost their 

lives: 

Can't forget the good memories from OS. The tears don,t stop! [Individual 

Tribute Page] 

You were really caring and sweet and still are, you were always there when 

people needed you. [Individual Tribute Page] 

Both the Victorian Bushfire Tragedy Page and the Facebook groups included people 

sharing stories about times they had spent in the town before the fires, in addition to 

recalling their memories from the day of the fires itself: 

This part of Australia's history will always stay with me. I went on holiday 

to Marysville once, and still can picture that beautiful town. My heart goes 

out to all those that have lost family and friends, may you find strength. Xo 

[Victorian Bushfire Tragedy Page] 

I was fortunate to be within about 30 minutes drive of such beautiful areas 

as Kinglake, Wandin, Bendigo, Whittlesea, Broadford and Kilmore. 

Beautiful because of their quaintness, their "old world country town 

charm". Beautiful for the friendliness of their people - always up for a chat 

or to give directions (after a chat, of course!)... To then watch on TV from 

my new home in Brisbane the devastating horror of Black Saturday was 

like a nightmare... [Victorian Bushfire Tragedy Page] 

I was living in marysville when the fires came through we were lucky to 

survive [Facebook group] 

I'll never forget that day and the many weeks spent euthanising burnt 

animals afterwards. Peace to all affected. [Facebook group] 

It is unsurprising that all web-based memorials were used for sharing memories. It is also 

consistent with other studies that have identified how people use online social networks 

to share memories of the deceased even years after their passing (Brubaker and Hayes, 

2011). 
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Religious messages 

Messages with a religious focus were consistently found on web-based memorials. Some 

people made direct references to heaven or God: 

…may God be with you all and hold your loved ones in heaven [Facebook] 

The light of the creator of all things shines on all of you forever and ever. 

[Individual Tribute Page] 

There were also those who left the well-known phrase in marking a death by requesting 

that the deceased Rest in Peace (RIP). This was often written as part of a larger message, 

but sometimes on its own: 

RIP [Victorian Bushfire Tragedy Page] 

R.I.P to all victims. [Victorian Bushfire Tragedy Page] 

RIP all. [Victorian Bushfire Tragedy Page] 

RIP to all those involved in the Victorian bushfires. [Facebook group] 

You were a wonderful aunty to me, you cared and listened. You were a 

beautiful person. Rest in peace. [Individual Tribute Page] 

On some of the pages on the web-based memorials, RIP was listed one after another 

without contributing anything unique but adding to a broader sense of collective grief. 

Characteristic 4 from Haney et al. (1997) states that “Spontaneous memorials are shrines 

composed of an eclectic combination of traditional religious, secular, and highly 

personalized ritual objects.”  This characteristic is evident with the spontaneous 

memorial that started after the 1995 Oklahoma bombing in the United States where 

people left a wide range of objects at the fence surrounding the bombing site including 

religious symbols such as crosses, teddy bears and flowers (Jorgensen-Earp and 

Lanzilotti, 1998). Similar to the “objects” left at the bombing site in Oklahoma, the web-

based memorials used after Black Saturday also resulted in personal messages of grief, 

religiously motivated messages, or simple statements requesting that the deceased RIP. 

For web-based memorials, the contributions were not physical but the messages included 

were just as eclectic and personal. 

Insensitive messages, trolling and spam 

A small number of messages were seen to be insensitive on the Facebook groups. To 

determine this, people’s responses helped identify them as such. In the following 

exchange, it is difficult to discern whether the person making the original comment has 

attempted to be deliberately provocative in order to elicit a reaction, in a practice called 

trolling, or simply provided a flippant remark that others found to be offensive: 
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What a horrible thing to remember, i'd rather it's forgotten than slammed in 

our faces constantly by facebook fanatics [Facebook group] 

Reply: maybe you don't belong on this page. If you don't want it slammed 

in your face, then don't join the group. For many, it's a day that will never 

be forgotten and some of us still struggle daily. A little respect would be 

appreciated. Freedom of choice really :S 

Reply: <original posters name> is obviously young, dumb and clueless as 

to what went on that terrible day! Next time think before typing !! 

On social networking sites such as Facebook, flippant remarks might be expected in open 

groups where anybody can contribute. However, on a page where people were discussing 

loss of life and tragedy, a user reacted to what they considered was an inappropriate 

message. As discussed earlier, web-based memorials allowed for people who would not 

otherwise interact to come together in a shared commemorative space. The issue is that 

messages might be harmful, whether or not they are intended to be. Trolling and 

insensitive messaging such as this has been identified in other studies of social 

networking sites used post mortem, with Qu, Wu & Wang (2009) categorising them as 

“off topic” and “anti-social” in their analysis. Marwick & Ellison (2012) also provided a 

detailed account of trolling practices on Facebook memorial sites for individuals, 

documenting how trolls specifically target them due to the sensitive nature of the context, 

where provoking for angry responses from the bereaved is the goal.  

Other problematic messages included spam, again seen on the Facebook groups 

commemorating Black Saturday. If not moderated or somehow filtered, they could be 

displayed for everybody to see, as per the following example that elicited a response:  

You might be a little doubtful about the effects of this diet, but you need to 

try it for yourself; the results are real. After conducting my own personal 

study and seeing the effects, I am pleased to see that other people really are 

finding success with it too . atslqqoxcmju [Facebook group] 

Reply: What's going on with all the spam- find your own page! 

With the media interest generated from the Black Saturday bushfires, it is unsurprising 

that the web-based memorials would be targeted by spam and trolls. Managing 

inappropriate content is a challenge for the design of online spaces. In the specific context 

of commemorating death, whether it be for an individual or a large-scale tragedy like 

Black Saturday, the potential for causing harm can be acute for those still grieving. 

Designers need to be proactively conscious of these issues when envisioning platforms 

for commemoration when diverse audiences are encouraged to participate together. 
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Reflective and political messages 

Not all messages were for commemorating the deceased. Many contextualised the events 

of Black Saturday within their own lives: 

I did not know you or your wife and beautiful children but i feel absolutely 

shattered … It makes me appreciate what I have just that little bit more. 

[Individual Tribute Page] 

The tragedy of your families passing made me weep and hug my own child 

and wife that much closer. [Individual Tribute Page] 

It's amazing how these tragic events put everything into perspective. 

[Facebook group] 

In these examples, people were reflecting on the meaning of Black Saturday to 

themselves rather than focusing on the deceased directly. This directly relates to 

Characteristic 5 from Haney et al. (1997) that suggests:“Mementoes left at the site are 

often personally meaningful to the mourner and illustrate the meaning of the event for 

him or her rather than, or in addition to, reflecting the identity of the deceased or an 

abstract religious ideology.” The web-based memorials, like the traditional spontaneous 

memorials located in situ, provide a place for individuals to come to reflect on the 

meaning of the events in their own lives, rather than solely a location for focusing on the 

deceased. Another study has examined this similar phenomenon where a widely  

publicised death in mainstream media resulted in personal reflections by those that did 

not know the deceased (Walter, 2009).  

Another way that web-based memorials were used that was not focused solely on the 

lives lost, was how people wrote messages expressing anger towards arsonists who may 

have started the fires: 

The arsonists that started some of the fires deserve to be locked away 

forever for the lives that they destroyed!!! [Facebook group] 

So sad to hear about this terrible loss of life. I hope the arsonists are 

brought to justice so that they cannot take life again in the future. We 

mourn with you. [Victorian Bushfire Tragedy Page] 

Characteristic 7 from Haney et al. (1997) suggests that for spontaneous memorials: 

“While these rituals do commemorate the deceased, they extend the focus beyond the 

victim and the private mourning of friends and family to the social and cultural 

implications of their death.” Similarly, anthropologists Margry & Sánchez-Carretero 

(2011) indicate that spontaneous memorials, or Grassroots Memorials, have a 

performative purpose and are often used for political purposes and other concerns beyond 

mourning lost lives. In the example above, the web-based memorials gave a platform for 

people to focus on the arsonists, expressing a desire for justice rather than simply 
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focusing on the deceased. There were also other examples of messages that served a more 

utilitarian need beyond commemoration. On the Facebook groups, some used it to 

communicate fire safety messages shortly after the fires: “for those people still at risk 

from bushfires google maps has set up a page for tracking the fires” [Facebook group]. 

Other examples included using the Facebook group to discuss the new building 

regulations for those who were rebuilding their homes in high fire risk areas, raising 

money for the victims and their families, or discussing how the fires could have started 

and how they could be prevented in future. These messages were interspersed with other 

messages of grief and condolence.  

4.4.4 Temporal patterns 

The number and types of messages posted to the web-based memorials for Black 

Saturday changed over time. Of the 4692 messages
8
 posted to the Victorian Bushfire 

Tragedy Page, 90% were made within a week of the fires. Directly after the fires, many 

of the messages, particularly on Individual Tribute Pages, were expressions of disbelief 

and grief: 

I just can't get my head around the fact that I'm not going to talk to you 

almost every day like I have for the last 10 years. And I can't comprehend 

that I'm not going to get the support, encouragement and wisdom you so 

happily gave me when I needed it. [Individual Tribute Page] 

I miss you everyday. My thoughts are consumed by you. I love you. Party 

in Peace. [Individual Tribute Page] 

As time passed and messages became less frequent, the anniversary of the fires reminded 

people of their lost loved ones: 

I cannot believe you have been gone a year. As I sit here and write this I 

have tears coming down my face as the world is not the same without your 

beautiful smile and infectious humour. As the world continues to go around 

you will never be far from my thoughts and will always be in my heart. 

[Individual Tribute Page] 

miss you so much.. we are holding an event in your memory and I know 

you will love it... think of you everyday my beautiful friend. xoxoxox 

[Individual Tribute Page] 

Over time, some even reflected on this passing of time. On one of the Facebook groups, a 

bereaved person describes how they experienced grief at different times throughout the 

year. They make special mention of a birthday, presumably of the deceased: 

For those of us who lost loved ones, "moving on" as people say. is not as 

easy as it seems…Whether one family person was lost or 5 as in our case, 

                                                      
8 This figure was obtained December 2011, nearly 4 years after Black Saturday. 
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this celebration of a birthday is not any easier as time goes on... [Facebook 

group] 

The majority of messages across the web-based memorials were posted directly after the 

fires and became less frequent as time passed. It was the anniversary of Black Saturday 

each year that saw spikes in the number of posts made. These findings are consistent with 

other studies that have examined the temporal patterns of messaging on the social 

networking profiles of deceased users. For example, in a study of how MySpace profiles 

were used after a death, Brubaker and Hayes (2011) found that most messages were 

posted directly after a death and that spikes were also observed on the anniversaries.  

There are no established rules surrounding when one can contribute to a spontaneous 

memorial. This is in contrast to a memorial event such as a funeral where there is an 

expected amount of time after the death for the event, and the duration is predetermined. 

Characteristic 6 from Haney et al. (1997) indicates that: “Spontaneous memorialisation is 

not constrained by culturally-based norms which prescribe the amount of time allotted 

for ritual action nor the appropriate amount of time for bereavement”. Similarly, there 

were no expectations with respect to when somebody could post a message to the web-

based memorials, and there were no predefined time limits prescribed on how long the 

websites would be available for. Irrespective of the declining participation over time, this 

characteristic that there are no norms for when and for how long one can participate using 

a web-based memorial is shared with physically situated spontaneous memorials.
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4.4.5 Summary of web-based memorial findings  

The following table is a summary of the findings presented in this section. The findings are framed by the seven characteristics of spontaneous 

memorialisation suggested by Haney et al. (1997). Framing the findings within these characteristics grounds the analysis of web-based memorials within a 

theoretical understanding of contemporary commemoration.  

Characteristics of spontaneous memorialisation (Haney et al., 1997)  Relevant web-based memorial finding 

Characteristic 1: Spontaneous memorialisation is a private individualized act of 

mourning which is open for public display.  

Many of the messages were characterised by deeply personal statements 

of grief posted on publically visible web-based memorials. 

Characteristic 2: Spontaneous memorialisation often occurs at the site of the 

death, or some site which is associated with the deceased. 

The web-based memorials used after Black Saturday were not physically 

located in the same way that the physical memorials were placed at the 

site of a death or tragedy. They were, however, online spaces created to 

have an association to the deceased where people could focus their 

attention on the lives lost. 

Characteristic 3: No one is automatically included in or excluded from 

spontaneous memorialisation. 

Across the web-based memorials analysed in this study, there were no 

restrictions on who could contribute messages. 

Characteristic 4: Spontaneous memorials are shrines composed of an eclectic 

combination of traditional religious, secular, and highly personalized ritual 

objects. 

With the web-based memorials, the messages included a wide range of 

religious, non-religious and deeply personal contributions. 

Characteristic 5: Mementoes left at the site are often personally meaningful to 

the mourner and illustrate the meaning of the event for him or her rather than, or 

in addition to, reflecting the identity of the deceased or an abstract religious 

ideology. 

There were contributions where people reflected on the meaning of Black 

Saturday in their own lives rather than commenting on the deceased 

directly in messages.  

Characteristic 6: Spontaneous memorialisation is not constrained by culturally-

based norms which prescribe the amount of time allotted for ritual action nor the 

appropriate amount of time for bereavement. 

There were no expectations with respect to when somebody could post a 

message to a web-based memorial and there were no predefined time 

limits for how long the websites would be available for. 

Characteristic 7: While these rituals do commemorate the deceased, they extend 

the focus beyond the victim and the private mourning of friends and family to 

the social and cultural implications of their death. 

Web-based memorials were used by people to focus on other social and 

cultural aspects of the fires (not just the deceased). Examples included 

seeking justice for arsonists, or raising funds for the victims. 

Table 4:6 – Comparing web-based memorial usage with characteristics of spontaneous memorialisation  
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4.5 Discussion 

The findings of this study were separated into two sections. The first (section 4.3) 

presented the characteristics of physical memorials, and the second (section 4.4) included 

the findings related to the web-based memorials used after Black Saturday. To assist with 

examining the web-based memorials, the findings from the analysis of the messages 

posted online were compared with the seven characteristics of spontaneous 

memorialisation from Haney et al. (1997) (summarised in Table 4:6). This was to ground 

an understanding of web-based memorial usage within theoretical understandings of 

contemporary commemorative practices. In this discussion, comparisons are made 

between the findings from the physical and web-based memorials analysed in this study, 

with a focus on identifying opportunities for design that are intended to be used to guide 

the second study. 

4.5.1 The bereaved community and outsiders 

This study found that with web-based memorials, there are opportunities for bringing 

together people who would otherwise not interact. The physical memorials analysed in 

this study required people be able to visit in person, largely limiting participation to those 

who could visit fire-affected towns. Many of the messages on the tribute pages, however, 

started with a declaration that they were not part of these affected communities: “Though 

you & I never met…” and “I don't know you…” On the Facebook groups, there was also 

the opportunity for direct communication, and this resulted in messages from people in 

the affected community expressing appreciation for the gestures of support by those who 

were not directly affected by the fires.  

The notion of publics as explained by Dourish (2010) is useful for considering how 

various audiences might engage with memorials, such is the case for commemorating 

natural disasters like Black Saturday. Dourish offers an account of social theorist 

Warner’s (2002) possibility for multiple publics. He explains that a public can be 

understood through the simple phrase “people like me”, where people consider 

themselves to belong to an imagined group of similar others. Dourish describes this as: 

“To say ‘people like me’ is to recognize that ‘I am not the only one’ – that is, one 

imagines or recognizes oneself as part of a larger group” (2010, p. 2). For those who 

posted messages to the web-based memorials analysed in this study, prefacing them with 

“I don’t know you...” (section 4.4.2) suggests that they are employing this “people like 

me” mentality where they identified themselves as those kinds of people who were not 

affected by the fires, but still wish to contribute. For those who appreciated the messages 
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they read on the web-based memorials by expressing gratitude, they were declaring 

themselves to be among those who, in some way, felt part of the group of people who 

were directly affected by the fires. 

Based on these observations of how people participated with the web-based memorials 

after Black Saturday, two publics might be considered for designing technologies in this 

context. These are the bereaved community and outsiders. The bereaved community are 

those who see themselves as part of a group who were directly affected by the fires, 

whether that was from having lost somebody in the fires or having lost their home. 

Additionally, they might also be those who live or lived within a fire-affected town, and 

did not lose anything tangible but still felt a sense of belonging to the people in the 

affected towns. In contrast, the outsiders includes those who do not feel a sense of 

belonging to the people who were directly impacted by the fires, yet want to express 

themselves online and sometimes even direct their comments to those in the bereaved 

community directly.  

There might also be other publics relevant beyond the bereaved community and outsiders 

characterised above. For example, a bereaved person might see themselves as part of a 

public of the family members of Black Saturday victims. For the objective of this thesis, 

however, which is to examine digital memorial design for situations where diverse 

audiences would be interested in participating with a memorial, the bereaved community 

and outsiders captures the extremes of who might contribute or participate with a digital 

memorial after an event like Black Saturday. In study 2 and 3, it is these publics that I 

will focus the design discussions around. Throughout the thesis, I use the word audiences 

rather than publics to describe who the technology is being designed for unless I am 

making specific reference to Warner’s (2002) definition. This is because the word 

audience is a term commonly used by technology designers to describe who technology is 

being designed for. Furthermore, the terms private and public are used throughout this 

thesis and in related research (Moncur and Kirk, 2014) to describe the relative visibility 

of personal information to large numbers of people and so using the term audience 

instead of publics limits the potential for confusion.  

4.5.2 Balancing contributions  

The web-based memorials used after Black Saturday resulted in varied contributors 

including those within the fire-affected communities and outside, with some even sending 

messages from outside of Australia. A constraint with physical memorials is that they 

require people to visit in person, for example if somebody wanted to attach or read a 
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poem on the Poetry Tree. This limited participation to those in the town, something that 

likely also protected the memorial from being overwhelmed by outsiders contributing. 

Despite the web-based memorials allowing anybody with an Internet connection to 

contribute, there was still variation with respect to who contributed to which memorial. 

The Individual Tribute Pages were primarily used by those who knew the deceased and 

the Victorian Bushfire Tragedy Page resulted in many people not in the affected 

communities contributing.  

Despite these opportunities bringing together these diverse audiences with web-based 

memorials, it was also shown that there were instances where some users found messages 

to be inappropriate or insensitive. This issue is exacerbated in circumstances where 

massive interest is expected, such as after a natural disaster, or even after the death of a 

celebrity. One example of this is from a study of messages posted online in the aftermath 

of the tragic death of a teenager (Mori et al., 2012). The story of her death resulted in 

mainstream interest from the media throughout many countries around the world and so a 

large number of messages were posted to an online guestbook set up to commemorate the 

deceased girl. In the study, it was identified that designers of those platforms face 

challenges with respect to being sensitive to those grieving where “the potential comfort 

from knowing that others share in one’s grief needs to be balanced against possible 

feelings of harassment as a result of the attention and emotional outpourings from 

crowds of strangers” (Mori et al., 2012, p. 401). Additionally, it has been suggested that 

web-based memorials are often chosen as specific targets by trolls due to their sensitive 

nature (Marwick and Ellison, 2012; Phillips, 2011). Accepting that insensitive or 

inappropriate messages are always going to play a role with technologies used for 

commemorative purposes, designers need to consider novel approaches to ensure the 

bereaved persons’ needs are considered when diverse audiences are expected to interact 

with the same digital memorial. In the next study, I examined these issues further through 

the design of a digital memorial for commemorating Black Saturday.  

4.5.3 Grassroots driven memorials and Participatory 

Design  

Many of the physical memorials identified in this study were created and sustained at the 

grassroots. For example, the Poetry Tree was started by a local resident posting a poem to 

a tree, with others within the community contributing after becoming inspired by this 

initial poem. The memorial working group was a community group of survivors who took 

control of managing a project to create a memorial for the town. They sought input from 

all local residents to ensure that the process was driven from the grassroots. A feature of 
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these memorials was that it was not an institution such as a local council or religious body 

initiating and driving the project, but the local residents.  

The web-based memorials analysed in this study were appropriations of existing online 

platforms that existed prior to the Black Saturday bushfires. The websites are 

institutionally owned and managed (The Sun Herald Newspaper and Facebook are 

commercial entities). The Individual Tribute Pages and the Victorian Bushfire Tragedy 

Page both used a website originally intended for obituaries. For the purposes of Black 

Saturday, a special section of the website was created. The Facebook group functionality 

already existed as a way to connect Facebook users together, and was appropriated for 

commemorative purposes after Black Saturday. Despite these appropriations, the 

messages posted on them were from individuals contributing, rather than institutions or 

governing bodies taking ownership of the messaging. This emphasis on grassroots-driven 

memorialisation is also a feature of spontaneous memorials such as those that result in 

paraphernalia such as notes, flowers and personal effects left at the site of a tragedy. 

These memorials are created by the people and for the people, rather than by any pre-

existing institution (Sánchez-Carretero and Ortiz, 2011). 

Participatory Design (PD) (Greenbaum and Kyng, 1991) shares this grassroots 

perspective of design and development. PD’s principles were introduced in the research 

design chapter (section 3.1.2). It is an approach to design that promotes engaging end 

users in the design and development process of new technologies. An important goal of 

PD is to build a sense of ownership with the end users by having them actively involved 

in decision making throughout the design process. This same sense of ownership was an 

important aspect of the physical memorials created for commemorating Black Saturday. 

The parallels between the PD’s principles and the grassroots-driven nature of physical 

memorials created for Black Saturday provides a useful starting point for designing 

technologies in commemorative contexts and was used to guide the approach employed 

in the next study.  

4.5.4 Craft groups and social support 

The mosaicking and knitting craft groups that began after Black Saturday played a 

supportive role for those who attended. It was primarily women
9
 from the affected 

communities who participated, some who had lost loved ones, and others who were part 

of the fire-affected community that made up the groups. They came together on a regular 

basis over a period of weeks and months after the fires to work on their various craft 

                                                      
9 Reflection on the gender bias are provided in the Discussion chapter (section 7.3.2) 
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projects. Interviewees in this study who had attended the groups spoke not only about the 

importance of creating objects of aesthetic and symbolic value, but about how the groups 

allowed them to spend time together. The mood could be sombre at times, and other times 

it could be joyous. Ultimately, the groups allowed attendees to share their feelings with 

each other in a supportive and nurturing environment. There have been other documented 

instances where craft groups such as these were used as a way to bring people together 

after the death of a loved one. The AIDS Memorial Quilt (“The Names Project — AIDS 

Memorial Quilt”, n.d.) project started in 1985 and was (and still is) intended to celebrate 

the lives of those who had died from AIDS related causes. Anybody who feels some form 

of connection to the deceased can contribute a panel that is 3 by 6 feet long. As of 2004, 

the quilt had over 44,000 panels: 

The Quilt has created community in many ways as bereaved loved ones 

have come together to construct individual panels that are then stitched 

together in a broader community by grievers for display to countless others 

who have been touched by this crisis (Blando et al., 2004, p. 28). 

Like the craft groups after Black Saturday, the quilt brought together people who knew 

the deceased. This idea that craft can be used in an emotionally supportive way has also 

been examined in therapeutic contexts. Craft therapy is increasingly being seen as a 

legitimate form of therapy for a range of mental health conditions (Kapitan, 2011). 

Scrapbooking, for example, has been examined as a way for children to express 

themselves when coping with the death of a parent where the craft activity was seen to 

facilitate: “the creation of a bridge of conversation with family members who were also 

affected by the trauma. This assists in creating a stronger, more cohesive system of 

support” (Williams and Lent, 2008, p. 495). While examining craft as a way to provide 

therapeutic social supports is not within the scope of the thesis, the socially supportive 

role that craft groups can have, has inspired the technique used to design in the 

commemorative setting in study 2. 

4.6 Conclusion 

The aim of this study was to identify opportunities for digital memorial design based on a 

case study examining current commemorative practices related to the Black Saturday 

bushfires. This was achieved by analysing physical and web-based memorials that were 

used to commemorate Black Saturday, and by comparing similarities and differences 

across the findings. To ground the study in theoretical understandings of commemorative 

practices, the seven characteristics of spontaneous memorialisation from Haney et al. 

(1997) were used to understand how people contributed to web-based memorials. It was 
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found that the ways people engaged with web-based memorials share similarities with 

how people participate with physically situated spontaneous memorials. Synthesising the 

findings of the study resulted in a set of opportunities to be used in the next study of the 

thesis, where people from fire-affected communities were expected to consider the design 

of a digital memorial to commemorate Black Saturday. The following is a summary of 

these opportunities. 

The bereaved community and outsider publics – Using Warner’s (2002) notion of an 

imagined public, the bereaved community and outsiders were identified as potential 

audiences to design digital memorials for. The bereaved community includes people who 

see themselves as part of an imagined audience of others who were directly affected, 

while the outsiders are those who see themselves as not directly affected, but who wish to 

express their shock, or offer their condolences to those in the bereaved community. These 

audiences capture the extremities of the diversity of people likely to engage with a 

memorial for commemorating an event like Black Saturday.  

Balancing contributions – Not being tied to a physical location, web-based memorials 

open up opportunities for people who might otherwise not be able to participate to 

contribute. Sometimes those still grieving might find that some of the contributions are 

inappropriate, an issue exacerbated in circumstances when a large number of people 

might participate and trolls deliberately seek to harass. Designers of digital memorials 

need to carefully balance the benefits of bringing people together for commemorative 

purposes against any potential risks of upsetting the bereaved. 

Grassroots driven memorials and Participatory Design – Many of the physical 

memorials identified in this study were created and sustained at the grassroots. 

Participatory Design (PD) is an approach for designing technology that also shares this 

grassroots sensibility. It requires that end users have input into the design and decision 

making of new technologies. This synergy between the grassroots involvement for 

creating physical memorials and PD makes for a promising approach for designing digital 

memorials. 

Craft groups and social support – The mosaicking and knitting groups that began after 

Black Saturday, and continued over a number of weeks and months, played an 

emotionally supportive role for those who attended. People in the groups could share their 

feelings, from sadness to joy, with like-minded others in a nurturing environment. This 

was whilst they crafted objects for gifting to others.  
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4.7 Limitations  

There were a number of limitations of this study. For the physical memorials, only seven 

participants were interviewed. To mitigate the limited numbers, the interview data were 

complemented by my own field notes from the site visits and also through the inclusion 

of secondary sources such as brochures and website content. Another limitation with the 

site visits and interviews were that they were time bound. The fieldwork was conducted 

around the second anniversary of the fires. A benefit of this timeframe was that there had 

been enough time since the fires that some memorial projects had been completed, while 

some were still being planned at the time of the interviews. Planning and building 

memorials can take a long time. For example, it took 10 years for the memorial at the site 

of the Twin Towers to be made open to the public for honouring those who lost their lives 

in the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks in the United States (“9/11 Memorial design 

competition”, n.d.). In future years, other significant memorials are likely to be created 

for Black Saturday.  

For analysing the web-based memorials, whilst it was possible to determine the types of 

messages posted online, they alone did not provide any background about the person who 

posted them. It was not possible to determine motivations for contributing online, nor 

what role the web-based memorials played in their lives more broadly. There would also 

be those who read the messages without contributing. Preece and Shneiderman (2009) 

have characterised participation online in their Reader-to-Leader Framework. They 

suggest that over time, a reader might become a contributor (or leader) online. These 

readers do not factor in the findings of this study. In the remaining studies of the thesis, I 

gather direct feedback with participants in design workshops (study 2) and from an 

evaluation study (study 3) to ensure that I develop an understanding of how technology 

for commemoration fits within their lives regardless of whether they contribute to web-

based memorials or not.  





 

101 

Chapter 5 

Study 2: Craft based 
workshops for digital 
memorial design  

5.1 Introduction 

There is limited research exploring how to design digital memorials in the 

commemorative context. For this second study, I build on the findings from study 1 in 

order to examine a novel technique for designing a digital memorial for Black Saturday. 

This chapter documents the findings from design workshops facilitated with participants 

from fire-affected communities
10

. The workshops resulted in a set of five design 

considerations intended for researchers and interaction designers interested in digital 

memorials. These design considerations were used inform the third and final study.  

Study 1 found that web-based memorials used after Black Saturday share characteristics 

with spontaneous memorials. Spontaneous memorials emerge when people place 

paraphernalia such as hand-written notes, flowers and other personalised objects at the 

site associated with a tragic event. They were characterised as being open for anybody to 

contribute to without restriction, and encourage participation rather than people acting as 

passive viewers. The web-based memorials analysed in study 1 were found to share these 

open and participative characteristics. The accessibility of the web-based memorials, 

however, meant that those who could not visit physically situated spontaneous memorials, 

including people from all around the world, could also contribute. For example, on the 

Facebook groups set up to commemorate Black Saturday, many people who had no direct 

attachment to Black Saturday posted messages of condolence. 

An issue with this increased accessibility identified in study 1 was that those still grieving 

may feel overwhelmed with the interaction or attention especially if a large number of 

                                                      
10 Findings related to design techniques in commemorative settings were published in Mori, Howard, & 

Gibbs (2013), which is provided in Appendix E, section E.2. The relevant content of this paper has been 

integrated into this chapter. 
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people who are not directly affected participate. Insensitive or inappropriate messages 

could be prevalent and upsetting for the bereaved. Managing the balance between 

allowing anybody to participate against a need to be sensitive to those still grieving was 

identified as an area to examine in this design study. Another finding from study 1 was 

that physical memorials for commemorating Black Saturday were often grassroots rather 

than institutionally driven projects. Rather than an institution such as a government or 

religious body deciding on the memorial design, people in the community drove 

memorial projects themselves. This grassroots driven approach was found to be in 

synergy with Participatory Design (PD) principles, an approach increasingly being used 

by HCI researchers for designing interactive technologies. PD requires that the end users 

be involved in the design and decision making of new technologies. This insight 

influenced the technique used for design in this study. 

There were two distinct aims of this study. The first was to understand the impact of 

using mosaicking for facilitating design workshops with participants from fire-affected 

communities. This technique was chosen given the sensitive nature of the context. The 

first of two research questions of this thesis reflects this aim: 

Research question 2a: What influence does employing a craft such as 

mosaicking have when designing digital memorials with participants in 

a commemorative setting? 

The second aim was to identify considerations for designers and researchers who might 

be interested in digital memorials. Research question 2b guides this aspect of the design 

workshops: 

Research question 2b: What are the considerations for designing digital 

memorials that are for engaging diverse audiences, ranging from the 

bereaved to those with only a passing interest? 

To address this, participants in the workshops were asked to generate ideas for digital 

memorials for commemorating Black Saturday. Based on analysing the design 

suggestions and the discussions that the participants had in the groups, a set of design 

considerations for digital memorial design were produced. Who should have access to the 

digital memorial, what could be displayed with the memorial and where it could be 

placed were some of the issues discussed by participants. The findings from this study 

were used to inform the design of a digital memorial for Black Saturday in the final study. 

This chapter begins with a background section, providing context for the two aims of the 

study and introducing the research questions. The study design is then presented, which 
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includes an outline of the design workshop format. The findings are presented as two 

separate sections each in turn addressing the two aims of the study. A discussion is then 

provided that includes a summary of the design considerations generated from the study 

before I conclude the chapter. 

5.2 Background 

5.2.1 Challenges with designing in commemorative 

settings 

In chapter 4, I argued that the grassroots approach to creating physical memorials in the 

commemorative setting was consistent with Participatory Design (PD) principles. In PD, 

participants are involved in design activities and become active decision makers rather 

than being relegated to only interview or survey subjects. This study uses these PD 

principles to ensure that participants from fire-affected communities were active in 

designing digital memorials for Black Saturday, not just to result in a suitable design, but 

also so that the technology would be well received. 

There are limited HCI studies focussing solely on how to design with participants in 

commemorative settings. One relevant study by Moncur et al. (2015) examined the 

design of digital memorial for somebody who had lost a teenage child 5 years earlier, and 

employed a participatory design approach. No research, however, has focussed on large-

scale tragedies where groups of people are involved. Relevant though, are studies that 

explore technology design in sensitive settings, or settings where the physical or 

emotional challenges faced by people are integral to the technology being envisaged. 

These studies were used as a starting point to consider potential techniques to employ for 

this study. In two separate projects in India, researchers explored potential uses of 

technology for those living with HIV (Joshi et al., 2011) and were interested in the design 

of a phone broadcasting system for urban sex workers (Sambasivan et al., 2011). The type 

of fieldwork employed in these studies included home visits, observational studies and 

one-on-one interviews. A study of technologies for cancer patients (Klasnja et al., 2010) 

included home visits and interviews for generating design insight for the design of a 

patient information management system. Semi-structured one-on-one interviews were 

also used in a study of homeless young people (Woelfer and Hendry, 2011) to identify 

how they used technology throughout their daily lives. Massimi and Baecker (2011) 

conducted focus groups with people who had lost family members and were coping with 

their grief. The focus groups helped the researchers to determine considerations for 

technologies to be used by the bereaved. In the above examples, the methods for the 
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fieldwork in sensitive settings typically required visiting participants in their environment 

through home or site visits and often included interviews or focus groups. 

Cultural probes are a technique that HCI researchers have also used to engage with 

participants in a range of settings (Gaver et al., 1999). Cultural probes involve giving 

participants basic kits or probes for capturing their thoughts and daily experiences over a 

period of time. The probe might include a camera, pens, paper and basic crafting tools 

such as scissors, glue, notebooks and diaries (see section 3.2.4 for further detail on 

cultural probes). It is a popular technique for settings that the researchers consider to be 

difficult to access, such as the domestic setting (Vetere et al., 2009). The appeal of 

cultural probes for the commemorative setting is that participants may not feel 

comfortable speaking face-to-face with a researcher or designer when death and tragedy 

are topics relevant to the technology being envisaged. Cultural probes allow participants 

to capture their daily experiences themselves, and to document ideas and anything else 

they feel the researchers or designers might be interested in.  

In this thesis, commemoration is being examined as a social phenomenon and so focus 

groups (as introduced in section 3.2.2) rather than interviews were initially considered. As 

opposed to cultural probes, focus groups provide opportunities for interaction between 

participants and supports people generating ideas for digital memorials and discussing 

any relevant issues or concerns related to the memorials as a group. When planning this 

study however, the traditional style of focus group where a facilitator asks a set of 

questions to a group for discussion was seen as potentially problematic. People would be 

asked to talk about emotional topics, possibly with a group of strangers they had never 

met, in a targeted 1-2 hour session. In this environment, participants could find it difficult 

to express their feelings freely given that their recollections, whilst relevant to the design, 

could result in strong emotions. This might therefore limit the design insight that could be 

obtained in the sessions.  

