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Abstract
Technologies for autistic children dominantly focus on diag-
nostic procedures, interventionist approaches or therapeutic
support. The space of technologies for positive experiences
for autistic children has only recently been explored. My re-
search is situated in the OutsideTheBox project where we
co-design such technologies with autistic children. Con-
cretely, my PhD tackles the questions of how to assess the
experiences autistic children have with the resulting tech-
nologies and how these technologies are meaningful to
them. To this effect, I conceptually broaden a critical under-
standing of experience within HCI and develop an approach
for participatory evaluation with autistic children.
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Context, Motivation and Background
Many technologies for autistic1 children have been devel-
oped with a focus on diagnosis, therapy and intervention
(see for an overview [5]). However, autistic children – just

1There is a lively debate about person-first vs. identity-first labelling in
the disability community and especially their autistic self-advocates, who



like allistic2 children – enjoy engaging with their environ-
ment, want to have fun and explore topics of interest. To
design for such activities, we need to include the children
directly in the design of technologies in their live. Hence,

Autism
The condition is diagnosed
along differences in reciprocal
socio-communicative inter-
action (compared to allistic
people) and repetitive inter-
ests and behaviours. These
symptoms appear to be a man-
ifestation of a different mode of
perception and, hence, making
sense of the world [2].

several recent research projects conduct participatory de-
sign activities with autistic children and focus on positive
experiences made with those technologies (e.g., [8, 12]).
With such a turn in focus for the design, there also comes
a turn in focus for the assessment and evaluation of such
technologies: Not diagnostic precision or therapeutic suc-
cess are important, but rather the experiences the children
make.

Within HCI, the dominant concept of a constructive ap-
proach to understanding experience has been developed
by McCarthy & Wright [7]. It relies heavily on researchers’
empathetic interpretation of the users’ interaction with a
given technology in order to establish what the experience
encompasses [14]. While it is essential for researchers to
be empathic when working with autistic children, it is also
extremely limited as a single approach, since the sensory
perception of autistic children is fundamentally different
from that of allistic researchers [2]. If the very basics of
how we make sense of the world differ between between
researcher and user, another approach to capturing expe-
rience is required; one that goes beyond empathy and con-
siders multiple perspectives of different stakeholders such
as researchers, parents, teachers and – most importantly –
the autistic child themselves.

Assessing the first-person perspective of autistic children
poses a unique challenge as communication between al-
listic and autistic individuals always has to be interpreted

appear to prefer identity-first (e.g., [9]). In order to acknowledge their polit-
ical agenda as a non-autistic researcher, I opted for identity-first language
throughout.

2Meaning non-autistic as defined in [6].

carefully from both sides. For researchers, this has to be
done in a rigorous and transparent way, to find out what
makes sense to the child and whether a technology is mean-
ingful to them. I ground my methodological approach in pre-
vious work detailing best practises regarding the structures
of joint research endeavours [1] and for the interpretation
of feedback from autistic children [3]. This work builds the
foundation of my work on participatory methods in evalu-
ation so that I can establish what is important to a given
child, how the technology makes sense to them and ac-
knowledge their own agency in the assessment of the tech-
nology.

Goals and Methods
My research addresses two gaps: The lack of a construc-
tive notion of experience that goes beyond empathy as well
as the lack of methods to allocate data from the first-person
perspective of autistic children.

Consequently, my work is also twofold: Conceptually, I
broaden established notions of experiences with technolo-
gies through my work on ’Critical Experience’. Methodolog-
ically, I developed PEACE, a framework for participatory
evaluation with autistic children. To this end, I identified four
research objectives:

RO1: Mapping out the current status of participation and
attributed agency of autistic children in research processes
Through a critical analysis of available publications, I pro-
vide a succinct overview over trends and opportunities in
the field and reflect on dominant power dynamics in re-
search concerning autistic children.

RO2: Conceptualise a notion of experience that goes be-
yond empathy and considers multiple perspectives and data
sources.



