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Would you rather go 1000 days without the Internet or five days where anyone can read your mind? We present “Would You Rather”
(WYR), a technique for generating formative design insights (inspired by the conversational game of the same name) that combines
design provocations with forced-choice scaffolding. Here, we describe the components of a WYR session, which include scenario
generation, voting, and group discussion. As children disproportionately benefit from scaffolding during the co-design process, we
also report on an evaluation of the technique with 16 children, conducted across seven sessions and spanning the course of one year.
We find that WYR fulfills recommendations for focus groups (e.g. eliciting mental models and values, producing focused yet animated
discussion) and leverages playfulness, humor, structure, and forced choice to overcome known common challenges of designing with
children.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Designers are most likely to create technologies that respect children’s values and best meet their needs when they
involve children in the design process [19, 20]. To elicit children’s perspectives, ideas, and opinions, researchers
often draw upon user-centered design methodologies such as focus groups, interviews, co-design, and participatory
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design. However, many of these traditional approaches are more challenging to execute with children than with adult
participants. For instance, children’s developing executive function can result in focus group sessions where children
need to move about physically or spend less time focusing on a single task [27]. Children may find it more difficult to
express abstract thoughts [58], or require additional support to overcome power differentials with adult researchers.
Creating design methods that account for these needs can lead to more productive design partnerships with children.

In this paper, we introduceWould You Rather (WYR), a co-design technique [60] for scaffolding focus groups to
surface design insights related to technology tradeoffs, dilemmas, tensions, and risks. WYR is based on a conversational
game of the same name played in social settings, often by children and teens [65]. In the original game, players take
turns posing thought-provoking scenarios that force the other players to choose between two options. The scenario
always begins with the preamble “Would you rather,” as in, “Would you rather have only pie or have only cake?” The
game is more conversational than competitive, but the “best” scenarios for design are typically those that result in a
split vote or cause players to struggle to choose. Often, both choices are undesirable, resulting in a provocation wherein
the player must choose the lesser of two evils: for example, “Would you rather �ght 100 duck-sized horses, or a single

horse-sized duck?” Illustrating the pervasiveness of this game in popular culture, there are many apps, games, and
online quizzes designed around this concept (e.g., [24, 37, 46]).

The WYR co-design technique entails children voting for WYR scenarios, discussing their votes, creating their
own WYR questions, and using WYR as a way to design low fidelity prototypes. We conducted several pilot sessions to
refine our methodology, and present, in this paper, our findings from seven design sessions with elementary and middle
school children ages 7-11 in an intergenerational co-design group. Our research questions are:

(1) Engagement: How do kids engage with WYR? What kinds of behaviors might future practitioners encounter?
(2) Output: What can we learn through the WYR method? What kinds of insights might future researchers derive?

In this paper, we first turn to related work and background about co-design with children in Section 2. In Section 3,
we describe the key stages of the WYR methodology as a guide for future practitioners. In Section 4, we introduce our
design study of seven sessions with a group of 16 children (ages 7-11). Then, in Section 5, we address our research
questions with the results of our design study, finding, for example, that (1) WYR keeps participants engaged and incites
animated conversation, and (2) WYR helps children reason about tradeoffs and complex decisions and express their
preferences and abstract values through forced choice and fantasy. Finally, in Section 6, we conclude with a discussion
of how WYR relates to other prior approaches and reflect on the mechanisms that make WYR successful.

We contribute to the IDC community in three ways. Methodologically, we comprehensively outline different ways
WYR can be implemented. Empirically, we demonstrate through our design sessions how children responded to WYR.
Theoretically, we show how WYR incorporates children’s development of intersubjectivity [62, 64, 74] as a way to elicit
and understand their perspectives.

2 BACKGROUND AND RELATED WORK

2.1 The importance of involving children in the design process

Children are important stakeholders when designing technology for them and their families, and they are also frequent
technology owners and users themselves [49]. Therefore, designers must consider children’s needs—yet doing so can
require different methods than for adults [20]. Studies with children leverage a variety of methodological techniques,
using different ways to overcome the challenges of working with kids. One broad category of techniques to involve
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children in the design process is participatory design [20, 48], which attempts to bring users and designers together on

common footing and equal ground [4, 8, 23, 70].