To create a supportive environment that would ensure participants felt comfortable to 

share their experiences, the traditional craft of mosaicking was used to help to facilitate 

the design workshops. This was inspired by the craft groups observed in study 1 where 

crafts such as knitting and mosaicking brought people together after Black Saturday to 

create objects of commemorative value in a comfortable and supportive environment 

(section 4.3.6). Further detail on the design workshop format used in this study is 

provided in section 5.3.2. As will be show in the findings, this approach enabled 

participants to come together in a comfortable setting with their peers, express their 

feelings freely and share their design ideas with one another. 
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5.2.2 Generating design considerations  

The second aim of the design workshops was to generate design considerations for digital 

memorials. Design considerations have been used in other studies as a way to convey a 

set of issues and opportunities for design, or simply, areas that designers need to consider 

prior to embarking on a design process. For example, four design considerations were 

presented in a study of digital memorials used to commemorate deceased family 

members, with the considerations intended to provide inspiration for future design (Odom 

et al., 2012). Another example is a study examining the ways that people used online 

spaces for commemorating the tragic death of a teenager (Mori et al., 2012). In the study, 

design considerations outlined both issues and opportunities for the future design of 

online platforms based on concerns related to post mortem messaging on websites and 

social networking sites.  

Design considerations in this thesis are not intended to be a comprehensive list of all 

possible areas to consider for digital memorial design. They are, however, a result of 

targeted design workshops examining the design of digital memorials intended to engage 

diverse audiences. Examining the importance of designing for diverse audiences is based 

on study 1 findings where both web-based memorials and traditional spontaneous 

memorials were characterised by openness (section 4.4.2). Anybody could participate 

without restriction. Through analysing the ideas and the transcripts from the discussions 

in the workshops related to those ideas, a set of design considerations for digital memorial 

design were produced.  

5.3 Study design 

5.3.1 Participants and recruitment  

A total of 17 participants were involved in the four design workshops for the study. Each 

group was different, with three including two participants, and one large group including 

11 participants. All participants were from towns that were directly affected by the fires. 

Group 1 was a married couple living in St Andrews. Group 2 was two friends who live in 

Strathewen, and knew each other from the various craft groups that they had been 

involved in after the fires. One of them had also been involved in the interviews in study 

1. Group 3 was two residents that knew each other from the fire-affected town 

Clonbinane. Group 4 was a group of residents, many who had lost their homes. They had 

started working on various arts and crafts projects as a group after the fires. They agreed 

to participate as one large group for the study. Table 5:1 outlines the makeup of each 
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group with an age and gender breakdown, as well as a description of the relationship the 

participants had to Black Saturday.  

The requirements for allowing participants to be included in the study were that they 

needed to have some personal relationship to Black Saturday, and to be interested in this 

project. There were more women (13) than men (4) participants in the study and the age 

range was 45 to 67 years old. Despite not having an age or demographic requirement for 

recruitment, the skew towards women and an older age bracket was likely a reflection on 

who might be interested in commemoration. Furthermore, in study 1 it was observed that 

more women than men participated in group craft projects. It was therefore unsurprising 

that similar trends would be observed in this study. In the discussion chapter (section 

7.3.2), commentary is provided on the demographics of the participants and the 

limitations associated with this. 

Groups  Relationship to Black Saturday 

Group 1: 2 attendees 

(Male 56 years. Female 

56 years.) 

A married couple living in the fire-affected town St 

Andrews. They knew numerous people in their 

community who lost their lives. Their home was used as 

a refuge for animals and pets in the aftermath of Black 

Saturday.  

Group 2: 2 attendees 

(Females 58, 62 years.) 
Two friends who live in Strathewen. Strathewen is a 

small town of around 200 people that was devastated by 

the fires. Both their houses were spared and they still 

live in the town, but they both lost many friends and 

neighbours. 

Group 3: 2 attendees 

(Male 53 years. Female 

54 years.) 

Clonbinane suffered a severe loss of property without 

loss of life. These two participants are locals. One lost 

his shed and equipment, but saved his home. The other 

lost buildings on her property, including an old 

homestead used as a bed-and-breakfast. 

Group 4: 11 attendees 

(Males 45 & 67 years. 

Females 45, 46, 46, 49, 

49, 55, 62, 62 & 64 

years.) 

Most of the people in this group lost their homes in the 

fires and had moved into, or were rebuilding new homes 

at the time these design workshops were held. All are 

from the Christmas Hills area and knew people who died 

on Black Saturday. The majority of participants in this 

group are part of an art and craft group set up after Black 

Saturday. 

Table 5:1 – Design workshop groups 

Recruiting participants in sensitive settings is complex. The issue of over-researching 

(Clark, 2008) was a concern identified in the research design chapter (section 3.3.1). In 

the Black Saturday setting, there was focus on people in these communities by both 

journalists and other academic researchers. Some people in the affected towns were also 

still rebuilding their homes during the time I was attempting to recruit participants. 
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People would therefore be understandably discerning about who they agreed to spend 

time with for research purposes.  

Since it was important that the sessions were facilitated with groups of peers, rather than 

as individuals, a snowballing (Patrick et al., 1998) recruitment approach was used. When 

one participant was confirmed, I asked if they knew anybody else who might also be 

interested in participating. Two of the participants were interviewees from study 1 (one in 

group 2 and another in group 3). They had expressed interest in being involved and so I 

asked if they knew of any others that could be interested in joining so that they could 

attend as a group and they provided an email address or phone number of those they felt 

might be interested. The participants were recruited by phone after I described the details 

of the study. This resulted in groups where people were from similar geographical areas 

and so the workshops could be facilitated in an environment comfortable for them, such 

as in their own homes (Group 1, 3 and 4), or in the community centre they were already 

familiar with (Group 2). 

5.3.2 Design workshop format 

The first aim of the study was to determine suitable design techniques to use in a 

commemorative setting. In this section, the format of the design workshops used in this 

study is described, which incorporated a mosaicking activity to help facilitate the 

sessions. 

Mosaicking activity 

The format of the workshops was inspired by the type of activities observed after Black 

Saturday that study 1 identified. Craft groups were initiated by those in the towns affected 

by the fires, where people could come together and work on an activity such as 

mosaicking or knitting to create aesthetic objects in groups. These activities were 

important for those who attended, providing a comfortable environment for people to 

support one another as they recovered from the fires. 

I used mosaicking as the craft in the design workshops for this study, partially as a way to 

incentivise people to participate in the exercise, but also as an activity that requires no 

prior knowledge. It can be done individually or in larger groups, and only requires people 

to be able to stick small ceramic tiles (around 1cm
2
) onto a surface. In each group, 

participants were asked to create a mosaic (Figure 5:1) either by themselves or in small 

groups, provided that they were physically close enough to be able to communicate 

verbally with the other group members. With the larger group of 11 people, they were 

split into three smaller groups on a large dining table. 
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The simplicity of the activity was important. Once people were able to stick the tiles onto 

the surface to create the mosaic, it became a repetitive activity, meaning they could chat 

with others in the group freely. Mosaicking can be done on any surface to which tiles can 

be glued. I made wooden frames that would fit the size of a tablet computer. This was a 

tablet computer purchased specifically for my research. This was so that participants 

could link the physical craft activity to discussions relating to technology use. One 

participant (from Group 3) also expressed an interest in photography and so he created a 

collage of printed photographs on his frame. Another participant is a professional 

glassmaker (Group 1) and so rather than mosaicking, was asked to design (on paper) a 

glass frame that might be able to house a tablet computer. 

Structure of the workshops 

Each workshop was made up of two distinct sections. As facilitator, I had to decide when 

was appropriate to shift from the first to the second. For the first section, and whilst the 

participants were mosaicking, they were left to freely discuss any topics they liked 

whether that was with me as a facilitator or the others in the group. This was so that 

everybody present could feel comfortable with each other and also to familiarise 

themselves with the mosaicking activity. People often discussed what colour theme they 

might use for their mosaic and other general conversations that might have had nothing to 

do with mosaicking. 

Once the group was comfortably working on their mosaic, I would ask if participants 

could share memories of Black Saturday, the recovery or how they have been involved in 

commemorative activities. For most groups no probing was required, since I had recruited 

people for whom recuperating from the fires was already a common conversation topic. 

As much as possible I let the conversation flow naturally without much interjection. The 

following question was a useful probing question for gathering a sense of what their 

existing experiences were with their engagement with memorials for commemorating 

Black Saturday: 

With any of the commemorations you have been involved in or seen, was 

there interaction between those directly affected by the fires and others who 

were just concerned? How did this work? Did you see any benefits or 

problems in this interaction? [Appendix B.2 has a list of the questions created 

for the design workshops] 

This question was useful for identifying instances where memorials might have been 

relevant to a wide range of people, including those in the fire-affected areas and others 

outside those communities. 
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For the second half of the workshop, which was generally for the second hour of a two 

hour session and whilst the participants were still working on their mosaic, I asked them 

to discuss ideas for digital memorials. This was because after one hour of mosaicking, it 

was expected that participants would be comfortable with each other and myself as 

facilitator, having spent time sharing some of their experiences relating to Black Saturday 

and the aftermath. Each participant was provided paper and pens to write down their 

thoughts and communicate their design ideas if they did not feel they wanted to speak 

them aloud. While participants were provided paper and pens to draw their design ideas, 

the majority were able to verbally discuss ideas as a group.  

 

Figure 5:1 – Participants mosaicking their frames together 

 

 

Figure 5:2 – A completed mosaicked frame with a tablet computer inside 

Prototypes as provocations in the workshops  

After participants had spent time generating ideas for digital memorials in the design 

workshops, they were shown five different prototypes. They were shown these prototypes 

after they had enough time to generate their own ideas and I felt the discussion would be 

enhanced with the stimuli. The five prototypes were displayed on a single tablet 

computer. This was similar to the process used in a study for designing technologies for 
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empowering women in developing countries (Shroff and Kam, 2011) where prototypes 

were taken to facilitate discussion. I had developed each prototype specifically for the 

workshops, and they not only were intended as provocations but to also help demonstrate 

the capabilities of digital technologies for the attendees. It was important that they were 

positioned as prototype ideas to the attendees, rather than finalised technologies, since 

one of the objectives of the workshops was that participants were expected to generate 

their own ideas. The tablet computer was chosen for its portability, and also because it 

could be placed within the frame that participants were mosaicking in the workshops, 

thereby allowing participants to see a relationship between their mosaicking activity and 

digital technology. Participants were asked to interact with the five prototypes on the 

tablet computer to elicit their thoughts and gather feedback. In addition to helping 

demonstrate the capabilities of digital technologies, the prototypes were useful for 

provoking reactions if people felt there were potential issues with the design. 

Each of the five prototypes is presented in Table 5:2. Some were ideas that I had 

considered (Prototype 1, 2 and 5), one was an idea from one of the HCI researchers in the 

Interaction Design Lab at The University of Melbourne (Prototype 3). Prototype 4 was a 

concept that a participant in study 1 mentioned to me in their interview who discussed the 

idea of flicking through photographs of the leaves created for the Blacksmith Tree 

(section 4.3.1). 

Prototype 1 demonstrated how a digital memorial could slowly change over long periods 

of time. Prototype 2 showcased the potential of using multimedia in a digital memorial. 

Prototypes 3, 4 and 5 demonstrated how a digital memorial might be Internet-connected, 

allowing people from all over the world to participate by sending messages to it. Table 

5:2 provides a summary of each prototype along with a rationale for its inclusion in the 

design workshop. 
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Prototype description and rationale Image 

1. Tending to a  folded poem 

A photograph of a poem placed on the Poetry Tree 

after the fires is presented to users in this prototype. 

Over time, the poem folds over in one corner, hiding 

parts of the poem, much like the physical poems on the 

Poetry Tree in Strathewen that weathered and decayed 

over time. The user can tend to this poem by dragging 

the corner backup to show the whole poem (unfolding 

it) using a simple swipe gesture. 

 

Rationale 

This prototype focuses on the idea of tending to 

something. This idea is similar to how people tended to 

the Poetry Tree as a way to express their interest in 

socially supporting each other after the fires. This idea 

of tending to something is common in death rituals, 

such as at a gravesite where the bereaved might tend to 

the grave by cleaning it or placing fresh flowers. A 

digital equivalent is attempted with this prototype, 

where people can tend to a poem on a touch screen by 

swiping a folded poem upwards, mimicking the 

physicality of tending to a poem written on paper. It 

also allows participants to consider a digital memorial 

that slowly changes over a long period of time such as 

weeks, or even months. 

 

 

2. Multimedia 

This prototype displays photographs and video 

footage. Photographs include images of physical 

memorials, and video includes documentary footage 

(Geer, 2012) relating to Black Saturday recovery. 

 

Rationale 

Showing photographs and video footage to participants 

demonstrates the potential for technology to store and 

play back multimedia.  

3. Photographs of the deceased 

The prototype incorporated a screenshot from the 

Victorian Bushfire Tragedy Page (section 4.4.1). This 

is a listing of those who perished in the fires on Black 

Saturday using photographs of the deceased. For each 

individual, there is also a name and short biography 

along with a description of how they died in the fires. 

 

Rationale 

Commonly seen in physical memorials is a listing of 

names of those who died, for example on war 

monuments. This is an interactive version of that same 

idea but also includes digital photographs of the 

deceased.  
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4. The Blacksmiths Tree  

Blacksmiths from around the world forged metallic 

leaves for a memorial tree to be donated to fire-

affected communities (“The Tree Project”, 2010).  

Around 3000 leaves were created in total. This 

prototype contains images of some leaves that people 

can view using a swipe gesture to move between the 

photographs. People can also type messages for a 

specific leaf either through the app or from a website. 

 

Rationale  

With a large number of leaves sent from people around 

the world, technology provides an ideal place to 

present images of all the leaves. Messages can be left 

for each leaf as a way to include people not able to 

visit the physical memorial. 

 

5. Poems 

A person from an affected community had written a 

book of poems after Black Saturday. Some of these 

poems were scanned into the app. People could swipe 

the screen to switch between each poem. The prototype 

also allowed people to leave messages for a particular 

poem from the app itself or from a website. 

 

Rationale  

As with Prototype 1, this prototype includes poetry. 

Support for leaving messages for a poem allows both 

those using the app to participate as well as those using 

a website. 

 

Table 5:2 – Prototype digital memorial ideas shown to participants in the design workshops 

5.3.3 Analytic Process  

The analytic approach used in this study was similar to that used in study 1. Transcripts of 

recorded conversations from the design workshops, my own field notes, and the design 

ideas drawn on or written on paper by participants, were included for analysis. In study 1, 

the data were split between physical and web-based memorials whereas in this study, data 

from all workshops were combined and analysed together. Each of the transcripts from 

the design workshops and my field notes relating to the design ideas generated from the 

workshops were loaded into the software ATLAS.Ti (Muhr, 1997) which supports and 

categorising text using codes. 

The approach to data analysis was similar to the techniques promoted by grounded theory 

(Strauss and Corbin, 1990). Rather than the three passes on the data analysis (Neuman, 

2006, p. 461), only two passes were required for this study. The open coding and 

consolidation steps were performed in a single pass. This is because with only 5 

workshops, it was easier to identify the relationships and overlaps with the codes in a 

single pass rather do these as two separate steps. This first pass resulted in 58 codes. The 
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second pass was conducted to select the codes relevant to the two separate research 

questions and choose suitable extracts from the data to illustrate the findings. Table 5:3 

provides an example of the analytic process where extracts of the raw data are presented 

on the left, with examples of the associated codes generated from the open 

coding/consolidation pass of the analysis in the centre, and the associated finding 

presented on the right column. There are also reference numbers to the relevant sections 

of this chapter to illustrate how the analysis led to the findings for this chapter. The 

comprehensive list of all codes and their associated section references are provided in 

Appendix B.4.
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Extracts from data  Codes Findings 

David: I mean it was hard, because it affected half of the township, like this part of St Andrews 

was fine, but north St Andrews got wiped out. You know...“brrrr” [David is shuddering at the 

thought of how easily he could have been killed in the fires]. Anyway, I think I’m sort of over it 

now. I don’t want to dwell on it too much. 

Recalling emotional memories from 

Black Saturday 

The changing nature of commemoration 

over time 

Emotional 

reflections (section 

5.4.2)  

Temporal patterns 

(section 5.5.4) 

Kate: So yeah it was all confusion, and the gorgeous policeman that was there and let me 

go, he’d had family in another area so he was getting news of them. [30 seconds silence 

whilst the participants mosaicked] 

Jean: That’s lovely; I don’t think you can even fit another one on!  

Kate: So where were you on the day Jean? 

Recalling emotional memories from 

Black Saturday 

Silent period whilst discussing emotional 

topics 

Using the mosaicking activity to change 

topics 

Emotional 

reflections (section 

5.4.2)  

Silence whilst 

mosaicking (section 

5.4.3) 

Changing topics 

(section 5.4.2) 

Tracy: One person had a painting above their alcove, and the painting was of smoke and a 

black mountain and not nice. And the girl who met the woman immediately ended up sobbing, 

in tears, and she had lost her friends and family – you know, recently. It was three years ago 

with the fires...It shows you how tender the visual image is, to people still… 

Feeling confronted by images depicting 

devastation caused by fires 

The changing nature of commemoration 

over time 

Issues with 

representation 

(section 5.5.2) 

Temporal patterns 

(section 5.5.4) 

[participant idea on paper] 

Participant idea for a digital memorial 

Small, constrained audience for a digital 

memorial 

Commemorating people, places or events 

Privacy, control 

and context 

collapse (section 

5.5.1) 

Chloe: And as years go by too. Could be quite different, 5, 10 years down the track. How 

would a digital memorial, how would it look?  

The changing nature of commemoration 

over time  

Digital memorials used over a long 

period of time 

Temporal patterns 

(section 5.5.4) 

Table 5:3 – Example of the analytic process for the design workshop data 
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5.4 Findings related to the use of mosaicking to 

facilitate design workshops 

The findings are separated into two sections, addressing each of the two aims of this 

study. This first section presents the findings relevant to techniques for designing in the 

commemorative setting.  

As documented in the background section of this chapter, facilitating the design 

workshops using traditional focus groups was seen as potentially problematic. 

Participants would be expected to discuss emotional topics within a group setting and so 

the concern was that unless the participants felt comfortable in the environment, they may 

not be forthcoming with their ideas and provide limited insights for digital memorial 

design. The findings from the study indicated that with the mosaicking facilitated 

workshops, people could express themselves freely. This was shown in three distinct 

ways. First, the mosaicking activity encouraged participants to engage in light-hearted 

conversations, particularly at the beginning of the workshop to build rapport. Second, 

mosaicking was a useful distraction that helped lighten the mood or change the direction 

of the conversation in the workshop as participants discussed emotional topics or 

recounted traumatic memories. Third, the mosaicking activity also allowed participants to 

be silent, something that would be unnatural or awkward in an interview or focus group 

context. I argue that these characteristics of the design workshops provided an 

emotionally supportive environment conducive to designing technology in the 

commemorative context.  

5.4.1 Light-hearted conversations 

Light-hearted conversations were evident in each of the workshops, more so than might 

be expected in a focus group setting. The topics varied widely, from participants speaking 

about the mosaicking activity, talking about current news of interest or sharing humorous 

stories. The following dialogue is between Jean and Kate and occurred early in their 

workshop. They were expressing delight with the mosaic tiles: 

Jean: Have a look at them, they're gorgeous, wow. 

Kate: These look like they're all blues. 

Jean: Is that blue or black? They're just so nice. I could just play with looking 

at them before I knew what I was going to do with them. They're gorgeous. 

This was as Jean and Kate were familiarising themselves with the mosaicking activity 

and beginning to place tiles onto their wooden frames. The following is a conversation in 
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another group. The participants in the group knew each other and so they used the early 

part of the design workshop to catch up on recent developments relating to rebuilding 

their properties after the fires: 

Mark: How’s the property thing going? 

Jennifer: Yeah yeah crazy, yeah. My husband has been on his bobcat trying to, 

you know, clear a few tracks and things here and there through the jungle. 

We’ve actually just started, he’s started doing the earthworks for our new 

cottage, which is exiting, daunting but exiting. 

Mark: Yeah sure will be. 

It was the early stages of the workshops where participants regularly engaged in these 

light-hearted conversations. The topics were wide-ranging and often made no reference to 

the fires, loss of life, or even commemoration. A traditional focus group or interview does 

not preclude light-hearted topics from being discussed, but having an activity like 

mosaicking lent itself to a longer session (e.g. two hours rather than one) in which such 

conversations appeared to be natural for the participants. It appeared that they could 

express themselves freely without feeling like they were wasting the researcher’s or their 

own time. While participants were not contributing ideas or perspectives on digital 

memorials as they discussed unrelated topics, as a facilitator I encouraged this type of 

interaction so that they could share their ideas when they felt comfortable to do so. 

Clarke and Wright (2012) have also examined using group sessions in a sensitive setting 

that incorporated a digital form of “crafting”. Their study was with women from various 

cultural backgrounds living in the U.K. who had suffered domestic violence. The 

participants were asked to craft digital stories in addition to creating digital portraits using 

a range of multimedia to share personal experiences with each other. Importantly, the 

craft sessions took considerable time: “We worked with 6 women over 4 months on 16, 2 

hour weekly sessions” (2012, p. 318). While it was not a focal point of their study, being 

able to create something of value in groups opens up the possibility for running longer 

sessions over multiple weeks and months, something not common with focus groups. 

The mosaicking activity encouraged participants to spend time discussing topics not 

directly related to the overall objective of the workshops. This was allowed and 

encouraged in order for participants to feel comfortable with each other, as well as to 

build rapport with one another and with me as facilitator. 

5.4.2 Emotional reflections and topic changes 

In contrast to these light-hearted conversations, there were instances where participants 

had emotional reflections in the workshops and at times, the mosaicking provided a way 



Chapter 5. Study 2 

117 

for people to easily change topics. In one of the workshops (Group 4), a group of three 

participants were working together creating a mosaic. In this group was Patricia, who had 

lost her home in the fire and whose neighbour died on Black Saturday. Patricia was 

visibly emotional as she spoke about the memory of her neighbour: 

Patricia: Some of my neighbours were killed, in particular this man Darren, 

who was a great lover of the bush, and I used to walk every day in the bush 

there, several times a week. And now I go out there walking, the regrowth is 

amazing. There are these great patches of ‘hardenbergia’ and there is huge 

patches of yellow ‘wattle’, and there are these great patches of orange ‘bush 

peas’ [all are Australian native plants] and then there is just this massive 

growth of green, different features of green. When I walk out there I’m on the 

one hand, in constant excitement about these incredible great blocks of colour, 

but the whole time I’m looking out there, it’s like I am so aware of his 

presence. It’s partly because if he was there, he would be able to tell me so 

much about what’s happening. His livelihood was in biodiversity mapping, so 

he knew it inside out and backwards, yeah, a beautiful man. 

Patricia mentions that Darren, her neighbour, loved the bush, so the group used coloured 

tiles on their mosaic that were the same as the colours of plants and flowers she came 

across on her daily walk in areas of bushland that were regenerating after the fires. 

Patricia was able to link the colour of the tiles with her memories of Darren and discussed 

this with group members. As Patricia was talking through her memories, the group 

momentarily stopped gluing tiles onto their frame to ensure that they could concentrate 

on what she was saying. In another group David and Sally (Group 1), who had lost close 

friends, and were in a high risk area on the day of the fires also discussed emotional 

topics in their workshop. In the following quote, David is reflecting on Black Saturday 

and the aftermath: 

David: I mean it was hard, because it affected half of the township, like this 

part of St Andrews was fine, but north St Andrews got wiped out. You 

know...“brrrr” [David is shuddering, perhaps at the thought of how easily he 

could have been killed in the fires]. Anyway, I think I’m sort of over it now. I 

don’t want to dwell on it too much. You don’t want to do that either. It’s hard 

for me because I didn’t lose anything physical.  

Despite David not losing anything “physical” in the fires, the events made him 

reflect on his own mortality, and in the workshop he shuddered at the thought of 

what could have happened. As with Patricia, the workshop enabled him to express 

these deeply personal reflections. Later in this same workshop, David and Sally 

spoke about how they assisted others in the days after the fire, in particular looking 

after animals and letting people use their house for respite from the fires. As they 

were reflecting on these memories, however, they changed topics from how they 

helped others on Black Saturday to the mosaicking activity: 
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Sally: Coz they brought cats down, from Strathewen. Remember there was 

Mike and Lucy’s cat? That’s right. They brought that in, because they were in 

the fires, they were trying to save their cat. So they brought that here, and 

we’ve got gallahs [An Australian cockatoo] in there, so we had to put them in 

cages, so we had the cat in there, and we had someone’s dog here, they all sort 

of gathered. 

David: Everybody just sort of chips in and helps, you know. We had people 

having showers here, you do what you can. I don’t know [as he lets out a sigh 

and a brief pause] shit happens. That’s how I look at it, I think it wasn’t our 

turn, you know, fate. I’m not a very religions sort of person or any of that 

stuff. There’s not much you can do about it. 

Sally: You can add something [A change of topic as Sally is referring to her 

mosaic asking if David wants to add a tile to the mosaic she was working on]. 

David: What? I’m just watching you, it’s wonderful [Laughter as they look at 

Sally who is enjoying placing tiles on her mosaic]. 

In the above dialogue, David reflected on how if circumstances were different, he could 

have been killed in the fires “I think it wasn’t our turn, you know, fate”. Directly after 

this comment though, Sally changed the topic to the mosaic she is working on and asked 

if David would like to place a coloured tile on it. In this instance, mosaicking provided a 

way to change topics from considering how David could have died in the fires to the craft 

activity. This type of interaction with the groups was common, where the topics could 

shift quickly between the craft activity and other more emotionally evocative 

conversations. It did not appear to be a way to avoid the topic, but rather, mosaicking was 

used as a tool to negotiate various conversations. In study 1, participants spoke about how 

the craft groups allowed them to express a wide range of emotions in a supportive 

environment of peers in the fire-affected communities. This was also evident in this study 

with the mosaicking activity used in the design workshops.  

Mosaicking in the design workshops was an easy craft to learn and engage in, and gave 

participants a tool for distracting the conversation. This was often the case when 

emotional topics were broached. These types of topic changes are possible in interviews 

and focus groups, but it is dependent on the facilitator or interviewer to make a decision 

about when a topic should be changed, which can be difficult to negotiate when the topic 

is emotionally charged or sensitive. With the craft-based design workshops, participants 

were able to negotiate topic changes themselves with less intervention from the 

facilitator. 

5.4.3 Silence while mosaicking 

The mosaicking activity also allowed participants to be silent. The following is a dialogue 

between two survivors Kate and Jean (Group 2) who live in the same fire-affected town. 
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Both lost numerous neighbours and friends in the fires. Kate recounted her memory of 

survival on the day. After she told her story, there was a lengthy pause in the 

conversation. During the following account, it is important to note that Kate’s voice 

quivered as she spoke about the terror of Black Saturday: 

Kate: Well I got caught and had to run, because the fire went past our place… 

took our sheds and our cars. … well one time I'd run up, to check [that the 

property was OK], and then couldn’t get back down to where Mark and 

Carmen were… I just went, and I don’t know how I got over the fence, but I 

just got out. I knew there were fire brigade… so I just kept running till I found 

them… and there were cops there. So I waited there… At that stage I didn’t 

know if Mark and Carmen were OK or not… so I went to the policeman… 

“I’m going back in” and he just went [Kate shrugs her shoulders 

communicating the gesture the policeman made to her which was that he did 

not know whether or not it was safe to go back].  

Jean: mmm 

Kate: But do you know, I cannot remember from then, I don’t remember 

going back.  

Jean: mmm 

Kate: So yeah it was all confusion, and the gorgeous policeman that was there 

and let me go, he’d had family in another area so he was getting news of them.  

Kate was making reference to a family who perished in the fires and was visibly 

emotional as she spoke. For the following 30 seconds, both Jean & Kate silently worked 

on their respective mosaics, rustling through tiles. Given the intensity of Kate’s story, this 

silence did not seem awkward. After this interlude while they both mosaicked together, 

Jean broke the silence: 

Jean: That’s lovely; I don’t think you can even fit another one on! [Jean is 

making reference to her mosaic which she had nearly completed.] 

Kate: So where were you on the day Jean?  

Jean then told her story of what happened to her on the day of the fires as they both 

continued to mosaic. The silence in this dialogue allowed for a break in the conversation, 

and a change of topic from the survival story to the mosaicking. Kate, however, then 

asked Jean about how she survived on the day, and Jean reciprocated with her own story. 

In a traditional interview or focus group setting, it is difficult to envisage a silence such as 

this occurring naturally. Not all silences in the workshops were when there were 

emotional topics being discussed. In other instances, participants were concentrating on 

mosaicking. As a facilitator, I also found the silences useful for other reasons beyond 

giving participants a break from discussing emotional topics or allowing them to work on 

their mosaic. These silences gave me opportunities to consider how to best interject with 
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appropriate questions or even change activities. For example, it would not have been a 

suitable time to ask Jean and Kate questions about a prototype digital memorial design 

directly after they shared their stories about surviving the fires. The silences allowed me 

as facilitator to sense the mood of the group and act accordingly. 

5.4.4 Summary of findings related to workshop format 

The evidence from this study suggests that mosaicking provided a way for participants to 

interact with each other and the facilitator in a setting suitable for discussing emotional 

topics such as the fires and how the event might be commemorated. Research question 2a 

was about understanding how mosaicking can be used for facilitating design workshops 

in the commemorative setting. The approach used in this study is not the definitive 

technique for designing digital memorials. However, it was shown to have potential 

advantages over traditional focus groups and so is an option for researchers interested in 

designing in the commemorative context. I reflect on these findings in the discussion 

section of this chapter. Furthermore, in the discussion chapter (chapter 7), I make the case 

for how this and similar techniques could be employed by HCI researchers in other 

sensitive settings. 

5.5 Design considerations for digital memorial 

design  

The second aim of the study was to generate design considerations based on the outcomes 

of the design workshops. They are intended to be useful for interaction designers and 

researchers who are interested in digital memorial design. Each of the considerations are 

based on analysing the transcripts and understanding the design ideas produced by the 

participants in the workshops. Each is discussed in this section along with associated 

evidence from the workshop to support its inclusion. 

5.5.1 Privacy, control and context collapse 

The findings from the workshops include three interrelated but distinct issues with digital 

memorials that are intended to engage diverse audiences. These are negotiating what 

should be kept private for a memorial, the lack of control that might be felt by those who 

see themselves as part of the bereaved community, and the collapsing of multiple 

audiences into a single environment making it difficult for people to know how to 

participate. 
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Negotiating what should be kept private 

Participants in the workshops described experiences with the media attention directly 

after Black Saturday as a way to discuss what they felt should be kept private with a 

digital memorial. When participants mentioned public in the workshops they were 

predominantly referring to digital memorials that could be accessed by outsiders, or those 

who did not see themselves as part of a fire-affected community. Television news or 

newspapers are different to digital memorials but the comparison allowed participants to 

consider the impact of sharing deeply personal moments to wide audiences. For example, 

I asked Jean about how she might feel if outsiders were to participate by interacting with 

a digital memorial she would also use. She was reminded of a situation where she felt 

there was inappropriate media coverage of somebody grieving published in a newspaper 

article: 

Jean: I suppose it could be problematic if you got a creep harassing, intruding, 

you know. The media was a bit appalling really. Do you remember that photo 

on the cover of the newspaper of Kylie? She'd just been told, she was crying 

and breaking her heart, and I thought "awww what did you photograph that 

for?" 

A person’s heart-breaking moment after being told of a loved one’s passing was 

something Jean indicated as being too personal to photograph for a widely distributed 

newspaper. Jean used this example to foresee potential issues negotiating what should be 

displayed in digital memorials that could be accessed by outsiders. In another similar 

example, Rod recalled a scenario where he came across a photographer from a newspaper 

who was capturing images the day after Black Saturday as Rod was assessing the impact 

of the fires on his property where his home had burnt down: 

Rod: I can still remember when we came back here the first day after the fires, 

and there was like a freelance photographer for The Age looking around. I 

said to him, “Who are you?” he was sort of – almost embarrassed. And he 

said, “Oh look, this is what I do and this is who I am.” I said, “It’s fine. 

You’re doing your job.” 

While Rod understood the need for photographers employed by newspapers to accurately 

depict the devastation caused by the fires, Rod and the photographer were both wary of 

such scrutiny and the impact it may have on the locals. There were also comments by 

participants indicating what they saw as inappropriate behaviour by “rubber-neckers”, or 

those who were not from a fire-affected town but wanted to visit purely out of curiosity. 

This is an issue that was well documented in the media after Black Saturday (“Police 

open fire town Kinglake to outsiders”, n.d.). Any tragedy that causes chaos to a 

community, such as a natural disaster, will be covered through traditional media such as 

newspapers. Participants in the design workshops related their experiences dealing with 
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the media attention after the fires, to their concerns about outsiders and the bereaved 

community interacting with the same digital memorial. As web-based memorials such as 

those analysed in study 1 are increasingly becoming places for people to express their 

personal grief and shock, designers of these commemorative spaces needs to consider the 

impact of opening up them up to outsider participation.  

Lack of control 

Participants expressed concern about a lack of control if a digital memorial could be used 

by outsiders. In Group 4, the participants debated whether Prototype 3 was a suitable 

digital memorial. It contains a photograph of each of the deceased along with their name, 

a short biography and a description of how they perished in the fires. The idea for this 

prototype came from an HCI researcher in the Interaction Design Laboratory within my 

research group who thought about a digital version of a war memorial that might list 

names of the soldiers who died at war. The idea was that for Black Saturday, a digital 

memorial might include not only the names of the deceased, but also include 

photographs. Participants in the workshops brainstormed related ideas such as sending 

messages and virtual flowers to the deceased persons’ photograph through a digital 

memorial. In one of the groups (Group 4), Nadia rejected these ideas suggesting that 

allowing outsiders the ability to do this in a digital memorial was “too personal”: 

Nadia: But some of those images are actually quite private. Say if your 

grandfather died, would you like people to play around with photos of him, 

and send it flowers and messages all over the place. So you have to be really 

sensitive in what you’re doing... I think that’s too personal... I don’t like 

having no control over the memorial. I just think the images of people make it 

too personal. 

