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Introduction
Storytelling is a frequently used approach to design, and stories and 
storytelling have had, and have until this day, an immense impact 
on the society in which we live as stories affect our perception 
of the world around us. Stories provide us with a notion of who 
we are, why we are here, and what we should value (Driscoll & 
McKee, 2007). Through stories, knowledge is passed down through 
generations (Ingold, 2009). The telling of any story, in particular 
that which is inherently connected to making history, is critical. 
On the one hand, modes of knowing that construct knowledge 
legitimize and advance what counts as knowledge, one which is 
likely aligned with a rather conventional yet dominant narrative 
(Clemens, 2020). On the other hand, historical accounts and 
knowledge that have been appropriated or devalued, i.e., rendered 
silent or invisible, have long contributed to a legacy that embraces 
a colonialist construction of knowledge. This means that the stories 
that are heard are the stories that are privileged, i.e., as told from the 
perspective of a dominant culture, and, either truthful or imaginary, 
will have an impact on people’s perceived reality. Moreover, this 
means that stories that are being silenced (and therefore not listened 
to) carry less power as they do not have an impact on people’s lives 
to the same extent as favorable stories. To counter this, the writing 
of (hi)stories that include the voices of marginalized groups is 
crucial to provide not only justice but, as importantly, to empower 
and give agency to these communities at the margins. 

In this paper, we adopt the concepts of dominant and 
counter-narratives to enquire how design is entwined in 
storytelling, in the sense that a dominant narrative privileges a 
specific viewpoint in detriment of others, and that stories that 
are silenced serve a dominant culture in its recount of history. 
As the design of structures of power and power relations shape 
understandings of living and coexistence, so does belittling one 
perspective in favor of the other. This, in turn, can lead to designing 
(hi)stories that benefit and give permission to harmful practices 
and influence collective memory in detached or decontextualized 
ways. Specifically, in this paper, we turn to a marginalized 
Indigenous people, the Sami, to enquire how a prospective digital 
archive could lead to restorying a narrative that i) has been 
designed outside the bounds of their livelihood and ii) involves 
these communities in the knowledge creation process. To restory 
means that one can rewrite and share already existing stories and, 
in this way, a culture can be reclaimed as the people from within 
said culture can tell, possibly, more truthful versions of already 

DESIGN CASE STUDY

Designing to Restory the Past: 
Storytelling for Empowerment through a Digital Archive

Hanna Nordin 1,2,*, Teresa Almeida 2,4, and Mikael Wiberg 2,3

1 Department of Computing Science, Umeå University, Sweden 
2 Department of Informatics, Umeå University, Sweden  
3 Interaction Design and Software Engineering, Chalmers University of Technology, Sweden   
4 Interactive Technologies Institute (ITI/LARSyS), Portugal

Storytelling is a frequently used approach to design. Stories and storytelling also have a role in mediating information and contributing 
to people’s understanding of the world around them. Previous research suggests that storytelling can be empowering to marginalized and 
diverse communities, such as Indigenous peoples, by offering a platform to voice their (hi)stories. In this paper, we present a research 
through design project in which we explore the design of the living archive. This is a web-based digital archive that encourages a user-based 
approach to restorying the past by focusing on storytelling for empowerment and involving members of Indigenous People, the Sami. 
We demonstrate how a digital archive can contribute to (re)storying the past in a manner that preserves Indigenous ways of knowing and 
ethical archiving of social memory. Through this archive, we provide the digital tools for the communities to take on the role to tell their 
truth and, in doing so, become central in the design and communication of their own stories. In short, design for storytelling to empower 
those who need a voice.

Keywords – Design for Empowerment, Digital Archives, Marginalized Groups, Research through Design (RtD), Sensitive Design, Storytelling.  

Relevance to Design Practice – To restory means that one can rewrite already existing stories. In this paper we highlight the non-neutrality 
of design and the critical role of design in restorying the past while empowering futures. 

Citation: Nordin, H., Almeida, T., & Wiberg, M. (2023). Designing to restory the past: Storytelling for empowerment through a digital archive. International Journal of Design, 

17(1), 91-104. https://doi.org/10.57698/v17i1.06

Received July 7, 2021; Accepted December 10, 2022; Published April 30, 2023.

Copyright: © 2023 Nordin, Almeida, & Wiberg. Copyright for this article is 
retained by the authors, with first publication rights granted to the International 
Journal of Design. All journal content is open-accessed and allowed to be 
shared and adapted in accordance with the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 
International (CC BY 4.0) License.

*Corresponding Author: hanna.nordin@umu.se

http://www.ijdesign.org


www.ijdesign.org 92 International Journal of Design Vol. 17 No. 1 2023

Designing to Restory the Past: Storytelling for Empowerment through a Digital Archive

occurred events. Sami history is a fairly quiet history (Ljungdahl, 
2018), the Sami language not having been written until the early 
nineteenth century and, for that reason, knowledge, stories, and 
history being disseminated orally from one generation to the 
next. While documenting Sami history might collide with old 
ways of thinking (Virdi, 2018), opportunities that may arise from 
archiving include recognizing representation as holding unique 
kinship, identity, and cultures as distinct peoples (Faulkenbury, 
2019). Furthermore, and particular to this research, it opens up the 
possibility for empowering a historically marginalized group with 
a voice in ways that open onto restorying (Moutafidou & Bratitsis, 
2018), more precisely with regard to Indigenous ways of knowing 
and ethical archiving of social memory. 