A number of studies in the IDC community have demonstrated that children and adults can work together in

democratic collaboration on the design of new technologies [18, 25, 36, 52, 69, 72]. Researchers and designers often

involve children directly in the design process as users, testers, informants, and design partners [20], as children are the

experts on their own experience.

2.2 Traditional co-design methodologies can be di�icult for children

Since children are still developing executive function [30, 41, 47], respondent strategies like interviews, focus groups,

and surveys are not always e�ective for children [27]. For instance, interviews o�er a deep connection with adult

participants, yet may not allow the same connection with a child participant due to the power dynamic between the adult

researcher and the child [63]. Additionally, children, who may make up memories, are often unreliable witnesses [10, 50].

A survey o�ers a structured choice and allows data collection from many participants, but is di�cult with children due

to developing language and literacy skills [12].

A focus group involves a group of approximately eight participants discussing a topic set by a researcher, who

moderates or directs the conversation [44, 45]. A successful focus group has a non-intimidating environment [5, 26,

44, 55], animated discussion or debate [5, 26], focused discussion and moderation [5, 45], and it elicits participants'

mental models, values, and attitudes [5, 26, 44, 55]. However, conducting traditional focus groups with children presents

challenges because executive function skills (including attentional control and cognitive �exibility) are still developing in

children. Until being �relatively mature� [1] at age 12 [9, 47, 73], children may require di�erent research techniques than

adults, and many of the challenges of focus groups with adults are ampli�ed when working with children. Prior work

has found that PD methods can be more engaging and productive with children than traditional surveys, interviews, or

focus groups [19, 20, 41]. We argue that new techniques for elicitation of perspectives of children need to focus on the

following three characteristics:

Attention span. Traditional interviews, surveys, and focus groups are di�cult for children due shortened attention

spans [1, 38, 73]. Underdeveloped executive function impedes their ability to control their attention, self-regulate,

self-monitor, and self-inhibit [1], which, in traditional focus groups, surveys, and interviews, may lead children to lose

interest in the topic, switch conversation topics, physically wander away, or strike up side conversations.

Abstract and complex thinking. Children are simultaneously developing the ability to think abstractly and

complexly [1, 47, 73], �a prerequisite to meaningful verbal expression� [9]. In elicitation techniques, the goal is often

to understand participants' values and beliefs by asking probing questions like �why?� [5, 26, 44, 45, 55], but due

to developing executive function and language skills development, children may give tautological, inconsistent, or

surface-level answers to such questions [9, 38].

Group dynamics. In addition to factors caused by developing executive function, research groups with children

run into similar problems as with adults with regards to group dynamics: power dynamics among children can prevent

seamless collaboration when some are domineering and some are quiet, or can lead to o�-topic sessions and excessive

silliness that hinders design output and idea generation [56, 57]. However, we know from child development that group

activities are important for children and their skills development [59].
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2.3 Developing new techniques for elicitation for children

In HCI and IDC, there is a practice of creating new co-design with children that leverage imagination, structure, and

play to overcome both the researcher-child power dynamic and children's di�culties with abstract thinking and self-

re�ection. Sca�olding is a metaphor that educators use to describe the role of how guides, simpli�ed tasks, reminders,

and socialization can support children shift from dependence to greater independence as children acquire skills and

knowledge for themselves [33, 59, 66]. In IDC, researchers often use design techniques with builtin sca�olds as a way

to provide support, mediate, and strategize how to keep design tasks simple, breaking design into smaller tasks, and

reminding children of the goals of the task. For instance, Guha et al. sca�old brainstorming and group cooperation

through discrete stages in which children �rst generate ideas individually, then come together in small groups to �mix

ideas,� and then the entire class shares ideas [29]. Comicboarding allows children who are not accustomed to ideation

to draw out design scenarios by �lling in comic panels with characters, plot formats, and interactions [43]. Other

techniques sca�old children to explain their experiences, context, preferences, and opinions to a researcher through

the use of fantasy, overcoming the inherent power dynamic between adult researchers and children. In �Mission from

Mars,� child participants explain something about their world to a �Martian,� who can ask questions that a �normal�

human researcher might not [16]. Through Fictional Inquiry, Dindler and Iversen allow children to �bypass existing

socio-cultural structure� and engage in PD with adult research partners by setting a fantasy land in which children play

themselves [17].