Having outsiders interact with a photograph of the deceased by sending messages and 

virtual flowers led Nadia to feel that it would result in a sense of powerlessness over the 

interaction. With respect to providing control, technologies such as online social 

networks used provide functionality for users to moderate text based comments and flag 

inappropriate contributions as a way to provide a sense of control over what can be 

displayed. If such online social networks are used are used as web-based memorials, 

however, there might be issues surrounding who does the moderation. For example in a 

related study, it was identified that: “the moderation of comments will often be done by 

the bereaved who may not wish to moderate indefinitely” (Mori et al., 2012, p. 398). 

Understanding who should take on a role of moderation and how long they would be 

interested in doing so are challenges for digital memorial design. Designers should 

therefore consider other ways beyond moderation to provide a sense of control for the 

bereaved with digital memorials for engaging diverse audiences. 
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Context collapse 

Participants did not directly discuss context collapse in the workshops. However, issues 

of negotiating what should be kept private and lacking a sense of control both closely 

relate to problems of context collapse (Marwick and boyd, 2010; Vitak et al., 2012; 

Wesch, 2009). Marwick & boyd define context collapse as technology that “flattens 

multiple audiences into one” (2010, p. 9). Online social networking sites (SNS) are an 

often-cited example where context collapse is an issue. The example often used is where 

users are expected to negotiate a range of relationships such as professional and 

social/familial relationships in the one online space: 

Users are therefore faced with a number of decisions regarding the merging of 

these different contexts on SNSs, including whether or not to connect with 

coworkers on sites that are typically used for social activities; how to maintain 

boundaries between their personal and professional lives; and the extent to 

which they should share personal or family-related information on more 

professionally oriented sites. (Vitak et al., 2012, p. 555) 

The separate contexts are collapsed into one, making it challenging for users to know 

how to participate in their environment. In study 1, I identified the bereaved community 

and outsiders as potential audiences for digital memorials. Participants in the workshops 

for this study were concerned about how some outsiders may not participate as reverently 

as they would hope. The findings from study 1 also showed how some messages posted 

to web-based memorials were seen as inappropriate by others reading the messages 

(section 4.4.3). It was suggested that these might have been people who simply misjudged 

who they thought would read the message. In the third and final thesis study, a digital 

memorial is deployed for the fourth anniversary of Black Saturday that attempts to 

address these issues of context collapse.  

5.5.2 Issues with representation 

In the workshops, participants debated how to represent the story of Black Saturday 

through a memorial. In one of the groups, Jean spoke about the memorial working group 

in Strathewen who were planning a permanent monument for the town. One idea the 

group came up with in their meeting was to include large boards at the site for the 

memorial, including written stories and photographs as a way to present a narrative of 

Black Saturday. The group ultimately rejected the idea: 

Jean: Yeah at one stage people wanted story boards. And people were like 

"no, we don't want big boards everywhere". "Well how do we record the story 

of the day?" So we ended up with people contributing their story in poems and 

they were blasted into stone for the memorial.  
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Carving poems into stone was decided as the suitable way for the community to share 

their narrative of Black Saturday through the memorial. 

Throughout each design workshop, how to represent the deceased or tell the story of 

Black Saturday was regularly discussed. Participants often saw opportunities for using 

technology, specifically multimedia, as a way to retell the story of Black Saturday or 

document details about the lives of the deceased. Concerns were expressed however, that 

the multimedia might be confronting for those still grieving. Much like the example 

above where people debated using story-boards or poetry for a physical memorial, 

participants in the workshops debated the respective benefits and potential risks of 

incorporating multimedia as a way to tell the narrative of Black Saturday through a digital 

memorial.  

Storytelling and multimedia 

Participants in the design workshops agreed that interactive technologies are ideal for 

storytelling. David and Sally mentioned that the interactivity of Prototype 3 (the 

prototype that provides details about the individuals who perished in the fires) can allow 

users to navigate a large amount of content. They suggested that technology also allows 

for information to be easily disseminated to those who might want to learn about Black 

Saturday: 

David: I like the idea of the interactive, it tells a story, or it can tell a story, it 

can be in depth, in detail, with a lot of information. So you can then take out 

of it what you want. 

Sally: So, say that you’ve got it set it up in a public place. You’ve got maybe a 

history of all the people that have perished, a bit about their lives, because 

they’re important. 

In another group, Carl and Tracy spoke about creating video footage of people telling 

their Black Saturday stories, or using photographs for a digital memorial:  

Carl: Technology is a particularly good medium for filming the stories around 

it – our own stories.  

Tracy: You could do it with photos. 

These examples focused on using technology for capturing, storing and disseminating 

stories related to Black Saturday, often using multimedia to do so. Through technology, 

survivors can tell their stories and others can learn about their experiences. There were 

other purposes for sharing stories with a memorial discussed in the workshops. Mark 

suggested that photographs could highlight issues relating to logging in the local 

environment: 
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Mark: Yeah I think before and after photos of the different areas. Like a big 

tree up in the forest which means a lot to some of us. Totally destroyed the 

area now by logging. 

Burnt areas of bush were being logged after the fires and Mark felt it was important to 

present a chronology of photographs as a form of protest against this. Digital memorials 

are useful for communicating a narrative, yet the purpose of doing so can vary. They can 

be for educating those who may not have known the details of Black Saturday and the 

destruction caused, archiving stories for posterity, or advocating a political perspective.  

In each of the examples above, the storytelling ideas largely revolved around including 

multimedia. There are precedents of using multimedia on websites set up for people to 

tell their stories relating to tragic events. The “Big Stories Small Towns” project 

(“Recovery, Strathewen | Big Stories Small Towns”, n.d.) contains footage of people 

within Black Saturday-affected areas telling their stories of survival, loss and of 

rebuilding their lives after the fires. In a different commemorative context, the website 

“Make History” was set after the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks in New York 

(“Make History”, n.d.). It is an online space for people to upload photographs or video 

footage, and share their stories. These websites are for people to retell their individual 

stories and the online spaces offer a place to store, share, and view the stories as a 

collection. A strength of digital memorials is that they can be used to store a range of 

multimedia which can be viewed by anybody with Internet access.  

Feeling confronted by multimedia and other imagery 

Despite the benefits of using multimedia to tell the story of Black Saturday, there were 

instances in the design workshops where participants spoke about how it could be 

confronting for the bereaved in a digital memorial. They were told that Prototype 3 was 

intended to be similar to a war memorial where the names of the deceased would be 

displayed in addition to digital photographs. In Group 4, a heated debate surrounded 

whether such photographs were appropriate for a digital memorial. Some of the group 

members indicated that such photographs could be too “raw” and thus not appropriate to 

be included in a memorial so soon after the fires, particularly if it were to be seen by 

those still grieving. Another participant Patricia expressed a contrary opinion and spoke 

of the importance of the private set of photographs she had of her neighbour who died on 

Black Saturday: 

Patricia: I disagree, I want to see images. I find it really important to see 

images of my neighbours that were killed. I treasure them… for instance I 

found an image of my old house, and I framed it. For the first week I had it on 

my wall, I had to keep going and touching it, literally keep touching it. And 

it’s the same with photos of my neighbours, it’s like, it’s the closest I can 
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come to saying “G’day Darren!” Having lost the trees, my house, my friends, 

the possums, the wallabies – the physicality of images is very important to me. 

A photograph of a deceased neighbour in a private space such as a home is different to a 

photograph in a publically accessible digital memorial. The exchange in the group was 

passionate and demonstrated how a photograph could make somebody feel confronted by 

the image (particularly for those still grieving) if it was displayed in an unexpected 

context. Alternatively, a photograph could be an important memento for a person 

remembering a lost friend.  

Not all of the imagery that people find confronting is necessarily multimedia. Another 

participant in the same workshop recalled a story of a friend who lost friends and family 

in the fires. Three years after Black Saturday, the friend had an experience where a 

painting placed in her workplace caused distress: 

Tracy: One person had a painting above their alcove, and the painting was of 

smoke and a black mountain and not nice. And the girl who met the woman 

immediately ended up sobbing, in tears, and she had lost her friends and 

family – you know, recently. It was three years ago with the fires...It shows 

you how tender the visual image is to people still… 

In this example, a painting depicting the fires was confronting for the bereaved person 

even three years after Black Saturday. Whether it is through multimedia or a painting 

depicting the destruction of the fires, the imagery used and the context that it is displayed 

in can be confronting for those still grieving. 

Poetry 

Findings from study 1 showed that poetry was relevant to a number of physical 

memorials for Black Saturday. The Poetry Tree had poems written by locals posted to a 

tree, and the monument in Strathewen included poems written by locals etched into stone 

to tell a narrative from the local community member’s perspectives. Poetry was also 

discussed with respect to digital memorials in the design workshops: 

Nadia: The poems that are on the tree [the Poetry Tree], they have been 

created, and they were not to be public unless the person who created them 

had that in mind. So it is those kinds of things that could be shown publically 

in a digital memorial. 

Nadia was suggesting that the people who put their poems on the tree chose to display 

them for others, and so they were therefore suited to being included in other publically 

accessible digital memorials. Nadia was one of those who previously declared their 

reluctance to having digital photographs of the deceased made available in a widely 
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accessible digital memorial. She felt that the poems on the tree, however, were created for 

others to see and so she was open to having them displayed. 

In another workshop, Sally spoke about using a digital memorial that included audio of 

somebody reading their poem: 

Sally: I was thinking about poems, you could hear the poem ... if she wanted 

to be involved and talk about her loss. 

Sally was considering ways that technology might be able to incorporate poetry readings, 

where a bereaved person could communicate their loss. Her idea came after she had seen 

Prototype 5, the digital memorial that included Black Saturday bushfire related poems.  

Poetry featured in the findings from both study 1 and 2. I suggest that there are two main 

reasons for this. First, poetry has both an oral and text based orientation, and interactive 

technology readily supports both. An example of technology being used to support poetic 

expression in a commemorative way is from a Black Saturday website called “Front 

Door” (“Front Door”, n.d.). The website encourages people who lost their homes and are 

rebuilding, to share poems related to their experiences. Poetry can easily be shared using 

interactive technologies and participants in the design workshops in study 2 envisaged 

poems being incorporated into digital memorials, whether that was to present the text of a 

poem or to have recordings of people reading out their poems. Second, it is not 

unsurprising poetry featured in the findings because there is already a literary association 

between commemoration and poetry. An elegy, or poem used for mourning the deceased, 

has been formalised as a genre by literary scholars (Battles, 2014; Ramazani, 1994). An 

elegy might be read out at a Western funeral to commemorate the life of a recently 

deceased person. Findings from study 1 showed that poetry was relevant to a number of 

physical memorials related to Black Saturday and in this study, participants identified 

novel ways that digital memorials might also include poetry. With established literary 

traditions surrounding poetry in commemorative contexts, and the ease with which 

technology can be used to store and share poems, digital memorials provide opportunities 

for designers to incorporate poetic expression in novel ways. 

Deciding whether to depict graphic details in a memorial  

It is a challenge for designers to decide how to represent an event like Black Saturday in a 

memorial.  Jean mentioned that people in the memorial working group in Strathewen 

debated whether they should use large story-boards incorporating chronological 

narratives and photographs of Black Saturday for the memorial. It was decided, however, 

that poems would be included in the memorial instead. Participants in the workshops also 

suggested that technology is an ideal platform for telling the story of Black Saturday 
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using multimedia, some which might depict the fires and the carnage caused. In one of 

the workshops, David suggested it was important to show this multimedia, even for 

presenting the most horrific scenes from the fires: 

David: Well I think if it’s going to be for the public it’s for everybody to see. 

They’ve got to have a bit of everything. You’ve got to have the good with the 

bad, otherwise people can’t appreciate. They’ve got to see what actually 

happened. There’s plenty of footage of how intense things were, you know…I 

still think you need a whole section on the footage of the fires, the actual fires. 

David communicates the need for being realistic in a memorial, particularly for educating 

those who were not directly affected by the fires. He suggests it is a useful way to 

communicate how horrific the conditions were on the day. Despite this reference to 

presenting the “good with the bad” and the suggestion that video footage of the fires 

would be useful for digital memorials, at a later time in the same workshop, he reflected 

on what a suitable memorial would be with his own work. David works as a craftsperson, 

making coloured and shaped glasswork such as bowls, tables, windows etc. He spoke 

about how some people in the local community had asked him to create Black Saturday-

themed work. He described his own deliberations surrounding what to create for 

somebody who had lost their house in the fires:  

David: You don’t want to make a house do you, or a fire or something. Or you 

don’t want to make something specific, you need something more general. 

David uses the word “general” to suggest he does not want to design a memorial that is 

an obvious reminder of the devastation such as a house or a fire. Instead, the image he 

used in some of his Black Saturday-themed work includes the image of a black burnt tree 

(Figure 5:3). This image has been used for a lot of the Black Saturday related 

commemorative paraphernalia and as discussed in study 1 (section 4.3.2), has been 

appropriated as a symbol for regeneration and renewal for those affected by the fires. 

Despite David’s reluctance to conceal the horror for a digital memorial in order to 

accurately depict the carnage caused by the fires, he reflects on the importance of being 

sensitive with his own glasswork if it is to be created for a person directly affected, such 

as somebody who had their house burnt down. There is a trade-off here between whether 

to convey a sense of the devastation caused by the fire, against the need to be sensitive to 

those directly affected who might find this confronting. The approach David took to 

mitigate the problem was to use symbols or, other less graphic representations to convey 

a sense of what was lost in the fires. 
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Figure 5:3 – Glasswork containing the burnt black tree  

All design workshops contained instances where participants commented on the benefits 

of using technology to facilitate storytelling. Black Saturday caused widespread 

destruction and there were people who captured video and photographic footage on the 

day. Participants suggested this multimedia could be incorporated into a digital memorial 

to tell a Black Saturday narrative. While this was seen as a useful way to show the 

devastation caused to those who were not affected by the fires, there was also reluctance 

in to do so in a publically accessible memorial because it could be confronting for those 

still grieving. For the third study, a digital memorial was developed that addresses this 

trade-off. 

5.5.3 Physical locations 

In the design workshops, there were a number of ways that participants saw the potential 

of digital memorials to have relationships to important physical locations. One idea a 

participant had in the design workshops was to allow somebody from the diaspora to 

“virtually” visit a physical memorial situated in a town. The diaspora in the Black 

Saturday context refers to those who had moved away since the fires, or those who were 

still closely connected to the tragedy (for example through the loss of a loved one), but do 

not live in a fire-affected town. These are people who have a distinct attachment to Black 

Saturday and might be interested in opportunities for commemoration. The idea that the 

participant had was that “visiting” a physical memorial might be possible through 

interactive technologies: 
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Kate: There are people overseas who can't see it [the physical memorial in 

Strathewen], so it'd be amazing for them to be able to go to the memorial and 

to virtually walk around it ... that'd be wonderful... There was someone 

visiting from South Africa on the day of the fires who perished. So a relative 

overseas would love to see you know the name, the dedication, the look of it 

and have a virtual walk around it. 

A web-based approach could facilitate such an experience. Kate was hopeful that for 

those not able to visit the memorial in person, they may still be able to engage with the 

memorial and virtually “walk around it”. She felt that technology could facilitate a way 

for people to remotely experience the same memorial that she could easily visit in person. 

Another idea discussed in the workshops was to have a group of friends create a digital 

mosaic for somebody who lost a loved one in the fires. Each of the friends would place an 

Internet connected tablet computer in their homes including the bereaved friend. The 

tablet computers would be housed in the wooden frames that they had mosaicked in the 

design workshops and placed on each of their mantelpieces or other prominent places 

within their homes. Using an app in the tablet computer, the friends would work 

collectively to create a digital mosaic that would gradually assemble on the recipient’s 

screen over time by taking turns adding colourful shapes of their choice: 

Jean: Or if you formed a group of friends, and let’s say Lucy [Lucy is 

somebody that lost a loved one in the fires] decided she wanted us to mosaic 

some nice flowers, it could just slowly assemble on her mantelpiece. It would 

be amazing wouldn't it be? 

The recipient (Lucy in the example above) receives the digital mosaic as a gift from the 

group of friends as viewed on her tablet computer placed on her mantelpiece. Jean 

suggested that the aesthetics of both the physical frame and the colourful digital mosaic 

of shapes lent itself to being placed on a mantelpiece, a place in the home often used for 

showcasing cherished objects. This idea shows the potential of using the domestic setting 

for a digital memorial where gifting something to the bereaved can be mediated through 

technology. 

Augmenting the visit experience to a physical memorial with a mobile technology was 

another idea generated in a design workshop. Prototype 4 was developed as an app to 

showcase the forged metallic leaves that people had created and donated for the 

Blacksmith Tree (section 4.3.1). The details of the leaves would not be visible from the 

ground when somebody visits the tree in person. These details include the intricate detail 

of each forged leaf, in addition to names and messages imprinted onto the leaf. The 

project manager has taken photographs of each leaf and so Prototype 4 was an idea for 

giving people the opportunity to view the leaves in detail. This originally was envisioned 
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as a way for those overseas and not able to visit, to be able to appreciate the leaves that 

they had sent to the tree. Building on this idea, participants in the workshops spoke about 

how either a smartphone app might be available, or a situated touch screen could be used 

at the site where the tree is placed. This is where a visitor might go to look at the tree to 

experience its size and physicality, but also see the details of the leaves. This detail could 

include the messages forged onto them by looking at the digital photographs at the site 

itself, as part of the visit. With this example, the mobility of an app and also the idea of 

using a durable touch screen placed at the site are novel ways for technology to 

complement the visit experience. 

The examples participants discussed, demonstrate how digital memorials could be 

relevant to physical locations, much like was found with the physical memorials 

described in study 1. This study demonstrated that technologies for commemoration need 

not be limited to web-based interactions independent of physical location. The ideas 

generated from the design workshops included facilitating a virtual visit to a situated 

physical memorial, augmenting a visit using a mobile technology or a durable touch 

screen on location to view a memorial in finer detail, or using touch screens housed 

within aesthetic cases to be placed in domestic settings. 

5.5.4 Temporal patterns 

Study 1 found that there were temporal patterns in how people used web-based 

memorials to commemorate Black Saturday. For example, more people contributed 

directly after the fires, and the over the years, peaks of interest on were evident on 

anniversaries and other special days. In this study, participants reiterated these findings 

but also discussed how digital memorials might further take advantage of these temporal 

patterns through design.  

Changes over time 

The participants in the design workshops discussed that over time the bereaved will not 

feel the same and that designs should be sensitive to these changes. There were also 

suggestions that the purpose of a memorial might be different directly following a 

tragedy, where the focus might be for allowing people to express grief initially, whereas 

over time, the focus might be on capturing and archiving memories. One participant, 

Sally, was reading through the biographies of people who perished in the fires using 

Prototype 3. She indicated that over time, she would like to be shown different content: 

Sally: There is a time for grief and the reality a lot of people want to know 

"how did they die like how did they perish?" and that [a biography of 

deceased person on Prototype 3] kind of describes that. But then I suppose 
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further down the track. I guess I'm thinking of my friend who died in the fires. 

I’d like to see a tribute to his involvement in the community or with even if 

they were funny photos. Everyone is so different and some are really grieving 

where others have moved on. It's just such a personal times. 

Sally uses language consistent with traditional grief theories that suggest that for the 

bereaved, there are stages of grief one has to work through (Kübler-Ross, 1997), and over 

time they move on to the next stage. Within this theory, each stage might take different 

amounts of time for different people. This notion of stages of grief is being contested with 

an emergent theory of continuing bonds (Klass et al., 1996) gaining acceptance. This is 

the idea that rather than working through stages of grief, the bereaved continue an altered 

relationship with the deceased after they die. Regardless of which theory is accepted, as 

time passes the needs of the bereaved with respect to how they engage with a memorial 

will change. In a different workshop, Chloe reminds us of how a digital memorial might 

need to consider extended durations: 

Chloe: And as years go by too. Could be quite different, 5, 10 years down the 

track. How would a digital memorial, how would it look?  

Chloe does not propose how a design might change over time, but she is conscious of 

longevity. For the web-based memorials analysed in study 1, which included the online 

tribute pages and the Facebook groups, the platform’s design largely remains static over 

time, despite people continually posting messages to them. The flexibility of interactive 

technologies, however, allows designs to be changed over time. This is in contrast to 

fixed physical monuments which are, by design, intended to remain the same for 

generations. 

The fear of forgetting was regularly discussed in the workshops, particularly with respect 

to the length of time passing since the fires. Sally discussed another idea for a digital 

memorial intended to address this fear. The idea was to place Internet-connected displays 

in people’s homes so they could document their memories related to Black Saturday. 

Sally commented on how this might help bring the community together and ensure that 

their collective memories were not forgotten: 

Sally: It could really help the community become more tight-knit, and these 

sorts of things would keep that, because over time people will start to forget. 

This fear of forgetting is an important characteristic of memorials in general. A physical 

monument placed in the centre of a town might be used as a marker to remind us of the 

lives lost at wars many years later with the phrase “lest we forget” often inscribed (“The 

ANZAC Day tradition”, n.d.). For Sally’s idea, an Internet-connected digital memorial 
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being placed in people’s homes is similarly intended to ensure that as a collective, Black 

Saturday is not forgotten.  

Anniversaries and special days 

In study 1 it was shown that web-based memorials for Black Saturday gained interest on 

special days such as the anniversary and days like Christmas and other holidays. In this 

study, participants also spoke of the importance of these days, and generated ideas where 

technology specifically focused on special days. With the idea Jean discussed, for a group 

of friends to digitally mosaic a flower for a bereaved friend, she spoke about how the 

design could focus on the anniversary: 

Jean: It could be to coincide with a time of year, you know the anniversary. 

We're sending you this [sending a coloured tile for a digital mosaic], and by 

the anniversary it's completed and it's there and it could have a nice message 

or something as well maybe? Or even all those times when you are really 

missing someone like his birthday or her birthday or Christmas and to have 

that completed by the date. 

The idea was to be able to have a digital mosaic grow over time for a recipient to receive 

on a day such as the anniversary of the fires, Christmas, or a birthday. The web-based 

memorials identified in study 1 were used by people to express their sentiments on 

special days such as anniversaries or on birthdays. This digital mosaic idea, however, 

introduces a lead-in time prior to the anniversary and encourages a focused experience 

around that date rather than supporting an extended engagement throughout the year.  

5.5.5 Pace and asynchronicity 

Participants responded positively to the prototype digital memorial that encouraged a 

slow engagement (Prototype 1). There were also discussions about how a technology for 

commemoration needs to allow people to disengage at times, and participants therefore 

prioritised an asynchronous technology where the user could be in control of when and 

when not to interact. 

Slow technologies 

Designing technologies for slowness is a research agenda “aimed at reflection and 

moments of mental rest rather than efficiency in performance” (Hallnäs and Redström, 

2001, p. 201). In a study by Cheng et al. (2011), they built a “mobile application 

designed to help users slow down, contemplate, and be alone” (2011, p. 429). The 

application provided tips about what users can do to remove stress and relax throughout 

the day.  
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Prototype 1 was intended to probe on these concepts with a digital memorial for 

commemorating Black Saturday. The prototype was a simple concept developed for a 

touch screen tablet computer and includes a photograph of a poem (Figure 5:4). Over 

time the corner folds over covering the poem (Figure 5:5). The user can swipe their finger 

over the folded area to unfold the poem. The prototype was intended to demonstrate two 

different ideas. First, participants were told that the paper folding could happen slowly 

over a long period of time, such as weeks or even months. Second, the touch screen 

swiping gesture was intended to mimic how people might interact with physical objects 

in order to tend to something physical like a piece of paper folding over time.  

 

Figure 5:4 – Photograph of a poem 

 

Figure 5:5 – The poem folding over time 
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In all four design workshops, participants responded positively to this prototype. They 

were intrigued and surprised at using a swiping gesture on a touch screen, to flick the 

corner of the scanned photograph of paper, unfolding it show an entire poem. This 

physicality was especially appreciated by the participants that had tended to poems placed 

on the Poetry Tree. Participants could only envisage how the folding would occur over a 

long period of time rather than actually experience this in a realistic way, but all 

participants suggested that this was a good design choice. Sally mentioned that having 

access to this as a digital memorial over a long period of time would help her focus and 

remember the important poems: 

Sally: Because it’s interactive, it's more physical, and that way I think it would 

actually help you with your memories too. It's just something you want to 

keep forever in your memory... So you can go through and find your favourite 

ones [poems] and leave them open or shut. And even for younger people who 

have not experienced it [Black Saturday] but would have heard their parents 

talk about it in the years to come, I can actually see them using this, because 

children are already interactive. It’s a nice feeling having that interactivity. 

Sally conflates a few ideas in her response. She appreciates the idea of interacting using a 

swipe gesture to open and shut poems, considering it “more physical”. Due to this, she 

feels she would be better able to remember the important poems. Additionally, the 

interactivity was seen to be something that children would engage with, thereby 

providing an opportunity to pass on those memories to future generations. The physicality 

of touch screen interactivity and technology designed for a slow engagement over an 

extended period of time was seen to encourage a reflective experience by the participants. 

In the final study, these ideas are considered with the design of a digital memorial 

deployed on the fourth anniversary of Black Saturday. 

Asynchronous technologies 

Participants in the workshops spoke about preferring technologies for commemoration 

that are asynchronous. Asynchronous technologies are those that support this preference. 

Johansen (1988) originally characterised asynchronicity in the context of groupwork and 

how people communicate with each other. This might be communication that occurs at 

the same time (synchronous) or at different times (asynchronous). Participants were asked 

in the workshops to comment on ideas such as whether a digital memorial should support 

synchronous communication like video conferencing or voice calls. This was rejected in 

one of the workshops because it was seen to be too demanding of attention, especially for 

those who were still coping with the emotional toll from the fires. The participants 

discussed how in one of the fire-affected towns, they were given free mobile phones as a 

security measure, and also to connect with others in their local area. Nadia and Tracy 
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suggested that they liked the asynchronicity of SMS rather than phone calls after the fires, 

because they were able to choose whether to engage at that particular moment or not:  

Nadia: Just like we all just got really good at SMSing and emailing each other. 

People had left the area but we were still very connected. 

Tracy: Yeah and sometimes phone calls can be hard because you don't have 

the energy but you can click a button and see. 

Nadia: You can actually choose "I don't even feel like doing it tonight, I'll 

leave it till tomorrow". 

Tracy: And nobody expects you to reply straight away. There is a different 

kind of rule. 

Tracy was referring to the social rules surrounding SMS as being different to that of a 

phone call. SMS is asynchronous in that it allows the person who receives the message to 

reply at a time they choose rather than feel obliged to communicate at the time of 

receiving a phone call. Nadia and Tracy used this example as a way to talk about the 

importance of a digital memorial that allows the user to decide when they would like to 

engage. This asynchronicity was also discussed with respect to using mobile technologies 

for commemoration. Mobility opens up opportunities for interacting at unpredictable 

times and in unexpected locations. For example, Sally thought that she might want to 

capture thoughts as a way to engage with a digital memorial and mentions how a mobile 

technology might suit this: 

Sally: Well sometimes you do get a thought and you might be able to put your 

thoughts down somewhere to collect them. Using technology [directing 

attention towards the tablet computer] is one way of neatly collecting your 

thoughts at strange times. It's quite unusual when you do have thoughts. 

David: Definitely yeah. Every time I walk in the gallery I have thoughts, 

because you know my friends helped me build it and they're not around 

anymore. So every time I walk in I think of him, you know. 

In the above quote, David is referring to a friend who died in the fire.  

As mobile phones and tablet computers become increasingly commonplace, they present 

opportunities for people to engage in commemorative activities at random times 

throughout their daily lives.  

5.6 Discussion 

The discussion is separated into two sections, reflecting the two distinct aims of the study. 

The first is a discussion of the design techniques available to researchers in the 

commemorative setting taking into account the findings of this study. The second is a 
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summary of the design considerations generated from the workshops. These 

considerations are used to guide the third and final thesis study. 

Design techniques in commemorative settings 

Despite the growing interest in digital memorials by HCI researchers, there are limited 

studies that address techniques to use to design interactive technologies for 

commemorative settings. When planning the study, I reviewed the techniques used for 

studies where the researchers were designing in other sensitive settings (Joshi et al., 2011; 

Massimi and Baecker, 2011; Sambasivan et al., 2011). Of the established techniques 

used, focus groups were considered since group discussions would allow participants in 

my study to compare and critique each other’s ideas in a targeted session, where they 

could also be given design activities to work in groups. An issue identified with 

traditional focus groups however, was that participants might not be forthcoming because 

of the emotions that might arise in the commemorative context. This might therefore limit 

the design insights derived from the exercise. This potential issue gave rise to the first 

research question of the study: 

Research question 2a: What influence does employing a craft such as 

mosaicking have when designing digital memorials with participants in 

a commemorative setting? 

Inspired by the craft groups observed in study 1, mosaicking was used in this study as a 

way to facilitate the design workshops. The intention was to provide a comfortable setting 

where the participants could develop rapport with each other as well as with the 

facilitator. A finding from the study was that facilitating the design workshops using 

mosaicking, allowed for people to have emotional conversations. Craft being an enabler 

for sharing emotion was also observed in a study by Rosner & Ryokai (2009) who 

examined how a video technology augmenting the knitting experience resulted in 

participants sharing of emotions through their created videos.  

In the research design chapter (section 3.1.1), I described how the research methods 

chosen for my thesis were methodologically informed by ethnography. Traditional 

ethnographies an anthropologist might conduct typically require the researcher spending 

lengths of time (months or even years) in their study context. For example, a researcher 

spent nine months at the USS Arizona Memorial in Pearl Harbor, interviewing 

employees, visitors, observing interactions with the memorials and examining how this 

engagement changed over time (Kelly, 1996). HCI researchers aiming to understand the 

subjective experiences of those in their research contexts typically do not immerse 

themselves in this way. Instead, they use techniques that are considered ethnographically 
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informed. Some commonly employed techniques include site visits, diary studies and 

cultural probes. These are used in HCI studies to develop an understanding of the 

participants’ subjective experiences with respect to technology design e.g. Vetere et al. 

(2009).  

The technique I employed in this study is an ethnographically informed approach to 

research in a commemorative context. I demonstrated that mosaicking enabled people to 

interact with each other differently to what would be expected with traditional focus 

groups. They were allowed to work at a pace that was comfortable to them and resulted in 

instances where people had light-hearted conversations with each other, and also 

extended periods of silence. Being modeled from the craft groups that started after Black 

Saturday, the technique lends itself to being run over extended periods of time, such as 

over weeks or even months. This provides researcher opportunities to spend more time 

with participants than would typically be expected than if focus groups alone are used. 

Reflecting on the role of the facilitator or researcher is important when designing in 

commemorative settings. The participants are vulnerable and therefore need to be treated 

with due care. Liamputtong (2006) is a medical anthropologist and has discussed ethical  

and moral considerations for facilitating interviews and focus groups with vulnerable 

people. She claims that researchers need to be compassionate and perhaps even share 

their own personal experiences in order to build rapport with participants in such settings. 

Within technology design, Light & Akama (2012) have called for those employing 

Participatory Design (PD) principles in their work to have an astute awareness of the 

relationship between the facilitator and participants, especially with research that might 

result in sensitive topics being discussed. They argue that PD needs to return to its origins 

where the facilitator’s relationship with participants was seen as a critical part of the 

process. This is in contrast to how they claim PD is currently being used by HCI 

researchers as a design approach agnostic to the relationship between facilitator and 

participant. Facilitating sessions with those in vulnerable communities, such as the Black 

Saturday setting, places unfamiliar demands on HCI researchers who may not typically 

design for people who discuss emotional topics. In these circumstances, people need to be 

treated empathetically and the craft-based workshops provided a setting where 

participants felt comfortable to share their difficult memories with each other. The rapport 

between participants and with the facilitator ensured that the workshops were effective, 

regardless of the topics being discussed. 

This study is one of the first to examine possible techniques to use when designing in the 

commemorative context. In study 1 it was shown that physical memorials were often 
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projects instigated at the grassroots community level, rather than by institutions such as 

the government or church.  This study built on these ideas by adopting Participatory 

Design (PD) principles, which stipulates that participants should be active contributors to 

design and decision-making. Designing digital memorials with those who are in 

communities affected by events such as Black Saturday provides challenges in that the 

setting results in people bringing up emotional topics, and they therefore might not be 

forthcoming in contributing ideas in a group setting. Employing a craft such as 

mosaicking helped to facilitate the workshops ensuring participants could work at their 

own pace and feel in control of the discussion, particularly when emotional topics were 

discussed. In the discussion chapter (chapter 7) I further expand on the implications of 

these findings to discuss how this technique can be used in other sensitive settings. 

Summary of the design considerations 

A summary of the five design considerations generated from the design workshops 

completes this discussion. In the workshops in study 2, participants were asked to discuss 

ideas for digital memorials. They were asked to consider designs that might engage 

diverse audiences ranging from the bereaved through to outsiders, rather than digital 

memorials relevant only to individuals in a domestic setting or for familial 

commemoration. The following research question drove this aspect of the study: 

Research question 2b: What are the considerations for designing digital 

memorials that are for engaging diverse audiences, ranging from the 

bereaved to those with only a passing interest? 

The design considerations resulting from this study are documented below. 

Privacy, control and context collapse – For memorials that engage diverse audiences, 

three issues were identified for design in this study. The first was negotiating what should 

be kept private and what should be publically available in a memorial. Second, a lack of 

control was also identified as a potential problem. This is especially for those directly 

affected (such as the bereaved) who might feel powerless to outsiders not engaging with a 

memorial with the reverence a bereaved person might expect. Marwick and Ellison’s 

(2012) study of post mortem MySpace usage found that control was also an important 

factor for family members who participated on the deceased person’s online profile. They 

expressed a desire to have control over the types of messages posted online, similar to 

how control was found to be a concern for participants in this design study. Thirdly, 

context collapse was identified as a possible problem whereby multiple audiences are 

collapsed into one, making it difficult for those engaging with the digital memorial to 
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know how to participate within an environment that could include people still grieving 

and those who might only have a passing interest.  

Issues with representation – Digital memorials can represent narratives or depict the 

deceased in a variety of ways. For example, a memorial might represent an event like 

Black Saturday using chronological narrative descriptions of the day of the fires, or 

include multimedia of the destruction using digital photographs and video footage. It was 

found in this study, however, that while multimedia might be a useful way to accurately 

depict the devastation caused, it could be confronting for those still grieving. Instead, 

other ways to represent the events were considered by participants, such as using poetry 

and other creative or symbolic expressions. Whilst not explicitly identified as an issue, 

concerns of representations are relevant to the Spomenik project (Kirk et al., 2011; Kosem 

and Kirk, 2010). A digital memorial was created for the project which is in the form of a 

location based audio tour on a mobile phone. The audio is a spoken account from a 

survivor of the killings at the mass graves in Slovenia after WWII spoken by an actor. 