In the pursuit of meaningful engagement with and the active 
participation of the Sami, we engaged in a designerly process 
that involved participation from the stakeholders of the Sami 
communities alongside a multinational and interdisciplinary team 
of researchers across the Nordic countries of Finland, Norway, 
and Sweden. This Research through Design (RtD) process 
centered around the development of a digital archive dedicated to 
the history and present day of the Indigenous people of northern 
Scandinavia and the Kola Peninsula, the Sami. Together we 
designed a digital archive—The Living Archive, that envisions 
user-based storytelling and the Sami people as collaborators and 
co-authors in the description of records in archival materials (ICA, 
2019). The Living Archive is a digital archive with social features 
commonly found on social media platforms. Users of the archive 
may, for instance, contribute with their own archive material, 
comment on other(s) archive material, and group the material into 
user-created collections. 

Through this living archive, we provide digital tools for these 
communities to engage with and take on the role of telling their own 
stories. We acknowledge the politics of knowledge production and 
report from a live case of how storytelling and restorying through 
digital platforms can take place in practice. We combine this with 

a renewed focus on Indigenous studies. We contribute to ongoing 
conversations that place marginalized communities at the forefront 
by exploring RtD and advocating for Indigenous design equity.

Background and Related Work

Stories, Storytelling, and Living Stories 

Stories and storytelling have had an important role throughout 
the history of humankind as they have communicated culture and 
values throughout generations, resulting in the formation of the 
structures that we today have come to call society. Stories and 
narratives have the function of sensemaking which is a powerful 
and effective resource in education and the distribution of 
knowledge (Bietti et al., 2019). According to Fog et al. (2005), 
stories provide cohesion through our existence and just as to 
Aristotle it is through stories and storytelling that we have a 
shareable world (Kearney, 2001). Furthermore, Bell (2020) 
argues that stories “set the stage for affecting change” (p.14) 
through empathetic engagement which makes information easy to 
understand. Due to the increase of digital devices, contemporary 
stories and storytelling commonly take place through digital 
platforms. These digital platforms are, as we will discuss in detail 
below, non-neutral, in that they impose a technological structure 
on the story that makes it different from its original, organic form.

In addition, there are various ways of telling a story, or 
to storytell. One way is through orally telling the story. As the 
name suggests, the storyteller is utilizing its mouth and body to 
communicate verbally. In oral storytelling the storyteller and the 
receiver are physically close, which facilitates the potential of co-
experiencing the situation and what is being told (Marlar Lwin, 
2010). Due to the verbal aspects of oral storytelling, there is a 
complexity in which the storyteller’s voice plays an important role 
in conveying ideas and feelings (Lipman, 1999). Other than the 
verbal aspects of oral storytelling—which, for instance, involves 
pitch and tone of voice (Elam, 2002)—the storyteller can also use 
visual tools such as gestures and facial expressions to convey the 
intended message (Marlar Lwin, 2010). The digital storytelling 
that we describe in this paper is technologically constrained, 
omitting aural and physical aspects of the stories told.

Digital storytelling can be understood in the form of, for 
example, written text, videos, and audio which together can form 
immersive media such as movies and video games which can be 
used, e.g., for entertainment (Rizvic et al., 2020; Miller, 2019), 
or educational purposes (Rizvic et al., 2020; Miller, 2019), or 
educational purposes (Bromberg, et al., 2013; Mohamad, 2021; 
Matchacheep et al., 2020). Digital storytelling is also seen on 
social media platforms where each user has the potential to be a 
prosumer (Dusi, 2016; Kotler, 2010), as they can take part in others’ 
stories and tell their own (Lundby, 2008). Furthermore, beyond 
entertainment and education, digital storytelling can be used to 
facilitate social justice through representation, participation, and 
identity formation (Lambert & Hessler, 2018), and therefore 
to address critical issues (Rouhani, 2019) which, according 
to (Moutafidou & Bratitsis, 2018), provides the distribution 
of a voice. Marginalized groups, which can include women 
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and other minority or minoritized persons subjected to sexual 
harassment (see e.g., Ali, 2014; Hlalele & Brexa, 2015), people 
with intellectual disabilities (see e.g., Saridaki & Meimaris, 2018), 
through to Indigenous groups (Iseke & Moore, 2011) have also 
been empowered, in the sense that their voices have been heard.

There are various kinds and definitions of stories. In this 
paper, we define stories based on Boje’s (2008) definition of 
living stories. Boje contends that as we live we contribute to 
living stories. Living stories are created by many storytellers who 
together add different fragments, based on their own experiences 
and knowledge, to an extensive story. Living stories also have the 
power to bring the past to the present, but this can only be done 
as long as the stories of the past are being told. Living stories are 
continuous and ongoing.

Empowerment through Digital Design

How users can be empowered through the design and use 
of digital platforms and technologies has been frequently 
studied in the areas of Human-Computer Interaction (HCI) and 
Computer-Supported Cooperative Work (CSCW). As described 
by Schneider et al. (2018), the different ways people can be 
empowered through technology is of increasing concern, but 
there are also different interpretations of empowerment—
ranging across the full spectrum from empowering experiences 
to community empowerment and empowerment through design 
(from the most public to the most intimate including approaches 
to what empowerment might mean to different communities, 
stage of life, or the individual (e.g., Cazacu et al., 2021; Meissner 
et al., 2017; Van Mechelen et al., 2021; Tomasello & Almeida, 
2020). We take this full spectrum into account in our work since 
we are both interested in how single individuals, as well as the 
Sami people as a community can be empowered. In addition 
to this, we are interested in empowerment through design as a 
consequence of our RtD project that seeks to, as one of its explicit 
aims, empower the Sami people through the design of a platform 
that can provide a space for voices and storytelling—a web-based 
living archive for the wider community. With this ambition as 
our point of departure, we were inspired by previous research 
that has explored empowerment through design. For instance, 
Johannsen and Kensing (2005) looked at empowerment in 
relation to healthcare and IT systems. Further, and for the explicit 
purpose of empowering the Sami people, a marginalized group 
and community, we build on the work by Odongo & Rono (2017), 
who have foregrounded digital empowerment in the context of 
marginalized communities in Kenya. Following these, we explore 
the process(es) that leads to empowering specific demographics 
through the design of technology and knowledge on using digital 
tools with a focus on restorying and amplifying voice.

