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According to the understanding of participatory action research (PAR), research should
not be done for people or about them. On the contrary, research must be done together
with people to solve social problems in a practice-based and audience-oriented sense
(Chevalier and Buckles, 2019). Based on the various forms of social action and research
resulting in social action (Lewin, 1946), the PAR method emphasizes the involvement of
all participants in determining the research goals and promotes their engagement in a
collaborative endeavour (Machin-Mastromatteo, 2012). The aim is to reconnect the
knowledge-making of the academic world with the diversity of perspectives of different
fields. Starting with the question of what problems members of a particular community
or group face and need to explore, this research approach focuses on ways to co-create
meaning and solutions (Herr and Anderson, 2005). It also discusses possibilities for fu-
ture scenarios (Chevalier and Buckles, 2019).
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Against this background, we discuss how social media spaces can enable (political) par-
ticipation for young people in our current research project U-YouPa'. Inspired by the
PAR approach, we do our research with young people from different fields and include
them as co-researchers (see also Ollner, 2010; Fine, 2016; Eckhoff, 2020). The common
aim is to tackle the challenge or social problem of what is currently missing on digital
platforms to be inclusive, egalitarian, and open to as many social groups as possible.
Since young people are not a homogeneous group but have a variety of perspectives
on this issue, we try to engage with a wide range of young people in our research.

In this methodological paper, we will present the participatory research approach we
developed in three case studies conducted in Austria. After a general overview of our
research project, we will discuss the three cases in detail. We will address the problems
and main characteristics of the communities, present our applied methods, and discuss
methodological challenges. Furthermore, we will focus on the young people’s expecta-
tions of our joint research and what benefits are central to them. In participatory pro-
jects, researchers interact even more closely with the community under study compared
to other qualitative projects (von Unger, 2014). Especially in the initial phase, this is es-
sential to develop appropriate research questions that serve both the community and

&«

academia. Since the researchers’ “situated knowledge” (Haraway, 1988) and field expe-
riences shaped our case studies, we wrote each one from the first-person perspective
of the researcher who conducted it. In conclusion, we will discuss the question of how
young people can actively be integrated into (social media) research as equal

knowledge producers across our case studies.

U-YouPa project

We conducted our case studies in the ongoing research project U-YouPa. One of the
project’s main goals is a deeper understanding of digital platforms and their potentials
for intercultural dialogue and (political) participation. We involve young people with dif-
ferent affiliations and interests as co-researchers and co-producers in all phases of our
research, including data gathering, interpretation of findings, and the creation of ethical
recommendations. Thus, the project does not merely inform or listen to young people,
which Wright et al. (2010) define as a pre-stage of participation. Instead, young people
have a real say and decision-making power, for example, when developing research
questions, selecting the best research methods, or analysing empirical data. Wherever
it is feasible, we attempt empowering co-investigation as equal collaboration with

" U-YouPa is the abbreviation for the project title “Understanding Youth Participation and Media Literacy in Digital

Dialogue Spaces”. The project is funded by The Research Council of Norway (SAMSKUL, project number 301896).
It is carried out between 2020 and 2025 at Oslo Metropolitan University (Norway), Malmé University (Sweden), FH
JOANNEUM - University of Applied Sciences (Austria) and University of Music and Performing Arts Graz (Austria).
For more information, see https://uni.oslomet.no/u-youpa.
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shared decision-making power and joint control between academic and community-
based (co-)researchers (Chung and Lounsbury, 2006).

However, our experience in research practice already shows that this is not always en-
tirely feasible, as participatory research requires patience and time on all sides (see also
Far, 2018; Foss, Druin and Leigh Guha, 2013). For this reason, the project also discusses
how it may be possible to motivate young people to work together on longer-lasting
projects and what researchers can do to create a trusting environment for joint research.
In this context, we address possible impacts and benefits for young people but also
methodological challenges.

Case studies overview

The three case studies we discuss in this paper were all conducted by members of the
Austrian research team?. The leading question of our work package was: How can social
media spaces enable (political) participation, inclusion, and intercultural dialogue among
young people? Following the recommendations from the European Commission (2016),
we defined youth as young people between the ages of 15 and 29.