Storytelling can be done in different ways. For an audio tour, it could be a chronological 

narrative expressed as a straight retelling of the past, or through other forms such as 

poetry readings. My research found that the way people or events are represented can 

impact how people experience a memorial. This is especially important if there is risk 

confronting somebody with graphic details of death. It follows that for digital memorials, 

such as with mobile phone audio tours, how the events are represented requires careful 

consideration. 

Physical locations – The memorials analysed in study 1 were often positioned at physical 

locations relevant to the tragedy, such as places that the fires burnt on Black Saturday. 

Participants in this study generated ideas for digital memorials that had an attachment to 

physical locations. These included providing virtual tours of physical memorials, placing 

digital memorials in people’s homes, using mobile technologies at physical locations, and 

using large and durable touch screens at places such as at the site of a public monument. 

A consideration for physical locations were integral to both the Spomenik project 

described above and the war memorial audio tour memorial (Smith et al., 2010) 

documented in section 2.3.4. Audio tours lend themselves to being used on location at 

sites of significance.  

Temporal patterns – Participants in the design workshops suggested that the purpose of a 

digital memorial might change over time. For example, directly after a tragedy a 

memorial might support ways for people to express grief. Over time, however, the focus 

might change to capturing and archiving memories for future generations. Additionally, 
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anniversaries and other special dates were seen to be important and participants discussed 

ideas for digital memorials to be used primarily around these times. Temporal patterns 

have been observed with respect to how people contributed to web based memorials post 

mortem (e.g. section 2.3.2), yet there are no examples of how digital memorials might be 

designed such that they factor this changing nature of commemoration over time. 

Pace and asynchronicity – Participants responded positively to a digital memorial 

concept that encouraged a slow engagement that encouraged reflection. Asynchronous 

rather than synchronous technologies were preferred because they enable people to take 

control of when and when not to engage. This was seen as important for participants as 

they expressed that those in still coming to terms with their losses might need to 

disengage from commemorative activities at times. There are no digital memorial 

examples I could find that examine these ideas explicitly, but Wright, Wallace & 

McCarthy’s (2008) research of digital jewellery provides a fruitful example of how 

slowness might be possible to design into digital technologies used for commemoration. 

5.7 Conclusion 

This study had two aims. The first was to determine suitable techniques to design digital 

memorials in the commemorative setting. The approach used in the study employed the 

craft of mosaicking, which was inspired by the craft activities seen in study 1 that had 

provided a nurturing environment for those in fire-affected communities. The findings 

demonstrated that mosaicking allowed participants to work at their own pace, enabling 

them to build rapport with each other and with the facilitator. Participants were also able 

to share their thoughts on the fires and the aftermath, in addition to generating digital 

memorial designs for commemorating Black Saturday. The outcomes of the workshops 

resulted in a set of five design considerations. Taken together, these considerations are 

intended to be a resource for researchers and interaction designers when exploring digital 

memorial design. For the third and final study of the thesis (chapter 7), I developed, 

deployed and evaluated a technology that addresses many of the concerns raised in this 

study as a way to refine the design considerations. 

5.8 Limitations 

Similarly to study 1, there were a limited number of participants in this study. 17 

participants were included across the four design workshops. It is therefore difficult to 

make strong assertions for the claims made in this chapter. Despite this, examining the 

patterns of behaviour and conversations in the craft-based design workshops found some 
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emergent themes. The technique was compared with focus groups as an alternative to 

engage participants in design activities. It shows promise as a technique that could be 

used in other commemorative settings. Further studies however, would be required to 

validate and refine the approach. For example, making direct comparisons between 

traditional focus groups and craft facilitated workshops for designing a technology in a 

sensitive setting. 

To varying degrees, participants knew each other in the design workshops. The 

supportive nature of the workshops facilitated by mosaicking might have been influenced 

by these pre-established relationships. It was therefore difficult to know whether it was 

the craft activity or the established relationships that were responsible for the ways that 

people behaved within the workshops. With studies that involve smaller communities 

such as those affected by Black Saturday, and by using a snowballing approach for 

recruitment, it is inevitable that some of the participants will already know each other. 

Rather than being a flaw in the study design, the benefits of being able to facilitate 

workshops in settings where participants were already comfortable with each other 

outweighed any research benefit gained if I were to strictly recruit participants where 

each person did not know anybody else in their group. 
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Chapter 6 

Study 3: Evaluating a digital 
memorial for Black Saturday 

6.1 Introduction 

The findings from the third and final study of the thesis are documented in this chapter. In 

study 1, it was found that the web-based memorials used after Black Saturday share 

characteristics with spontaneous memorials. One of the important characteristics of 

spontaneous memorialisation is that participation is unrestricted, with the main limiting 

factor for participation being the need to be able to visit the physical location in person to 

contribute. With Internet technologies however, people from all around the world can 

participate irrespective of where they are located. This provides opportunities for digital 

memorials to engage both diverse and geographically distributed audiences. A 

disadvantage of this is that it can lead to issues where the bereaved might feel 

overwhelmed with the attention they may receive. The design workshops in study 2 

included participants from Black Saturday affected towns, where they were asked to 

discuss ideas for digital memorials to commemorate the fires. They were asked to 

consider ideas that allowed outsiders to participate, but were also sensitive to the needs of 

the bereaved. Based on these ideas and the discussions in the workshops, study 2 resulted 

in five overarching considerations for digital memorial design (section 5.6). For this 

study, I developed a digital memorial based on one of the ideas a participant generated in 

the workshops. The design addressed the considerations generated in study 2. Deploying 

the memorial in a realistic setting helped to evaluate and refine the design considerations 

to bring my research to a close. 

The aim of this study was to refine the design considerations generated in study 2 by 

examining how people responded to using a digital memorial for the fourth anniversary of 

Black Saturday. The following research question drove the study: 

Research question 3: How do people respond to using a digital 

memorial that addresses the design considerations from study 2? 
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This is an evaluation study that examines the consequences of the designing the digital 

memorial based on study 2 findings. The design idea from study 2 that inspired the digital 

memorial for this study was the group of friends gifting a digital mosaic for a bereaved 

friend. Each of the friends, including the recipient (the friend who had lost a loved one in 

the fires) would have an Internet-connected tablet computer displayed in their home. A 

digital mosaic could then be created by the group of friends, who would add virtual tiles 

to create a colourful mosaic in the shape of something pre-arranged such as a flower as a 

gift for the recipient. As the group members add tiles one-by-one over time, the recipient 

would see their digital mosaic grow slowly on their screen. 

This idea was modified to suit the objectives of this study, which focuses on broader 

participation than just a small group of friends. A website 

(commemoratingblacksaturday.com) shown in Figure 6:1, and tablet computer app 

(Receive Shapes) shown in Figure 6:2, are the technologies that comprise the digital 

memorial developed for the study. The website allows anybody with an Internet 

connection to send colourful shapes to the Receive Shapes app. People on the website can 

select a shape, decide on its colour, and attach a message, along with other details such as 

their name and location if they wish to provide it. 

 

Figure 6:1 - commemoratingblacksaturday.com website 

The shapes are then sent to the Receive Shapes app, an Android app created specifically 

for the digital memorial. Users can add a background image (a chicken was chosen in 

Figure 6:2), and any of the shapes sent from the website are sent to anybody who has the 

Receive Shapes app loaded. The shapes are listed on the right hand side of the app and 
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the user can drag them onto the background image one-by-one to create a collage of 

colourful shapes on top of their image. Further detail is provided in section 6.3 on how 

the design of the website and app were finalised for this third and final study. 

 

Figure 6:2 – The Receive Shapes app 

 

This chapter begins with a description of the study design (section 6.2) followed by a 

detailed description of the digital memorial that was deployed for the fourth anniversary 

of the fires (section 6.3). The findings (section 6.4) include an analysis of the types of 

shapes and the associated messages sent from a website (section 6.4.1), before 

documenting how each of the five participants responded to their use of the Receive 

Shapes app over the anniversary (section 6.4.2 - 6.4.4). The discussion (section 6.5) 

synthesises the findings related to how people responded to using the website and app for 

the study and includes a reflection on the design considerations for digital memorial 

design before a conclusion to the study is presented (section 6.6). 

6.2 Study design 

The study design involved evaluating how people responded to the use of a digital 

memorial on the fourth anniversary of Black Saturday. In this section I clarify the 

relationship between the three studies in this thesis, introduce the participants of the 

study, and describe how the digital memorial was deployed and evaluated. I then outline 

how the data was collected for the study, before providing a description of how the 

analysis was performed. 
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6.2.1 Relationship between thesis studies 

In study 1, it was found that web-based memorials open up new opportunities for 

engaging people to commemorate events such as Black Saturday from all over the world. 

Issues can arise, however, if people participate in a way that those directly affected might 

find insensitive. This problem is exacerbated when large numbers of people might 

contribute. Based on the findings from study 1, participants in design workshops for study 

2 were asked to generate ideas for digital memorial designs that engage diverse 

audiences. This means people directly affected by Black Saturday as well as outsiders, 

would be engaging with a memorial. From analysing the ideas and the discussions held in 

the workshops, a set of considerations for designers interested in digital memorial design 

(section 5.6) were produced. 

Study 3 is documented in this chapter and involved evaluating a digital memorial. The 

design addressed the considerations generated in study 2. Following an evaluation of the 

ways in which people responded to using the digital memorial over the fourth anniversary 

of Black Saturday, the design considerations were refined. These refined considerations 

are the primary contribution of this thesis. Study 2 therefore focused on design, and study 

3 was a deployment and evaluation study. By deploying in an actual commemorative 

setting, the emphasis was on understanding people’s experiences using the digital 

memorial based on a realistic usage scenario. Experience-centred design researchers 

Wright, Wallace & McCarthy (2008) have emphasised that what a person brings to an 

interaction is just as important as what happens at the encounter. This study, therefore not 

only resulted in understanding how the participants used the digital memorial, but also 

determined what role it played in their lives over the fourth anniversary period of Black 

Saturday. 

6.2.2 Participants 

This study required having participants place a tablet computer in their home over the 

fourth anniversary of Black Saturday. At the end of the design workshops in study 2, after 

participants had created their mosaic on a wooden frame, I asked if they were interested 

in being involved in this third and final study. Two couples and an individual agreed to be 

participants. The benefits of using the same participants from study 2 was that I had 

developed a relationship with each of them, they had developed an understanding of my 

project, and remaining true to the principles of participatory design, they would be using 

the technologies that they had been involved in helping inform the design. It also meant 

that they could make use of their own frames they had mosaicked in the design 
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workshops. Further detail is provided about each participant and their relationship to 

Black Saturday in the findings from sections 6.4.2 to 6.4.4. 

6.2.3 Deploying the digital memorial  

The digital memorial included two different technologies: a website and a tablet computer 

app. Three tablet computers loaded with the app were provided to the participants (two 

couples and an individual) on the days prior to the fourth anniversary of Black Saturday. 

They were expected to have the tablet for the anniversary and two weeks afterwards. 

Participants were each given a demonstration of how to use the app and were provided a 

short document with instructions for reference (Appendix C.3). I also made myself 

available over the anniversary by phone and email to answer any technical issues 

regarding the technology. Participants could leave the touch screen plugged in and turned 

on for the two weeks, or they could turn it on and off as desired. 

Hi,  
 

You are receiving this email because you may be 

interested in commemorating the Black Saturday 
bushfires. Black Saturday was four years ago to this 

day. For those who lost loved ones, this can be a 

difficult time. Communities affected by Black Saturday 
have, and will continue to recuperate. 

 

We have set up a simple online project with a number of 
people in fire-affected communities. The project allows 

you to let those in the community know that you are 

thinking of them. It will only take one moment of your 
time. 

 

To get involved, please visit the following website. 
 

http://commemoratingblacksaturday.com/ 

 
Please feel free to forward this email to anybody you 

know who might be interested and contact me if you 

have any questions relating to this project. 
 

Kind regards, 

 

Joji Mori 

 

 

 

 

Table 6:1 – Email (left) and Facebook post (right) to encourage people to send a shape 

To generate interest in the project, emails were sent to participants on the sixth of 

February, the day before the anniversary. This was so that each of them could forward the 

email to contacts of their choice. These contacts could then send a shape from the website 

that would subsequently be received on the app. On the morning of the anniversary, I sent 

out emails (Table 6:1) to people who might be interested in sending a shape from the 

website to commemorate Black Saturday. This email was sent to my own contacts and 

included my friends, colleagues in the Interaction Design Lab and my own relatives. A 

total of 59 emails were sent on the morning of the anniversary which included the 

Interaction Design Lab mailing list and I also posted it on my own personal Facebook 
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page (Table 6:1) which was shared by two of my own Facebook friends to broaden its 

reach. 

6.2.4 Data and analysis 

This study is an evaluation of the digital memorial which includes the website and the 

Receive Shapes app. The evaluation focuses on understanding the consequences of the 

design choices influenced by each of the design considerations created in study 2. The 

data collected in this study was wide-ranging. From the website, the data collected 

included the 132 shapes and associated messages (Appendix C.4). Post-usage interviews 

were also held with each participant in their own home. These were for developing an 

understanding of how participants responded to their interaction with the Receive Shapes 

app over the fourth anniversary, and the findings include quotes from these interviews. 

Each participant was given a diary to write down their thoughts during the period they 

used the app, with instructions to place it next to the tablet computer and write down any 

thoughts relevant to their usage. Finally, usage logs and screenshots were captured of how 

participants used the app over the anniversary period. 

To analyse the website data for this study, patterns related to the types of shapes and 

associated messages were identified. Analysing the data related to the Receive Shapes 

app was completed individually for the participants who were given the tablet computer 

app. To do this, I examined their usage logs, read their diary entries and analysed the 

transcribed interviews from the debriefing interview. The focus of the analysis was on 

identifying how each participant responded to the design features of the app in addition to 

understanding ways in which they appropriated it in unintended ways over the 

anniversary period. 

6.3 Digital memorial design 

The digital memorial I developed for this study included a website 

(commemoratingblacksaturday.com) and an Internet connected tablet computer app 

(Receive Shapes)
11

.  An overview of how the design was finalised with participants is 

provided in this section. After this, both the website and app are described in detail before 

I discuss how the design addressed the considerations generated in study 2. 

The digital memorial developed for this study was intended to enable people to 

collaboratively create digital mosaics for the fourth anniversary of Black Saturday. From 

                                                      
11 The commemoratingblacksaturday.com website is intended to be kept available indefinitely. Readers are 

invited to visit the website and view the video on the home page to gain a quick overview of the technology 

used in this study. 
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the website, users were asked to select a single shape from a range of options to 

determine its colour. Visitors could also optionally send a message with their chosen 

shape. This allowed them to express themselves on the anniversary, whether that was 

through gestures of support or just sharing their feelings. The shapes were then sent to 

people in Black Saturday affected towns (the participants of the study) that had access to 

the Receive Shapes app on a tablet computer. With the app, participants were able to 

position the shapes they received from the website to create a personalised digital mosaic.  

The intended target audience for this digital memorial was based on findings from study 1 

(section 4.5.1). In the study, publics as defined by social theorist Warner (2002) were 

used to characterise who might engage with a digital memorial for commemorating Black 

Saturday. The bereaved community and outsiders were identified as the two cohorts to 

focus on since they were exemplary of the diversity of potential end users for the digital 

memorial. The bereaved community include people that see themselves as being directly 

affected by the fires, whether that is from having known somebody who died, or lost their 

home. Additionally, they might also be people who lived within a fire-affected town and 

did not lose anything tangible, but still felt a sense of belonging to the communities that 

were impacted by the fires. In contrast, outsiders are those who do not feel this same 

sense of attachment to the events but still wish to participate in some way to 

commemorate Black Saturday. The commemoratingblacksaturday.com website was 

intended to be used by both those who saw themselves as part of the bereaved community 

and outsiders. Like a spontaneous memorial, the intention was that anybody who had 

access could contribute through the website. The Receive Shapes app was only expected 

to be used by people in the bereaved community (the five participants in the study). 

6.3.1 Finalising the digital memorial design with 

participants 

The digital memorial used in this study was based on a design concept that a participant 

discussed in the workshops in study 2. The idea was that each person in a group of friends 

would have a tablet computer in their homes displayed on their mantelpiece, and they 

would use a touch screen app to create a collaborative digital mosaic for a bereaved 

friend. This idea was used for the digital memorial in this study but altered such that 

anybody with Internet access could participate through a website. On the website, people 

could send shapes to those using the app, who could then create a digital mosaic with the 

shapes they received. Broadening the potential users from a small group of friends to 

anybody with an Internet connection, allowed me to explore a design where both those in 
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the fire-affected communities, as well as those not directly affected, could engage with 

the digital memorial. 

In keeping with the principles of Participatory Design, the participants that were to use 

the app over the anniversary were heavily involved in helping finalise the digital 

memorial design. For example, with one of the early versions of the app that I had 

developed, the shapes on the app included basic geometric shapes such as circles, squares 

and triangles of different colours (Figure 6:3). A month before the anniversary while 

finalising arrangements for the study, I showed the participants the app. The geometric 

shapes could be moved around on the Receive Shapes app using a touch screen dragging 

gesture. One of the participants for the study (Mark) commented that he felt the shapes 

were “too rigid”. Being an artist, Mark took the initiative to paint small shapes using his 

own paint brush (Figure 6:4). Many of the shapes were basic shapes such as a circle, 

square or triangle, much like the geometric shapes that I had created but using Mark’s 

painted brushstrokes. Others related to symbols that Mark associated with 

commemoration, such as flowers or hearts. Some however, were unconventional in 

commemorative contexts such as a smiling face, animals, the sun and moon. Rather than 

filtering the shapes based on my own preferences, all the shapes that could fit into a small 

square space were included (Table 6:2). I was unsure what impact including the wide 

variety of shapes would have, and how people using the digital memorial would respond. 

I decided that this liberal approach to including all shapes was a useful provocation, 

where I could determine which shapes were popular and unpopular both on the website 

and the app. 

  

Figure 6:3 – Early version of the app with 
geometric shapes  

Figure 6:4 – Mark painting shapes using 
brushstrokes 

The shapes that Mark painted were scanned and uploaded to the website so that people 

could select them to be sent to those using the Receive Shapes app. The shapes in Table 

6:2 are the final selection that people could send from the website. 
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Table 6:2 – Shapes painted by Mark and uploaded to the commemoratingblacksaturday.com 
website 

The Receive Shapes app was designed for receiving the shapes and constructing a digital 

mosaic. The app required a main image to use as an outline for the shapes. Prior to the 

anniversary, I visited each participant in their home where they would be using the app, 

and I asked them to spend time thinking about what image they wanted to use. 

Participants were asked to choose images that were meaningful to them with respect to 

commemorating Black Saturday. A chook, which is the Australian colloquial name used 

for chicken (Figure 6:5), a fire truck (Figure 6:6) and a black tree (Figure 6:7) were the 

main images chosen by the participants. The reason these images were chosen by the 

participants is detailed in the findings.  

   

Figure 6:5 – Chook Figure 6:6 – Fire truck 
 

Figure 6:7 – Burnt black 
tree 

6.3.2 The commemoratingblacksaturday.com website 

The commemoratingblacksaturday.com website was made available a week prior to the 

fourth anniversary of Black Saturday (1
st
 February 2013). Prominently displayed on the 

homepage is a short video that introduces the project and invites visitors to send a shape. 

After choosing a shape, visitors can change its colour, write a short message, type their 

name, location and describe how they found out about the project (Figure 6:8).  
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Figure 6:8 – Sending a shape from the commemoratingblacksaturday.com website 

Another page the website provides is a listing of all the shapes and associated messages 

sent from the website (Figure 6:9). This was updated on a daily basis over the anniversary 

period as a way for people who sent shapes from the website to see their own and other’s 

contributions.  

 

Figure 6:9 – Listing all the shapes and associated messages 
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6.3.3 The Receive Shapes app 

The Receive Shapes app is where the shapes are received from the website. The app was 

developed for an Android tablet computer and requires an Internet connection. When a 

user sends a shape from the website, the shape is displayed on the Receive Shapes app, 

with its associated message, and name of the sender. Every shape is sent to anybody who 

is running the Receive Shapes app. 

The layout of the app is separated into two sections (Figure 6:2). On the left is a main 

image. This image is used as a backdrop for placing the shapes to create a colourful 

mosaic of the shapes. Each participant chose a different main image for the study (these 

are described in section 6.4). The right side of the app is where all shapes sent from the 

website were displayed. As people sent shapes from the website, they would be displayed 

on the right hand side, displayed in a long list with the most recently received shape at the 

bottom. People using the app could then decide whether to drag shapes to the left hand 

side of the app to be displayed on the main image. The intention was that users only 

choose the shapes they are interested in, based on the shape, or the associated message. In 

the example shown in Figure 6:2, a single heart shape has been dragged onto the main 

image which is of a chook.  

There is also a screensaver mode for the app. This mode allows users to leave the app 

alone, for example if they want to leave it displayed on their mantelpiece without 

interacting with it. The settings for this mode can be configured by the user. If the app is 

open and there is no interaction by the user, after an amount of time configured by the 

user (e.g. 2 minutes), the app switches into screensaver mode. In this mode, shapes are 

highlighted one by one. When a shape is highlighted, it pulses and next to the shape a box 

appears that shows the name of the sender and their associated message. The highlighting 

cycles through each of the shapes on the main image, changing at regular intervals (e.g. 

every 3 seconds) until either the user stops the screensaver using the Stop Screensaver 

button or touches anywhere on the screen of the tablet computer. Participants who were 

using the app over the anniversary period were told that they could use the screensaver 

mode, or turn off the tablet computer using the off button when they did not want to use 

it. When turning the app back on or recovering from screensaver mode, the mosaic they 

had created would be shown unchanged. 

There were three tablet computers given to participants over the anniversary period. 

Figure 6:10 shows how two of the participants in the study used the app to add shapes 

over time. These images were displayed on the website so that visitors could see how 
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their shapes were being used. Visitors could not, however, determine which shape was 

their own. While it would be useful in future to make these images interactive where 

visitors could see exactly where their shape was placed, and by which participant, for the 

duration of the study only static images were provided to give a sense of how the shapes 

were being used to create colourful mosaics by the participants. 

 

Figure 6:10 –  Shapes added to the main images over time 

The Receive Shapes app was loaded onto three separate Android tablet computers and 

given to three households (made up of two couples and one individual). The tablet 

computers were housed within the wooden frames (Figure 6:11) that were mosaicked in 

study 2. This was to ensure the Receive Shapes app did not lend itself towards being seen 

as a technology for entertainment or communication, but as something reflective, similar 

to how one might perceive an object displayed on a mantelpiece. 



Chapter 6. Study 3 

155 

 

Figure 6:11 – Framed tablet computer 

6.3.4 Addressing the design considerations generated in 

study 2 

The aim of this study was to refine the design considerations generated in study 2, based 

on understanding how people responded to the use of a digital memorial for 

commemorating Black Saturday. In this section, I discuss how the digital memorial (both 

the website and app) that was designed for this study addressed each design 

consideration. 

Addressing a lack of control by the bereaved and context collapse (Design 

Consideration 1): Digital memorials open up opportunities for allowing diverse 

audiences to engage in commemorative activities together. This includes the directly 

bereaved through to outsiders who might only have a passing interest. Examples include 

the web-based memorials evaluated in study 1 where people could post messages to 

online tribute pages or to the Facebook groups set up for commemorating the Black 

Saturday bushfires. In study 2, issues were identified with digital memorials that support 

engaging diverse audiences, particularly from the perspective of those in communities 

that were directly impacted by the fires. One of these issues was the lack of control that 

those directly affected might feel when outsiders participate. Another was context 

collapse, where a technology “flattens multiple audiences into one” (Marwick and boyd, 

2010, p. 9). 

To address these issues in this final study, the digital memorial was separated into two 

technologies, a website and tablet computer app. A different level of control was provided 

across the platforms. For the participants in the fire-affected communities who had access 

to the Receive Shapes app, they were able to select which shapes to include, in order to 
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“curate” their digital mosaic. Those who had sent a shape along with an associated 

message from the website could not control which shapes were to be included on the 

participants’ digital mosaics. The design intention was that this would provide a sense of 

control for those using the app, since they could decide the shapes and associated 

messages they thought were worthy of including for their mosaic thereby rejecting the 

others. 

Context collapse was an issue identified in study 2. Participants in the study discussed 

how digital memorials that bring together diverse audiences (e.g. the bereaved 

community and outsiders) can make it difficult for people to know how to participate in 

that environment. For example, this issue might occur when sending a message on a 

Facebook group for commemorating Black Saturday while not being aware of who might 

read the message, or knowing what their situation is. For the web-based memorials 

analysed in study 1, the online tribute pages and the Facebook groups provided the same 

interaction for all people accessing the sites. In this study, providing a separate interaction 

across the website and app was an attempt to preserve context. The website is for visitors 

to direct shapes and messages to those in fire-affected communities, while the app is for 

people in those communities to receive them. Providing a privileged interaction on the 

app compared to the website is an attempt to address issues of context collapse. 

Addressing issues with representation using symbolism and metaphoric 

representations (Design Consideration 2): Digital memorials can represent events such 

as Black Saturday or those who lost their lives in the fires in a variety of ways. It was 

found in study 2 that while multimedia might be useful for accurately depicting 

devastation and loss, it could be confronting for those still grieving (section 5.5.2). 

Additionally, concerns were expressed by participants that showing photographs of the 

deceased, while potentially comforting in private settings, might not be suitable for 

widely accessible memorials. 

The digital memorial created for this study drew on symbolism and metaphoric 

representations, something that was found with the physical memorials analysed in study 

1 (section 4.3.2). The shapes that Mark painted (section 6.3.1) that were uploaded to the 

website were intended to be symbols people could relate to or interpret in their own 

personalised way. Some of them had clearly defined meanings attributable to them, such 

as hearts and flowers, which are common tropes used in commemorative contexts, but 

others had no predefined meaning, such as squares and triangles, or even just a splattering 

of dots. The expectation was that people selecting shapes with no predefined meaning 

might be able to provide their own interpretations for them.  
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Another way that symbolism was relevant in the design was by asking participants to 

create or choose a main image to be loaded onto the app for the duration of the study. 

Leaving this as a decision for participants (rather than myself as a researcher and designer 

choosing an image) was guided by the Participatory Design principles that underpin the 

design process. In doing so, it was hoped that they would engage with the digital 

memorial in a personal and meaningful way. Each participant in the meetings preparing 

for the study was asked to think of, or draw an image that related to the experiences from 

Black Saturday. One example is the chook image that Jean chose (Figure 6:5). This was 

an image used by the knitting group that she started after Black Saturday. School children 

in fire-affected towns were each asked to colour in a drawing of a chook on paper so that 

the women in the group could knit the chook using that child’s chosen pattern of colours 

(section 4.3.6 has more detail on this knitting project). Jean mentioned that chickens have 

traditionally symbolised rebirth, fertility and life and so she found this to be a suitable 

image for the Receive Shapes app. The symbolic meaning attributed to the fire truck 

(Figure 6:6) and black tree (Figure 6:7) chosen by other participants are discussed in the 

findings of this chapter. Each of these participants was then expected to create digital 

mosaics based on their main image they had chosen to load on the app.  

Providing a digital memorial that draws on symbolism was in part, intended to be a way 

to avoid a design dependent on visual imagery that might be considered confronting for 

those still grieving. Confronting images could include graphic imagery depicting loss and 

devastation, but it could also be biographical photographs of the deceased (as discussed in 

section 5.5.2). The decision to use symbolism was also intended to be a way to allow 

people to have their own personalised interpretations of their engagement with the 

memorial.  

Locating the digital memorial in a domestic setting (Design Consideration 3): In 

study 1 it was found that physical memorials were often found at locations relevant to 

Black Saturday such as places that were used as a refuge during the fire. Participants in 

study 2 discussed ideas for digital memorials that had relationships to physical locations. 

These included providing virtual tours of physical memorials, placing Internet-connected 

digital memorials in domestic spaces, and using mobile technologies or large and durable 

touch screens at important at places such as at the site of a public monument (section 

5.5.3). 

The Receive Shapes app was loaded onto tablet computers housed within the mosaicked 

frames created in the design workshops from study 2. Participants were expected to place 

them in their homes in a place they could regularly access over the fourth anniversary of 
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Black Saturday. This idea of placing technologies such as touch screens in aesthetic cases 

is similar to the technology heirloom concepts developed by Kirk and Banks (2008). With 

their prototypes, the digital memorials were intended to have an heirloom-like status for 

use in the domestic setting. As will be shown in the findings, the portability of the tablet 

computers was also shown to be relevant over the duration of the study. 

Designing for an anniversary period (Design Consideration 4): In study 1 it was 

found that patterns of use for web-based memorials changed over time (section 4.4.4). 

This was with respect to how many people contributed to the memorials and the types of 

messages they sent. In study 2, participants in the workshops suggested that the purpose 

of a digital memorial might need to change over time (section 5.5.4). This could even be 

over long periods of time such as decades and from generation to generation. An example 

is that a digital memorial might initially be for allowing people to express grief. Over 

time, however, the focus might change to capturing and archiving memories for future 

generations. Findings from both study 1 and 2 found that anniversaries and other special 

days of the year might also be factored into digital memorial design. 

The digital memorial developed for this study was deployed for the fourth anniversary of 

Black Saturday. Evaluation focused on how participants incorporated the technology in 

their lives at that time of year and they were asked in their debrief interviews about how 

they might respond if they were to use the digital memorial each year for the anniversary. 

While it was infeasible to evaluate long-term use (over decades) with the digital memorial 

for this study, I was able to probe participants after using the app to shed light on whether 

they could envisage the memorial playing a role in their lives over long periods of time. 

A slow and asynchronous interaction (Design Consideration 5): Participants in study 

2 saw the benefits of digital memorials that drew on ideas for slowness, or technologies 

“aimed at reflection and moments of mental rest rather than efficiency in performance” 

(Hallnäs and Redström, 2001, p. 201). The expectation for this study was that a digital 

mosaic on the Receive Shapes app would gradually be created by each participant around 

the fourth anniversary. Rather than doing this on a predefined day, they were told that 

they could do this at their own pace over the anniversary period within the two weeks 

they had the tablet computers.  

In the study 2 design workshops, participants discussed a preference for asynchronicity, 

or providing technology that allows people to choose when they would like to engage, 

rather than synchronous technology that might demand the attention of its user at specific 

times (section 5.5.5). Participants suggested that this factor was important given the 

heightened emotions they might feel around an anniversary, and the need for some people 
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to be able to “switch off”. For the digital memorial deployed in this study, the expectation 

was that people could send their shapes from the website at any time over the anniversary 

and the Receive Shapes app could be used by the participants during the same period 

without any pressure to interact on specific days or times. Each of the participants were 

also given clear instructions about how to turn off the tablet computer and were advised 

that their digital mosaic would not be deleted if they did so. 

6.4 Findings 

The findings of the study are presented in four sections. The first are the results from 

analysing the shapes and associated messages sent from the website. The remaining three 

are the findings from analysing how each of the participants responded to using the 

Receive Shapes app over the fourth anniversary of Black Saturday. In section 6.4.1, the 

people that contributed shapes to the website are called “visitors” because anybody could 

post a message from the website on the fourth anniversary. In contrast, from section 6.4.2 

- 6.4.4 the term “participants” is used to describe those using the app over the anniversary 

period. This is because they were the people that agreed to share their experiences for my 

research. 

6.4.1 The shapes and messages 

Findings from analysing the shapes and associated messages sent from the 

commemoratingblacksaturday.com website on the fourth anniversary of Black Saturday 

are presented in this section. In total 132 shapes were sent from the website within the 

two weeks from the anniversary. As expected, most of the shapes were sent on the day of 

the anniversary itself (Chart 1) and then gradually declined thereafter. This is not 

surprising since I sent out the emails on the morning of the anniversary (7
th
 February). It 

is also consistent with study 1 findings (section 4.4.4) and Brubaker and Hayes’ (2011) 

research that found that web-based memorials can expect less interest over time, with 

spikes around anniversaries and other special dates during the year.  
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Chart 1 – Number of shapes sent from the website over time 

One of the intentions of the design was to provide a digital memorial specifically for the 

anniversary period, rather than a technology that would be used indefinitely (Design 

Consideration 4). This is because if the website and app was expected to be used 

throughout the year, there would likely be times when very few shapes would be sent 

(also likely extended periods when no shapes would be sent) and those with the app might 

be concerned if nothing was sent to it. While the numbers of shapes and associated 

messages are nowhere near comparable to the volume that was seen with the web-based 

memorials analysed in study 1 (4222 messages were posted to one online tribute page 

within a week of the fires), the number was adequate for the purposes of this study. It 

allowed participants to engage with a range of shapes and messages sent from people 

both in the fire-affected community and outside. As will be shown in the findings related 

to each participant, most interest using the Receive Shapes app was around the day of the 

anniversary with gradually less interest as days passed. As evident on Chart 1, on the 11
th
 

of February there were more shapes sent from the website compared to the previous two 

days. Mark indicated in his debrief interview (section 6.4.3) that he had visited a local 

community gathering on that day and so the extra messages that came on the 11
th
 resulted 

from his visit.  

On the website, visitors were asked to specify where they were from. The purpose of this 

was to get an idea whether participants came from areas within the Black Saturday areas, 

or further afield. Chart 2 shows where the people who sent shapes from the website were 

from. 
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Chart 2 – Location where people sending shapes were from 

There was a mixture of those living in fire-affected towns and those outside these towns 

who sent shapes. My expectation was that the majority of shapes would come from those 

outside the fire-affected areas. This assumption was based on the online tribute pages 

analysed in study 1 that showed that most people who had sent messages, were those who 

were not directly affected themselves, and therefore included a large number of people 

not living in, or close to a fire-affected town. This was not the case with the shapes sent 

from the website, where many of the shapes were sent by people in and around the fire-

affected regions. Chart 2 shows that 45% of the shapes were sent by people who were 

from either a fire-affected area or neighbouring town. This was determined by manually 

identifying the town name, e.g. “Kinglake”, and determining whether that is a town that 

was affected by Black Saturday or is a neighbouring town. One reason for this could be 

that the participants had asked their friends to send shapes from the website and so they 

would have likely been those living within fire-affected towns. Another reason would be 

that, since four years had passed since the fires and the Black Saturday related media 

stories had subsided, interest from those not in the fire-affected areas would have 

declined. A number of shapes (36%) came from people indicating they were from 

Melbourne. This is the closest capital city to the affected towns and where my most of my 

own personal contacts live who I had sent the email invitation. A smaller number of 

shapes (20%) were sent from people from other parts of Australia and overseas. How 

each of the participants responded to receiving these shapes from both those in the fire-

affected areas and outside is discussed in the subsequent findings sections. 
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There were some common themes in the shapes that people selected from the website. 

