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Abstract

A cross-media platform was designed for a community
of young teenagers oriented towards societal change.
The platform involved an interactive web forum featur-
ing creative and communicative collaborative tools in a
3d avatar environment, and a weekly show in national
public-service television. Informal assessment of the
platform in use indicated that (1) an integrated spiral
of production and consumption across the two media
channels involved is a viable design concept to support
community building, and that (2) off-the-shelf avatar
technology and consumer-grade Internet connectivity
forms a feasible infrastructure for collaborative storytell-
ing tools. Both of these yndings are potentially transfer-
able to other design domains and audiences.
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Introduction

Among young teenagers in Sweden (ages 137117 or so),
there is a small but signiycant fraction committed to
changing society in the large and in the small. You may
ynd them in issue-driven organizations such as Am-
nesty, Greenpeace and Animal Liberation, or as student
representatives in co-determination groups at school,



or marching in the streets during trade organization
summits, or hanging out in caf®es and other meeting
places together with their friends. In urban settings, that
is. The ones truly committed to change who have the
misfortune of growing up in villages or in the country-
side generally ynd the selection of stimulating social and
physical environments to be lacking. What is common
across the country is the subcultural perception of being
denied the access to media and other channels of public
inpuence that the heartfelt issues deserve.

Swedish Television is the national public service TV
network in Sweden, offering two analogue and yve digi-
tal channels to virtually every household in the country,
all free from commercials and funded by the state and
by viewer fees. It is a cultural institution in many ways,
with extremely strong ygures for reach and credibil-
ity among Swedish mass media and an equally strong
image of grown-up and authoritarian television. Conse-
quently, it struggles with low ratings among teenagers as
well as with the respectable tasks of identifying its roles
and the public service mission in the emerging landscape
of increasing TV competition and the new media.

The two preceding paragraphs may appear to have
nothing in common, but circumstances happened to be
fortunate in the year 2001: The intention emerged to
explore the intersection between (some) young teenag-
ersi will to change society and Swedish Televisionis need
to experiment with new cross-media formats and new
interpretations of the concept of public service. A collab-
orative project was formed between Swedish Television,
Malm® University, Animationens Hus, the Interactive
Institute, and a couple of more peripheral actors to work
towards the vision of designing, deploying and assessing
a cross-media platform for a small but inpuential group
of young teenagers throughout Sweden committed to
creating change in society.

The Avatopia Project

The vision of the project was formulated in the initial
phase based on the knowledge interests of the partici-
pants, on Swedish Televisionis knowledge of its audi-
ence, and on initial yeldwork with young teenagers
across southern Sweden [3]. It essentially posed the
idea of a cross-media platform based on an interactive
web forum in conjunction with a daily or weekly TV show
where broadcasted material was produced inside the
interactive forum by community members in collabora-
tion with TV staff. The idea was for the two channels to
form a positive spiral of participation: The comparatively
small web forum produces material which is broadcast to
a comparatively large TV audience, where some people
are excited enough by what they see to join the commu-
nity by committing to action in the interactive forum. In
order for this spiral to work, we assumed that the inter-
active forum had to use audiovisual representations of a
nature that were suitable for TV broadcasting. Moreover,
we thought of the Avatopia community as a small and
highly involved group, comprising some 2500 members
of which only a hundred or a few hundred were online in
the web forum at any given time. The unique access to a
highly regarded national broadcast channel would ensure
appropriate potential for inpuencing public opinion.

With this overall vision in mind, we set out to create
a participatory design process involving 207130 young
teenagers with the dual tasks of (1) contributing to the
design of various aspects of the cross-media platform,
and (2) adopting the roles of mentors and norm-carriers
in the community once it was opened to the pubilic.

The group of teenagers was recruited in December
2001 and January 2002 by means of a rather unusual
Christmas gift followed by an initial workshop at Swed-
ish Televisionis premises in V&xj°. The gift was a loaf
of bread stuffed with some creative exercises and a