It is fundamental to the PAR approach to include people with different knowledge and
perspectives to develop appropriate solutions for social problems (Chevalier and Buck-
les, 2019). Therefore, our research drew on three case studies that included young peo-
ple with different affiliations and interests:

e |ea discussed together with German speaking LGTBQIA+ communities in Aus-
tria about identity politics,

e Sonja focused on the Fridays for Future activists in Graz as a prime example of
political participation in a narrower sense,

e Susanne did her research with the skateboarding community in Graz, a group
of younger (and older) people interested in the same free-time activity, sports,
or lifestyle.

To make our participatory research activities comparable, we developed general lead-
ing questions that we explore in all case studies:

e How are terms such as intercultural communication, inclusion, diversity, and
(political) participation defined and used in different communities?

e Which digital platforms are used for which activities?

e What is currently missing on digital platforms to be inclusive and to enable in-
tercultural dialogue?

2 Besides the three authors, Eva Goldgruber, Gabriel Malli, and Robert Gutounig worked in Team Austria. As part of
our project, our colleagues are looking at how media institutions try to stimulate political participation and
intercultural dialogue among young people. We would like to take this opportunity to thank them for their joint
discussions during the project.
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e Who gets excluded from digital platforms? Who cannot participate?

e What has changed through COVID-19?
At the beginning of our joint research, we determined with the communities which re-
search questions we discuss to what extent in the case studies and which sub-questions
play a role beyond that.

Before we began our field research, we conducted (social) media analyses in each case
study to get an overview of our communities. Then, we did workshops or ethnographic
observations to get in contact with our communities. In this phase, we worked with
young people to identify their interests, what they would like to explore with us, and
how they will benefit from our joint research. The subsequent focus of each case dif-
fered depending on the communities’ interests and problems. We are currently in the
evaluation phase, developing solutions and recommendations for each case study.

Background

Digital spaces have been a safe harbour for LGBTQIA+ youth for decades. They are
often the first spaces young people questioning their identity and sexual orientation turn
to (Lucero, 2017). Although the changes in the EU human rights laws in the last decades
and the increased visibility of the LGBTQIA+ individuals in media, pop culture, and in
everyday society have made it safer to be a member of the community in most countries
of the European Union today, the largest European Union-wide survey from 2020 still
shows that over half of the people surveyed are almost never or rarely open about their
identity: “Younger LGBTI respondents are even less open: only 12% of those aged 18 to
24, and 5% of those aged 15 to 17, are very open” (European Union Agency for Funda-
mental Rights, 2020, p. 18). While online communities have migrated from forums to
social media platforms over the years, their ultimate purpose has stayed the same:
Young people today “use social media as part of their everyday experiences in an at-
tempt to safely navigate their lives through learning, participating, engaging, communi-
cating and constructing identities in digital spaces” (Lucero, 2017, p. 117).

Against this background, | am trying to reach the members of the German-speaking
LGBTQIA+ communities in Austria directly in their online spaces. | deliberately focused
on communities that include the entire LGBTQIA+ population by default, and do not limit
participants to specific identity or sexual orientation only. | am interested in how they
communicate online, what topics are the most relevant to them, how they navigate the
diversity and complexity of the group and try to make it as accessible for all participants
and minimize exclusion. As these online groups live on different social media platforms,
| am intrigued by how they work around the platform limitations to fulfil the participants’
needs. | am also curious how the worldwide pandemic has affected the community, how
they adapted and what potential for improvement they see in the community. As my
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social media analyses showed, these communities are very often closed off to the pub-
lic, especially as private Facebook groups. Therefore, | am also curious to know if they
are taking online discussions to the public and how social media is influencing their
political participation and fight for social justice.

Group description

Some German-speaking LGBTQIA+ online spaces have been born as communities ac-
companying in-person meetings in larger cities. In Austria, examples are the Queer
Youth Vienna by HOSI Wien, the Queer Friday community by RosalLila Pantherinnen in
Graz, Younited Linz by HOSI Linz, and the youth communities by HOSI Salzburg and
HOSI Bregenz. But more than half of the around 30 German-speaking social media
spaces | identified are designed to live exclusively online. Most of them know no na-
tional borders; they welcome and encourage intercultural dialogue organically (Sackl-
Sharif et al., 2022). Offering a safe space, where anonymity and respectful conversation
is guaranteed, are core values in these communities, and you can read this, for example,
in the Facebook group descriptions. So, when inviting their members to participate in
this case study, | needed to choose a method that ensures anonymity for successful
cooperation.