From the range of shapes that could be selected, some were symbols often seen in 

commemorative contexts such as flowers or hearts, and some had no obvious predefined 

symbolism associated with them, such as the geometric shapes and dots. It was a 

deliberate decision to include a range of shapes to examine whether, and how, people 

might appropriate or interpret them, possibly in metaphoric ways. Table 6:3 shows the 

number of times a shape was sent by people from the website. Popular shapes included 

the dragonfly, butterfly, hearts, flowers, the koala and leaves. 

      
  

1 3 1 2 5 0 0 0 

 
  

    

 
0 1 1 1 22 1 6 12 

   
 

  
 

 
2 3 8 9 11 5 2 1 

  
 

     
3 3 0 0 5 12 9 3 

Table 6:3 – The number of times a shape was sent from the website 

Only a small number of people chose the smiling faces, the sun and moon shapes. One of 

the participants provided a hint as to why they may be less popular. In Jean’s debrief 

interview she suggested that the smiling face shapes “worked against her feelings” 

(section 6.4.2) over the anniversary period. She did not feel they were suitable for 

something commemorative such as this digital memorial. 

The types of messages people included with their shapes varied widely. A comprehensive 

list of all shapes and associated messages is available in Appendix C.4. There were 118 

messages written for the total of 132 shapes sent since empty messages were permitted. 

Of the 118 messages, 29 (25%) contained a message that made a link between the shape 

that they selected, and the message that they wrote. Some examples of these messages are 

included in Table 6:4. 
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I selected the full green circle. For me, it signifies fullness of life hope, 

gradual completion of renewal – my heart and soul are with you 

 

Just like this flower, the communities are growing again thanks to the  

support of the people within them 

 

A dragon fly is free to discover and explore but it cannot return to its 

previous life stage. This is a metaphor for us. 

Table 6:4 – Messages that make reference to the shape 

The remaining messages (89, or 75% of the messages) were statements that made no 

discernible reference to the shape selected (Table 6:5).  

 Always in our hearts  

 

The fires feel like only yesterday – but how things have changed! Hope you 

are feeling ok at this time :) 

 
best of luck, never forget lost family and friends 

Table 6:5 – Messages that do not make reference to the shape 

Design Consideration 2 relates to issues with representation for a digital memorial. In 

study 2, people in the workshops felt that designs incorporating multimedia that depict 

the fires and the destruction are potentially confronting for some people, particularly the 

bereaved. I decided that including painted shapes not depicting anything tragic or 

representing the individuals who lost their lives, would not be confronting for people, 

particularly if the bereaved either used the website or would have seen the app. It was 

also hoped that people might attach symbolic meaning to the shapes they sent from the 

website, a simple example being a heart to express love and warmth. While the majority 

of messages associated to the shapes that were sent (75%) did not directly reference their 

chosen shape, some did (25%). Some of these messages were creative and likely carefully 

considered by the sender such as the following metaphor for a dragonfly: “A dragon fly is 

free to discover and explore but it cannot return to its previous life stage. This is a 

metaphor for us”. This suggests that some people were engaging with the symbolism in 

personally meaningful ways. The participants’ reactions varied with respect to how they 

responded to receiving these shapes and associated messages. For some, the shapes were 

poignant (David and Sally) while for others, the messages that were written were more 

meaningful (Jean, Chloe and Mark). Further detail on how each participant responded to 

the types of shapes and messages sent from the website is provided in sections 6.4.2, 

6.4.3, and 6.4.4 respectively. 
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Some of the messages were directed towards those directly affected by the fires while 

others were not directed towards anybody in particular. For the messages not directed 

towards anybody, the sender was often making a statement about the fires and reflecting 

on what Black Saturday meant to them personally. Examples of each are presented in 

Table 6:6.  

Messages directed towards those directly affected by the fires 

 

Thinking of you, my neighbours in Christmas Hills..amazing gifts,spirit,live 

on in regrowth and rebirth 

 

I am with you here, past and future 

 

Dear Chloe & Mark…Sending you great love and warm hugs as you 

commemorate this special day…may the healing journey continue for all… 

Messages not directed towards anybody 

 

Wherever there is hope, there is also life. 

 

I’ll always remember the smoke drifting over Carlton 

 

Symbol of freedom and peace 

Table 6:6 – Messages directed/not directed to others 

Chart 3 shows that the majority of messages were directed towards others (66%). The 

others were made up of messages not directed to anybody specifically (23%) and shapes 

sent without any associated message (11%). One of the issues related to Design 

Consideration 1 is the problem of context collapse, where multiple audiences are 

flattened into one. This issue can make it difficult for people to know how to express 

themselves, particularly because they may not know who might read their messages. By 

providing two separate interactions with a website and app, the aim was to preserve 

context by not flattening the design into one interaction for all users. Those sending a 

shape from the website were expected to direct their gestures of support or condolence to 

those in the Black Saturday-affected areas. Since the majority of messages were found to 

be directed in this way, the digital memorial seemed to facilitate the desired interaction, 

potentially preserving context. Each of the participants expressed appreciation for the 

shapes and messages they received from the website despite each having a different 

interaction using the app. 
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Chart 3 – Number of messages directed/not directed towards others 

In this section, the shapes and associated messages sent from the website were analysed. 

There was a combination of shapes sent from people both within and outside the fire-

affected areas, with most interest on the day of the anniversary. The shapes selected by 

visitors to the website varied, with people often chose well-understood symbols such as 

hearts and flowers rather than less commonly used symbols within commemorative 

contexts such as the sun or the moon. Some of the messages referenced the shape that was 

selected whereas others were statements not making any specific reference to the shape. 

Over half of the shapes and associated messages sent from the website were directed 

towards others. This suggests that separating the digital memorial design into two 

different technologies and interactions might be addressing issues of context collapse, 

where one interface enabled people to send shapes, while the other enabled people to 

receive and curate them. The following sections are the findings from understanding how 

participants responded to using the Receive Shapes app over the anniversary period. 

6.4.2 Jean  

This section presents the findings relevant to how Jean responded to using the Receive 

Shapes app over the fourth anniversary period of Black Saturday. After providing an 

overview of Jean’s experience using the app, detail is provided of her experience as they 

relate to the design considerations generated from study 2. 

Overview of Jean’s experience using the Receive Shapes app 

Jean (58 years old) was a participant from the design workshops and agreed to be 

involved in this study. She lives in Strathewen and survived Black Saturday in 2009 by 
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evacuating on the day. Her house survived but she lost many close friends and 

neighbours. Since the fires she has been actively involved in numerous craft activities, in 

particular, the knitted chook project (section 4.3.6). This was a group of women from 

fire-affected towns who regularly got together to knit chooks for the local school 

children. 

Jean placed the tablet computer in the frame she had mosaicked in the workshop on her 

kitchen bench for the two week period of the study (Figure 6:12).  

 

Figure 6:12 – Displaying the tablet computer on the kitchen bench 

In both the debrief interview and in her diary she suggested that the positioning of the 

touch screen was important for her: 

Researcher: What role did the frame play?  

Jean: I think it gave it a designated place. It could sit carefully...I kind of like 

the intimacy in your own home too, rather than a shared public space. 

Diary entry: When I go to make a cup of tea or get a drink of water, I see the 

screen. I curiously check if there is a message. If there is a message, I feel 

drawn to the connection with the outside world. The numbness of grief goes 

(Entry 7th February). 

Jean indicates that she was able to incorporate the app into day-to-day routines such as 

when making a cup of tea from the comfort of her own home. Design Consideration 3 

focuses on the relationship that a digital memorial has to physical locations. The tablet 

computer housed within the mosaicked frame lent itself to being placed in a regularly 

accessed part of her home. She liked the intimacy that the home provided for her 
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engagement with the app, yet understood and felt connected to those who sent the shapes 

from the website. 

A month before the fourth anniversary, Jean and I discussed which image would be the 

background for the digital mosaic that she was expected to create. She decided that an 

outline of a chook would be a suitable main image. As discussed in section 6.3.4, this was 

the same chook image that was handed to each of the children in the local school to 

colour in so the women could knit a chook for each of them using the student’s chosen 

colours. She was given the touch screen two days before the fourth anniversary of the 

fires.  

Jean used the app for two weeks after the fourth anniversary. The progression of her 

digital mosaic using the shape of a chook (Table 6:7) showed that most activity was on 

the fourth anniversary (7
th
 February 2013) and the day after. This coincided with the days 

where most shapes had been sent from the website. 

There was strategy evident in the placement of the shapes. Flowers were placed towards 

the bottom, the sun and moon at the top, hearts centrally placed within the chook, 

dragonflies near the face, and leaves and koalas on the back of the chook. Jean begun by 

placing shapes within the chook outline, but over time, placed shapes above and below 

until the screen was almost completely covered in shapes. 

To summarise her experience using the app over the anniversary period, in her debrief 

interview, Jean mentioned: 

Jean: This was like a big gift card, from a lot of people I didn’t know, but was 

somehow connected to. 

A special shape and message 

Jean mentioned in her debrief that there were specific shapes that she gave special 

attention. Most poignant was a reaction she had to a green heart and its associated 

message “Miss you Kaya – Eltham” (Figure 6:13). It is unknown who sent this shape 

because the sender did not specify their name on the website since it was an optional 

field. A teenage boy named Kaya had died not far from Jean’s house on Black Saturday. 

Jean indicated that this was a shape likely sent from somebody missing Kaya who had 

been sent a link to the commemoratingblacksaturday.com website. 

(Continued on page 169)
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6
th
 February 3pm  7

th
 February 9am 7

th
 February 10am 7

th
 February 11am 

    

7
th
 February 12pm 7

th
 February 5pm 7

th
 February 9pm 8

th
 February 12am 

    

8
th
 February 8am 8

th
 February 6pm 11

th
 February 8am 12

th
 February 8pm 

Table 6:7 – Jean’s chook over time
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A special shape and message (continued) 

In the diary she was given for the duration of the study, Jean mentions her reaction to 

seeing this message on the anniversary: 

Diary entry: When the message ‘Miss you Kaya’ came through I realised that 

this was from someone missing a loved one who died just up the road from 

our place. I enlarged the heart & gave it a dominant position with hearts 

around it. (7th February). 

 

 

Figure 6:13 – A heart with message “Miss you Kaya” 
Figure 6:14 – Prominent 
positioning of the Heart 

She also spoke about the heart in the debrief interview: 

Jean: I wanted to honour that message, I felt like I had a responsibility to do 

this. 

Jean prioritised this heart shape and the associated message by giving it special 

prominence on her mosaic chook. She felt an obligation to somebody that she presumed 

knew the child who died in the fires. She also mentioned that the message became part of 

her thoughts when attending the fourth anniversary memorial service in the town:  

Diary entry: Came home from memorial and it was lovely to check screen & 

see messages. Some of Kaya’s friends were at the memorial so I felt quite 

connected to them knowing a message had come from Kaya’s friend today. 

(7th February). 

Jean linked her experience at the memorial service in the town to the heart shape she 

received on the app. For experience designers, this is a reminder that digital memorials 

should not be seen in isolation. Wright et al. (2008) have suggested that an experience 

with an interactive technology is as much about what the individual brings to that 

engagement as what can be designed into the technology. For Jean, the app 

complemented the experience she had at the memorial service in the town, and she felt a 

sense of connection to the others at the service because of the heart shape and associated 

message that she received on the Receive Shapes app. 



Chapter 6. Study 3 

170 

Reaction to outsider participation 

Jean also appreciated receiving shapes and messages from those not directly impacted by 

Black Saturday. She expressed amazement in her diary that people from overseas were 

sending shapes through the website: 

Diary entry: It was amazing to have a message from London, to feel connected 

with someone so far away. (Entry 7th February).  

Two days later she also documented how she felt receiving messages from people far 

away: 

Diary entry: A trickle of images to greet the day, some of them from far away. 

How sweet it is to know they care. It helps to chase away the despair. (Entry 

9th February).  

In the debrief interview, Jean also indicated that she appreciated receiving the shapes and 

messages from people who she did not know. I probed for her thoughts on whether she 

had received messages she felt were inappropriate. Speaking from the perspective of 

somebody who might have lost a loved one in the fires, Jean mentioned the importance of 

providing a safe network to protect them from any harmful messaging: 

Jean: With the symbols that mean a lot to them [the bereaved], and they’ve 

decided on their network of contacts so it’s safe. You don’t want negative 

comments coming through.  

She was expressing concern that a safe environment would be required if a bereaved 

person could potentially be exposed to any “negative comments”. This is always going to 

be a possibility with a website such as the one used in this study when anybody with 

Internet access can contribute. She was cautious about a bereaved person participating 

and wanted to ensure they would only be limited to a safe network to guarantee the 

messaging would be suitable for those still grieving. Design Consideration 1 refers to 

issues of context collapse, and Jean’s comment suggests that despite all good intentions to 

design a safe platform that preserves context, the bereaved might not be in a position to 

engage with outsiders and would need a completely “safe” and constrained environment 

to participate. 

I also asked Jean about what her reaction might be if large numbers of people sent shapes 

from the website and whether she might feel overwhelmed. Her response suggested she 

would feel in control of the interaction no matter how many shapes were received: 

Jean: No I don’t think I would have been overwhelmed, I guess if you made it 

clear to the person that you don’t have to use them all. They can savour the 

message and choose the image.  
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The number of shapes and associated messages sent from the website does not compare 

to the number of messages sent to the online tribute pages analysed in study 1 (section 

4.4.1) but it was enough for the participants to be able to envisage a situation where a 

large number might be received. The app was designed so that a user could decide which 

shapes to include on their main image. Jean interacted in this way, including messages 

and shapes to “savour the message”. Jean felt that if a large number were sent, she would 

still feel in control since she could decide which to use for her chook mosaic. Web-based 

memorials, such as the online tribute page analysed in study 1, present the messages in a 

long list and visitors can navigate pages of messages one-by-one. With the Receive 

Shapes app the shapes are presented in a vertical scrollable list that is as long as required 

to show all shapes. The user then has the opportunity to drag the ones they would like to 

use on the main image to create a digital mosaic using the shapes. With widely publicised 

tragedies such as Black Saturday it is likely that a large number of people would be 

interested in contributing, particularly if the digital memorial was available soon after the 

event. Jean’s interaction suggests that the design of the Receive Shapes app gave her a 

sense of control with the interaction by allowing her to choose which shapes she would 

use.  

Reaction to the shapes received 

The participants in study 2 identified potential issues with using multimedia, such as 

personal photographs of the deceased or video footage of the fires in a digital memorial 

(Design Consideration 2). They were considered to be potentially confronting for those 

still grieving. Rather than providing any multimedia that could potentially cause any 

concern, shapes painted by an artist were scanned and uploaded for people to send. Jean 

suggested that she appreciated the symbolism that some of the shapes embodied: 

Jean: The symbols become the opening, you know, a doorway to let in the 

messages. I loved all the hearts. The dragonflies were great, I would hold onto 

those images, I might change the butterfly a bit, and vary the flowers. I think 

flowers are kind of important, at our local anniversary in Strathewen, there 

were people and the children loved placing flowers on the names of people we 

lost, especially the little 6 year old, so there is something about flowers too. 

Jean liked many of the shapes and provided suggestions for improving some. She 

suggested that flowers were important, both within the app and real flowers at the local 

anniversary service. Despite a general appreciation of the shapes she received, there were 

instances when she did not feel the shape she received was appropriate and so did not 

include those shapes on her mosaic. An entry in her diary on the anniversary refers to one 

example where she did not feel a particular shape was suitable: 
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Diary entry: I find some of the images inappropriate for this day of grief and 

remembering: smiling face with tongue out [Figure 6:15]… so it needs to be 

right (7th February). 

 

Figure 6:15 – Smiling face shape 

While Jean liked many of the shapes sent from the website, some did not seem 

appropriate, particularly on the anniversary. Another shape she mentioned might be 

unsuitable was the koala. Established symbols such as flowers and hearts were not of 

concern, but a smiling face and the koala were questioned. It is important to note that 

Jean did not have input into selecting the shapes that could be sent on the website. Jean 

mentioned throughout her debrief interview that it would be important that the person 

receiving the shapes would have input into what shapes could be sent from the website to 

ensure they would be appreciated by the recipient.  

Changing reaction to experience over time 

In study 2, it was suggested that temporal patterns should be considered within the design 

of digital memorials (Design Consideration 4). This is with respect to how they may 

need to change over time (even over decades), depending on current circumstances. 

Additionally, a focus on anniversaries and special days was also seen as a consideration 

for design. Despite this not being a longitudinal study, Jean’s engagement changed over 

the short time she had the app and she discussed this in her debrief interview. She 

mentioned that the koala shape did not seem suitable for the digital memorial at first, but 

her reaction to it changed over time: 

Jean: Yeah, as the days went by I’d think things like “today the koalas make 

me smile, I’m feeding them leaves”. Hehe. 

 

Figure 6:16 – Leaves being fed to the Koala 



Chapter 6. Study 3 

173 

In this instance, it appeared Jean appreciated how she could be playful with the koala 

shape over time, but around the anniversary, felt that it was not suitable. What one might 

find inappropriate one day may be seen as important and meaningful the next. I probed on 

this further, and asked what her reaction would be if she used the digital memorial over a 

longer period of time, for example, having the app available throughout the year rather 

than just over the anniversary period: 

Jean: I guess on the day there were loving messages and they were hopefully 

with an attempt to heal a wound. If it was ongoing you could just get odd 

messages, it would lose its focus. I think if it was directly after an event, I 

think the focus was quite intense for quite a while, but now, a lot of people 

think “you should move on, be over it” and so you could get some odd 

messages if it’s to do with a traumatic event. 

Jean was comfortable with a digital memorial that is focused on a specific period such as 

an anniversary. Directly following Black Saturday, such as within the first year after the 

fires, there would inevitably be more interest. As time passes however, people may not 

necessarily wish to engage and Jean suspects that people may post “odd messages”.  

Related to this declining interest in commemoration over time, Jean expressed concern 

about times that she felt she was not receiving enough shapes from the website and the 

potential for this to make people feel isolated: 

Jean: I felt at one stage that I wasn’t getting enough messages. And that for 

some reason kind of stressed me. And I thought, what if somebody had this, 

and didn’t send any messages they could be really “nobody cares about me 

kind of feeling” ...  I almost had an expectation like, you know with television, 

that something would change, or do something. So the frame kind of made it 

look a bit like built that expectation.  

Jean’s comment demonstrates two potential problems with the digital memorial design in 

this study. The first is that the tablet computer may resemble other devices in the home 

such as a television, and therefore built an expectation for her that it would change at a 

faster pace than it did. This idea that the form a digital memorial takes can build 

expectations about pace (Design Consideration 5) is an important consideration for the 

design of technologies that encourage a slow engagement. Secondly, there might also be 

expectations that a technology that encourages social interaction would, by default, result 

in a high level of participation. Limited interactions could lead to people feeling 

disappointed or even more isolated than without the technology. These are both important 

considerations, and novel ways of addressing the sense of isolation one could feel when it 

is unpredictable how many people may participate are required. 
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Design that is sensitive to anniversaries and other special dates was identified as a 

consideration in studies 1 and 2 (Design Consideration 4). The digital memorial 

developed for this study was intended specifically for use around the fourth anniversary 

of Black Saturday. Jean reiterated the findings from the previous study, expressing how 

“raw” she felt on the anniversary, and how important it is to be sensitive to this through 

design: 

Jean: I could testify that you are really raw on the day on the anniversary. If 

you’re going to use it on an anniversary day, you’ve got to have a process that 

makes the person comfortable, and that the right people are sending messages, 

it could be really a negative experience ...“who sent that awful message oh no 

what if another awful message comes?” ... You might get off to work on every 

other day of the year, do what you got to do, then on that day for some reason, 

it all opens up and comes up. 

The anniversary brings with it opportunities for engaging with a digital memorial, but 

Jean suggests it also comes with additional risks. Negative experiences might be 

amplified on an anniversary, for example if there are software bugs or other technical 

difficulties with the software, or if messages that are considered inappropriate are 

received through a digital memorial. She was worried for people that might feel 

overwhelmed on the day, where the technology could cause undue stress beyond what 

they were already dealing with. Despite these concerns, Jean indicated that she 

appreciated being able to use the app on the anniversary, spending time alone with her 

grief: 

Jean: The anniversary is a day of going within. And a lot of people took the 

day off work, so it’s a day of being home, being within and going within, and 

being with your grief, and this was just a beautiful tool. I just really loved it.  

Study 1 and 2 found that there was extra interest in a memorial on an anniversary and this 

study supports the idea that this can be specifically factored into digital memorial design. 

Jean’s concerns, however, demonstrated the heightened intensity of an anniversary and 

that despite having appreciated using the app on the day itself, careful attention by 

designers for that time of year is required.  

Summary of Jean’s reaction to the digital memorial 

Jean appreciated using the digital memorial deployed for this study. She indicated in the 

interview multiple times that overall, she valued her experience. She incorporated the app 

into her life over the anniversary period and appreciated the interaction with both those 

who she did not know and also the shapes she received that were sent by people in her 

own local community. Jean sums up her overall experience using the digital memorial 

best: 
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Jean: To me it just really feels like a beautiful gift card I received, and 

probably keep and put up and it would always remind me of positive message 

received and how people still care. They’re all positive feelings. My only 

negatives were some of the symbols … a beautiful project. 

6.4.3 Chloe and Mark 

Chloe (64 years old) and Mark (67 years old) are artists (primarily painters) and highly 

engaged members of their local community. They are a couple living together who work 

from their art studio on their property. They live in a high fire risk area that suffered a 

large loss of life on Black Saturday. They lost seven friends in the fires. Both had 

attended a design workshop in study 2 and expressed interest in being involved in this 

study over the fourth anniversary.  

They incorporated the app into their lives differently to Jean. Their experience is 

characterised by their interests in engaging with the local community and so they 

appropriated using the Receive Shapes app accordingly.  

Overview of Chloe and Mark’s experience using the Receive Shapes 

app 

Mark was the artist who painted the shapes that were uploaded to the website for the 

project. One of the shapes he painted was the fire truck. Mark and Chloe suggested that 

this image would be their main image to load on the Receive Shapes app for creating their 

digital mosaic. Chloe commented on the respective importance of the truck versus Jean’s 

chook: 

Chloe: Neither of us could quite relate to Jean’s chook, even though we loved 

her chook, it wasn’t as meaningful for us.  So when Mark drew the little truck, 

then it suddenly came home to us. 

Chloe then described how in a major bushfire in 1983, they had friends tragically die in a 

fire truck. To Chloe and Mark the symbolism of the truck conveyed more meaning to 

them than the chook did, despite acknowledging the importance of the symbolism for 

Jean. 

They originally placed the touch screen in the mosaicked frame they created in the design 

workshop, but eventually decided to take it out of the frame so it was easier for visitors to 

interact with and placed it on a workbench in their art studio (Figure 6:17).  
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Figure 6:17 – Tablet computer outside of the frame 

During the anniversary period, Chloe and Mark laid out the shapes around their truck 

themselves in addition to letting visitors to their studio position shapes. On the website, 

they were regularly checking how the digital mosaics were being updated by the other 

participants. They humorously described the approach they took with laying out the 

shapes on the truck compared to Jean who initially placed all the shapes within the chook:  

Chloe: Yeah, because initially it was all just in her chook. 

Mark: Then she went kind of “free range” with it. 

Chloe: As I remember, we were pretty free range right from the start.  That 

was meaningful, wasn’t it, for both of us. 

  

 
Figure 6:18 – Jean’s chook with shapes placed  

in an orderly fashion 
Figure 6:19 – Chloe and Mark felt they were 

more “free range” 

The app allowed users to decide how they would arrange the shapes. Going “free range” 

was how Chloe and Mark spoke about how they were not overly strategic with the 

positioning of the shapes on their truck image. This non-orderly positioning is 

reminiscent of the spontaneous memorials discussed in the literature review and study 1. 

They too are characterised by a non-orderly positioning of physical objects placed at the 

site of the tragedy such as flowers, hand written messages, and other paraphernalia.  
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Similar to Jean, Chloe and Mark commented on the impact that some of the shapes and 

associated messages had on them, some which evoked strong emotions. Chloe mentioned 

in the interview that the message associated with a dragonfly (Figure 6:20) was one of the 

first messages they read on the app: 

Chloe: And that was the one that affected us the most because they are our 

friends who died, named here with their initials … So um, that one to us is 

probably the most heartfelt one.  That was very, very potent it made it real for 

us. They were our closest friends of our 7 friends who died, yeah... It was tears 

all pouring down our faces, the both of us... So that’s how pertinent that was. 

When the shape and message (Figure 6:20) arrived on their screen in the early morning of 

the anniversary, it resulted in “tears all pouring down our faces”. Chloe indicated that “it 

made it real for us”. The subsequent engagement and interest in appropriating the digital 

memorial into their lives over the fourth anniversary period was likely influenced by this 

experience. 

 

To all of our good friends lost and found, love never dies, 

(G, J & E xxx) M xxx Julie, Mick, Shamus, Kulja, Lucien, 

Pepper & Frankie xx – Eltham 

Figure 6:20 – Dragonfly shape and associated message  

On the 9
th
 February, Chloe and Mark asked me whether they could create another truck 

facing the opposite direction by starting again and adding shapes from an empty screen. 

This was because they had already completed filling the screen with shapes but wanted to 

continue on another digital mosaic using the same image but with the truck a different 

direction. They went on to add shapes to this new truck image. The way that their digital 

mosaic evolved over time is shown in Table 6:8. 

Engaging with the local community 

Jean appreciated the shapes and messages received both from those whom she knew, and 

from outsiders, including some people overseas. Chloe and Mark shared this appreciation. 

Their engagement with the digital memorial, however, is characterised more by the way 

they used the app to reach out to their friends and to people in the local community. 

(Continued on page 179)
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Table 6:8 – Chloe and Mark’s fire truck with their chosen shapes

 
   

6
th
 February 1pm  7

th
 February 9am 7

th
 February 10am 7

th
 February 2pm  

    

7
th
 February 6pm 8

th
 February 8pm 9

th
 February 8am 9

th
 February 1pm 

  
  

9
th
 February 1pm – Starting again 10

th
 February 3pm 14

th
 February 6pm  25

th
 March 1pm 
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Engaging with the local community (continued) 

Chloe and Mark appropriated the Receive Shapes app and the tablet computer in ways 

that I had not originally intended. They encouraged people who they met over the 

anniversary to use the app themselves. Chloe and Mark regularly host visitors to their art 

studio. It is a space for their work, but friends or visitors interested in their art are also 

welcome. Over the anniversary, Chloe and Mark dragged shapes sent to the app onto their 

image of the truck as originally intended, but they also developed a ritual for those who 

visited to participate in a different way. Chloe explained this ritual in the debrief 

interview: 

Chloe: I know your expectation was that we would move the shapes in, but 

my reward was always if I could get the person who sent the shape to move 

them in themselves. And I don’t know if you ever visualised or envisioned 

that … that’s more meaningful to me, more satisfying, more heartfelt. 

My original expectation was that people would either find out about the website from my 

initial email or Facebook post, or from participants telling their friends about the website. 

Chloe and Mark, however, encouraged visitors to send shapes while they were visiting 

them in the studio. Rather than Chloe and Mark moving the shapes onto their truck 

image, Chloe suggested that she preferred having that person move their own shape onto 

the truck as a “more heartfelt” experience. 

In addition to encouraging guests to their studio to use the app, Mark decided to take the 

tablet computer into the local community to see whether others would be interested in 

using the app. More than 30 years ago, Chloe and Mark helped to instigate the local food 

co-operative (co-op), a community initiative where fresh and dried foods were provided 

to families. It now runs every Monday evening in the town. On one of these Mondays, 

Mark took the tablet computer to determine whether people would be interested in 

sending a shape and message for the project. In addition to the tablet computer, he also 

brought some paper print-outs of the home page of the website for those who wanted to 

write their messages and circle which shape they would like on paper: 

Mark: Yeah so I took them to the food co-op ... there were about 3 or 4 

outside... I thought, “yeah go for it” and then went back there to talk, and a 

few said “ah I’ll do it when I get home” and they wrote on a couple of leaflets. 

Some took them home, and a few of those [shapes] came in. 

… 

Chloe: And they took them home and 3 or 4 of those [shapes] came in after 

the food co-op last Monday. 
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It was envisaged that the tablet computer would remain housed within the mosaicked 

frame in their studio over the anniversary period. Mark, however, took advantage of its 

portability. This was so that people might be able to either use the app themselves or 

write down their messages on paper and circle the shapes they liked so they could have 

them included in the project. Some even took the paper print-outs and sent a shape when 

they were at their home in the evening.  

The portability of the tablet computer and the easy-to-use drag and drop gesture on the 

touch screen allowed Chloe and Mark to appropriate the digital memorial in ways not 

originally envisaged. A consideration for a future design of the Receive Shapes app, and 

discussed later in this chapter is the consideration for designing for the types of collocated 

experiences that Chloe and Mark had using the app.  

Reaction to outsider participation 

Similar to Jean’s experience, Chloe and Mark appreciated the outsider participation with 

the digital memorial. I asked them in their debrief interview what their reaction might 

have been if a large number of outsiders contributed shapes. They made the comparison 

to the interest by the general public around the world after Princess Di’s tragic death in 

1997: 

Chloe: Whether you know the person or not, they’re all relating through this 

technology to a common good, which is the memorial. 

Mark: A bit like Princess Di. That was around the world. 

The aftermath of Princess Di’s death has been studied by social scientists such as Walter 

(1999), who documented in detail the various spontaneous outpourings of grief made by 

the general public at sites such as Buckingham Palace, and other places around London 

relevant to the royal family. In the quote above, Mark suggests that there is a similarity 

between how a large number of people might contribute to a digital memorial such as the 

one used in this study to the spontaneous expressions of public grief made for Princess 

Di. Despite the number of messages only reaching 132 in this study, nowhere near the 

number of contributions for Princess Di, Chloe and Mark were able to envisage a larger 

number of people participating and described it as a “common good” if such interest were 

to occur.  

Integrating the digital memorial with their physical artwork 

Chloe and Mark saw opportunities to incorporate their own artwork within this project. 

When Chloe sent the email to her contacts on the night before the fourth anniversary, she 

added a note indicating that she planned to create a physical instantiation of the digital 
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mosaic truck at the end of the project. Chloe spoke about this intention in the debrief 

interview: 

Chloe: We want to translate this project into some form of mosaic into fire-

affected communities... and permanent tangible hands on hard copy. Not just a 

cyberspace project.  

This interplay between the physical and the digital invites new ways of thinking about the 

role of interactive technologies in commemorative contexts. In studies where HCI 

researchers examined how traditional crafts might take advantage of interactive 

technologies (Golsteijn et al., 2014; Rosner and Ryokai, 2008), researchers augmented 

physical objects with interactive technology to enhance the capabilities of physical 

objects. Similarly, participants in study 2 discussed ideas for incorporating interactive 

technology at the site of a permanent monument. Chloe’s idea, however, was that the 

digital memorial was a means to facilitate collaboration, where the final product could be 

a physical instantiation of the imagery created on the Receive Shapes app. For Chloe, she 

envisaged the Receive Shapes app as an interim step before shifting to the physical form 

that she is already familiar with.  

Reaction to a slow and asynchronous technology 

Chloe and Mark were asked to comment on the pace of the interaction with the app over 

the fourth anniversary of Black Saturday (Design Consideration 5). Chloe compared the 

slower pace to other technologies: 

Chloe: But in many ways that slower transference of information could impact 

the human psyche on a deeper level than quick Facebook, quick tweet, quick 

app, quick da-da-da-da… So the beauty of it going slowly is I think it’s more 

meaningful. 

Online social networks such as Facebook and Twitter were used as examples of faster 

paced technologies compared to the Receive Shapes app, Chloe indicated that slowness 

enabled her experience to be more “meaningful”. The design of Facebook and Twitter 

affords communication between its users. On the Facebook groups set up to 

commemorate Black Saturday that were analysed in study 1, some people communicated 

directly with each other, and there were examples where interaction took place between 

outsiders offering emotional support and individuals living in fire-affected towns. The 

design of the Receive Shapes app was less focused on this two-way communication. It 

was built around the idea of giving and receiving and for creating a digital mosaic at a 

slow pace, over a number of days during the anniversary period. Both Jean’s engagement 

and Chloe’s response above suggests that the slow engagement that the digital memorial 

afforded was appreciated by users. 
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The Internet connection was not stable from Chloe and Mark’s art studio and this meant 

there was a practical need for the technology to support asynchronicity. The app does not 

require a permanent connection to operate and Mark discovered he could get a connection 

from their outdoor toilet
12

 of their property to download the most recent shapes that were 

sent from the website. With Internet access only possible by taking the tablet computer to 

the one location that had a stable connection on their property, Mark could go and update 

the shapes to be loaded on the app at times that were convenient for him.  

Summary of Chloe and Mark’s reaction to the digital memorial 

Chloe and Mark’s experience using the Receive Shapes app was characterised by their 

own interests in engaging with their local community. They appropriated the technology 

by taking advantage of the portability of the tablet computer to visit people in the local 

community, and encouraged those who visited their studio to move the shapes onto the 

fire truck image themselves. Chloe and Mark also indicated that they had personal 

attachments to some of the shapes they received, in particular the first shape that they 

noticed on the morning of the anniversary, which brought them to tears.  

6.4.4 David and Sally 

David (56 years old) and Sally (56 years old) are a married couple living in St Andrews, a 

Black Saturday-affected town. They were participants from the design workshops in 

study 2 and agreed to be involved in this study. They knew numerous people in their local 

area who lost their lives in the fires. Their home was also used as a refuge for animals and 

pets in the aftermath of Black Saturday. Compared to the other participants in the study, 

they added less shapes to their mosaic over the anniversary period. They did. however, 

still value the shapes and associated messages that they received and attempted to use the 

app to engage the local community with the project. 

