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Abstract
This paper describes The LGBTQ Futures Project, a
collaborative and community-based research project
that uses participatory design to understand how
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ)
people in rural places experience community and
technology. We highlight the resource needs among our
participants, how they differ between rural students
and non-students, and how rural LGBTQ people
envision the future of social technology that is designed
explicitly for their needs.
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Introduction
The rural areas that make up the vast majority of the
United States’ geography frequently receive a
disproportionate amount of attention in American
politics. From the role of Iowa in kicking off presidential
primaries to an intense focus in recent elections on
small towns and rural jobs, this political attention has
resulted in increased attention to closing the Digital
Divide. The Obama and Trump presidencies have both
adopted policies that seek to address Internet access in
rural communities. While it is up for debate on whether
these initiatives will actually improve rural Internet
access [6], it is at least a sign that there is hope for
near-universal access for rural Americans in the future.
With these shifts in mind, and an over-emphasis in HCI
research on cities and urban expectations of
technological connection, researchers in HCI have
begun to call for an increased attention to rural
technology users [3]. Prior research has found that
rural technology users have unique needs that relate to
the role of distance, culture, and local values in rural
life [1,2,4]. Further, as HCI research has grown to
consider near-ubiquitous access and connection to
social technologies, there has also been an increased

Workshop Locations &
Participants
Our workshops were held in
three communities in the
Upper Peninsula, with
participants attending from
throughout the region:

focus on the identities and social needs that technology
users carry with them [7]. Lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) people in particular
have unique technological needs related to geographic
safety, privacy, and community [2, 8].
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With these two strands of research in mind, we
introduce The LGBTQ Futures Project. The LGBTQ
Futures Project is a collaborative and community-based
project in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan that seeks to
understand how LGBTQ people in rural and remote
locales experience community and technology. LGBTQ
people are an important edge case to understand in
rural communities. Like many minority groups, cultural
and community resources often attributed to LGBTQ
people need dense populations to support them. This
means that social technologies have the opportunity to
bridge informational and resource gaps for LGBTQ
people living in rural places. While our project has a
series of goals and research questions, for the purposes
of this paper, we focus on highlighting our work that
seeks to answer the following two questions: 1) What
are the technological and informational needs of rural
LGBTQ people? 2) How would social technologies look
different, if at all, if they were designed by rural LGBTQ
people? In what follows, we describe our participatory
design workshops and highlight preliminary findings as
they relate to resource visibility and unique local needs
varying across age groups.

•
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Marquette (a college
town of ~20,000 people)
– two workshops with
students (n=12), one
workshop with nonstudents (n=4).
Houghton (a college town
of ~7,000 people) – one
workshop with students
(n=8), one workshop
with non-students
(n=11)
Escanaba (an industrial
town of ~12,000 people)
– one blended workshop
open to students and
non-students (n=2)

We had an even mix of
students (n=20) and nonstudents (n=17). Ages
ranged from 18 to 66 and
~90% of participants were
white (this reflects local
demographics). Gender and
sexual identity were diverse,
with ~70% identifying as
cisgender (i.e., people whose
gender identity matches the
sex assigned at birth).

Methods
Why participatory design and community-based
research?
At its roots, participatory design (PD) is a design
method that seeks to democratize design [5], opening
up opportunities for unique innovation and insight that

exists beyond the researcher or designer. We see PD as
a natural partner to community based participatory
research (CBPR), more prevalent in fields such as
public health, which seeks to incorporate community
members as co-researchers and co-developers of
projects in order to reflect the lived realities of research
populations [9].
Developing relationships and participants
Through prior ethnographic research in the study area
[2], the first author utilized connections with local
universities and community organizations to start The
LGBTQ Futures Project in 2017. Our research team is
made up of representatives from three Michigan
universities and multiple community organizations.
In identifying our approach to questions of rurality,
identity, and the importance of social technologies, we
leveraged prior research and experiences of the coresearchers to identify knowledge gaps in the target
population. We found that there was a large
generational and educational disconnect between the
information sources, technology use, and identity
construction of college-based LGBTQ community
members and other community members. Due to these
differences in our target population, we made the
decision to hold separate workshops with student and
non-student populations. So far, we have held six
workshops in three different towns across the target
region. See the above side bar for a description of the
communities and participants.