Methods and participatory approach

Offering a fun and creative online space that can bring together young members of
different LGBTQIA+ communities across Austria and open a neutral and safe common
ground is a priority in this case study. That is why | designed an online BarCamp, a
participatory conference with an open workshop character (Klemmt, 2018). In contrast
to typical workshops or conferences, the participants can decide what they want to dis-
cuss at the beginning of the BarCamp and suggest the topics for the individual sessions
(Marquardt and Gerhard, 2019). For communication, | chose the interactive video-calling
platform Gather.town. Because you can create an avatar and decide whether to turn on
your camera, this platform accommodates the need for anonymity. In addition,
Gather.town’s playful game-like environment has the potential to foster the incentive for
participants to get involved (Alsawaier, 2017), and the participatory nature of the confer-
ence can empower participants to take what they learn back to their communities
(Wagaman, 2015).

To promote my BarCamps, | created a Facebook event (see Figure 1) and a flyer (see
Figure 2) that | shared in the LGTBQIA+ groups online. From the beginning, | have also
been in contact with the LGTBQIA+ associations in Graz, Linz, Vienna, and Salzburg,
who helped me as gatekeepers to promote my BarCamps in their institutions. Interested
people from the LGTBQIA+ community could sign up for the BarCamps in a Google
Forms survey (see Figure 3). In this survey, | already asked participants what name and
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pronoun they would like to be addressed by and pointed out the possibility of anony-
mous participation (see Figure 4).
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Figure 1: A Facebook event for the LGBTQIA+ BarCamp on February 19, 2022.
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Ein online Event der FH JOANNEUM Graz
in Gather.Town fir alle LGBTQIA+ Men-
schen bis 30 Jahre.

Teilnehmer denken kreativ nach:

Wie kommunizieren wir online und

warum so? Wie verstehen wir Social
| Media? Wie kénnen unsere LGBTQIA+

Gruppen noch besser werden?

Findet im JANNER 2022 statt - online in
Gather.Town!

Figure 2: A flyer to promote the BarCamp in the online LGBTQIA+ communities.
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Anmeldung zum online LGBTQIA+
Barcamp in Gather.Town

In einer digitalen Welt passiert ein Teil unseres Lebens online - und als LGBTQIA+
Menschen sind wir in eigenen LGBTQIA+ online Gruppen und Communities auf Social
Media unterwegs. Das LGBTQIA+ Barcamp ist eine Gelegenheit fiir alle deutschsprachige
LGBTQIA+ Menschen um zusammenzukommen, uns kennenzulernen, gemeinsam
reflektieren und kreativ sein! Wir werden uns in der pixeligen Spielwelt des Gather.Towns
bewegen und in ein paar Stunden gemeinsam reden, dokumentieren oder kreative Beitrdage
gestalten, nebenbei Spiele spielen oder beim Lagerfeuer sitzen. Wir werden uns fragen: wie
sieht unser Leben in online Communities aus, wie tun wir dort und warum? Welche
Themen sind uns wichtig, was vermissen wir? Haben wir kreative Ideen,
Verbesserungsvorschlige, Lésungen flr unsere online Spaces? Am Barcamp werden wir
sie sammeln und durchdenken - damit spéter die Umsetzung fiir unsere Communities und
fur die ganze LGBTQIA+ Community leichter ist!

Figure 3: The introductory part of the application form for the LGBTQIA+ BarCamp.

Name *

Das ist der Name, mit welchen du am Barcamp angesprochen werden méchtest. Es kann
auch ein Spitzname sein, damit du anonym bleibst.

Your answer

Pronomen

Teile mir bitte mit, welche Pronomen du benutzt.

Your answer

Figure 4: The part of the application form where | asked the participants to choose which
name and pronouns they want to be addressed with.
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As a member of the LGBTQIA+ community, | was aware that stepping out of the comfort
of their own trusted circle and into a new environment with unknown people to discuss
topics as vulnerable as one’s identity and sexuality can be an obstacle for potential par-
ticipants. Therefore, | strived to reassure them every step of the way and be very clear
about my intentions and aims. | conducted two BarCamps with altogether ten partici-
pants from January to March 2022. The BarCamps included four phases.

Phase 1 — Warming-up (30 minutes): We started with a presentation round, where the
participants introduced themselves using three hashtags of their choice. Usually, one
hashtag described their mood, for example #excited or #hungover (it was Saturday),
and the other two shared something about their hobbies and interests (#potterhead,
#skiing). After that, | explained the goals of the U-YouPa project, the BarCamp format,
and how Gather.town works. We walked around the Gather.town and tried some games
in the space, which helped us to get to know each other and connect (see Figure 5-7).