Overview of David and Sally’s experience using the Receive Shapes 

app  

Jean, Chloe and Mark indicated in their debrief interviews that they had deeply personal 

attachments to some of the shapes and messages they received on the app. David and 

Sally’s experience is characterised less by personal attachments to messages and shapes. 

Rather, they valued the aesthetics of the digital memorial. They demonstrated this by 

placing the frame in their home in a prominent location, carefully selecting which shapes 

to place on the app and arranging them according to their aesthetic preference. 

                                                      
12 Outdoor toilets that are separate to the main house are not uncommon in Australia. 



Chapter 6. Study 3 

183 

David designed a glass frame on paper in study 2 rather than mosaicking a wooden frame 

(section 5.3.2). Prior to the fourth anniversary, David created the glass frame he designed 

(Figure 6:21) for this study. The glass frame housed the tablet computer in a similar way 

to the mosaicked frames, so that it could be placed within their home over the anniversary 

period. On the frame David had painted a black tree, an image that he had been using for 

glasswork that had a Black Saturday theme. David and Sally agreed that this black tree 

would be a suitable main image to use for the Receive Shapes app. They mentioned in 

their debrief interview that they placed the tablet computer in their kitchen and also 

moved it to the dining table at times during the anniversary period. Sally discussed her 

thoughts on this placement:  

Sally: I kept it in the kitchen, and in the eating area on the main table.… and 

this makes it look like a piece a furniture. 

Similar to Jean, Sally decided to place the touch screen in a prominent location within 

their home. Indicating that it looks“like a piece of furniture” suggests that she felt that 

the frame holding the tablet computer ensured it could be placed alongside other furniture 

in the home and not be hidden away (Design Consideration 3). The kitchen and dining 

table are typically functional and regularly accessed parts of the home, and as with Jean, 

Sally felt that the frame was suited to being placed there for the two weeks of the study. 

 

Figure 6:21 – Touch Screen within a glass frame 

Sally indicated in the debrief interview that she read the messages that were sent to the 

app over the anniversary period. However, it was only on the 12
th
 of February that she 

added the shapes (predominantly dragonflies) to their mosaic. This is different to Jean, 

Chloe and Mark who showed most interest on the anniversary itself and the few days 
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afterwards. Over time David and Sally added koalas and leaves in the tree to create a 

colourful scene (Table 6:9). 

Sally used the app more than David and so in the interview most of the responses came 

from her perspective. 

Engaging their children and local community 

One of the characteristics of David and Sally’s experience using the app over the 

anniversary was their desire to have their adult children as well as people from the local 

community use the app. They were unsuccessful on both counts, but their attempts 

suggested that they saw the digital memorial in a similar way to Chloe and Mark, who 

encouraged people in their local community and visitors to their art studio to participate. 

Sally spoke about how they attempted to engage their children who spent time at their 

home around the fourth anniversary of Black Saturday: 

Sally: I thought they would have at least bothered to read some of them 

[messages]. They didn’t… Whether that is because they are just younger and 

have got more happening in their lives. 

It surprised Sally that she could not engage their children to use the app over the 

anniversary. She felt that technology might have been a way to generate interest in 

commemorating Black Saturday for them. 

David and Sally also spoke about how they had hoped to take the tablet computer to the 

church where a service was to be held on the fourth anniversary, seeing this as an 

opportunity to show locals the shapes and messages sent from the website. Unfortunately 

this did not eventuate as the service was cancelled because the anniversary of Black 

Saturday in 2013 was a high fire risk day. My original expectation was that the people 

with the touch screens would use the app themselves in their own homes. Four out of the 

five participants, however, appropriated the app to reach out to people in their local areas 

hoping for them to also engage with it.
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6
th
 February 2pm  7

th
 February 3pm  12

th
 February 11am  

 
  

16
th
 February 1pm 20

th
 February 11am 6

th
 March 1pm – interview conducted here 

Table 6:9 – David and Sally’s black tree with their chosen shapes
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Reaction to outsider participation 

Sally and David reflected positively on receiving messages from people they did not 

know. They were astonished that people from so far away would have interest: 

Sally: It’s just the diversity of where they all came from that amazes me.  

David: It’s amazing, yeah. Overseas and everywhere, you know. In the States, 

it is incredible. 

Researcher: Does it mean anything that it comes from these people?  

David: It does, it just means that they do think about what is happening over 

here as well. 

This sentiment is similar to Jean, Chloe and Mark’s responses who all mentioned that 

they appreciated receiving the shapes from people living far away from the fire-affected 

areas. Despite appreciating these gestures from people around the world, David and Sally 

said that there was a need to be careful when a platform might bring together different 

types of people in a commemorative context. In the debrief interview, we discussed the 

idea that there could be a large number of people sending shapes from the website to 

people who were still grieving and I asked what their reaction would be to such a 

scenario: 

David: Look it’s a very “tread carefully” sort of area you know, it really is 

because you are not in that situation yourself, you don’t know. And you can’t 

possibly begin to understand what they are going through. Even now, four and 

a half years later, it is just mad.   

Researcher: Yeah.  

Sally: There are still people under psychiatric care.  

Sally provides a similar commentary to Jean who was also wary of inappropriate 

messaging adversely affecting those who might still be grieving, particularly for those 

requiring professional therapeutic support. So while they appreciated having outsiders 

participate, caution still needs to be exercised for widely accessible digital memorials that 

would also be used by those struggling to cope with their grief. 

Reaction to the main image and shapes received 

David and Sally appreciated the symbolism relevant to their engagement with the app 

over the anniversary (Design Consideration 2). They used the black tree as their main 

image on the app. In the debrief interview, Sally said she felt obliged to include a single 

green leaf shape due to its symbolic meaning for the Black Saturday setting: 

Researcher: What are your thoughts about having your own tree image? 

[David’s own black tree image] 
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David: It was very symbolic.  

Sally: Yes. Well, that’s what it was, symbolic of that time. I had to put those 

two green leaves on, starting again. 

After Black Saturday, the black tree with a single green leaf became a commonly used 

image to celebrate the resilience of the communities affected by the fires. As described in 

study 1 (section 4.3.2), some people from the fire-affected town Flowerdale tattooed this 

image on their bodies. The symbolic meaning of the image was understood to be that, 

despite the tragedy, there are now opportunities for renewal and growth or as Sally says, 

“starting again”.  

Jean, Chloe, and Mark each had at least one shape and associated message that they 

connected with in a personally meaningful way. David and Sally did not mention that 

they shared this same attachment to any of the shapes. Despite this, they did speak about 

the respective merits of the symbolism referenced in some of the messages: 

David: There was one really good one I thought which was about the 

dragonflies, about being reborn, rebirth. That was a good message I thought.  

Sally: Yeah. Some of the things people wrote, I thought “gee they think of 

good things”. The way they can put it, they must be poets. 

David: They just have a better way with words. 

David and Sally did not indicate that they were emotionally affected by a specific 

message in the time they had the app. Nevertheless, they did admire the way that people 

were able to attribute meaning to the shapes through the messages. The intention was that 

the shapes would provide an alternative to a digital memorial design dependent on 

multimedia that includes video footage or photographs of the fires, something identified 

as potentially confronting for those still grieving (section 5.5.2). The participants in this 

study each had a different reaction to receiving the shapes on the app. While not all 

shapes were deeply evocative for the participants, some of the symbolism represented in 

the design was well received. 

Reduced interest in commemoration over time 

In the design workshops from study 2, David and Sally spoke about how they felt there 

were too many activities for commemorating Black Saturday. They reiterated this 

concern again in this study indicating that for some people in the community (including 

themselves), it could be problematic to keep dwelling on the fires, and that there must be 

a time when people should move on: 
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David: Some people just don’t know what to do about it anymore, they’re sick 

of it. They have had enough of everything and you know, that’s it, let’s get on 

with it. 

Sally: Some of them were pretty down, sort of like, I don’t want to hear it 

anymore, with some of the messages.  

The effects of Black Saturday are felt on a regular basis by those living in the fire-

affected areas, particularly by those who lost loved ones. This can be from media outlets 

such as local newspapers producing stories about the fires and the recover, from seeing 

their community infrastructure rebuilt, and witnessing the number of organised 

commemorative activities each year. As each anniversary of Black Saturday arrives, it is 

a time of heightened interest and David and Sally provided sound reasoning as to why 

some may not want to engage. Their comments also provide a clue as to why they 

engaged less than Jean, Chloe and Mark over the fourth anniversary. 

The Receive Shapes app was designed to be an asynchronous technology (Design 

Consideration 5). This allows the user to be in control of when they would like to 

participate. David and Sally’s experience confirms this as an appropriate design 

consideration and helps to provide further evidence for prioritising asynchronicity over 

synchronicity for digital memorial design. Extending this idea further, technology to be 

used to commemorate an event such as Black Saturday should not in any way make the 

user feel obliged to participate.  

Summary of David and Sally’s reaction to the digital memorial 

David and Sally mentioned that they appreciated the shapes they received on the Receive 

Shapes app. They created an aesthetic scene predominantly using dragonflies around their 

black tree main image. They aimed to engage the community at a local church service 

and also with their own adult children on the anniversary. They were unsuccessful in both 

circumstances - one due to bad weather, and the other from disinterest. Overall, they 

engaged less than Jean, Chloe and Mark with the Receive Shapes app over the 

anniversary period. This was evident from both examining how they added shapes to the 

app and also from their debrief interview. A potential reason for this was that they felt 

that there were already enough commemorative activities and that it might be time for 

people in the community to move on. It is therefore important that a technology such as 

the Receive Shapes app is designed such that it does not make the user feel obliged to use 

it. Those deploying them also need not be concerned if there is minimal engagement by 

some people in affected communities such as those in the Black Saturday areas. 
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6.5 Discussion 

The aim of this study was to examine how people responded to using a digital memorial 

that addressed the design considerations generated in study 2. In this discussion, I first 

reflect on evaluating a digital memorial in a realistic setting before providing a synthesis 

of the findings with respect to how people responded to using the digital memorial. 

Evaluating a digital memorial in a realistic setting 

There were two benefits from a research perspective in deploying the digital memorial in 

a realistic setting. The first was that it helped develop an understanding of how the 

technology fit into people’s lives. As introduced in this literature review chapter (section 

2.4.3), experience-centred design researchers Wright et al. indicate that “making sense of 

an encounter is as much about what the person brings to the experience as it is about 

what s(he) encounters there” (Wright et al., 2008, p. 7). Since designers might attempt to 

create technologies to support or enhance an aspect of human life, it is as important to 

understand what a person brings to the interaction as much as to understand what actually 

happens at the interface between the technology and that person. This is important in the 

commemorative setting. This is because the experience that people have is contingent on 

their own unique situation, their emotions, and ways of expressing loss. Two people may 

have lost property in the fires, for example, yet they both may be interested in 

commemorating in different ways, and these interests would likely change over time. 

On the anniversary of Black Saturday Chloe said that tears were pouring down her face as 

she noticed a shape arrive on the app from a friend who had written a message making 

reference to a family that had lost multiple lives in the fires. This tearful experience was 

not brought on by the digital memorial alone and the type of interaction it supported, but 

was intricately woven into Mark and Chloe’s life, and their thoughts of the friends they 

lost on Black Saturday. Jean had a similar experience. She received a heart shape from 

somebody on the app who added a simple message “Miss you Kaya”. The shape did not 

have a name associated with it, but Jean presumed it was from a friend who also knew the 

child who passed away in the fires. Jean expressed that she felt a sense of obligation to 

this heart shape in the app, and also mentioned reflecting on it when she was at the local 

anniversary service on the fourth anniversary. Both these examples demonstrate that to 

evaluate a technology designed for a specific experience, it is helpful to determine what 

the users might be bringing to that interaction, something that is not easy to simulate in a 

setting such commemoration.  
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The second major benefit of evaluating a digital memorial in a realistic setting was that I 

could develop an understanding of how participants appropriated it to suit their needs. 

Some used the app to engage with people in their local communities with a collocated 

interaction, which was not the original intention with the design.  Chloe and Mark took 

the tablet computer with the app to a local community event, asking other people to 

participate. Similarly, Sally and David intended to do the same on the anniversary of 

Black Saturday at the local church service. In both instances, the participants were 

operating as gatekeepers for the digital memorial. They saw themselves as the recipients 

of the shapes sent from the website and wanted to have other local community members 

also participate, either by having them read messages or even by interacting with the app 

themselves. This appropriation gives rise to the consideration of designs that focus 

specifically on this gatekeeper role. For digital memorials that have diverse audiences, 

gatekeepers might be those people identified within a community who mediate 

interactions between the outsiders and the bereaved. For example, to build on the Receive 

Shapes app in future, I might provide more functionality for recipients to easily share 

shapes or their mosaic with a bereaved person (in person or over the Internet). 

The next sections synthesise the findings of the study, framed by the design 

considerations generated in study 2.  

Design Consideration 1: Privacy, control and context collapse 

Design consideration 1 relates to potential issues where different audiences might interact 

with each other through a digital memorial. Two of the three issues related to this 

consideration were addressed in the technology developed for this study. These included 

the issue of a lack of control over outsider participation, and problems related to context 

collapse. The third issue, which was not examined in this study, was how the design 

might address issues of privacy. This was something identified in study 2 as important for 

a digital memorial that could present personal content that could be viewed by a wide 

audience (section 5.5.1). The design encouraged people to send gestures of support, 

through their chosen shape and typed message, this was rather than the design 

encouraging people to share personal information with each other in a public setting. This 

meant that privacy was not mentioned by any of the participants as a concern in this 

study. 

Context collapse is an issue where multiple audiences are collapsed into one, rendering it 

difficult for people to know how to negotiate their environment (Marwick and boyd, 

2010). An example would be if a person posts a message to a tribute page for Black 
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Saturday and presumed only outsiders would read the message. In this instance, they 

might inadvertently cause offense to somebody bereaved, unawares that the bereaved 

person could also be a user. Related to this, the issue of the bereaved feeling a lack of 

control were identified by Marwick and Ellison (2012), who analysed how Facebook 

profiles were used by friends post mortem. They found family members of the deceased 

wanted to control what was being displayed on the profile, removing some messages, 

images, and videos if they did not wish to have them displayed. This is similar to the 

study by Vitak et al. (2012) who documented the creative ways that people use to address 

issues of context collapse themselves through the technologies. There is, however, no 

clear direction for how interaction designers might be able to address the problems 

through design, something I attempted to examine in this final study. 

To address issues of context collapse, the digital memorial was split across a website and 

an app on a tablet computer. This was an attempt to preserve context. Existing web-based 

memorials such as those identified in study 1, provide a flat design where everybody who 

can access the memorial uses the same interface. The design intent was that anybody 

could send a shape from the website and those with the app would receive those shapes 

and create colourful digital mosaics with them. People from the fire-affected areas were 

asked to participate by receiving the shapes on the app. I referred to them as the bereaved 

community, or people who saw themselves as belonging to a group of imagined others 

who were directly affected by Black Saturday. This notion of a bereaved community was 

documented in further detail in study 1 (section 4.5.1). From analysing the messages 

related to the shapes sent from the website in this study, it was found that people often 

directed their message to people in the bereaved community. Chart 3 shows that 87 of 

132 (66%) messages were directed in this way. The inference I made from this was that 

most people sending a shape had a clear understanding of the context for their interaction 

with the website. This was that they were directing their shape towards somebody, or a 

group of people they imagined to be in the fire-affected towns.  

The participants using the app understood themselves as the recipients of the shapes and 

engaged accordingly. Each positioned shapes on their main image to create a colourful 

digital mosaic. Jean, David and Sally focused on receiving the shapes and appreciated the 

sentiments expressed in people’s messages. Chloe and Mark similarly saw themselves as 

the recipients of the shapes, and also appropriated the app to engage with people in their 

local community who they asked to also move shapes onto their fire truck mosaic.  

While it was not possible to determine conclusively whether context collapse was 

addressed, the design intent was well understood by both those who sent shapes from the 
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website and those who received them on the app. With digital technologies that engage 

diverse audiences, context collapse is always going to be a concern. In this study, rather 

than flattening these audiences by providing one interaction for everybody, the website 

and the app provided a different interaction for the audiences as a way to preserve 

context. 

The Receive Shapes app was designed so that the participants would have a sense of 

control over the experience, despite the digital memorial allowing anybody to participate, 

including those who might only have a passing interest. As found in study 1, it is likely 

that people would contribute objects for a spontaneous memorial after an event such as 

Black Saturday, and similar practices will be seen online where people will post messages 

on social networking sites such as Facebook or contribute to online tribute pages. To 

provide a sense of control for the participants in this study with the Receive Shapes app, 

they could decide which shapes they would include on their main image, thereby 

rejecting the others. People who had sent a shape from the website did not know whether 

it had been added to one of the main images by a participant using the app. This was a 

feature I did not develop as part of the digital memorial, but is something I would 

consider for a future design. If this functionality were to be included, such that the sender 

would know if their shape was added by a user with the tablet app, considerations for the 

feelings of the sender would need to be factored in, given some of their shapes might not 

be included on digital mosaics by the app users. All participants who used the app 

mentioned specific shapes and messages they appreciated, with some even saying that 

they had emotional reactions upon receiving them. These shapes were often “treasured” 

and therefore were displayed prominently on their digital mosaic. Conversely, Jean 

commented that she did not like some of the shapes, and so chose not to include them on 

her chook mosaic. She extended this thinking in her debriefing interview, suggesting that 

in instances when people sent inappropriate messages, she could simply decide to not 

include them.  

This first design consideration focuses on issues for digital memorials that allow diverse 

audiences to participate. A contribution of this study is how context collapse might be 

addressed through design by offering separate technologies and interactions for different 

audiences, rather than providing the same interaction for everybody. To provide a sense 

of control, the design focused on the ways in which people might cherish or treasure 

contributions, as opposed to an approach where somebody is expected to filter out 

inappropriate content themselves. 
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Design Consideration 2: Symbolism and metaphoric representations  

Participants in study 2 questioned the merits of including multimedia in digital 

memorials. The multimedia they were most concerned about was photographs or video 

footage of the fires and the aftermath. It was seen to be useful for accurately depicting the 

fires but potentially confronting, particularly if displayed in a publically accessible place 

that could be seen by people still grieving. From the study, Design Consideration 2 was 

labelled Issues with representation. Drawing on ideas from the physical memorials 

analysed in study 1, which often incorporated symbolism to represent narratives related to 

Black Saturday (section 4.3.2), the digital memorial for this study included shapes 

painted by an artist in a fire-affected town. This study found the participants engaged with 

the symbolism embodied in their background image for the mosaic and some people 

creatively developed their own metaphors for the shapes they selected on the website. For 

example, somebody who selected a dragonfly suggested that it represented a positive 

change for those in fire-affected areas, and people also included messages about how 

flower shapes represented beauty, life and growth. The participants with the Receive 

Shapes app were also able to express themselves through their main images on the app. 

An example was David and Sally choosing to include the dragonfly shapes to create a 

colourful scene of natural objects surrounding their burnt tree image. Sally included a 

single green leaf on the tree, an established Black Saturday symbol for representing 

renewal for those in the fire-affected communities. I renamed this design consideration 

from Issues with representation to Symbolism and metaphoric representations to reflect 

these findings.  

Other digital memorials have incorporated symbolic representations as a key aspect to 

their design. The Mourning Tree (Kim et al., 2011) is a digital memorial that includes a 

hologram of a tree intended to be placed at a location such as a funeral. As people send 

messages to the tree using SMS or email, the holographic tree grows larger in size as a 

way to symbolise life and vitality. Another example is ThanatoFenestra (Uriu and 

Okude, 2010). It is a concept based on traditional Japanese Buddhist rituals where people 

have altars in their homes for burning incense sticks, lighting candles and praying for 

deceased family members. Using heat and light sensors, the photograph either flickers in 

time with the candle or changes to another projected photograph. This is an example of a 

digital memorial that includes both multimedia (photographs of the deceased) and 

ritualistic symbolism (candles). Candles are symbolically employed in Buddhist rituals 

for commemoration. The Mourning Tree and ThanatoFenestra examples incorporate 

symbolism in their designs. The studies, however, do not draw explicit attention to their 

importance, which is what I have contributed in this study. 
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Study 3 contributed an understanding of how symbolism can be integral to digital 

memorial design. I included shapes such as hearts and flowers, and asked participants 

about the symbolism that was important to them (e.g. a chook, a fire truck and a burnt 

tree). This allowed people to engage in a design that was not dependant on multimedia, 

particularly that which might be confronting for those still grieving. While multimedia 

can still play an important role in commemoration, particularly in presenting accurate 

narratives of a tragedy, focusing on symbolism and metaphoric representations can lead 

to different opportunities for designers. 

Design Consideration 3: Physical locations 

A contribution of this study is a consideration for how the types of technologies, their 

portability, and the design can influence the relationship to important physical locations 

for digital memorials. The location of a memorial was found to be a consideration for the 

physical memorials analysed in study 1. For example, the Poetry Tree (section 4.3.1) is a 

spontaneous memorial located on the side of the only road leading into Strathewen. 

Participants in study 2 generated ideas that also saw relevance to physical locations for 

digital memorials. Some examples were large durable touchscreens located at a place of 

significance, and a touchscreen in an aesthetic box placed in the home of a bereaved 

person.  

Other digital memorials also have relationships to significant physical locations. The 

technology for the Spomenik project (Kirk et al., 2011; Kosem and Kirk, 2010) uses 

mobile technologies and location based audio as a way for visitors to learn about killings 

at the sites of historical mass graves from post-World War II Slovenia. The Technology 

Heirlooms project (Odom et al., 2012) produced digital memorials for the domestic 

setting. This was achieved by the researchers creating objects that promoted the use of 

physical materials to give the objects an “heirloom status” for the home. 

The tablet computer with the Receive Shapes app deployed in my study was housed in an 

aesthetic frame so it would be perceived as an object supporting a reflective engagement, 

rather than a technology for purely entertainment or communicative purposes. Sally 

indicated that placing the frame with the screen on the dining table and in the kitchen 

made it appear as a “piece of furniture”. Jean placed it on the kitchen bench and 

mentioned that she incorporated viewing and interacting with the app as part of her daily 

activities. Chloe and Mark on the other hand, did not use the frame in the study. They 

found it to be restrictive, especially when encouraging visitors to their studio to use the 

app. Instead, they took advantage of the portability of the tablet computer. Mark took the 

tablet computer to the fire station at the food co-op to ask people to move shapes on the 
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app, and attempted to generate interest with people in their local community with the 

project.  

Design Consideration 4: Temporal patterns 

The web-based memorials analysed in study 1 were found to have temporal patterns. One 

of the ways this was evident was the number of messages people posted online changing 

over time. For example, special days such as anniversaries drew more attention than other 

times in the year. This had been observed in a related study examining how people posted 

to online social networking profiles of the deceased (Getty et al., 2011). Temporal 

patterns were also identified in study 2, where participants discussed how digital 

memorials might need to be sensitive to the changing nature of commemoration over 

time, even over decades and generations. Participants also discussed digital memorial 

designs that focus on anniversaries and other special days of the year. 

While this was not a longitudinal study, each participant’s experience changed over the 

two weeks that they used the digital memorial. For example, Jean responded differently 

to the koala shape she received on the app over time. She initially felt that it was not a 

reverent shape for the anniversary day, but was able to treat it playfully afterwards. David 

and Sally did not drag shapes to create a digital mosaic on the anniversary day, but read 

the shapes received from the website. After a few days, however, they started to add 

shapes to create their mosaic. Chloe and Mark initially used the app in the way it was 

intended, but later extended their engagement to connect with the local community. 

This study demonstrated how digital memorials can be designed such that they are 

sensitive to the temporal patterns of commemoration. The design focused on usage 

around the fourth anniversary of Black Saturday. This was in contrast to a digital 

memorial to be used on an ongoing basis throughout the year. The study also found that 

there can be sensitivities for people on anniversaries, something Jean described as feeling 

“raw” on the day itself. Caution needs to be taken for designs that focus on these types of 

days with a memorial, as it can be a difficult time for people, particularly the bereaved. 

Design Consideration 5: Pace and asynchronicity 

This study contributed an understanding of how digital memorials might be designed 

such that they encourage slowness. The design was also deliberately asynchronous. This 

was useful for giving people control over when they participated, if at all. This was seen 

to be important in a sensitive and potentially emotional context such as commemoration. 

These ideas were built on the research focused on designing for slowness to encourage 

reflection as identified in study 2 (section 5.5.5). The intended use of the website and app 
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was that people would send shapes from the website over a two week period around the 

anniversary of Black Saturday. Those with the app could then engage at their own pace 

with the shapes received, by placing them over their main image to make a colourful 

digital mosaic. This was the case with Jean’s chook and Chloe and Mark’s fire truck, 

where their digital mosaics gradually evolved over a number of days as they placed 

shapes on the app. Chloe and Mark suggested in their debrief interview that they thought 

that this slow engagement led to a deeper interaction than using a technology like 

Facebook or Twitter, which emphasises quick and broad communication. Jean 

appreciated adding the shapes over time as well, but mentioned in her debrief that she felt 

concerned that a bereaved person using the app may feel isolated if they did not believe 

there were enough shapes arriving. It is therefore necessary to be careful with technology 

design that encourages a slow engagement in the commemorative context, particularly if 

people’s expectations are that there would be regular and constant interaction. 

The Receive Shapes app prioritised asynchronicity over synchronicity. Users could 

decide when and when not to use the app, rather an interaction that required users to 

engage at predefined or regular intervals. Out of the participants, David and Sally were 

the least engaged. Their debrief interview provided a clue as to why this might be the 

case. David suggested that “Some people just don’t know what to do about it anymore, 

they’re sick of it.” He was referring to how some people felt inundated with all the Black 

Saturday related news and ongoing commemorative activities held within the community. 

This is likely what affected their relatively minimal engagement compared to Jean, Chloe 

and Mark. Being asynchronous meant there were no expectations placed on David and 

Sally about when they should interact, and they could move as many or as few shapes as 

they wished on the app. The app was also designed such that it could be turned off, and 

participants were explicitly told that this was an option available to them and that they 

would not lose their digital mosaic if they did so.  

6.6 Conclusion 

The aim for this study was to understand how people responded to the design features 

included in a digital memorial that addressed the considerations generated in study 2. 

This was so that the considerations could be refined based on usage in a realistic setting. 

The following research question embodies this aim and was used to drive the study: 

Research question 3: How do people respond to using a digital 

memorial that addresses the design considerations from study 2? 
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To address the research question, I developed a digital memorial based on an idea for 

creating digital mosaics that one of the participants in study 2 discussed. The idea was 

modified to ensure that both the bereaved community and outsiders could participate. 

Shapes could be sent from the website commemoratingblacksaturday.com to participants 

in communities affected by Black Saturday who would receive them using a tablet 

computer app called Receive Shapes. Each of the participants created digital mosaics 

using an image of their choice as a backdrop. To evaluate and refine the design 

considerations, I analysed the shapes and their associated messages sent from the website 

in addition to how participants responded to using the app over the anniversary period 

using debrief interviews and examining their usage data. This enabled me to refine each 

of the design considerations which were synthesised in the discussion section. 

6.7 Limitations 

The small number of participants who used the app over the anniversary period limits the 

generalisations that can be made about their experiences, and how much can be predicted 

about how others would behave. I focused on a small number to ensure that I could gain 

an understanding of each participant’s subjective experiences, as well as to ensure that I 

could manage any potential issues that arose. This was important due to the sensitivity of 

working in a realistic commemorative setting. The benefit of deploying the technology in 

a realistic setting rather than simulating the commemorative experience was that the 

participants had personal attachments to Black Saturday. Furthermore, I was able to 

examine how participants appropriated the technology to fit into their lives over the 

anniversary period. Due to the limited number of participants, however, further studies of 

digital memorials that draw on the design considerations generated in this thesis are 

required in order to further examine their utility in other commemorative settings. 

Identified in all three studies was that temporal patterns were relevant to commemoration. 

Only 132 shapes were sent from the website for the duration of this study. This is in 

contrast to the thousands of messages posted to an online tribute page within the first 

week of the fires as found in study 1 (section 4.4.4). I deployed the digital memorial on 

the fourth anniversary of Black Saturday. This timeframe is likely one of the reasons that 

there were a limited number of shapes sent from the website compared to a situation 

where the technology was available closer to the fires. There were enough shapes, 

however, for participants to develop a sense of how the digital memorial might scale up 

to situations when masses of people would contribute.  
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Another limitation of the study was that only the features incorporated into the digital 

memorial design for this study were examined. For example with the website and app, I 

was not able to examine issues of privacy because there were no design elements that 

afforded participants in the fire-affected towns the ability to share personal information 

with those using the website. While I attempted to address as many of the considerations 

as possible with the design, and developed an understanding of how people responded to 

using the technology, further design and evaluation studies are required to examine the 

gaps not covered in this study.
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Chapter 7 

Discussion and Conclusion 

The aim of this thesis was to examine the design of digital memorials for engaging 

diverse audiences. Audiences can include the directly bereaved as well as outsiders who 

might only have a passing interest. The aftermath of the Black Saturday bushfires of 2009 

in Victoria, Australia was used as the site for examining commemoration in this research. 

To respond to the thesis aim, a set of considerations (section 7.2.1, p. 202) were generated 

for designers and researchers interested in digital memorial design. 

This chapter begins with an overview of the findings from each of the three studies 

(section 7.1). The contributions of the thesis are presented next (section 7.2) and are 

organised into themes and discussed with respect to how each builds on existing 

literature. The challenges and limitations of the research are then described (section 7.3) 

before I offer a set of opportunities for future research (Section 7.4). The conclusion 

(section 7.5) restates the key thesis findings so that they can easily be used and built on 

by other researchers.  

7.1 Overview of thesis studies 

A research gap identified from the literature review found that there is a limited 

understanding of digital memorial design that considers the diversity of possible 

audiences. While there are a small number of studies that examine digital memorial 

design in settings such as commemorating historic wars and atrocities (Kosem and Kirk, 

2010; Smith et al., 2010), they do not have an orientation to the participatory ways that 

people engage through technology, where users are seen as active participants rather than 

just the audience or consumers of information. The following thesis research question 

was used to guide the thesis studies to address this gap in the literature: 

What are the challenges for designing digital memorials for large-scale 

tragedies? 
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Three separate and interrelated studies were used to respond to this research question, 

with each study building on the findings from the previous. The aim of study 1 was to 

identify opportunities for digital memorial design based on an understanding of current 

practices for commemorating the Black Saturday bushfires. The following research 

question was used to guide the study: 

Research question 1: How were the Black Saturday bushfires 

commemorated across both physical and web-based memorials? 

Both physical and web-based memorials for commemorating the fires were included in 

the study. The physical memorials were wide-ranging and included monuments, 

spontaneous memorials, anniversary events, and groups of people who worked on 

knitting and mosaicking projects. The web-based memorials included online tribute pages 

and Facebook groups specifically set up for commemorating the fires. From the study, 

opportunities for design were produced. A key opportunity identified was that digital 

memorials should be sensitive to the needs of those still grieving, who might feel 

overwhelmed by excessive interest (even well-meaning interest) by people participating 

that were not directly impacted. 

The second study had two separate aims. The first was to determine suitable techniques 

for designing technology with participants in the Black Saturday setting. A concern 

identified when planning the study was that traditional focus groups and interviews might 

not be suitable for the setting. There was a need to gather design ideas and understand 

participants’ perspectives, yet there was a risk that they might not be forthcoming due to 

the sensitivities surrounding their losses and experiences related to the fires. The 

following research question was used to guide this aspect of the study: 

Research question 2a: What influence does employing a craft such as 

mosaicking have when designing digital memorials with participants in 

a commemorative setting? 

Inspired by the craft groups documented in chapter 4 (section 4.3.6), a novel design 

workshop format was used for study 2 where participants were asked to work on a 

mosaicking activity in a group while they discussed ideas for digital memorials for 

commemorating Black Saturday. The findings showed that mosaicking enabled 

participants to talk about emotional topics in a comfortable and supportive environment, 

and encouraged them to work at their own pace while discussing their thoughts and ideas. 

Further discussion on this technique and its influence is provided in section 7.2.7. 
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The objective of the workshops was to identify considerations for digital memorials 

designed to engage diverse audiences. The following research question reflects this 

objective: 

Research question 2b: What are the considerations for designing digital 

memorials that are for engaging diverse audiences, ranging from the 

bereaved to those with only a passing interest? 

In the design workshops, participants from the fire-affected community provided 

feedback on the prototypes that I had developed, discussed their own ideas, and discussed 

issues that they considered to be important for digital memorials. A set of five 

overarching design considerations (section 7.2.1) for digital memorial design were 

generated from the study. 

The aim of the third and final study was to refine the design considerations identified in 

study 2 based on evaluating a digital memorial in a realistic setting. The following 

research question was used to guide the study: 

Research question 3: How do people respond to using a digital 

memorial that addresses the design considerations from study 2? 

The study involved deploying a digital memorial that included both a website and a tablet 

computer app. Colourful shapes were sent by website visitors over the fourth anniversary 

of Black Saturday. These shapes were sent to the app that was being used by participants 

in fire-affected areas. These participants were asked to create a digital mosaic using the 

shapes they received in the shape of some symbol or image that was meaningful to their 

relationship to Black Saturday. The digital memorial design originated from an idea from 

a participant in study 2 and was refined for this study to address each of the design 

considerations. To understand how people responded to the technology over the 

anniversary, I analysed how people engaged with the website as well as how participants 

responded to creating digital mosaics using the app. The study resulted in a refined 

understanding of the design considerations, which forms the major contribution of this 

thesis. 

7.2 Contributions of thesis 

The primary contributions of the thesis are organised into themes in this section, each 

with a separate subheading. I first present the design considerations, which are intended 

to be useful for designers and researchers interested in digital memorials (section 7.2.1). I 
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then discuss how spontaneous memorialisation is relevant in the digital context (section 

7.2.2) before presenting how audiences for digital memorials can utilise Warner’s (2002) 

understanding of multiple publics (section 7.2.3). The novel approaches to design that are 

examined in this thesis are then discussed in turn and include addressing context collapse 

(section 7.2.4), providing a sense of control (section 7.2.5), and drawing on symbolism 

and metaphoric representations (section 7.2.6). This contributions section concludes with 

a description of how craft-based techniques can be used for designing in sensitive settings 

(section 7.2.7). 

7.2.1 The Design Considerations 

A set of considerations for digital memorial design were produced in this thesis. They 

were derived from the findings and have been framed as a useful resource for researchers 

and interaction designers interested in digital memorials. The considerations were 

generated from the study 2 design workshops and refined in study 3 based on evaluating 

how people responded to using a technology that addressed each of the considerations. A 

summary of each consideration is presented below. 