Indigenous and Digital Archives

One way of storing stories from the past, and the present, is by 
recording them in archives (Ketelaar, 2001). In digital archives, 
one can store digital stories and storytelling which affect our 
collective memory and understanding of the past (Ketelaar 

et al., 2005). In recent years, the fields of design research and 
Human-Computer Interaction have embraced heritage and digital 
archives as central to cultural heritage and preservation (Boamah 
& Liew, 2017; Wertheimer & Asato, 2016). Archiving preserves 
and promotes heritage while stimulating and increasing awareness 
of, e.g., different cultures. For example, research in areas such as 
cultural heritage has seen a growing body of work that explores 
exhibition design or the digital life of tangible artefacts and 
collections in settings such as museums (Claisse et al., 2020; 
Giglitto et al., 2019) through to intangible heritage such as drama 
and traditional dance (Bogdanova et al., 2010; Lombardo et 
al., 2016).

Moreover, government authorities, such as in Australia, 
have recognized the importance of making archives an ethical 
space, of encounter, respect, negotiation and collaboration without 
the dominance or judgement of distant and enveloping authority 
(ICA, 2019). With an increase in popularity, digital archives have 
also become a growing strand of research, and there are multiple 
accounts of design and research focused on Indigenous people 
(Lawrence et al., 2020; Moradi et al., 2020; Mukurtu, 2007) as 
well as digital storytelling for Indigenous people (see e.g., Iseke 
& Moore, 2011). However, less is known about designing digital 
archives for the purpose of empowering through storytelling and 
restorying of cultural narratives. 

Study
To explore stories, storytelling, living stories, and different digital 
approaches to empower communities at the margins, specifically 
with the view to engage them in the process of designing a digital 
archive, we adopted a Research through Design (RtD) approach 
that invited an Indigenous community, the Sami, in partaking in 
multiple activities that allowed for everyone involved to better 
understand the nuance, needs, and desires when catering for the 
design of digital interventions dealing with Sami Heritage. 

Sami Heritage

The Sami culture has its roots in Sapmi, which is a region located 
across the national borders in the northern parts of Norway, 
Sweden, Finland, and Russia. According to (Mikaelsson, 2016), 
the Sami cannot be separated from the land. He argues that “We 
(Sami) are the land and the land is us; we have a distinct spiritual 
and material relationship with our land” (p. 21). Despite this 
fundamental relation to the land, the northern non-Sami nations 
forced the Sami to go through mass displacements by moving them 
by force from their lands (Labba, 2020). Today, some Sami argue 
that the Sami history should be displayed and distributed in order 
to mark cultural historical settlements. Moreover, some argue 
that there is a need for the Sami to “demonstrate their existence” 
(Roche et al., 2018, p. 66. Currently, traces of the Sami culture 
can be found in contemporary archive collections. Archives and 
archive material can be found not only in Scandinavia but also all 
throughout Europe.

http://www.ijdesign.org
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Method

Design Process 

We engaged in a Research through Design (RtD) process as a 
resource for the production of new knowledge and to explore 
understandings of and develop a new and rich artefact (Gaver, 
2012; Storni, 2015; Zimmerman & Forlizzi, 2014), the Living 
Archive. The project was organized as a design-oriented and 
mixed-method exploratory study. The project was made possible 
through a large-scale research grant, which enabled researchers in 
Norway, Sweden, and Finland to come together and collaborate 
over 36 months. The project included both researchers and 
practitioners, including representatives for the Sami community 
as well as web designers, programmers, representatives from the 
Sami national archives, search engine experts, and representatives 
from the Sami museum. The research team consisted of HCI 
researchers, interaction designers, and web and graphic designers 
from three different countries (Norway, Sweden, and Finland). 
This team was a total of 23 researchers that worked together 
on seven integrated work packages as part of this large-scale 
research project that aimed to explore technological solutions for 
archiving the culture of the Sami and making their history and 
cultural heritage accessible to a wider audience. Participants in 
this research included representatives from the Sami community 
in the Sami Homeland in Finland, the Sami Museum at Siida in 
Inari Finland, and participants from the Sami National Archives 
Organization (Norway and Finland). 

The research approach was manifold. We initiated our 
design process by keeping weekly meetings and discussions among 
the design team and holding a series of community-engaged events 
and activities, including brainstorming sessions, two participatory 
demonstrations, and semi-structured interviews. This series of 
community-engaged sessions were beneficial both ways, 1) the 
Indigenous communities, 2) the research team had the opportunity 
to gain insights into different aspects and traditions of the culture 
through stories told about the culture from the community.

Over these three years, we worked in close collaboration 
with the representatives of the Sami community through a number 
of different activities and events. This included standard iterative 
design work (going back and forth between observations, interviews, 
on-site participation, joint workshops, sketching, prototyping, 
demonstrations, brainstorming sessions, etc.). We met, discussed, 
tried out design alternatives, and re-designed the living archive. Still, 
we stayed focused on the design concept—to design a living archive 
to empower the Sami people through online storytelling but how we 
reached this goal was not a given from the start or a straightforward 
process, but rather a process that can be described as highly iterative, 
and community-driven. In short, a community-engaged approach 
throughout this design-oriented project.

Data Analysis and Collection

Data from the community-engaged sessions (brainstorming, 
participatory demonstrations, and follow-up semi-structured 
interviews) was coded using the software ATLAS.ti. Data 

were combined and systematically analyzed using the method 
of qualitative content analysis (Sandelowski, 2000). We used 
qualitative content analysis and conducted the analysis using a 
deductive analysis approach to inform our continued design 
efforts, identify themes, and get an in-depth understanding of how 
and to what extent the design of the digital archive worked as a 
platform for storytelling and for empowering people to restorying 
the past through cultural narratives.  