I combine Actor-Network Theory (ANT) and Critical Dis-
course Analysis (CDA) into a framework of ’Critical Experi-
ence’. A five step process allows me to establish potential
perspectives and relationships between human and non-
human actors, gather data for each of those deemed rele-
vant, put the data results (after analysis) into comparable
statements and analyse those critically along context, con-
tent, discursive position and so on (see [4] for the method-
ological background) [11, 10].

RO3: Develop methods for meaningful participatory evalua-
tion with autistic children.Personal Motivation

I have a personal investment
in the research I am conduct-
ing. I deeply care for an em-
powering research agenda
when it comes to work with
marginalised user groups – and
especially autistic children.

I provide a systematic and rigorous approach for participa-
tory evaluation with autistic children called PEACE. That
way, researchers will be able to include autistic children in
dedicated evaluation phases of PD through the co-definition
of goals and methods, joint processes of data gathering
and the co-interpretation of results. Additionally, the per-
spective of autistic children on the process and their tech-
nologies can be assessed directly [13].

RO4: Validate both, ’Critical Experience’ and PEACE, be-
yond the contextual grounding they have been developed
in.
Within the OutsideTheBox3 project we work with individual
autistic children in a tight collaborative process. I want to
make my conceptual work truly accessible for researchers
working with marginalised user groups. For this I explore
options to collaborate with different researchers and projects.

Contributions
My PhD offers two main contributions: First, there is the
concept of Critical Experience, which offers a novel way
with which to evaluate the experiences autistic children

3http://www.outsidethebox.at

have with technologies that are designed for their holis-
tic well-being and enjoyment. Second, I make a method-
ological contribution by showing how PEACE enables re-
searchers to evaluate these technologies together with
autistic children.

Smaller contribution are made through the work in the case
studies, which show how autistic children experience these
technologies and what about the technologies matters to
them. Additionally, I provide a critical overview over current
technologies available to autistic children and how they are
evaluated, which could be helpful for other researchers to
understand the design and research space better.

The work presented in my PhD then promises to be useful
not only to researchers working with users with very differ-
ent life worlds, but also to a community of developers and
designers of assistive technologies in general.

It argues the case for a considerate and critically informed
approach when evaluating technology with marginalised
user groups and shows how this can be done successfully.

Acknowledgements
OutsideTheBox is funded by the Austrian Science Fund
(FWF) [P26281-N23]. My deepest thanks go to the chil-
dren who have worked with me and still work with me and
their social networks which ground and support this work.
It would also hardly be possible without the supervision of
Geraldine Fitzpatrick, Christopher Frauenberger and Eva
Hornecker or without my colleague Julia Makhaeva. As al-
ways, I do have to thank Kearsley Schieder-Wethy for proof
reading an endless amount of drafts.

References
[1] Laura Benton, Hilary Johnson, Mark Brosnan, Emma

Ashwin, and Beate Grawemeyer. 2011. IDEAS: an in-

http://www.outsidethebox.at


terface design experience for the autistic spectrum. In
Proceedings of the 2011 annual conference extended
abstracts on Human factors in computing systems
(CHI EA ’11). ACM, Vancouver, BC, Canada, 1759–
1764. DOI:http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/1979742.1979841

[2] Hanne De Jaegher. 2013. Embodiment and sense-
making in autism. Frontiers in Integrative Neuro-
science 7 (2013), 15. DOI:http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/
fnint.2013.00015

[3] Christopher Frauenberger, Judith Good, Alyssa Al-
corn, and Helen Pain. 2013. Conversing Through and
About Technologies: Design Critique as an Oppor-
tunity to Engage Children with Autism and Broaden
Research(er) Perspectives. International Journal of
Child-Computer Interaction 1, 2 (May 2013), 38–49.
DOI:http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijcci.2013.02.001

[4] Siegfried Jaeger and Florentine Maier. 2009.
Analysing discourses and dispositives: a Foucauldian
approach to theory and methodology. Methods of criti-
cal discourse analysis (2009), 109–136.