Design Consideration 1: Privacy, control and context collapse 

There are three distinct, yet interrelated design concerns related to how different 

audiences might interact with each other through a digital memorial. The first is a 

consideration for what should be kept private and what should be made publically 

available. The second is to provide control to the bereaved over the interaction. Finally, 

designers should consider addressing issues of context collapse by providing distinct 

interactions for different audiences. Section 7.2.4 and section 7.2.5 expand on the 

findings related to this design consideration. 

Prompting questions related to privacy, control and context collapse 

 Are there any privacy concerns with presenting personal content such as 

photographs of the deceased to wide audiences? 

 For digital memorials expected to engage diverse audiences, can control be provided 

over the interaction to those directly affected, particularly the bereaved?  

 Would the design benefit by providing a separate experience for different audiences? 

For example, a unique experience for the bereaved and outsiders. 

Design Consideration 2: Symbolism and metaphoric representations 
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Digital memorials can draw on symbolism and metaphoric representations, similar to how 

symbolism is important to the design of physical memorials. For example, memorials can 

incorporate well-understood symbols such as flowers to represent growth and life, and 

poetry is often used so that people can interpret the memorial in different and meaningful 

ways. Further detail on this design consideration is presented in section 7.2.6. 

Prompting questions related to symbolism and metaphoric representations 

 What symbolism or metaphoric representations can the digital memorial draw upon? 

 How can the design support people making their own interpretations? 

 Can poetry or other expressive forms be sensitively incorporated in the design? 

Design Consideration 3: Physical locations 

Physical locations are important for memorials, such as using the sites of tragedy for a 

spontaneous memorial. Digital memorial design can also take advantage of this 

relationship to significant physical locations. For example, digital memorials could utilise 

mobile technologies or situated touch screens, such that they are associated to the site of a 

tragedy. 

Prompting questions related to physical locations 

 Can significant physical locations be made relevant to the design of a digital 

memorial? 

 Can technology complement or augment the experience of visiting a physical 

memorial? 

Design Consideration 4: Temporal patterns 

Digital memorials should be designed such that they are sensitive to the changing needs 

of commemoration over time, even over long periods such as decades. There is also a 

need to consider anniversaries and other special dates, as those times of year might 

require special treatment in design. 

Prompting questions related to temporal patterns 

 How should a digital memorial reflect the changing needs of commemoration over 

time? Should the design change over time? 

 Can the design encourage a focused engagement for an anniversary or for other 

special dates? 
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Design Consideration 5: Pace and asynchronicity 

A digital memorial with an emphasis on a slow engagement can encourage people to have 

a reflective commemorative experience. This can be preferred over a design focused on 

speed and efficiency. Additionally, given the sensitive nature of commemoration, an 

asynchronous interaction allows people to choose when and when not to engage with a 

memorial. 

Prompting questions related to pace and asynchronicity 

 Should the speed of the interaction be a factor? For example, drawing on ideas from 

research on slow technologies. 

 How can the design support asynchronicity? That is, allowing people to choose 

when they engage. 

Appendix D provides an example illustrating how each of the design considerations 

presented above are relevant to a digital memorial for commemorating Johnny Cash.  

7.2.2 Spontaneous memorialisation in a digital context 

This research contributes an understanding of how people commemorate using digital 

technologies, grounded in theoretical research from the social sciences and humanities. 

The phenomenon focused on in this thesis was the understandings of spontaneous 

memorialisation. It is the practice of leaving objects such as notes, flowers and other 

personal effects at the site of a tragedy.  The characteristics of spontaneous 

memorialisation developed by Haney et al. (1997) were compared against the ways that 

people commemorated Black Saturday using web-based memorials in study 1 (section 

4.4). This comparison found that both spontaneous memorials and the web-based 

memorials result in an eclectic mix of contributions, both religious and secular, due to 

their grassroots and participatory nature.  

Other scholars have identified the similarities between how people contribute to 

spontaneous memorials as well as web-based memorials. Recuber (2012) examined 

digital memory banks (sites that allow people to share their memories related to large 

tragic events) for two different natural disasters, and discussed how their participatory 

nature is similar to spontaneous memorials. Gibbs et al. (2013) also noted these 

similarities with respect to how a popular Massive Multiplayer Online Game (MMOG) 

had been appropriated for commemoration after a prominent game player’s death. My 

research has extended this understanding by outlining opportunities and challenges that 
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arise for digital memorial designers within an increasingly participatory culture of 

commemoration. 

A distinguishing feature of Internet connected digital memorials is their accessibility. 

They open up opportunities for bringing together people who would otherwise not 

interact, sometimes including people from all around the world. In study 3, participants 

mentioned that they appreciated receiving shapes from people they did not know on the 

Receive Shapes app (section 6.4). Traditional spontaneous memorials do not share this 

same level of accessibility. For example, the Poetry Tree in Strathewen is located on the 

main road leading into the town. Being located in a small regional town meant that it was 

only locals, or those who had a reason to visit Strathewen, who had the opportunity to 

contribute and read poems.  

A challenge identified in each thesis study was that insensitive behaviour might be an 

issue for interactive technologies that enable many geographically dispersed people to 

commemorate. This could be particularly problematic if it adversely affects the bereaved. 

This is not a concern unique to digital technologies (Grider, 2007). With the increased 

accessibility of Internet enabled technologies, however, the likelihood of participation 

that might be seen as insensitive is increased due to the sheer number of people who can 

contribute.  

7.2.3 Multiple publics and diverse audiences 

My research builds on existing understandings of audiences for digital memorials. 

Moncur and Kirk (2014) suggest that the audience for a digital memorial can be situated 

on a spectrum from private to public. As an example, a memorial designed for the home 

to commemorate the life of a loved one could have a private audience, whereas a website 

for commemorating that same person might have a public audience. They acknowledge 

that some memorials might have both a private and a public orientation. This could be a 

memorial that results in people having private experiences engaging with it, but also has 

people participating in public displays of remembrance.  

My research builds on this understanding by focusing the Black Saturday bushfire setting, 

a large-scale tragedy where a wide range of people engaged in commemorative activities. 

In study 1, I found that there was a variety of people using the web-based memorials for 

commemorating Black Saturday (section 4.4.2). Some people who contributed messages 

were from overseas and had no direct attachment to the fires beyond wishing to express 

their shock or offer condolences. Others who participated included people who lived in 

the fire-affected communities, and also the bereaved. In study 2, participants discussed 
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ideas for digital memorials (section 5.5.3) that also involved a range of different people. 

One idea was a memorial for a group of friends who lived in a fire-affected community, 

and another for the geographically displaced diaspora. The private to public spectrum 

outlined by Moncur and Kirk (2014) is useful for characterising how accessible a digital 

memorial might be. In my thesis, however, I examined the diversity of audiences who 

would likely be interested in engaging with a widely accessible digital memorial for a 

large tragic event. 

An understanding of who is being designed for with respect to commemorating large 

tragic events was provided in chapter 4 (section 4.5.1). The notion of publics as explained 

by Dourish (2010) was offered as a way to understanding the diversity of who might 

engage with a memorial. Dourish offers an account of social theorist Warner’s (2002) 

possibility for multiple publics. He explains that a public can be understood through the 

simple phrase “people like me”, where people understand themselves as those who feel 

that they belong to an imagined group of similar others.  

Using this understanding, in study 2, two publics were identified with respect to digital 

memorials for commemorating Black Saturday. These were described as the bereaved 

community and outsiders. The bereaved community are people who see themselves as 

those who were directly affected by the fires. This includes those who lost somebody in 

the fires, had lost their home, or did not lose anything tangible but still felt a sense of 

belonging to the affected community. In contrast, the outsiders includes those who posted 

messages on the web-based memorials analysed in study 1, prefacing them with “I didn’t 

know you but...”, and includes those who do not share a sense of belonging to the fire-

affected communities.  

The digital memorial developed for study 3 (section 6.3) was designed with the objective 

of engaging both the bereaved community and outsiders. Anybody with an Internet 

connection could use the website, but it was expected that mostly outsiders would 

engage. In contrast, the app was intended to be used solely by participants who saw 

themselves as part of the bereaved community.  Over the fourth anniversary of Black 

Saturday, however, it was found that those who received the shapes on the app saw 

opportunities to engage other people in their local community by showing the shapes and 

asking them to use the app themselves. The idea of designing for gatekeepers (section 

6.5), or people who can act as an intermediary between outsiders and the bereaved 

community, was developed based on this appropriation. Moncur and Kirk (2014) 

provided an understanding the types of audiences for digital memorials using a spectrum 

from private to public. In my research, I extended this understanding by focusing on the 
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diversity of possible audiences incorporating an understanding of publics as identified by 

Dourish (2010). 

7.2.4 Addressing context collapse through design 

This thesis contributes an approach to design that aims to addresses context collapse. 

Context collapse is where multiple audiences are collapsed into one, making it difficult 

for people to know how to interact in their environment (Marwick and boyd, 2010). For 

an online social network, this might mean that users are expected to negotiate how to 

communicate when they are connected to both their work colleagues and friends. Vitak et 

al. (2012) have identified strategies that people employ on social networks to manage 

issues of context collapse. These include restricting access to trusted contacts, creating 

multiple accounts for the different audiences (e.g. work contacts and friends), or simply 

restricting themselves from sharing anything too personal. In their study, it is the users 

who determine strategies to address collapsed contexts.  

Digital memorials that can be used by both the bereaved community and outsiders, can 

also suffer issues of context collapse. In the design workshops in study 2, participants 

stated that Internet-enabled technologies used for commemoration could result in a large 

numbers of outsiders participating. They expressed concern that there may be some 

people who do not show the same reverence as those in the fire-affected communities 

(section 5.5.1). They were wary of bringing the two together through the technology. 

Rather than relying on the users to determine strategies for negotiating the different 

audiences (as identified in the study by Vitak et al. (2012)), the digital memorial 

developed in study 3 addressed context collapse through its design. To do this, two 

different technologies were used. One was a website that anybody with an Internet 

connection could access, and the second, a tablet app for participants in fire-affected 

communities. People could visit the website (commemoratingblacksaturday.com) to send 

a shape with an associated message, and participants would receive the shapes and 

messages on the app (Receive Shapes). They could then create a colourful digital mosaic 

using the shapes received. While it was not feasible to determine whether issues of 

context collapse were entirely resolved with the design, the study participants who used 

the Receive Shapes app understood the interaction that the digital memorial afforded. 

Each of them expressed appreciation for receiving messages and shapes from people 

whom they had never met, and noted that the benefit of providing a separate experience 

for the people in fire-affected communities was that they had a privileged interaction with 

the memorial. Since digital memorials for commemorating events such as Black Saturday 
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can engage diverse audiences, providing separate interactions for different audiences was 

a proactive way for design to address issues of context collapse.  

7.2.5 Providing a sense of control 

Participants in the design workshop in study 2 expressed concerns that digital memorials 

used by outsiders might result in those in fire-affected communities feeling a lack of 

control over the interaction (section 5.5.1). For the digital memorial developed for study 

3, this sense of control was achieved by using an interface that emphasised selection 

rather than moderation. Moderation is where people take on the role of filtering 

inappropriate or insensitive messages. For a popular digital memorial, this task might not 

only be tiresome, but determining what contributions are inappropriate could be difficult. 

It may also expose hurtful and unwanted messages to the bereaved if they are involved in 

moderation. In prior research, the following consideration was proposed for the design of 

online platforms where the bereaved would be expected to moderate: 

Given that the moderation of comments will often be done by the bereaved 

who may not wish to moderate indefinitely, websites need to cater for 

transferring moderators, and/or allowing them to archive the content. (Mori 

et al., 2012, p. 403) 

The recommendation from the study is that the bereaved who are moderating messages 

posted to web-based memorials should be able to stop doing so if they wished, or provide 

ways for others to take over the task. My research promotes selection rather than 

moderation as a way to address issues relating to control. With selection, the emphasis is 

on determining which contributions are of value and can be given more prominence. This 

idea of selection rather than moderation is similar to the concept of upvoting comments 

on websites such as reddit (“reddit: The Front Page of the Internet”, n.d.), where visitors 

can vote for comments they prefer, thereby rejecting those who they do not vote for. This 

results in the popular comments moving towards the top of the list in a prominent 

position and the vast amount of unpopular comments being listed underneath. 

With the Receive Shapes app evaluated in study 3, participants could select from a long 

list of all shapes and messages sent from the commemoratingblacksaturday.com website 

in order to make a colourful digital mosaic. In doing so, they selected the shapes and 

messages that resonated with them. The design does not prevent insensitive or harmful 

messages from being sent from the website, and designers still need to develop strategies 

to minimise this issue. However, participants indicated that this was a suitable way to 

negotiate large numbers of contributions where they could “cherish” (as one participant 

mentioned in section 6.4.2) those that they liked. Designing for selection was therefore 
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identified as a way to provide a sense of control that does not burden the bereaved with 

moderation. 

7.2.6 Drawing on symbolism  

Symbolism was a feature of the digital memorial created for study 3. This was achieved 

by including visual imagery such as a silhouette image of a tree, a drawing of a chicken, 

and a variety of other shapes in the design. In an age of abundant user generated content, 

memorials lend themselves to incorporating multimedia such as video and photography. 

Examining the influence of a range of visual imagery not limited to video and 

photography, enabled me to explore the role of symbolism in digital memorial design. 

In all three studies, participants discussed the benefits and drawbacks of incorporating 

multimedia depicting the carnage and horror of Black Saturday in a digital memorial. The 

benefits mentioned were that they are useful for posterity, as well as providing 

opportunities to educate and inform outsiders on the impact of the fires. There are 

precedents of using digital technologies in this way. For example, the “Make History” 

website is an online archive where people can share their memories relating to the 

September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks (“Make History”, n.d.). On the site, members of the 

general public are able to upload photographs and video footage, in addition to 

contributing text-based narrative accounts of their memories. In the design workshops in 

study 2, participants also generated similar ideas for using multimedia to retell the stories 

related to Black Saturday (section 5.5.2). Despite this, there were also concerns that those 

still grieving may find it confronting to view multimedia depicting the carnage related to 

the fires. 

This trade-off between including graphic depictions and the need for sensitivity for those 

grieving was seen in the aftermath of the Madrid train bombings in 2004. Gruesome 

images were presented in newspapers and other media outlets soon after the bombings:  

The indiscriminate dissemination of some of the most horrifying photographs 

from the moment right after the blasts and the rescue operations (including 

some forensic pictures that were leaked to the media) was bitterly criticized by 

the relatives of the victims (Ortiz, 2013, p. 59). 

Similar criticism was made in the design workshops in study 2 where participants were 

upset about some of the photographs that were included in media news stories (section 

5.5.2). Participants used these examples from the media as a way to envisage potential 

issues with digital memorials that might also include multimedia considered too “raw” 

for those still grieving their losses. 
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As an alternative to including multimedia in a digital memorial, I turned to designs that 

drew on symbolism as an attempt to encourage a personalised engagement with the 

memorial. This was inspired by the physical memorials analysed in study 1, where Black 

Saturday specific symbolism was found to be important to many of the memorials 

(section 4.3.2). For example, the black tree with a single green leaf was created as a logo 

for a fire-affected town and there were local residents that decided to tattoo this image on 

their bodies as a permanent memento (“The Flowerdale Tattoo”, n.d.). The symbolism 

represented by the tree is that, despite the destruction caused by the fires (the burnt tree), 

there are opportunities for growth and the renewal (the green leaf). Hallam & Hockey’s 

(2001) anthropological account of death rituals in Western culture echoes this prevalence 

of symbolism in material culture. They indicate that flowers are given to the bereaved, 

and are intended to represent the beauty and fragility of life. Candles represent continuity, 

and gravesites employ a sleep metaphor, where the deceased are seen to be in a state of 

sleep where they lay in beds and visitors are expected to be silent. 

The digital memorial that was deployed in the third study incorporated symbolism in the 

design in two different ways (section 6.3.4). Shapes that an artist had painted were 

included on the website for visitors to send to the Receive Shapes app. Some of the 

shapes were basic squares, triangles and circles, while others depicted well-established 

symbols seen in commemorative contexts such as hearts and flowers. Symbolism was 

also core to the Receive Shapes app design. Participants using the app were asked to 

identify an image so that they could create a digital mosaic of shapes using that chosen 

image as a backdrop. They were asked to choose one image that was in some way 

symbolic to Black Saturday from their own personal experiences. Findings from the study 

showed that people engaged with the symbolism that was embodied in the shapes sent 

from the website, often in metaphoric ways such as describing that a circle they sent 

representing the “fullness of life” (section 6.4.1). For the participants who used the 

Receive Shapes app to create their digital mosaic, each indicated in their debriefing 

interview that they connected to the symbolism embodied in the main image for their 

mosaic, and valued being able to decorate them using their chosen shapes and associated 

messages. 

This thesis found that designing digital memorials with symbolism in mind can help 

provide ways to avoid confronting those who are still grieving, by avoiding designs that 

might depict scenes of tragedy. The findings also showed that people were able to engage 

in a meaningful way with the memorial, often allowing them to develop their own 

personalised interpretation of the various symbols offered in the design. 
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7.2.7 Craft-based techniques for designing in sensitive 

settings 

There is a dearth of literature examining design techniques for the commemorative 

setting. This was particularly problematic for study 2 and so I turned to the ways in which 

HCI researchers had approached designing with participants in a range of other sensitive 

settings. Commonly employed techniques included home visits and interviews for 

exploring potential uses of technology in a sensitive setting (Joshi et al., 2011; Klasnja et 

al., 2010). In the bereavement context, Massimi and Baecker (2011) co-facilitated focus 

groups with family members coping with grief to identify opportunities for new 

technologies for the bereaved.  

Similar to Massimi and Baecker’s study, focus groups were considered for bringing 

together people from fire-affected communities to generate ideas for digital memorials. It 

was, however, decided that traditional focus groups might be unsuitable for this setting 

since participants could find it difficult to be forthcoming and share their experiences. 

They may feel reluctant to share their perspectives and generate ideas, particularly if 

attendees did not know the others in the focus group, and if it was the first time to meet 

the focus group facilitator.  

Instead, a novel craft-based technique was used to facilitate the design workshops for the 

study. This was inspired by the craft groups that started after Black Saturday documented 

in chapter 4 (section 4.3.3) where people in fire-affected communities came together in 

socially supportive groups to work on knitting and mosaicking projects. For others 

interested in employing similar techniques, any craft that results in objects of aesthetic 

value could be used to facilitate similar workshops. The common theme should be that 

the craft can be easily learnt, and worked on in a recreational capacity in collocated 

groups. For my research, attendees were given a simple mosaicking task that they could 

work on either individually or in small groups whilst they spoke about Black Saturday 

and discussed ideas for digital memorials.  

From the study, it was found that the mosaicking activity enabled participants to discuss 

emotional topics in a comfortable and supportive environment, in addition to generating 

design ideas for digital memorials (section 5.4). Despite the sensitive nature of the topic, 

the activity allowed participants to have light-hearted conversations, ensuring they felt 

comfortable with the other attendees and the researcher. The mosaicking was found to be 

a useful distraction for lightening the mood when necessary, as participants discussed 

emotional topics and recounted traumatic memories. It also allowed participants to be 
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silent, something that would be unnatural or awkward in a traditional interview or focus 

group setting. 

Crafts such as mosaicking can be run over numerous sessions and so they provide 

opportunities for researchers to engage with participants over long periods of time. A 

focus group is typically a focused session used to elicit as much information as possible 

in a single session. In study 2, only one workshop was held per group. It is possible that 

the mosaicking activity could have been held over a number of sessions, and take 

numerous months if required. This would have allowed attendees to further build rapport 

with each other and the researcher, likely resulting in more opportunities to explore a 

wide range of design ideas. 

The craft-based technique used in this thesis is not the only way to design digital 

memorials. It is a technique other researchers can draw on for designing technologies in 

sensitive settings such as the commemorative context. It is well suited to settings where 

the participants’ life challenges might affect how open they might be in a group setting or 

with a researcher. 

7.3 Challenges and limitations 

7.3.1 Limited participant numbers  

There were limited participants in each of the thesis studies. This was due to a number of 

factors. One was the focus was on eliciting a deep understanding of participants’ 

experiences, rather than a surface understanding from a larger sample. It was also 

important to establish rapport with each participant to build trust, an important 

consideration for studying in sensitive settings. This limits the number of people that can 

be feasibly included in the research. Finally, the communities affected by Black Saturday 

are regional and so this affected the population that could be drawn upon. To mitigate 

limitations related to participant numbers, data from a range of sources was included that 

did not require direct interaction with those affected by the fires. In study 1, field notes 

were written based on visits to physical memorials in addition to data collection from 

already available online sources. For the third study, data consisted of the insights from 

the five participants’ experiences using the Receive Shapes app, in addition to the 132 

shapes and messages that people had sent from the website. This ensured data were not 

only drawn from direct interaction with people in fire-affected communities. 
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7.3.2 Participant bias 

There was an age and gender skew with the participants in my research. Participants were 

generally older, with more women than men participating. While not the focus of my 

thesis, gender differences with respect to grieving and coping styles have been observed 

in other studies where it has been identified that “women are more confrontive and 

expressive of their emotions than men” (Stroebe, 2001, p. 62). In study 3 one of the 

participants using the Receive Shapes app attempted to engage their adult children to use 

the digital memorial thinking that the technology might be something of interest to them 

but was unsuccessful. They believed the “younger generation” was not as interested in 

commemoration as the older generations, irrespective of whether technology was 

included or not. My study was not an exploration into gender and age, and how they 

impact the relative engagement with memorials, and so having a skew in participant 

demographics affects the applicability of my findings if attempting to widen the 

implications of my research. In future studies it would be useful to explore the impacts of 

age and gender on commemoration using digital technologies. 

7.3.3 Analytical limitation  

Analysing the data in this thesis was limited by having just a singular analyst. Analytical 

triangulation is to “observe from different viewpoints” (Neuman, 2006, p. 149) in order to 

ensure the accuracy of findings. In the absence of multiple analysts performing the 

procedural steps analysing the data in the studies, different perspectives on the data were 

given by presenting findings and closely working with supervisors. Additionally, 

presenting findings at conferences and at The University of Melbourne’s Interaction 

Design Lab seminars was another way to gain new perspectives on the data collected. In 

these presentations, examples of the data were included and feedback was provided by 

the attendees. For example, in a presentation I gave at the interdisciplinary conference 

“Death & Dying in the Digital Age” in 2011
13

, a question was raised about how it 

appeared there was a bias towards female informants in one of my studies. From this, the 

analysis was reconsidered with a perspective on gender and as discussed earlier, it was 

decided to accept this as a bias in the study given gender was not a focus of the research. 

7.3.4 Applicability of findings  

The objective of the thesis was to explore a new design space relating to commemorating 

tragic events, rather than to provide explanations of current practice with the aim to 

                                                      
13Mori, J., Gibbs, M., Howard, S., 2011. Digital memorials for Black Saturday: Bushfire affected 

communities, in: Death & Dying in the Digital Age. Presented at the CDAS 2011 Annual Conference, Bath 

Royal Literary and Scientific Institute, Bath, UK. 
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accurately predict future practice. Throughout the thesis, findings were contextualised 

with respect to established literature, particularly the theoretical understandings of 

spontaneous memorialisation. Commemorating online has already become mainstream 

practice through online social networks, and so increasingly we will be seeing platforms 

where those directly affected by a death or a tragedy will be interacting with outsiders 

who are also interested in participating. The practical findings for this thesis are for 

researchers and interaction designers interested in influencing the ways that 

commemoration can be experienced through digital memorials. 

The Black Saturday fires and the commemorative activities surrounding the event, was 

the setting used for each of the thesis studies, and this constrains how applicable findings 

are for other commemorative settings. Black Saturday is a unique case specific to 

Australia, and a natural disaster rather than a war, or terrorist attack. Through navigating 

the related literature pertaining to commemoration in other contexts, attempts have been 

made to ensure the findings are relevant to other situations. 

One major difference with a natural disaster compared to settings such as war, or a 

terrorist attack is the political nature of commemoration. There are political elements to 

natural disasters too, yet the typical narrative themes in memorials devoted to Black 

Saturday were that it was a one off tragic event that was unexpected and unfortunate. In 

contrast, wars and terrorist attacks often provide challenges with respect to navigating the 

sensitivities of the politics involved with memorial design. For example the design and 

reception of Maya Lin’s Vietnam Veteran’s war memorial (Wagner-Pacifici and 

Schwartz, 1991) is often used in academic studies to examine the role of politics, 

nationalism, and memorial design. 

Despite the variations across commemorative settings, the findings from this thesis are 

still worth considering with respect to digital memorial design for other tragedies, and 

also for non-tragic commemoration. For example, it is still useful for designers who are 

creating any digital memorial to consider whether symbolism and metaphoric 

representations could help mitigate an overemphasis on multimedia depicting horror in 

design. Despite this, future studies are required in order to determine whether the findings 

are applicable across a range of commemorative settings. 

7.3.5 The emotional wellbeing of researchers 

Another challenge arising from the research was the importance of considering the 

researcher’s emotional wellbeing when conducting fieldwork in a sensitive setting. This 

was relevant to each of the studies, but was made pronounced during the study 1 site 
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visits. I had made a concerted effort to attend many memorial events and exhibitions on 

the second anniversary of Black Saturday as I saw this as an ideal opportunity to be 

sensitised to the commemorative context. However, during one of the dance 

performances at the end of a day of site visits to Black Saturday memorials and services, I 

started to feel overwhelmed. In hindsight, this is not unsurprising. Black Saturday was a 

tragic event resulting in horrific loss, and so spending time watching these performances 

and listening to the stories of those who had lived through and were still living with its 

impact was naturally an emotional experience for me. With ethnographically informed 

fieldwork, there is always a need to balance being close to the phenomenon of interest yet 

retain a sense of researcher objectivity.  

For researchers studying in commemorative contexts or interacting with anybody dealing 

with significant loss, it is important one’s own personal wellbeing is considered. Moncur 

(2013) has recently discussed the emotional wellbeing of researchers interested in 

sensitive contexts. In the study, pointers are given for those working in challenging 

settings by providing a set of questions to reflect upon prior to the fieldwork. Discussing 

some of the questions that resonated with my own experiences is a useful way to reflect 

on the emotional wellbeing of researchers. The first is: “Does the researcher have self-

care strategies in place?” To address this during the fieldwork period, regular 

supervision meetings were held where the topic of my own emotional wellbeing was 

something that was regularly discussed. Another useful question from Moncur’s study 

includes: “Does the research institution/company provide access to a counsellor when 

necessary?” There are free counselling services for staff and students at The University 

of Melbourne and in supervisor meetings; this was discussed as an option to consider if 

any issues arose. The other question important to consider is: “Have risks to researcher 

wellbeing and plans for mitigation been made explicit in the ethical approval process?” 

Most researchers must complete an ethics application prior to starting fieldwork. On the 

ethics application form for this project, the following question is asked: “Will there be 

any significant risks to researchers associated with the project and the setting (e.g. 

overseas) in which the project is conducted. (e.g. personal safety, health, emotional 

wellbeing)?” The response I provided on the application makes reference to the 

counselling services as an option to consider if issues arose from the fieldwork that 

affected my own emotional wellbeing. While there were no issues with my research, 

having this considered formally early, ensured that throughout the project, any issues 

could be addressed early and appropriately. 
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7.3.6 Challenges with Research through Design (RtD)  

Research through Design (RtD) methodologically influenced my research design. As 

introduced in the research design chapter (section 3.1.3), Zimmerman, Stolterman, & 

Forlizzi (2010) use Frayling’s (1993) three characterisations of design research to situate 

Research through Design amongst other types of research. Research about design is the 

examination of design processes, research for design is research that informs design 

practitioners whilst research through design is “the process of iteratively designing 

artifacts as a creative way of investigating what a potential future might be” 

(Zimmerman et al., 2010, p. 313). Gaver (2012) argues that one of the strengths of RtD is 

that the artifacts that are developed can be seen as “points in a design space” that 

illustrate to others what the opportunities in that design space might be. Each study of this 

thesis was oriented towards creating a digital memorial in study 3. This was achieved by 

identifying opportunities for design in study 1, pursuing these opportunities in design 

workshops in study 2, which produced a set of considerations for designers, many which 

were addressed in the digital memorial evaluated in study 3. Employing RtD offered both 

opportunities and challenges in this thesis. 

A functioning digital memorial has been a useful communicative tool for discussing my 

research findings and gathering feedback. In presentations to discuss my project, the 

digital memorial was used to communicate findings to interaction designers. For 

example, by demonstrating how the digital memorial created in study 3 incorporates 

symbolism and metaphoric representations, it offered a tangible example that was 

intended to inspire others. Having an artifact developed as part of this thesis has also 

enabled me to communicate findings not only to HCI researchers, but to others who 

either have general interests in memorialisation or those in disciplines such as 

anthropology
14

. Communicating findings is not always possible through scholarly 

literature alone and some people may not be familiar with HCI traditions, but the 

technology enabled me to communicate my research and they could then contribute 

relevant insights.  

A working digital memorial deployed in a realistic setting also meant participants could 

appropriate the technology in unexpected ways, something not possible to explore 

without a functioning technology. In study 3, one of the participants took the tablet 

computer with the Receive Shapes app into their local town food co-op to encourage 

people to use the app as a way to engage them in the project. This was an unintended use 

                                                      
14 One of the advisers on my Ph.D. advisory panel is an anthropologist. Having the digital memorial artifact 

was an ideal way to stimulate discussions relating to my thesis. 
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for the digital memorial and understanding this appropriation was useful for identifying 

opportunities for future digital memorials that would enable people to better connect with 

their local communities. 

One of the major challenges with the approach I took in employing RtD was the 

workload required for deploying in a realistic setting rather than just producing a 

technology concept. RtD does not mandate that technologies need to be evaluated. 

Sometimes the artifact can simply be a prototype that does not have comprehensive 

working functionality but is intended for HCI researchers to reflect on the new design 

space being explored. Developing the digital memorial as part of my research meant 

needing to balance the necessary research work in addition to developing and testing the 

technology for actual realistic use. Other researchers attempting to work through a design 

process through to deployment and evaluation need to be cognisant of the additional 

ground work required to ensure the technologies are functioning as desired, and that 

issues of usability do not impede the desired interaction. This is of particular importance 

in designing in a sensitive setting such as commemoration, where non-functioning or 

buggy software might cause issues for people already feeling vulnerable. 

7.4 Opportunities for future research 

This thesis benefited from a theoretical understanding of spontaneous memorialisation. 

Future research could build upon other aspects of spontaneous memorialisation that are 

not addressed in the thesis. For example, spontaneous memorials are usually located at 

the site of tragedy, and it would be valuable to explore whether there would be any 

suitable way to incorporate digital technologies directly at sites of significance. These 

might be technologies that allow people from all over the world to post messages through 

a website that would arrive at a screen at the site alongside other physical items left at the 

site. Alternatively, people at the site could contribute physical objects that could be 

captured and displayed online for others to see. This might be interesting for those not 

able to visit in person. While these would be worthwhile technologies to consider, caution 

must be taken by researchers with respect to how they might approach such a study. In 

this thesis it was shown that grassroots participation is important for contemporary 

commemorative practices, and so it is this type of intervention should be conducted with 

the bereaved community member’s permission, well-wishes and input. This is 

particularly important when we are considering changing existing practices that may be 

already seen as unproblematic and requiring no improvement. 
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This research identified opportunities to use technology to complement existing practices 

surrounding physical memorials or monuments. For example technology could provide 

creative ways for people to “virtually visit” memorials for those not able to visit in 

person. In doing so, and in line with the findings from this thesis, interaction designers 

could extend the thinking beyond simply capturing visuals of existing memorials. They 

could instead, consider the symbolism used in the physical memorial that are important to 

the experiences of those who visit in person, when attempting to determine ways that an 

analogous experience may be offered digitally. Other ideas could also revolve around 

employing technology to facilitate relationships between outsiders and the bereaved 

through interacting with a digital memorial. 

Related to this, there are also opportunities for designers and researchers who are 

interested in digital memorials to collaborate with those from other generative disciplines. 

For example, HCI practitioners could work alongside those from architecture, the visual 

and performative arts, creative writing, semiotics and so forth. These collaborative 

relationships could also be relevant beyond the commemorative context, for example, 

those interested in designing technologies for other meaningful and evocative 

experiences. 

This thesis contributed a technique for involving people who have suffered loss in a 

design study. As HCI researchers continue to examine technology usage in-the-wild, 

involving people who have suffered loss is valuable for both technology designers and 

researchers interested in sensitive settings such as in death and commemoration. 

Despite not being included in the scope of this thesis, throughout the studies participants 

commented on how craft was “therapeutic” for them after Black Saturday. Art and craft 

therapy is increasingly being seen as a legitimate form of therapy for a range of  mental 

health conditions (Kapitan, 2011). A natural extension of this is how technologies might 

help to augment and improve this formal practice for a wide range of mental illnesses, 

including trauma and bereavement-related conditions. 

7.5 Conclusion  

This thesis examined the design of digital memorials for engaging diverse audiences. The 

aftermath of the Black Saturday bushfires was the setting used to examine current 

commemorative practices, as well as to explore the design of a digital memorial for both 

those directly affected by the fires as well as outsiders. 
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In study 1 it was shown that physical monuments, spontaneous memorials, and web-

based memorials all play a part in commemorating significant events for a variety of 

people and at different times. It was also found that spontaneous memorialisation, the 

practice of placing objects such as written notes, flowers and other objects at the sites 

associated to death or tragedy is similar to how people contribute to web-based 

memorials. The main difference is that with digital technologies, there are opportunities 

for people who are not geographically collocated to participate. This therefore enables 

those who may not have otherwise had the chance to also engage. 

In study 2, participants from fire-affected communities were asked to discuss design ideas 

for digital memorials that could engage both those in the bereaved community and 

outsiders. Both opportunities and challenges for digital memorials were discussed in the 

workshops. The findings from the study produced a set of considerations for design. 

For the third and final study, the considerations generated in study 2 were addressed with 

the design of a digital memorial. This memorial was deployed over the fourth anniversary 

period of Black Saturday. Based on analysing how people responded to using with the 

digital memorial, the design considerations were refined and form the main contribution 

of the thesis.  

The key contributions from this thesis are summarised below. 