Community-Engagement Sessions

Brainstorming 

The process was initiated by conversing with people from the 
Sami community in Sweden. This was done by the research 
team attending two workshops related to the Sami culture. 
One workshop took place in Oulu and the other in Rovaniemi 
(Finland), both included invited representatives from the Sami in 
Finland. These workshops consisted of getting together activities, 
activities exploring the potential of new digital technologies 
(e.g., head-mounted displays, AR, mobile devices, etc.), as well 
as collective speculations about what technologies including 5G 
connectivity, IoT and AI could offer for the Sami people from 
the viewpoint of giving them a voice, making them seen (without 
being exposed), and activities (e.g., brainstorming and sketching 
sessions) related to imagining use scenarios, and use context for 
these technologies). Overall, the whole project process was as 
such highly collaborative and design-oriented. 

Based on the knowledge and input from these workshops, a 
follow-up brainstorming session was held in which the researchers 
contributed with potential design features for a digital archive, 
which would aid in rendering stories and storytelling. The features 
that were considered to be the best suited were then put together 
to form the first version of the prototype. This was followed by a 
visual mockup that used Adobe Photoshop (software). 

Participatory Demonstrations

We organized two events with representatives of the Sami people, 
the designers, and the Sami archives. The first event took place 
in a public cafe during Sami Week1 in Umeå, Sweden, with 
walk-in participants. Participants in this public venue were 
anyone interested and were welcome to observe, interact with 
the early-stage prototype, ask questions, and give feedback. The 
session lasted four hours. During the participatory demonstration, 
each feature of the prototype was thoroughly discussed in relation 
to whether it could render storytelling and stories. Eight people 
participated (four men and four women, ages ranging between 
25 and 60 years). The participants’ relations to the Sami culture 
varied; one had worked closely with the culture, three had Sami 
friends, and four identified as Sami. Their knowledge regarding 
archives and digital archives also varied. In order to keep a record, 
field notes were taken using a smartphone. 

The second demonstration took place online via the video 
conferencing tool Zoom. Participants were recruited via email by 
the first author. The requisite for this second demonstration was 
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that participants would have experience of either the Sami culture 
and/or archives. In total, five people participated in the session, 
two men and three women. All participants identified as Sami 
or had a close relation to the Sami culture, and most participants 
had extensive knowledge about archives. Each participatory 
demonstration took approximately 45 to 90 minutes. Each session 
was recorded, and the recordings were later transcribed. The first 
author conducted the five online sessions, and the researcher and 
the participant (except for one) had their webcam on during this 
session for the sake of better communication. In pursuing the 
argument that the prototype serves as a catalyst for the discussion 
(Zimmerman et al., 2007), each participant was offered a link to 
the prototype beforehand so that they could review it at their own 
pace prior to the online session. During the online participatory 
demonstration, each feature of the prototype was thoroughly 
discussed in relation to whether it could render stories and 
storytelling in ways that empower their users.

Semi-Structured Interviews

We conducted semi-structured interviews with all 13 participants 
across the two participatory demonstration sessions. These 
supported our enquiry into what the participants’ relation to the 
Sami culture and community was, what a story and storytelling 
was to them, if their view of a story differed from their view of 
traditional Sami stories and storytelling, and how storytelling could 
help restorying and therefore empower them in telling their true 

story. During the first demonstration, open-ended questions were 
asked as the participant was exploring the prototype. However, this 
was revised and changed during the second demonstration, where 
the semi-structured interview was performed before the exploration 
of the prototype. Consequently, this conversation was more focused 
on the features of the prototype in relation to stories and storytelling.

The Living Archive
Following our mixed-method and community-engaged exploratory 
study, we set to develop and design the Living Archive. The 
basic design rationale for this digital archive was that it should 
be designed as a digital archive where the design should share 
many features with other online archive websites, including 1) 
standard search filters, 2) visual research, 3) login functionality, 4) 
standard filters to sort the results, and 5) different types of archival 
material. It should work as an online archive to allow access from 
anywhere, and it should work as a digital archive portal, i.e., as a 
web interface, or web entrance to the archive. It should also be a 
living archive with similar functionality with many social media 
platforms as to allow for the sharing of stories, photos, location, 
and to support the sharing, commenting and liking of stories and 
materials shared on this online space. In short, we aimed for the 
implementation of a Living Archive deliberately designed to 
support restorying the past while empowering futures, through 
functionality that supported and enabled the telling, sharing, and 
storing of stories and related materials. 

Figure 1. Archive material, add to the collection, user comments, hearts, add comment feature.
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Design and Implementation

In order to achieve a Living Archive, we implemented several 
features seen on contemporary social media platforms. The 
user can, for example, create their own account and sign in to 
the platform to interact with other users. Once the user is signed 
in, they have access to commenting on archive material and to 
like other users’ comments in the archive (Figure 1). The social 
features of the Living Archive include a comment section related 
to each archive material, as well as likes (represented as hearts) 
related to each comment.

Experience Design 

The Living Archive aims to encourage user-based storytelling 
through features commonly found on social media platforms. Its 
design shares many features with other online archive websites, 
including 1) standard search filters, 2) visual research, 3) login 
functionality, 4) standard filters to sort the results, and 5) different 
types of archival material. In addition to these standard features, 
we also developed three main features to support the Sami 
community. This included: a) a map, b) a community function 
that includes the collections, user contributions, and stories, and 
c) ethics. The community function: We noticed that many of the 
Sámi communities were interested in researching their family trees 
and stories related to their ancestors and related to the fact that the 
community is an important entity among the Sámi, we created 
the community aspect. This feature included the possibility of 
creating a personal profile, uploading archival material, creating 
personal collections and following other popular collections, 
commenting on material, and liking comments. Overall, we had 
to work with iterations that involved interactions with the Sami 

people, design work, demos, sketches and workshops. We worked 
back and forth in order to be sensitive to our users and in relation 
to what we designed for and with this user group. The outcome 
was our web-based digital design. 