Walsh et al. o�er a structured methodology for creating techniques [61] to consider how to sca�old design

techniques for children. We highlight the following dimensions in our consideration of an elicitation technique for

children's ideas in co-design.

� Partner experience:WYR does not require children to have design experience.

� Need for accommodation:Adults may have to help children express their abstract ideas.

� Design space:WYR's design space tends to be non-speci�c and focused on understanding children's larger

contexts.

� Maturity of design: WYR focuses on early stage designs to foster more ideas.

� Cost: WYR requires no high cost materials for the activity other than a mechanism for capturing discussion data.

� Portability: Due to requiring no specialized materials and being �exible in terms of materials, WYR is highly

portable and can travel from place-to-place wherever children are.

� Technology: As related to cost, the amount of technology needed is minimal.

� Physical interaction: As elicitation focuses on dialogue, WYR requires lower physical movement.

3 HOW TO USE WYR

Here we describe how to use the WYR method, including preparing, running, and analyzing data from a design session.

The key stages of WYR are: scenario generation, voting and discussion, and analysis. In Section 3.4, we describe how

the development of WYR across seven pilot sessions led to this process.

3.1 Stage 1: Scenario generation

The �best� WYR scenarios present a di�cult decision, aiming (1) to split the vote between two choices, and (2) to create

choices that are not obvious for the participants. These characteristics will help engage participants in discussion and

debate, in which they explain and justify their choices. We found it was most natural to createnegativescenarios
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Fig. 1. WYR requires initial scenario generation, but sessions predominantly consist of voting and discussion. Data analysis should
focus on discussion over votes.

where both hypothetical choices were unpleasant; however, it is also possible to create a choice between withpositive

scenarios (which we did in our sixth session, as summarized in Table 1).

Scenarios may be created by researchers before the session begins (Option 1a), or by participants during the

session (Option 1b). We describe our recommendations for both below. For both, we found it helpful to equip researchers

with ideas for structuring WYR scenarios. For example, one possible structure isAlways or Never, as in�WYR always

have a video playing on your TV or never get to watch videos again?�To this end, we include a set of template structures

derived from our pilot sessions and popular media such as BuzzFeed quizzes [46] in Appendix B.

3.1.1 Option 1a: Researchers create scenarios (pre session).For some WYR sessions, researchers create the scenarios

before the sessions. Researchers should do what works best for their group and creative process, but we emphasize that

creating WYR is just that: acreativeprocess best done in groups with an open minded attitude where no idea is a bad

idea. We recommend creating more scenarios than will be needed for the session and prioritizing the best ones. We

found that seven to ten scenarios was appropriate for our 1-hour sessions, but this number might vary. Researchers

might also �nd value in our advice for guiding participants' scenario generation (Option 1b).

3.1.2 Option 1b: Participants create scenarios (in session).Participant-generated scenarios�including the process of

generating scenarios�can be another mechanism for research insight, but are not necessary for successful sessions. We

recommend conducting scenario generation only when most participants are already familiar with WYR. This could

be at the end of a longer session (i.e., after voting on and discussing several pre-existing scenarios) or across multiple

sessions with the same participants. Researchers should participate in or moderate participants' scenario generation

process and treat this as an additional source of study data.

Researchers can help participants create engaging scenarios by preparing sca�olding, such as partially-�lled

scenarios (e.g.,�WYR only be able to watch one good video per day or ___?�or �WYR have unlimited horrible videos or

___ good videos per day?�). In one pilot session, we used an �idea box� from which participants could pick suggestions

to spark their imagination. Working in groups can help participants and researchers can build o� each other's ideas,

though researchers should be cognizant that children may need to feel ownership over their part of the idea [29].
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