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Companion Material to the CHI 2021 paper 
“Timelines:  A World-Building Activity for Values 
Advocacy”

This facilitation guide shows: the steps of 
Timelines,  the instruction slides, an example from 
a group that participated in the activity, and tips 
for running the activity. More information including 
the research paper and templates for a digital 
version of this activity can be found at http://
tinyurl.com/TLActivity.

Most of our deployments used the activity in 
groups of 3-6 people. However, the activity can be 
run with with fewer people, as an individual self-
reflection activity, or with a larger group. Large 
groups can also can be split into smaller groups 
that conduct the activity in parallel.

Materials

Digital Version
•	 Digital shared whiteboard where partici-

pants can place virtual sticky notes

Face to Face Version
•	 A large timeline triangle drawn on a 

large piece of paper or white board
•	 Sticky Notes
•	 Index Cards
•	 Sharpies or markers

This triangle represents multiple timelines (left). The left side represents the introduction of a new technology or 
artifact. Going towards the right, lines indicate different possible stories about the artifact going into the future. 
Participants use a large version of the timeline triangle to create a storyworld around different ways an artifact gets 
used and adopted. The timeline triangle can be easily drawn on a large piece of paper or whiteboard, allowing the 
activity to be done in a wide variety of contexts (right).

Timelines Overview

Step 1
As a group, decide on an artifact—a 
technology, system, or feature—that you 
want to explore.

Step 2
On index cards, brainstorm stakeholders 
for their artifact—someone who is related 
to the system, either directly or indirectly.

Step 3
Using sticky notes, participants individually 
brainstorm potential news headlines 
related to their artifact. 

Step 4
Take turns to place the headlines on the large 
shared timeline triangle to create timelines of 
events related to the technology. 

Step 5
Return to the stakeholder index cards from 
Step 2. Brainstorm possible social media 
posts from situated points of view of different 
stakeholders.

Step 6
Share your social media posts, and shift into a 
broader discussion to reflect on insights from 
the activity. 
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One group of participants decided to discuss a webcam that monitors a user’s posture and 
physical activity in the workplace and in classrooms. This was based on a prototype technology 
that the participants had seen at an event several months earlier. This group consists of three 
graduate students in a professional-oriented information technology program; one has had 
prior professional experience as a UX researcher at a software company. 

Step 1: Choose Artifact and Context
We start the activity by telling participants: 

“In today’s activity, we will create a range of future stories surrounding a system or 
artifact, and explore those stories from different viewpoints. The goal of this activity 
is to think about possible futures, and critically reflect on the social values impli-
cated by emerging technologies by looking at a range of stakeholders, contexts, and 
uses. Our goal is to explore and reflect on possibilities, we are not predicting the 
future.”

Participants then decide on an artifact—a technology, system, or feature—that they 
want to explore. Some groups (such as a project team) may already have one in 
mind. 

Facilitation Tips
Suggested timing: 5 minutes

•	 Participants might want to take a few seconds 
on their own to brainstorm some ideas before 
discussing with the group

•	 The artifact doesn’t necessarily need to be 
“speculative” or “futuristic” – it can be done with 
existing or even historical technologies! 
If participants come up with more than one context, 
have them choose one for now, but save the other 
ideas for a later step.  



Participants are free to share, 
sort, and organize stakeholders 
on the table or virtual 
whiteboard in a way that makes 
sense to them.            

Step 2: Generate Stakeholders
On index cards, participants then brainstorm stakeholders for their artifact—someone who 
is related to the system, either directly or indirectly. This step draws on value sensitive 
design’s focus on both direct and indirect stakeholders [9]. It also tries to help surface 
relationships that people have with technologies beyond “use” [1], such as non-use [2], 
maintenance and repair [10,11], regulation [12], and re-appropriation [16]. 

At the end of step 2, we ask participants place the stakeholder index cards to the side for 
now; we’ll return to them later.

Facilitation Tips
Suggested timing: 3-5 minutes for individual ideation; 5-15 
minutes for group sharing

•	 Splitting this step into an individual brainstorming stage 
and group sharing stage allows individuals to self-select 
what they want to share with the group. 