Figure 2 represents an overview of the Living Archive, 
including the home page, an interactive map, login features, and 
ethical guidelines. As the Sami community has an inseparable 
relationship with the land (Mikaelsson, 2016), we implemented 
the interactive map with the intention that it could be used to find 
archive material, and thus stories, based on location. This feature 
was also implemented in order for the users of the Living Archive 
to get a richer background story and history of the archive material 
as the site of the original location is provided. A collections feature 
was also implemented (Figure 3). Our intention for the collections 
feature was for people to collect any archive material together in 
collections. As they are doing this we intended for the user to be 
able to add the archive materials and interpret them as a coherent 
story. For more social, and living, purposes the user is also able to 
follow other users’ collections.

Throughout the design process, we were made aware that 
user-based stories and storytelling can hold personal and sensitive 
material. Therefore, in order to protect potentially sensitive 
stories, we implemented the ethical guidelines which the user has 
to agree to in order to complete their account (see Figure 4).

The design process that encompassed developing the 
later-stage prototype took approximately 10 months. In order to 
probe and further understand how the experience of such a platform 
would allow for storytelling and ensure that the user and interface 
design is well aligned with the experience design goal of providing 
this platform to voice stories, i.e., to empower these users through 
digital design, we shared the prototype with five participants. 

Figure 2. Overview of the prototype of digital archive, interactive map, login and ethical guidelines highlighted.
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Participant Interviews

We conducted individual web-based interviews with a total of 
five participants. The interviews lasted between 60 minutes to 90 
minutes. This length of time was chosen so that the conversations 
would provide a deep and comprehensive understanding of the 
interviewees’ reactions to the Living Archive. Three out of the 
five participants self-identified as Sami, whereas the other two had 
experience and extensive knowledge about the culture. Four out 
of five participants worked with archives, whereas the remaining 
participants’ occupations were unknown. The majority of 
participants were a part of the project already before participating 
in the interviews.

Figure 3. Collections feature, an overview of Popular Collections and Recent Collections.

Figure 4. Login and ethical guidelines.

Table 1. Overview of participants. 

Relation to the
Sami Culture

Relation to 
Archives Gender Age Group 

(years)

P1 Identifies as Sami Archivist Male 30-59

P2 Through work Archivist Female 30-59

P3 Identifies as Sami Archivist Female 30-59

P4 Sami relatives Archivist Male 30-59

P5 Identifies as Sami Unknown Female 30-59
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Data Collection and Analysis

The data was collected over the video conferencing tool Zoom, 
partly due to the current pandemic, but also because this platform 
afforded the opportunity to easily interview people across 
countries. The data collection process was divided into two parts: 
first, participants were interviewed, and open-ended questions 
regarding their relation to the Sami community and culture were 
asked. The participants were asked about what a story was to them 
and if and how their view differed from conventional Western 
stories. Second, after the interview, the participant was provided 
with a link to the prototype, which they were asked to explore at 
their own pace. Once the participant felt ready, s/he was asked to 
share their screen with the interviewer. The interviewer then guided 
the participant through the features of the prototype and discussed 
whether these could contribute to stories and restorying and why. 

We analyzed the interview dataset using the notion of 
empowerment as a lens. In order to do so, we extracted relevant 
data by using the Framework of Empowerment in HCI as 
presented by Schneider et al. (2018). The authors established this 
framework based on a literature review in HCI. The framework 
consists of the following eight lines of research: Empowering 
Experiences, Skills and Education, Self-Enhancement, Holistic 
Approaches, Empowerment through Design Process, Technology 
for Development, Protective Technology, and Community 
Empowerment. For the purpose of this study, we extracted 
seven out of eight of these research lines and utilized them as 
categories for a deductive thematic analysis (Braun et al., 2019). 
However central to personal empowerment, the holistic approach 
proposed by Schneider et al. was the one research line that 
was excluded since it can be regarded as an umbrella category 
encompassing many of the other categories. Thus, data related to 
this holistic category will be found in the other themes categories. 
The interviews were transcribed and two researchers started by 
coding the data based on the themes extracted from Schneider et 
al. One researcher finalized coding the data and organizing them 
according to the themes as mentioned. 

Findings 
The results from the deductive thematic analysis are presented 
below. For clarity, Schneider et al.’s (2018) definitions are briefly 
presented, followed by our findings.

Empowering Experiences

According to Schneider et al., Empowering Experiences refer to 
the experience of being empowered. Once one feels empowered, 
one’s autonomy and self-esteem may be affected and thus one’s 
behavior may change. In our study, P4 argued that due to the 
social features of the archive, feelings of safety are something 
that cannot necessarily be designed for but something that will be 
affected by the overall user climate:

I believe that you cannot have all the answers before the users 
start to use it (The Living Archive). Because I think that the user 
community is also a really big part of the feeling secure… Like 

who is sharing, and what people are sharing. If it is done in a 
tasteful and helpful way I think it adds a lot to the feeling of being 
secure. This is something that is related to behavior. (P4)

How the users of the archive behave when using the Living 
Archive may affect the overall feeling of safety which will further 
lead to experiences of either empowerment or disempowerment. 
P2 further mentioned that the fact that users can contribute with 
their own material to the Living Archive would make the users 
feel in control of their own stories, and instead of lending it over to 
an institution, they could share a digital version of it themselves. 
This aligns with the Empowering Experiences premise as the 
user’s perception of being in control of their material may lead 
them to be more prone to sharing their stories with the world 
through technology.