[5] Julie A. Kientz, Matthew S. Goodwin, Gillian R. Hayes,
and Gregory D. Abowd. 2013. Interactive Technolo-
gies for Autism. Synthesis Lectures on Assistive,
Rehabilitative, and Health-Preserving Technologies
2, 2 (2013), 1–177. DOI:http://dx.doi.org/10.2200/
S00533ED1V01Y201309ARH004

[6] Andrew Main. 2003. allism: an introduction to a little-
known condition. (2003). http://www.fysh.org/~zefram/
allism/allism_intro.txt

[7] John McCarthy and Peter Wright. 2007. Technology as
Experience. MIT Press.

[8] Narcis Pares, Paul Masri, Gerard van Wolferen, and
Chris Creed. 2005. Achieving dialogue with children
with severe autism in an adaptive multisensory interac-
tion: the "MEDIATE" project. IEEE Transactions on Vi-

sualization and Computer Graphics 11, 6 (Nov. 2005),
734–743. DOI:http://dx.doi.org/10.1109/TVCG.2005.88

[9] Jim Sinclair. 2013. Why I dislike “person first” Lan-
guage. Autonomy, the Critical Journal of Interdis-
ciplinary Autism Studies 1, 2 (2013). http://www.
larry-arnold.net/Autonomy/index.php/autonomy/article/view/
OP1

[10] Katharina Spiel, Christopher Frauenberger, and
Geraldine Fitzpatrick. 2016. Experiences of autis-
tic children with technologies. International Jour-
nal of Child-Computer Interaction (2016), –. DOI:
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijcci.2016.10.007

[11] Katharina Spiel, Christopher Frauenberger, Geraldine
Fitzpatrick, and Eva Hornecker. 2017. When Empathy
Is Not Enough:Assessing the Experiences of Autis-
tic Children withTechnologies. In Proceedings of the
2017 CHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing
Systems (CHI’17). ACM, New York, NY, USA, tbd.

[12] Katharina Spiel, Julia Makhaeva, and Christopher
Frauenberger. 2016. Embodied Companion Tech-
nologies for Autistic Children. In Proceedings of the
TEI ’16: Tenth International Conference on Tan-
gible, Embedded, and Embodied Interaction (TEI
’16). ACM, New York, NY, USA, 245–252. DOI:
http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/2839462.2839495

[13] Katharina Spiel, Laura Malinverni, Judith Good, and
Christopher Frauenberger. 2017. Participatory Evalua-
tion with Autistic Children. In Proceedings of the 2017
CHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Sys-
tems (CHI’17). ACM, New York, NY, USA, tbd.

[14] Peter Wright and John McCarthy. 2008. Empathy and
experience in HCI. In Proceeding of the twenty-sixth
annual SIGCHI conference on Human factors in com-
puting systems (CHI ’08). ACM, Florence, Italy, 637–
646. DOI:http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/1357054.1357156

http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/1979742.1979841
http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/fnint.2013.00015
http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/fnint.2013.00015
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijcci.2013.02.001
http://dx.doi.org/10.2200/S00533ED1V01Y201309ARH004
http://dx.doi.org/10.2200/S00533ED1V01Y201309ARH004
http://www.fysh.org/~zefram/allism/allism_intro.txt
http://www.fysh.org/~zefram/allism/allism_intro.txt
http://dx.doi.org/10.1109/TVCG.2005.88
http://www.larry-arnold.net/Autonomy/index.php/autonomy/article/view/OP1
http://www.larry-arnold.net/Autonomy/index.php/autonomy/article/view/OP1
http://www.larry-arnold.net/Autonomy/index.php/autonomy/article/view/OP1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijcci.2016.10.007
http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/2839462.2839495
http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/1357054.1357156

	Context, Motivation and Background
	Autism
	Goals and Methods
	Personal Motivation
	Contributions
	Acknowledgements
	References