•	 If the activity is done at a large table, participants can 
sort and group their stakeholder index cards together 
when they share them.

•	 Participants can continue coming up with new stake-
holders while sharing them.

•	 Encourage participants to try to think of a broad range 
of stakeholders. We like to ask questions like: “Who 
might not like this?”, “Who might indirectly affected 
by this?”, or “Who has the power to make changes to 
this?” 

The participants in this group thought of over 
30 stakeholders, including health insurers, 
parents, policymakers, law enforcement, and rival 
technology companies 



Step 3: Brainstorm News Headlines
Next, using sticky notes, participants individually brainstorm potential news headlines related 
to their artifact. Asking participants to use the form of news headlines draws from several 
sources. Interviews suggest that reading current news articles, as well as speculating about 
“worst case scenario” headlines provides a way to think about values and ethics. 

Moreover, news headlines are a form that most people are familiar with and can easily create 
in a short amount of time. Headlines also help participants think about potential large-scale 
events and shared effects of technologies that are still situated in forms of everyday life. 

Facilitation Tips
Suggested timing: 5-10 minutes 

•	 Encourage participants to have fun with this 
step. Clickbait headlines, as well as traditional 
headlines are fine!

•	 Encourage participants to try to come up with at 
least one positive and one negative headline.

•	 The goal of the headlines step is to try to avoid 
creating hyperbolic dystopic or utopic visions of 
the future, but instead focus on banal and every-
day outcomes that can be both partially posi-
tive and negative [25]. Reminding participants to 
create both positive or negative headlines helps 
encourage this. 

•	 If participants had unused contexts from Step 1, 
they might consider creating headlines depicting 
the artifact getting adopted in new contexts. 



Facilitation Tips
Suggested timing: 10-20 minutes

•	 While headlines do not need to be placed in 
a “strict” chronology, placing them roughly in 
a logical order provides a useful, but flexible 
set of constraints and helps elicit discussion 
of secondary and tertiary effects, as well as 
potentially unanticipated outcomes. 

•	 When participants place a new headline on the 
timeline, have them verbalize if it comes “after,” 
“before,” “simultaneously,” or “separate from” 
another headline already on the chart.

•	 Encourage participants to continue writing and 
sharing new headlines as new ideas come up. 

•	 Some participants may dispute the congruence 
of some headlines. Remind participants that 
conflicting headlines are fine. Real technologies 
get adopted and used in varying, sometimes 
conflicting ways, and that should be reflected in 
these activities. 

Step 4: Place Headlines on the Timeline
Participants take turns to place their headlines on the large shared timeline triangle to create 
stories or chains of events related to the technology. 

This step draws inspiration from several sources. One source is the scenario planning 
“implications wheel” activity [6]. The activity asks people to think of a positive and negative 
effect of a technology, then a secondary positive and negative effect following each of those, 
and so on. This helps surface secondary and tertiary effects, and creates worlds that are 
neither fully positive nor fully negative. Thus we emphasize that participants create both 
positive and negative headlines. A second source is design fiction’s exploration of possible 
worlds through stories [3] and world-building [5]. The headlines each act as a different 
“entry point” into the speculative world of the artifact, highlighting a different event, conflict, 
or perspective. Organized into chains of events, the headlines begin to tell a number of 
narratives and stories about the artifact. 



Participants return to the stakeholder index cards from Step 2. Now that participants have 
created a broad imagined world from the headlines, they can consider that world from the 
situated points of view of different stakeholders. 

Recognizing research that shows how values are experienced in specific, situated contexts 
[13,14], and critiques that speculative work often creates worlds from privileged perspectives 
[22,23], this step asks participants to look at the world they created from a broader range 
of perspectives. This surfaces different and potentially conflicting ways that stakeholders 
might interact with or be affected by the same artifact [24]. While social media posts 
allow for a short amount of text, and acknowledging that stakeholders use social media 
in very different ways, it nevertheless provides a format familiar to most participants, 
and it provides an initial entry point for participants to begin having deeper discussions 
about differential experiences and impacts of technology. Naming the activity Timelines 
also refers to both the headline storylines and “feed” of social media posts created by 
participants.