Skills and Education

Skills and Education highlight empowerment as an attempt to 
help users acquire skills or knowledge. Schneider et al. mainly 
refer to how users of technology can acquire skills and knowledge 
that further provide them with better job opportunities or better 
skills needed to achieve a task. Whether or not our technology 
can provide the users with skills for job opportunities is unknown, 
but we refer to Skills and Education as giving further knowledge 
and insights about the Sami culture and community. Furthermore, 
aligned with Schneider et al.’s definition, empowerment is 
persistent and lasts beyond the use of technology. Both P3 and 
P5 believed that the collections feature would be beneficial for 
the purpose of stories and storytelling and that the feature would 
help acquire knowledge as one can make sense of the collected 
archive material. Furthermore, P1 mentioned that the comment 
section could be useful for providing more details to a story as it 
enables users to both ask and answer questions:

The comment section is where storytelling is most present. One 
can ask questions related to the presented archive material… It 
creates a context related to the pictures because pictures are just 
pictures. (P1) 

P1 indicates that our Living Archive can facilitate 
storytelling through its social features and can give in-depth 
knowledge about chosen topics. Together, the users of the archive 
can facilitate skills and education about the Sami culture.

Self-Enhancement

The Self-Enhancement category refers to technology empowering 
users to do something that they would not be able to do without it. 
It may for instance, enable productivity, efficiency, independence, 
and engagement. P3 mentioned how new technologies, such as the 
snowmobile, have been a useful tool in making one’s way through 
a snowy forest in a shorter amount of time. However, despite the 
positive aspect of not having to dedicate as much time as before 
to making one’s way between two (or more) destinations, P3 says 
that the speed of the snowmobile cancels out time for reflections 
of the surroundings. Furthermore, the snowmobile is loud, which 
also disturbs these reflections: 
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Something that I find very interesting is, for example, when you 
are out hiking. Modern means of arrival, like the snowmobile, has 
a tendency to kill the storytelling. It is too fast, you pass by the land 
so fast that you don’t really have the time to reflect… When you go 
by foot, or by skis, then it’s not as fast so you have the time to think 
and then tell way more. (P3)

These reflections are important for Sami’s storytelling as 
the land is such an important part of the culture and the people. 
The participant further mentions how Sami families are getting 
smaller and that stories, and thus knowledge, are communicated 
more often through the use of social media platforms. 
Additionally, P5 tells that atmosphere and physical context are 
crucial aspects of storytelling and that these cannot be replicated 
in a digital setting such as the Living Archive. Also, P1 argues that 
tone of voice and tempo are important aspects that are being lost 
through technologies such as the Living Archive. This indicates 
that the Living Archive may facilitate contemporary digital Sami 
storytelling, and knowledge distribution, through social features. 
As digital storytelling cannot be performed without digital 
technology, there lies empowerment in utilizing this technology. 
Users of the archive can produce stories independently and 
efficiently and further engage other users of the archive by 
utilizing the social features. There are, however, indications that 
some important aspects of traditional Sami storytelling, such as 
atmosphere and physical context, as well as the tone of voice and 
tempo, are being lost.

Empowerment through Design Process

Within the category of Empowerment through Design Process, 
empowerment lies in participation in the design process. As the 
participant is partaking in the process of designing and creating 
the technology, they are put in a position where they have the 
power to impact and change the final result. P3 insisted on how 
the technology must be somehow altered in order to show critical 
historical events. The Sami have been put through great forces 
of colonialism that have had an immense impact on people’s 
lives. According to the participant, and in order to respect Sami’s 
history, this has to be made apparent: 

I think that the map is too specific… Here is a tag close to the city of 
Kiruna and it’s tagged as Lävas. Yes, but Lävas is a larger geographical 
area... If someone sees this whose grandma is from Lävas then it is 
not certain that that person has the previous knowledge about that 
the people from Lävas lived in Norway (not only Sweden). It is like, 
please keep in mind that these were nomads. The fact that they were 
nomads means that they have lived in very different locations, and 
their lives have been very different at each location. (P3)

The participant’s frustration indicates that the Living 
Archive can be improved in order to mediate important cultural 
and historical events. The statement also indicates that the design 
of the technology can be improved to please and benefit the 
primary target groups, i.e., the people from the Sami culture. As 
a participant of this study, P3 is a part of the design process as 
we highlight the frustration and bring it with us to future design 
stages. The voice of the participant has been heard.

Technology for Development

In the category of Technology for Development, empowerment 
is viewed as equality and balancing power structures long-term. 
Schneider et al. (2018) posit that technologies can, for example, 
facilitate social advancement, self-determination, and more fulfilled 
lives for those who are disempowered. As a category, as it relates 
to the Living Archive, we define Technology for Development as 
a way of facilitating Sami ways of living, such as traditions and 
traditional storytelling, further fulfilling and advancing Sami 
traditions. P2 and P5, as well as P3, all pointed out the importance 
of the land and places for the Sami: “Place and the land are 
everything for Sami. Places and place names because that is who 
you are as a Sami.” (P2). This statement was further supported by 
P3, who argued that one could not separate the Sami from the land, 
thus being very valuable to the people. Related to the importance of 
the land, the majority of participants expressed appreciation of and 
the importance of the interactive map feature. P5 mentioned that 
there is a lot of storytelling related to geography and geographical 
locations and that these are significant and important parts of Sami 
storytelling traditions. Further, however, P1 and P3 both mention 
the importance of oral storytelling as it is the traditional way of 
telling stories within the Sami culture. P3 and P5 also mention the 
joik, a traditional form of song in Sámi music, and how audio files 
should be supported to support Sámi storytelling performances.