Design considerations for digital memorials  

 Design Consideration 1 - Privacy, control and context collapse: The 

privacy concerns identified in this thesis relate to what private information 

should be shared and in what context for a digital memorial. For example, 

showing a personal collection of photographs of the recently deceased in a 

publically accessible memorial might be considered inappropriate. A lack of 

control for the bereaved was another potential issue identified for digital 

memorials that would be used by diverse audiences. Context collapse is the 

problem of multiple audiences being flattened into one, making it difficult 

for one to know how to participate. A novel approach was used in this thesis 

to address issues related to a lack of control and context collapse. The digital 

memorial designed for this thesis was separated into two different 

technologies. Sending a shape from a website to people using an app on a 

tablet computer in the fire-affected communities was an attempt to preserve 

context. Those using the app (the bereaved community) were also afforded 
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more control over the interaction by giving them the opportunity to select the 

contribution they preferred. 

 Design Consideration 2 - Symbolism and metaphoric representations: 

Digital memorials can draw on symbolism and metaphoric representations, 

similar to how symbolism is important to the design of physical memorials. 

This can allow the audience to interpret the memorial in different and 

meaningful ways. Furthermore, through considering a range of symbolism, 

digital memorial designs can incorporate imagery that is not confronting for 

the bereaved, especially important if displayed in widely accessible 

locations.  

 Design Consideration 3 - Physical locations: This thesis found that physical 

locations are important for memorials, such as using the sites of tragedy for a 

spontaneous memorial. Digital memorials can also have a relationship to 

important physical locations. For example, a durable touch screen could be 

placed at a site relevant to a recent tragic event. Portable technologies that 

have an aesthetic form could be placed in a domestic space, and mobile 

technologies provide opportunities for engaging with a digital memorial in 

any number of geographic locations. 

 Design Consideration 4 - Temporal patterns: Digital memorial designers 

need to consider the changing nature of commemoration over time, even 

over long periods such as decades. There is also a need to consider 

anniversaries and other special dates, as those times of year might require 

special treatment in design. 

 Design Consideration 5 - Pace and asynchronicity: Technologies that 

encourage a slow engagement can encourage reflection and are ideal for 

digital memorials. However, they are unconventional and so designers need 

to be careful to ensure that people who are using them do not feel alone or 

isolated if their engagement is not quick and instantaneous. Additionally, 

technologies that are asynchronous allow people to choose when or when not 

to interact, something identified as important for the commemorative 

context. 

Spontaneous memorialisation and multiple publics  

 Spontaneous memorialisation is a contemporary practice seen after tragic 

death where people leave behind hand written messages, flowers and other 

personalised objects at the site of a tragedy. This thesis found that the 
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participatory nature of spontaneous memorials is similar to how people 

contribute to web-based memorials. Internet enabled technologies, however, 

open up opportunities for bringing people together to commemorate when 

they may not otherwise be able to. A challenge identified in this thesis was 

that this could lead to problems of insensitive or inappropriate behaviour. 

 Multiple publics and diverse audiences: Internet-enabled memorials open up 

opportunities for diverse audiences to engage using the same digital 

memorial, more-so than is possible with physically situated spontaneous 

memorials. To identify the possible audiences that digital memorials could 

be designed for, the concept multiple publics was used in this thesis. Dourish 

(2010) offers an account of social theorist Warner’s (2002) possibility for 

multiple publics. He explains that a public can be understood through the 

simple phrase “people like me”, where people perceive themselves as 

belonging to an imagined audience of similar others.  For my thesis, design 

revolved around the bereaved community, or those who saw themselves as 

part of an audience directly affected by the fires and outsiders, and those not 

affected, but who wished to contribute gestures of support.  

Craft groups and designing in sensitive settings 

 Craft groups and designing in sensitive settings: Craft groups can be a way 

to design with participants in sensitive settings. Examples include employing 

traditional crafts such as mosaicking or knitting. This technique is useful for 

situations where people may not be forthcoming due to the sensitive nature 

of the topic being discussed. Crafting in a group encourages participants to 

slow down, be silent if necessary, and allows for easy topic changes. 
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Appendix A 

Materials for study 1 

A.1 Plain language statement 

The following is the Plain Language Statement that was provided to the participants in 

study 1 prior to the study 

THE UNIVERSITY OF MELBOURNE 

DEPARTMENT OF INFORMATION SYSTEMS 

Research Project Description (Plain Language Statement) 

 

PROJECT TITLE: MEMORIALISING DAY-TO-DAY 

CONTENT: BUSHFIRE AFFECTED 

COMMUNITIES 

INVESTIGATORS: Mr. Joji Mori 

(j.mori@pgrad.unimelb.edu.au)  

 Ph: +61407 950 921 

Dr. Martin Gibbs     

(martin.gibbs@unimelb.edu.au) 

STUDY LEVEL: Ph.D. 

What is the purpose of the project? 

Memorials are important for communities affected by tragedy. Memorials may be 

physical incarnations such as sculptures or garden beds, or symbolic events to remember 

those affected by the fires on an anniversary. This project explores the use of digital 

content to determine the role it should have when creating a memorial. Types of content 

include digital photos, Emails, mobile phone content and even social networking pages. 

A township affected by the February 7, 2009 "Black Saturday" bushfires in Victoria will 

be used as a vehicle to develop and deploy a situated memorial exploring the role digital 

content may play in this context. 

Why and how was I selected? 

You have been identified as someone who can assist us improving our understating of 

bushfire related memorials in your town. You may be able to reflect on the importance of 

the memorial or have even been involved in creating a memorial for the town. You may 

have been identified and recommended to us by a local community group or somebody in 

the town has put your name forward as a contact who can speak about the memorial. 

What will I be asked to do? 

If you agree to take part we ask you to participate in one of the following tasks: 
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 One interview: We will meet you for an interview where we will ask you 

questions about a relevant memorial relating to the bushfires. We will attempt to 

understand the meaning of the memorial to you and also talk about how 

technology or digital content may relate to memorials. We may take photographs, 

record video or audio, and take notes of what we talk about. The interviews will 

be carried out at a time and place of your choice and go for between 40 and 60 

minutes.  

 Focus Group: If this is a memorial which a number of people can contribute to 

and discuss with us, we will invite you to participate in a group discussion with 

others where you will be asked to share your thoughts on the memorial. This 

group session will last for up to one hour. 

How will the data be used? 

An objective of this project is to assist a bushfire-affected township to create a memorial 

which appropriately and sensitively incorporates digital content. This memorial will 

support a new means for reflection, remembrance and enhance social cohesion. 

Additionally, this study will form part of Mr. Joji Mori’s Ph.D. thesis. Once any 

publication relating to this research is completed, a summary of the findings will be made 

available to you. The results may also be written up in the form of reports to be presented 

at conferences and published in academic journals. Presentations may contain photos or 

videos of you only if explicit agreement is provided by you.  

How will my confidentiality be protected? 

We intend to protect your anonymity and the confidentiality of your responses to the 

fullest possible extent, within the limits of the law. Due to the small number of 

participants there is a possibility that people could be identified through contextual 

information. To preserve your anonymity, we will use code names for participants in all 

written work. No individual person will be identifiable in written reports or audiovisual 

material without the expressed agreement of the individuals concerned. 

As required by the University, data gathered as a result of this project will be held in 

locked cabinets in the Department of Information Systems, and destroyed using 

confidential waste disposal techniques five years after the date of last publication of 

results arising from this research.  

What are the risks to me? 

Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. Should you wish to withdraw at 

any stage, or to withdraw any unprocessed data you have supplied, you are free to do so 

without prejudice. At the same time, please be advised that – due to the small number of 

participants in this study- there is a risk of being identified upon publishing the results of 

this study to the research community. However, in order to mitigate this, proper 

measurements have been taken such as use of pseudonyms as well as use of IDs instead 

of your name. As researchers it is our responsibility to ensure that your identity is not 

revealed. 

We understand that the ‘Black Saturday’ bushfires were a traumatic experience and that it 

may not be easy to discuss all details with the researcher. You will not be pressured to 

continue the interview if you find any of the discussion traumatic. We will also be 

providing relevant contact details for the Australian Centre for Grief and Bereavement 

who have specific programs for dealing with any trauma and stress of the bushfires. 

Why should I participate? 

We know your time may be limited but you are encouraged to participate in this research 

because your specific perspective on memorials is important and will enhance our 

understanding of memorials and how they provide meaning to yourself and your 

community. 
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Your participation in the research will also directly impact on the creation of a memorial 

which you will have access to. Your support will also make a great contribution to the 

work of a Ph.D. candidate. 

Where can I get further information? 

Should you require any further information, or have any concerns, please do not hesitate 

to contact Mr. Joji Mori on {removed} or j.mori@pgrad.unimelb.edu.au. Should you 

have any concerns about the conduct of the project, you are welcome to contact 

the Executive Officer, Human Research Ethics, The University of Melbourne, on ph: 

+61 3 8344 2073, or fax: +61 3 9347 6739. 

How do I agree to participate? 

If you would like to participate, either email j.mori@pgrad.unimelb.edu.au or call Joji on 

{removed} indicating that you have read and understood this information and agree to 

the accompanying consent form. We will then arrange a mutually convenient time 

to meet. 

Thank you for your support. 

A.2 Interview questions

The following are the questions used to stimulate discussion surrounding the memorials 

in study 1. The interviews were semi-structured and so these questions were only used as 

a guide.  

Background 
The purpose of this question is to gain insight into the participant’s story, so the 
researcher is familiar with what impact the bushfires had on them. 

1. Introductions of researcher, the project and then the participant.

2. Thank you very much for agreeing to participate in this research. The purpose of
this session is to gain insight into memorials. To get us started though, it would
be useful to get some background as to what happened to you and those close to
you during the bushfires in 2009. [participants can provide as much or as little
detail as possible here]

Memorials 
The following questions are to be in the context of discussing a physical memorial such 
as a sculpture, memorial garden bed etc. If there are multiple memorials, the differences 
between them both can be discussed. 

3. In your own words, can you describe what the memorial is?

4. How does it relate to the ‘Black Saturday’ bushfires?

5. What interactions have you had in the past, and currently have with the
memorial?

6. What about the future, how do you see it being relevant in future?

7. What does the memorial mean to you?

8. What does the memorial mean to the township and its residents?

9. Do visitors to the town visit the memorial? If so, how does that make you feel?

mailto:j.mori@pgrad.unimelb.edu.au
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10. Does the memorial’s usage match the intention of what it was initially created for? 

11. Have there been any changes over time with the memorial? Both in terms of its 
physical nature and its purpose. 

12. Are there any community events held to commemorate the ‘Black Saturday’ 
bushfires? 

a. What are they? 

b. What do they mean to you? 

c. What do they mean to the community? 

13. [If the interviewee is aware of how the memorial was created]. Can you talk a bit 
about how the memorial was conceived and developed? 

14. Do you have any individual or familial memorial practises you are willing to talk 
about relating to the ‘Black Saturday’ bushfires? 

a. What are they? 

b. What do they mean to you? 

Loss, technology and digital content 
15. In as much detail as you are comfortable with providing, can you tell me about 

what you lost in the fires? 

16. Have you recovered any of this? How? [probe on how people may have 
recovered things by using digital photographs, existing emails and other 
technologies. If appropriate, asking if they have digitized any content e.g. photos 
of building remains] 

17. How have you communicated your story to others? Probe on the verbal 
communication, artistically (e.g. poetry), in writing, phone, email, and social 
networking sites  

18. Did you take any photos of the fires? What have you done with these? 

19. Do you use social networking websites? 

a. If yes, can you comment on how it was/is relevant to you with respect to 
the bushfires? 

20. Can you talk to me about your usage of things like Email, digital photography, 
SMS, before, during and after the bushfires? 

21. Is any of the content which relates to the fires of any use to you now? 

22. Have you come across any websites relating to the bushfires? What were they 
and what did they mean to you? 

23. Have you posted or read any messages on any websites relating to the 
bushfires? 

Memorial ideas 

Digital content in a memorial 

At this stage, the researcher will present some initial ideas of memorials which 
incorporate digital content  

24. What are your thoughts on such a memorial? Would you use it? 

25. How does it compare to the memorial we discussed today? 

26. How would you improve on these ideas? 

Finally, are there any other thoughts you had which you feel might be relevant for this 

project? Do you know of any other memorials relating to the bushfires? Do you know any 

other people who might be worth contacting for this project?
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Appendix B 

Materials for study 2 

B.1 Plain language statement 

The Plain Language Statement provided to participants in study 2 was a modified version 

of the one used in study 1 (Appendix A.1). The following statements were added to the 

Plain Language Statement to outline what the participants were to be asked to do in the 

design workshops. 

What will I be asked to do? 

If you agree to take part we ask you to participate in the following task: 

 You will work on a small mosaic project in groups of 2-3. But you will 

each create your own mosaic that you can keep after the research project 

has finished. 

 You will create a mosaic on a wooden frame using ceramic tiles on 

wood. We will provide all materials such as wooden frames, tiles and 

glue. No prior experience in mosaicking required. 

 The session will take up to two hours.  

 You will also be shown a touchscreen application and asked to provide 

feedback and design suggestions for the researcher.  

 This activity will be conducted in the usability lab at The University of 

Melbourne, or at a location of your choice. 

 

B.2 Design workshop questions 

 

The following were the questions used as stimuli for the design workshops in study 2. 

These were intended as a resource for facilitating the sessions as well as communicating 

to the ethics committee what types of questions were being asked of participants in the 

study. Question 2 was useful in starting discussions with participants about how 

technology might enable people that could not visit a physical location, to be able to 

engage with a digital memorial. Question 3 refers to the each of the prototype Android 

applications created as part of the study for gathering feedback from participants. 
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1. With any of the commemorations you have been involved in or seen, was there 
interaction between those directly affected by the fires and others who were just 
concerned? How did this work? Did you see any benefits or problems in this 
interaction? 

2. Were there any instances where you felt you wanted to participate in 
commemorative activities but were not able to because you were not in the same 
location? e.g. you were away on the anniversary or you had moved house? 

3. After showing the design of each Android application and using it for a short time: 

a. What do you think of the application?  

b. Would you use it? If so, how often and in what way? 

c. How would you improve on its design? 

d. How would both the acutely affected and interested others participate? 

[Participants to be handed paper and pens for drawing their design ideas] 
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B.4 Codes from the design workshop analysis 

The following are the codes generated from the study 2 design workshops ordered in 

alphabetical order. References to the various sections in the thesis are provided to map the 

code to the relevant thesis finding. 

A general dislike for technology 

A storytelling idea for a digital memorial 

An idea for a technology gifting concept 

An idea for virtually visiting a memorial using technology (section 5.5.3) 

Appreciating photographs related to Black Saturday (section 5.5.2) 

Being too graphic with a digital memorial (section 5.5.2) 

Chit-chat whilst mosaicking (section 5.4.1) 

Commemorating people, places or events 

Communicating through technology 

Community driven memorials 

Complexity of knitting chooks 

Concern about harassment and trolling (section 5.5.1) 

Concerns with strangers participating (section 5.5.1) 

Connecting technology to a place (section 5.5.3) 

Counselling after grief 

Creating a glass framed digital memorial design 

Creating crafted objects 

Creating something that has a tangible benefit for a memorial 

Digital memorials used over a long period of time (section 5.5.5) 

Discussing problems with physical memorial examples 

Discussing the symbolism embodied in the mosaics created (section 5.5.2) 

Does not enjoy mosaicking 

Engaging with an interactive memorial 

Enjoying the mosaicking activity 

Expressing shock about the fires 

Expressing uncertainty of the potential of technology 

Feeling a sense of guilt for surviving 

Feeling confronted by images depicting devastation caused by fires (section 5.5.2) 

Focusing on an anniversary (section 5.5.4) 

Generating an idea for a digital memorial 
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Generating ideas that were not commemorative in nature 

Having light-hearted banter (section 5.4.1) 

Having somebody moderate comments for a digital memorial (section 5.5.1) 

Heightened sense of community after the fires 

Information about building regulations 

Issues with Facebook as a digital memorial 

Issues with overwhelming media attention (section 5.5.1) 

Not liking one of the prototypes 

Pace of a digital memorial engagement (section 5.5.5) 

Personal growth after Black Saturday 

Physical buttons and dials are easy to use, not just touch screens 

Problems with technology placed outdoors in public place settings (section 5.5.3) 

Recalling emotional memories from Black Saturday (section 5.4.2) 

Reminiscing what was lost from Black Saturday 

Showing and describe the digital memorial prototypes 

Silent period whilst discussing emotional topics (section 5.4.3) 

Small, constrained audience for a digital memorial (section 5.5.1) 

Technology allowing the diaspora to commemorate (section 5.5.1) 

Technology allows you to control when to engage (section 5.5.1)  

Technology is for kids 

Technology supports archiving for historical purposes  

Tension between positivity in a memorial or accurate depictions of devastation (section 

5.5.2) 

The changing nature of commemoration over time (section 5.5.4) 

The importance of a physical place (section 5.5.3) 

The importance of poems 

The problem of having too much attention in a digital memorial 

Using audio for a memorial 

Using the mosaicking activity to change topics (section 5.4.2) 
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Appendix C 

Materials for study 3 

C.1 Plain language statement 

The Plain Language Statement provided to participants in study 3 was a modified version 

of the one used in study 1 (Appendix A.1). The following statements were added to the 

Plain Language Statement to outline what the participants using the Receive Shapes app 

were required to do over the fourth anniversary of Black Saturday. 

What will I be asked to do? 

If you agree to take part we ask you to participate in the following task: 

 You will be asked to place an Android tablet in your home, for a period 

of time that you find reasonable (around 2 weeks), prior to the 4
th
 

anniversary of Black Saturday on 7
th
 February 2013 

 You will be asked to position mosaic tiles which are submitted by 

members of the general public onto a digital canvas whenever you have 

spare time. 

Once this has been completed, we interview you to elicit your feedback on using the 

digital memorial. 

C.2 Debrief questions 

The debrief with participants that used the Receive Shapes app over the fourth 

anniversary period focused on the participants reactions to using the technology. 

Therefore, the first question listed below guided much of the interview. This allowed me 

to probe on specific responses from each of the participants varied reactions. 

1. What is your reaction when those who were not affected by the memorial participated by 

creating digital tiles? Both positive and negative reactions are welcome.  

2. Do you have any comments about the timing of this memorial?  

a. We focused on the anniversary for this study, what about other times in the year? 

b. What if the memorial existed in 2009 directly after the fires? 

c. What about 5 years from now and beyond? 

3. What would you envisage to be an appropriate way for the general public to participate in 

commemorating Black Saturday over time? 
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C.3 Instructions for using the Receive Shapes app 

How to turn the tablet computer on? 

Hold down the button on the top left. You need to hold it down for 4 seconds and then let 

go.  

How to turn the tablet computer off? 

Same as turning it on. Hold down the button on the top left. You need to hold it down for 

4 seconds and then let go.  

What do these buttons do? 

  

Sleep Screen. This turns the screen black. You will still need to leave the power plugged 

in whilst in sleeping mode. 

To wake up the computer from sleeping, you just have to press on the screen in the 

middle of the tablet computer and the screen will turn back on. 

Stop Screensaver. This button turns the screensaver mode on or off. The screensaver is 

where the popup messages are displayed and scrolled around 

Reset All. If you decide that you are happy with the picture that you have created and 

would like to start again by creating another colourful picture, click this button. It will 

save the state of the current picture and all the messages attached to it. 

Settings. You shouldn’t need to use this, but this is where some of the settings for the 

application reside. 

Get New Shapes. This will download the latest shapes that people have sent. It is 

important to note that this already happens at a regular interval anyway, this is just an 

extra way to get the shapes. 

Using the shapes 
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On the right hand side of the screen, you can see Messages and Shapes. You can drag 

shapes from the right of the screen onto your screen on the left. Drag as many as you like 

onto the screen. You do not have to use them all, you can just use the ones you like. 

By tapping a shape on the display that has already been dragged onto the screen, you can 

see the message, and also change the colour, the size and rotate the Shape. [Note: The 

colour changing functionality was removed in the deployed version since I deemed it to 

be important to retain the chosen colour selected for the shape on the website] 

For any questions, please do not hesitate to contact Joji on {removed}. 
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C.4 Shapes and associated messages sent from 

commemoratingblacksaturday.com 

The following is a list of all the shapes and associated messages that were sent from the 

website commemoratingblacksaturday.com over the fourth anniversary period of Black 

Saturday. 

 

for Barbara & Shane... thinking of you today & feeling clucky after seeing 

your marvellous chook video- love what you said, love it all ;-)) 

 

As the nature of life is to grow, may it be in the direction of happiness. 

With love and thanks for all life forms, Faye and Dave 

 

Thinking of you, my neighbours in Christmas Hills..amazing 

gifts,spirit,live on in regrowth and rebirth 

 

Let's fill the spaces created by our losses with objects of beauty 

 

we're feeling with all those of you who lost loved ones in the fires, who 

lost houses & precious places & spaces... they're never forgotten 

 
What an inspirational group of women!!  

 

What a wonderful project! – Warrandyte 

 

To all of our good friends lost and found, love never dies, (G, J & E xxx) 

M xxx Julie, Mick, Shamus, Kulja, Lucien, Pepper & Frankie xx 

 

I am sending a flowere to commemorate what we lost but also to show 

how the bush and communities have bloomed after the fires 

 

Thoughts are with you & may your days be brighter 
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Wherever there is hope, there is also life. 

 

Here is a green planet shape, symbolising the circular nature of all things 

and the way nature regenerates. There is no death. 

 
[no message] 

 

I am with you here, past and future 

 

Just when the caterpillar thought it was the end of the world it turned into 

a butterfly. 

 

A dragon fly is free to discover and explore but it cannot return to its 

previous life stage. This is a metaphor for us. 

 

all will be well 

 

[no message] 

 
Always in our hearts 

 
Let our epicormic growth strengthen with each passing year. 

 

As I listen to the total firebanwarnings again today, thinking of you all, 

and the smiling, cheeky, loving faces of those who we all miss. 

 

Dear Ona & Syd...Sending you great love and warm hugs as you 

commemorate this special day...may the healing journey continue for all... 

 

Love and Blessings to all 

 
[no message] 

 

Sending wishes for peace and happiness, acknowledging our pain and 

capacity to heal. 
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letting go, trusting, transformation, and compassion that you gain..xxlove2 

u all xx trace xx 

 

Thinking of you all 

 

We love you Victoria 

 

[no message] 

 

Four years pass so quickly, yet the memories will stay in our hearts 

forever. 

 

Prior to the fire i had not seen a Lyrebird on my property for ten years but 

recently was joyed to find one near my wood shed. 

 
[no message] 

 

Thinking of you all during this very difficult anniversary x 

 

Thinking of all the people who lost loved ones and were traumatised by 

their experience. We carry you in our hearts and thoughts. 

 

We are thinking of you. 

 

Yes four years on and still very present in everyone's mind, I guess it 

always will be and hope the pain is eventually replaced by grace. 

 

Our hearts and thoughts are with you. Sending you love and hugs at this 

time. 

 

Good luck! Hang in there. :-) 

 

I chose this shape to represent the regrowth of our communities since the 

fires 
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best of luck, never forget lost family and friends 

 

Miss you Kaya 

 

I'll always remember the smoke drifting over Carlton 

 

The fires feel like only yesterday - but how things have changed! Hope 

you are feeling ok at this time :) 

 
[no message] 

 
Like the butterfly may you emerge into the beauty in life 

 

Many moons on, sending you love from the Dandenongs 

 

with love, from all australians 

 

thinking of you - you're not alone at this special time 

 
Remembering my much loved friend, Merry xx 

 
our hearts and thoughts are with you 

 

I remember 4 years ago with sadness, but am filled with hope for all those 

affected 

 

[no message] 

 
Symbol of freedom and peace 
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This is a hug,imagine it around you and squeezing you tight. 

 
I wish everyone peace in their heart and to love those around us 

 

MAY YOUR GARDEN GROW !!! 

 
the leavs have grown back. 

 
Beauty lives on 

 
Thoughts are with you from the other side of the world 

 

I cannot imagine the horror of what you must have gone through, my heart 

goes out to all the unfortunate souls affected by this tragedy. 

 
our thoughts are with you 

 

our thoughts are with you 

 

[no message] 

 

Gosh, I actually forgot that today is the day, four years ago, that horrible 

day began the fires. I lost some lovely friends, never forget. 

 

dear Rob...we're sending you a turquoise dragonfly to brighten your tree 

spirit... memories are forever... Ona & Syd 

 

Much love. 

 

a sun flower is always full of smiles. 
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It does get better. 

 

Was visiting my cousin in the Yarra Valley that w/end and will never 

forget the horror of watching news of the near by devastation and lose 

 

Sending my thoughts to you all and understanding that although time 

passes memories remain of that terrible day.xxxx 

 

think of the new and wonderfull people you have met. who have helped 

you and who you have helped in some way. We all have grown in some 

way 

 

Kindest wishes - we think of you not only on this sad anniversary, but 

every day. 

 

Thinking of you all. 

 

To walk alone is possible, but the good walker knows that the great trip is 

life and it requires companions. Dom Helder Camara 

 

Thinking of everyone at this time. 

 
May this never happen again. sending comfort to all affected 

 
may you grow ever stronger with each passing year 

 

Dear On a & Syddo, I'm thinking of you from out here in the desert. I pray 

you will be strong at this difficult time. Love from Simon. 

 

Thinking of you all this week during the four year anniversary of this 

awful day and hope everyone is safe and happy xx 

 

We share this memorial as you build a new future whilst encompassing 

the losses of the past. 

 
4 years on... life moves on but everything is different... 

 
With endless love 
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We remember that day - you are not forgotten-but it is so easy to forget - 

so this is a great way to remember. 

 
You are four years ahead. ..congratulations!! 

 
I hope that the future is happy for you (: 

 

Peace to the bush and all who live thereq 

 

oh dear what to say.........my heart sends big love to you all...... 

 
Much Love and Light to you at this time of reflection and memory 

 

I hope you have been born again to new life through the mercy of God. 

Thinking of you with love and prayer. 

 

May all critters thrive - small to large - animals, insects and people of 

course - thinking of all affected still ... 

 
life loss love live! 

 

Nan Andrew Tom and Emmarose of Hawthorn are not just thinking of you 

know but always. 

 
Special thoughts at this time. 

 

May the wings of the butterfly kiss the sun, and find your shoulder to light 

on, to bring you luck & happiness. Today, tomorrow and beyond. 

 
I am thinking a lot of you! Wish you all the Best and more 

 

4 years on and a scary summer seems to bring it all back. That's ok. You 

are not alone feeling like this. Try not to give in to the fear. 

 

Sending you angels to hold you close. Never forgotten 
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Sending love and hope; never give up. 

 

Thinking of you always. 

 

Dear Fire Survivor, My best wishes for your regeneration and building of 

a wonderful new future. 

 

[no message] 

 

Thinking of you all, big hugs . 

 

I selected the full green circle. For me, it signifies fullness of life, 

hope,gradual completion of renewal - my heart and soul are with you 

 
Stay strong as we'll never forget. 

 

Fours years on, wow I can't believe it. Thinking of all those that were 

effected by it all. Kia kaha (be strong) x 

 

My thoughts go to Black Saturday and those it affected more so at this 

time of year. I am pleased you know that now. Stay strong. 

 

Sending thoughts of love and hope to you! 

 

Hi to all the folk at Strathewen and their families. I hope your recovery is 

going well and that you are good as you can be. 

 

looking forward ... looking back. So much love to all x 

 
sending this little fella with a lot of love 

 
Green leaf and trees to us all, as well as lots of love 

 
[no message] 
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[no message] 

 

we will always remember 

 

in our thoughts always ,we will not forget. 

 
May our memories prevent future tragedies 

 
[no message] 

 

Just like this flower, the communities are growing again thanks to the 

support of the people within them. 

 

The healing goes on with our best wishes 

 
Sending you this leaf Rob - may your tree grow strong - Ona & Syd 

 

It's great to see life returning to the area. 

 

Loving thoughts 

 
Spread your wings and fly 

 

Yes, indeed a disaster that has affected and still affects the lives of all who 

live in Nillumbik country. And it hadn't been only people. 

 

Wishing you healing and peace 

 
May the touch of a butterfly heal your heart. 
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[no message] 

 

To The Community and all affected..........Sending light love and big hugs 

 

to all who are experiencing earthly pain and learning to free themselves 

from identifying with it-Many Blessings 

 
You are in our hearts and minds . . . 

 

Every year at this time we say a special prayer for you all. God bless. 

Anne and Phil 

 
We remember you, your strength, resilience and big hearts. 

 
wishing you healing and peace 

 





 

257 

Appendix D 

Illustrating the Design 
Considerations with The 
Johnny Cash Project 

D.1 Illustrating the Design Considerations with The 

Johnny Cash Project 

To illustrate the design considerations presented in section 7.2.1, I discuss how they relate 

to a different memorial project. I use the web-based memorial The Johnny Cash Project 

(“The Johnny Cash Project”, n.d.), since it is a memorial that is open and participatory 

and engages a diverse audience much like the memorial designed for this thesis. The 

intention is to inspire designers and researchers to consider novel uses of technology by 

demonstrating how the considerations generated in this thesis relate to a context beyond 

commemorating the Black Saturday bushfires. 

The Johnny Cash Project is an initiative devoted to Johnny Cash, a musician who passed 

away in 2003. Johnny Cash was a famous American singer songwriter, predominantly 

known for playing country music and rock and roll. After his death, an online project
15

 

started that encouraged his fans to use a simple online sketching tool to trace or draw an 

interpretation of a selected image (e.g. Figure D:1) of Johnny Cash. This sketch would be 

used as a single frame (Figure D:2) of a music video for his song “Ain’t no grave”, to be 

added to a collective of other sketches people created. The song was released after his 

death and includes themes of death and mortality. On the About page of the website, the 

project is positioned as follows: “Through this website, we invite you to share your vision 

of Johnny Cash, as he lives on in your mind’s eye … Strung together and played in 

sequence over the song, the portraits will create a moving, ever evolving homage to this 

beloved musical icon.” I selected this project because many of the design considerations 

                                                      
15 The project was an initiative by artist Chris Milk and Google’s Creative Lab (“The Johnny Cash Project”, 

n.d.) 
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produced in this thesis can be examined using The Johnny Cash Project. I reflect on each 

of the considerations in turn. 

  

Figure D:1 – A photograph of Johnny Cash Figure D:2 – A sketched interpretation of the 
photograph 

Issues related to control make up part of Design Consideration 1. The intended audience 

for the website is Johnny Cash fans, so they would likely be the people who contributed 

most of the sketches for the project. To ensure that no inappropriate sketches were added, 

there are controls in place whereby each sketch is moderated
16

.  

Design Consideration 2 asks designers to consider symbolism and metaphoric 

representations for digital memorial designs. The sketching tool provided on The Johnny 

Cash Project website allowed people the freedom to express themselves by drawing, and 

there are many examples where people included imagery, not included in the original 

photograph because that imagery had symbolic meaning to the person sketching. One 

example is the religious motif of the cross, which was commonly included on numerous 

sketches, and likely a reflection of Cash’s Christian faith. Another example is evident in 

Figure D:2, where the phrase Rest In Peace was included by somebody on their sketch 

despite not being visible on the original image (Figure D:1). There is also functionality 

for playing back the music video varying which types of frames to display. The user is 

given options ranging from realistic, where the sketches are accurate traces of the original 

frame, to abstract representations, where there is little resemblance of the sketched frame 

to the original frame. The flexibility of sketching using digital tools with this project 

allowed people to engage in a personalised and meaningful way to commemorate Johnny 

Cash’s life.  

The website does not have an explicit relationship to a physical location (Design 

Consideration 3) in the same way that the tablet computer created in study 3 was placed 

in the homes of people in fire-affected communities. Design Consideration 4 relates to 

design that is sensitive to the temporal patterns of commemoration. The Johnny Cash 

                                                      
16 It is unclear who does the moderation. On the website, there is a list of credits of those who worked on the 

project, so likely it is somebody listed there that is given the task of moderating contributions. 
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Project is ongoing with no end date specified. Any number of people can contribute 

frames for the video and multiple sketches can be created per single frame. This 

indefinitely growing and always available web-based project suggests that the designers 

had considered that people may want to contribute many years after his death. While I 

could not determine when people created their sketches, it would not be surprising if there 

were more sketches created on special days like Cash’s birthday or on the anniversary of 

his death. 

Relevant to Design Consideration 5 is the pace of the interaction. The Johnny Cash 

Project encourages those engaging with it to spend as much time as they like. There are 

options to save and later come back to continue if the user does not want to complete the 

sketch in one session. Sketching can take time and many of the resulting sketches are 

intricately detailed. When playing the music video with all of the sketches being shown 

one after another in sequence, the viewer is provided with a sense of how long it must 

have taken for people to create each of their drawings individually, and how much 

collective effort was required. This time invested to personalise contributions is 

reminiscent of the care and time taken by the participants in study 3 to create a digital 

mosaic on the app using the shapes sent from the website.  

The Johnny Cash Project offers a unique way for fans to commemorate using technology. 

Rather than providing a traditional web-based memorial that presents biographical 

information using photographs, video footage, and music to honour his life, the sketch-

based collaborative music video is a novel way for Cash’s fans to be active participants. It 

encourages them to spend time and personalise their contributions to create something 

meaningful to honour Johnny Cash. 
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Appendix E 

Papers arising from thesis 

E.1 Paper arising from study 1 

 

The following article is based on the results of study 1 (documented in chapter 4). 

 

Mori, J., Howard, S., Gibbs, M., 2011. Poets and blacksmiths: implications for global 

memorialization using digital technology. Interactions, 18 (5), 48–54. 

doi:10.1145/2008176.2008188 

  



Appendix E: Papers arising from thesis 

262 

  



Appendix E: Papers arising from thesis 

263 

  



Appendix E: Papers arising from thesis 

264 

 



Appendix E: Papers arising from thesis 

265 

  



Appendix E: Papers arising from thesis 

266 

 



Appendix E: Papers arising from thesis 

267 

  



Appendix E: Papers arising from thesis 

268 

 



Appendix E: Papers arising from thesis 

269 

E.2 Paper arising from study 2 

 

The following paper is based on the results of study 2 (documented in chapter 5). 

 

Mori, J., Howard, S., Gibbs, M., 2013. Designing in sensitive settings: workshops to 

design a technology to commemorate Black Saturday, in: Proc. The 9th Australasian 

Conference on Interactive Entertainment: Matters of Life and Death, IE ’13. ACM, New 

York, NY, USA, pp. 13:1–13:9. doi:10.1145/2513002.2513003 
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