Facilitation Tips
Suggested timing: 5-10 
minutes 

•	 Encourage participants 
to consider writing 
social media posts 
from stakeholders 
who experience the 
technology differently 

•	 Participants may 
consider choosing a 
specific headline from 
the timeline triangle, 
and create social 
media reactions from 
different stakeholders’ 
viewpoints. 

Step 5: Create Stakeholder Social 
Media Posts



Reflection Exemplars
Participants’ reflections may span many topics and perspectives. Some types 
of reflections from this example group included: 

•	 Highlighting conflicting perspectives. Responding to a social media 
post expressing joy for a gamified posture app, a participant said, “I 
had a similar one, but reverse. Like ‘I was so points hungry that I got 
my co-worker fired for a posture game.’ Like feeling guilty about it.” 

•	 Connecting to existing technologies and issues. “I would be most concerned 
about [...] the disproportionate effects that it will definitely have with low-
income people of color [...] it has very similar parallels to facial recognition.” 

•	 Debating how technologists might address potential harms. “Do you [as 
a user researcher] say like […] ‘the harms outweigh the benefits of this 
technology and so I don’t support it’? […] Or ‘It’s better to understand all 
of this [potential risk] [...] and try to think about how you might from a 
technical perspective make sure that like images or pieces of identifying 
information are stored in particular ways.’

Step 6: Share-Out and Discussion
Participants then share their social media posts, and shift into a broader 
discussion to reflect on insights they have had going through the activity.

A common reflection we have heard from participants is that while the 
stories are fictional or speculative, they are surprised to find that the 
issues they discuss—such as inequalities, biased algorithms, or systems 
of power—are present in existing systems as well. This suggests that the 
activity can be useful for helping people reflect on their current technical 
practices. 

Facilitation Tips
Suggested timing: 5-15 minutes
 
•	 Consider asking participants to reflect on what they might 

change or do going forward, after completing this activity. 



Optional Extensions and Adaptations
The preceding pages present a general set of instructions for Timelines. However, the activity can be modified 
to focus more specifically on issues that a researcher, facilitator, or participants are interested in exploring. 
Each step can be extended or adapted using other design tools, and conceptual and analytical frameworks.  

In one deployment, we wanted participants to explicitly discuss the types of privacy harms that different 
stakeholders might encounter or perpetuate. We created a set of “privacy harm cards”, based on an existing 
conceptual framework [33]. When creating social media posts in Step 5, participants were asked to incorporate 
a privacy harm from a card into their posts. In a similar way, frameworks surrounding other social values such 
as accessibility, security, fairness, can be used to inform participants’ social media posts. 

At other steps, facilitators can incorporate other existing design tools and kits, should they want to emphasize 
certain types of exploration. An partial list of potential extensions or adaptions of Timelines is outlined on the 
right. 

Potential points of 
Extension & Adaptation

Step 1. Artifact and Context
•	 Using toolkits like “Loaded Dice” 

[15] or “Tiles” [18] to come up with 
an IoT artifact

•	 Chose an artifact from speculative 
fiction [7,26] 

Step 2. Stakeholder Creation
•	 Envisioning Cards’ “Stakeholder” 

suite [8] can help stakeholder 
ideation

•	 Using characters and personas from 
popular fiction as stakeholders [4]

Steps 3-4. News Headlines
•	 Envisioning Cards’ “Time” and 

“Pervasiveness” suites [8] can 
help ideation on how artifacts 
get adopted and used in different 
context 

•	 Incorporating scenario planning 
techniques to describe trends in 
the broader world that informs 
headlines 

Step 5. Social Media Posts
•	 Incorporate conceptual and 

theoretical frameworks on specific 
values to inform social media posts, 
such as privacy [19], AI ethics [17], 
fairness [20], etc.

•	 Incorporate findings from empirical 
research with different stakeholder 
groups

In a privacy-focused version of Timelines, participants had to incorporate a data privacy harm into their social 
media posts. This social media post uses the “aggregation” harm in relation to a health insurance company’s data 
collection practices.  
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