As we define Technology for Development as a way of 
facilitating, fulfilling, and advancing Sami traditions, we explore 
how features, such as the interactive map, may facilitate cultural 
Sami storytelling traditions. The technology does, however, lack 
audio support, which neglects oral traditions such as Sami joik.

Protective Technology
With Protective Technology, Schneider et al. (2018) argue that 
empowerment is made apparent related to the technology itself. 
Users may, for instance, be disempowered due to loss of control 
caused by interacting with technology. In relation to the Living 
Archive, Protective Technology relates to the capacity the 
technology can make the user feel safe enough to use and share 
their stories and knowledge.

All participants agreed that the ethical guidelines were an 
important part of the technology for safety purposes. However, 
they argued that it would not be enough for users to feel safe to 
share their stories. Both P2 and P3 mention that stories can include 
sensitive and personal information, and P2 clarifies that different 
stories would be shared depending on who the receiver is. P2 also 
says that different levels of privacy would be appreciated within 
the Living Archive. Related to the issue of sensitive material, P3 
and P4 suggested some kind of page moderation to make people 
feel safe when sharing sensitive information. P4 comments: 

If it’s to be exposed to the public… I think there should be some 
good chairing. Because those (collections) could work for the 
whole community if they are chaired and done well. (P4)

The remarks show that our attempt to create a safe 
environment for sharing stories and knowledge is appreciated. It 
is, however, not enough to make the users from the culture feel safe 
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enough to share sensitive stories related to the culture. Users may 
feel a loss of control over their shared stories and material which, 
related to this category, does not fully facilitate empowerment.

Community Empowerment

Schneider et al. (2018) explain the Community Empowerment 
category to describe a power imbalance between specific groups 
and that the disempowered group is provided help by technology 
and to gain power over the group who is already in power. Here, 
technology is used as a tool to facilitate communication and 
negotiation between those in power and those disempowered. 
In relation to the Living Archive, we define Community 
Empowerment similarly to Schneider and colleagues.

Political power imbalances are mentioned by P3, who 
highlights the power relation between the Sami and the governmental 
institutions. P3 further argues that, because of this, the comment 
feature is important, since it can be used for the Sami to present their 
own version of society. P3 also mentions that it is empowering to 
use the social features in the Living Archive as it adds to their own 
metadata. Additionally, P2 mentions that being able to contribute 
with their own material (user contribution) will widen the view of 
society and perhaps depict a more truthful and genuine version:

 It (the user contribution feature) would make the digital archive 
even more personal and it would be great for the traditional 
archives involved. More material would be added and it would 
widen the picture of society. (P2)

 As P2 draws attention to this issue, there is a well-documented 
power imbalance between the culture and institutions. As the users 
of the archive can utilize the social aspects of the technology, 
the participants believe that this technology can facilitate 
communication which strengthens the disempowered cultures’ 
point of view and thus empowers the community as a whole.

Discussion
The aim of this Research through Design project was to study, design 
for and facilitate empowerment through design. Accordingly, we 
designed, implemented, and tested a prototype of a digital archive 
(The Living Archive) dedicated to the history and present-day life 
of Indigenous culture in northern Scandinavia, the Sami. We refer to 
this digital archive as the Living Archive due to its social features. 
Through the social features of the archive, people from the culture 
can utilize the Living Archive to communicate various issues. 
This is similar to how Moutafidou and Bratitis (2018) argue that 
marginalized groups can be provided with a voice through digital 
systems. Through the findings of our study, however, we argue that 
providing marginalized groups with what the authors mention as 
a voice is more complex in practice than in theory. This is further 
discussed in the following subsections.

Restorying through the Living Archive 

Through interactive and social features, such as comments related 
to the archive material within the platform, the users of the Living 

Archive can share their stories and their knowledge about various 
topics in the Sami culture and community. Thus, the people from 
the community are provided the opportunity to teach and distribute 
knowledge about the Sami culture. As suggested by Schneider et 
al. (2018), this means that the Living Archive can consequently 
promote empowerment along the line of skills and education. The 
Sami community has been put through colonization and forced 
relocations by the national regions (Labba, 2020), and through the 
social aspects of the Living Archive, the collective community voice 
can be utilized to restory (Moutafidou & Bratitsis, 2018) and depict 
a past that potentially can be agreed upon by the Sami. In this case, 
the Living Archive can be utilized to facilitate communication and 
strengthen the voice of the Sami community, in line with Schneider 
et al. (2018) definition of community empowerment. 

The social features, such as the comment section, ‘likes’, 
collections, and archive material contribution, are features that 
may empower the user further with a voice to tell their stories and 
share knowledge through digital storytelling. According to P3, 
digital storytelling is a contemporary form of Sami storytelling 
that can be facilitated through the Living Archive, and as such, it 
can empower Sami people also by self-enhancement.

Traditional Sami storytelling includes a lot of audio-based 
information, such as the joik. The joik can, however, not be 
supported through the design of the Living Archive since oral 
storytelling involves audio (Lipman, 1999). Moreover, stories are 
also conveyed with the aid of visual means, such as body language 
and facial expressions (Marlar Lwin, 2010), which neither can be 
communicated since the Living Archive does not support visual 
means to convey social interaction. Other instances of traditional 
Sami storytelling, like atmosphere and contextual location, cannot 
be communicated either.