The Workshop
Our workshops were structured in two halves
corresponding with the three phases of future
workshops as outlined in [5]: critique the present,

Figure 1: A participant takes
notes (above) for an
artificial/virtual reality
meeting space for rural
LGBTQ people, which was
mocked-up with LEGOs
(below).

envision the future, and implement the future. In the
first half of the workshop, participants were given the
opportunity to collectively understand how identity is
shaped through media and the role of rural geography
in access to identity information. We used activities
such as cognitive mapping and group discussion to
understand who and where make up participants’
LGBTQ communities. We also used the first half as an
opportunity to elicit actionable items that participants
wanted to change about their LGBTQ community. In
the second half of the workshop, participants worked in
small groups of two to three people to envision and
create low-fidelity mock-ups of future technologies that
sought to address one of the community issues that
arose in the first half. Groups were given access to
materials such as Legos, paper, markers, and Play-Doh
to build their mock-ups, which were presented at the
end of the workshop. The mock-ups were diverse and
creative, ranging from simpler solutions at home in the
present (e.g., a localized chatbot for accessing LGBTQ
resources and information online) to the future (e.g., a
storefront with a combination of artificial and virtual
reality (AR/VR) technology to replicate diverse LGBTQ
spaces).

Preliminary Findings
The workshops provide insights that will help us move
forward with our work. In particular, we found that the
resource needs for student vs. non-student populations
are particularly striking and that there is a need for
local customizability in technological solutions, even in
communities that are strikingly similar.
When reviewing the workshops for both student and
non-student populations, it became clear that they
varied in several important ways. Student populations

placed more emphasis on connecting to resources and
meeting other LGBTQ people in their area. This was
evident in both the maps they drew of their individual
communities and in the mock-ups they created. Several
groups in the student workshops created technology
mock-ups that could serve the needs of campus
populations, rather than LGBTQ people in general, such
as apps that automatically aggregated campus
resources and information on faculty and staff in order
to facilitate meeting new members of their campus
community. In addition, students often showed a clear
vision of a future which contained infinite possibilities
for LGBTQ specific technology. Students imagined
expansive futures and often were swept up in the
excitement of creating technology, bouncing from idea
to idea.
While student populations sought resources that
allowed them to increase their networks, non-student
populations sought to expand options for meeting
places in their largely solidified networks. This
presented as mock-ups focused on local meeting
spaces that held LGBTQ specific events for existing
groups of friends and chosen family rather than
expanding the number of connections to unknown
community members. Non-student populations showed
a clear difference from students in their ability to
imagine future possibilities for technology. Unlike the
students, non-students tended to create mock-ups
based on existing resources simply redesigned to create
a more high-tech version.
One such example of these differences was the
Lavender Pages App. This app, imagined by nonstudents, was designed to create a simplistic digital
version of a community newspaper which advertised

LGBTQ friendly businesses, housing, local events, and
which gave users alerts when they were entering areas
flagged as unsafe by fellow users. The participants
behind this app stressed that it existed to find spaces
and not new faces, speaking to their already
established networks. In contrast, a group of students
created the Rainbow Glass (see Figure 2). Rainbow
Glass was a wearable that allowed users to see Sims
style icons above the heads of the people in their
proximity that identified them as members of the
LGBTQ community. In addition to being able to see the
identity of the people around them, Rainbow Glass
allowed users handsfree searching capability to find
safe people (such as campus administrators),
community resources, and information on local groups.
This was created with the express intent of being able
to find new LGBTQ community members, rather than
places to gather with existing groups of friends.

Figure 2: Participants’ mock-up of
Rainbow Glass

While there are differences in the needs of each
population and the visions of the future which each
group expressed, all participants were concerned with
community visibility and the invisibility of resources in
rural communities. Participants understood that limited
LGBTQ populations meant that there was a need to cast
a wide net in order to circumvent the lack of specialized
resources in their immediate area. Many of the mockups included the ability for local customizability and
designed for the differences which exist even in
communities that, on the surface, seem similar. One
common theme which emerged from both student and
non-student groups was the conversion of abandoned
spaces in their towns to LGBTQ specific spaces.
Frequently, participants live in places where storefronts
are empty. Some groups looked to these abandoned
stores as future homes for AR/VR that would allow

them to connect to a larger LGBTQ community, one
which they are geographically isolated from accessing
physically. Many imagined claiming one of these spaces
for a physical meeting place. A place which allowed
them to host events, provide resources, and simply to
have somewhere to go that they felt they could take
ownership over.

Conclusion and Next Steps
Our research has begun to highlight potentially new
and interesting approaches to designing social
technologies for rural and marginalized groups. Moving
forward we intend to expand our research to include
follow-up interviews with participants to discuss
resources they need as individuals. We also seek to
increase our geographic diversity and representation;
there are disparities between different rural areas just
as there are in urban areas, with some being more
well-resourced than others. Given that visibility and
safety are prominent themes in prior research on
LGBTQ people in HCI [2, 8], our future work seeks to
identify gatekeeping mechanisms to keep these spaces
safe. We would also like to build a path for our work so
that we might develop and deploy some of the ideas
that are emerging from the workshops.
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