Our study with the Living Archive shows different views 
on which this approach may or may not facilitate empowering 
interactions. On the one hand, it offers a number of opportunities 
for the community to own their stories and re-write them 
if necessary. Furthermore, the Living Archive affords easy 
distribution and accessibility. These opportunities may, 
however, be deceiving because, on the other hand, users from 
the community may choose to communicate through platforms 
such as the Living Archive without reflecting on the traditional 
aspects that are being lost. Over time, the design features of the 
Living Archive may come to impact the Sami community, and 
then the traditional ways of performing tasks and behavior may 
be lost to some extent as these are not facilitated by the new 
design. Because of this, we contend that design is never a neutral 
concept. While some aspects of the Sami culture are empowered 
(accessibility and a community voice), other aspects may be lost 
and disempowered (atmosphere and oral storytelling). Although 
the community voice is empowered, which, in theory, facilitates 
restorying, the fact that atmosphere and oral storytelling are 
not empowered does disempower that of restorying as there are 
important cultural storytelling aspects that are not facilitated. As a 
consequence, we also argue that, in order to design for restorying, 
one should account for the different qualities of storytelling in 
order for relevant and critical storying aspects not to get lost.
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Sensitivity, Safety, and The Living Archive

At first glance, the Living Archive can provide the Sami culture 
and community a voice (Moutafidou & Bratitsis, 2018). Through 
the social features, comment sections, likes, collections, and 
archive material, this voice can be used to re-story historically 
important events. Although the social features can be used to 
facilitate this voice in theory, it does not mean that it will do so in 
practice. There may be personal material within a lot of the stories 
that would potentially have to be shared in order to restory. This 
can be a sensitive issue for some.

The findings of this study suggest that the issue of 
sensitivity is related to the feeling of safety. Users may be more 
prone to share their archive material and stories if they experience 
a sense of control over the material. In the case of the Living 
Archive, participants argue that this is due to the fact that they can 
share their physical archive material digitally. In other words, they 
do not have to give it away to facilities but can keep them amongst 
their personal belongings while still sharing them with the world. 
This feeling of being in control of one’s shared fragments of 
stories may establish empowerment, according to Schneider et 
al.’s (2018) definition of empowering experiences.

Although the findings of this paper suggest that the users 
of the archive may experience empowerment in regards to 
empowering experiences, skills, and education, empowerment 
through design process, and community empowerment, it also 
shows that the Living Archive is not perceived as fully protective. 
Despite our attempts and efforts to create a safe and protective 
environment by implementing the login feature and the ethical 
guidelines, the Living Archive does not fulfill all requirements 
related to protective technology as defined by Schneider et al. 
(2018). How the users of the Living Archive will behave cannot 
be guaranteed without putting it into practice.

As the aim of the research project is to empower through a 
digital archive dedicated to the history and present day of the Sami 
culture, there has been a wide target group in mind throughout 
the design process of The Living Archive. However, in order to 
make the users of the Living Archive heard, someone has to hear 
and listen to the stories. In order for someone to listen to it, they 
must have access to the stories, and someone has to provide them. 
The digital stories have to be accessible in order for someone to 
listen, but to make sure how the stories are being received and 
how the listener reacts when receiving the message that is being 
conveyed, cannot necessarily be designed for. There are, in other 
words, plenty of users who, in theory, can listen to the stories 
that are being told. How the listeners react and behave related to 
the message conveyed through the stories cannot be guaranteed, 
which, according to the findings of this study, makes users feel 
less safe and thus less prone to sharing their stories and restory. 

Limitations
The Framework of Empowerment in HCI (Schneider et al., 2018) 
does not present one true definition(s) of empowerment. The 
authors acknowledge that their establishment of the framework is 
based on HCI literature only. Other definitions of empowerment 
may therefore have been left out throughout the work of this paper.

Conducting the interviews online made it possible to sample 
participants in Norway and Finland with Northern Sami and 
Finnish as their mother tongues. The interviews were conducted 
in English, Norwegian, and Swedish, and none of the semi-
structured interviews were performed in both the interviewer’s 
and the interviewee’s mother tongue. This might have affected the 
responses due to language barriers.

Conclusion and Future Research 
Through stories and storytelling, knowledge is passed on over 
generations. Whether stories convey imaginary or truthful 
narratives, stories that are being heard have a greater impact on 
people’s lives than those which are not being listened to. Related 
to this, we have in this paper adopted the concepts of dominant 
and counter-narratives to enquire how design is entwined in 
storytelling. With this conceptual point of departure, we have 
presented a design study with the aim of building a technological 
platform dedicated to the past and present day of the indigenous 
people of Scandinavia, the Sami. By working along the RtD 
approach, we arrived at a design solution for a digital archive 
which is called The Living Archive due to its social features. 
We interviewed five people from, or with a close relationship 
to, the Sami culture regarding stories and to which extent the 
Living Archive can convey stories and storytelling. The data was 
analyzed deductively, and themes were extracted from Schneider 
et al. (2018). In relation to the latter, there are various aspects at 
which the Living Archive can be used for empowering purposes 
for the Sami, such as empowering experiences, skills and 
education, empowerment through design process, and community 
empowerment. With this being said, however, we contend that 
design is never a neutral concept and that new designs may 
change valuable ways of performing traditions and culture. 
Because of this, we also highlight the importance of preserving 
aspects of the past when designing new artefacts. Furthermore, 
we argue that providing marginalized groups with a voice through 
digital design as mentioned by Moutafidou and Bratitis (2018), is 
more complex in practice than in theory. This is due to the various 
sensitivities that occur once the notion of a voice is accessible to a 
broader online audience. Building on this, future research should 
explore the dilemmas of accessibility and sensitivity which occur 
in relation to restorying. Due to the notion of the non-neutrality 
of design we encourage all designers to be care-full before the 
implementation of designed artefacts into users’ daily lives, as 
this can come to cause unintended consequences (Zimmerman & 
Forlizzi, 2014). In addition to this, we suggest that our approach 
taken here illustrates how design can serve the purpose of enabling 
storytelling to empower those who need a voice.

Endnote
1. Sami Week is an annual festival held in connection to the 

Sami National Day across the Nordic countries. It is a 
celebration of Sámi culture that includes varied activities 
such as performances, lectures, music, and art exhibitions.  
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