Lea (sie/ihr)

Figure 5: The main lobby with the camping area, and a greeting which was also a link
to the Miro board we used for session planning.
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Lea (sie/ihr)

Figure 6: The rooftop terrace of the space, where each table had a game for participants
to play, such as Sudoku or Scrabble, and on the right side they could play arcade games
and try to play the piano.

Lea (siefihr)

Figure 7: Near the main lobby in Gather.town, participants had a digital buffet area with

snacks and drinks.
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Phase 2 — Planning (30 minutes). Afterwards, | invited the participants to come up with
the session topics for our participatory conference. In this way, they could co-determine
what aspects of social media use are the most relevant for them and what they would
like to discuss and potentially improve. We jotted down their suggestions in a Miro
board (see Figure 8).
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Figure 8: An example of the session plan during one of the BarCamps with the topic
suggestions.

Phase 3 — Discussing (60 minutes for each session plus 30 minutes pause between
them): In the BarCamps’ core part, participants could deal intensively with one topic in
each session. | first asked them to think individually about the topic for about 15 minutes
and write their ideas on post-its in a Miro board. Since | did not record this session, these
notes provide a basis for my analysis along with my own observational notes from the
BarCamp. Afterwards, the participants of each session discussed each topic for 30
minutes. In the end, | asked them to record the most important findings of the group
phase on the same Miro board as well. During the sessions, the participants discussed
forms of political participation and how those changes and evolves in various stages of
life and in different social media channels as they become more or less popular. They
also opened about how LGBTQIA+ communities are treated differently, how LGTBQIA+
representations in pop culture and in politics influence that, and how difficult these
deep-rooted stereotypes are to counteract. They also pointed out that there are situa-
tions in life that these online communities rarely offer any support for — for example,
LGBTQIA+ communities usually don’t allow any non-LGBTQIA+ members for safety rea-
sons. But that also means that partners of transgender people or family members of
people who just came out cannot connect with the communities and ask for advice,
build a support network, or educate themselves directly with wisdom from within the
communities, because the gates stay firmly closed to them. In case there are no in-

person support groups available in their area, they may have to rely on English-speaking
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online groups that are intended for partners and family members. However, in such
groups, they will still be surrounded by other partners and family members and may
additionally need to connect with other LGBTQIA+ people.

Phase 4 — Wrapping-up (60 minutes): At the end, we came together again to share les-
sons learned across all sessions and exchange opinions on how the participants could
use their newly gained insights and ideas in their communities to achieve the changes
and make improvements they wish to see. | recorded this phase for the analyses. The
participants also had the opportunity to give general feedback on the BarCamp.

In this case study, the BarCamp phase was participatory, and participants could develop
and prioritize their questions. However, due to time constraints, | have been conducting
the analysis phase on my own so far.

Benefits and Challenges

The perception of the BarCamp depended on the extent to which the participants al-
ready knew each other beforehand. The participants of the first BarCamp did not know
each other at all. Therefore, not only the thematic discussion was relevant to them, but
also enough time to get to know each other, so we needed to extend the introductory
phase until everybody felt comfortable enough to proceed. The participants of the sec-
ond BarCamp already knew each other from their studies, so we jumped straight ahead
into the session planning. But this was the first time they talked about their gender iden-
tities or sexual orientations with each other. This group reported that attending the Bar-
Camp elevated and strengthened their relationship to a new level.

The participants of both BarCamps appreciated the opportunity to discuss their topics
anonymously and the open character of this format. They confessed that despite finding
it challenging to open to new people, they felt proud that they did it. The BarCamp left
them feeling more confident about connecting with other LGBTQIA+ individuals outside
their typical groups. In particular, Gather.town helped the participants to open up, as the
playful environment acted as an icebreaker when they all explored the pixel-like world
together. But they had to warm up a bit before they could talk about their challenges in
life on a deeper level, and in that phase, they needed a lot of moderation from me as
the organiser of the BarCamp. | was the person they spoke with first, and the gravitated
towards me at first. | asked easy-going questions about their wellbeing and interests,
reassured them as much as | could, and then the conversation among the participants
started flowing.

One of the most relevant assets of a BarCamp, its open format, was also one of its big-
gest challenges with this group. It is difficult to recruit people for an event when you
can't explain what will happen there, because the topics will be defined on the day of
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the camp. The participants worried whether there will be sensitive topics and how to
protect themselves.

An event outside their usual groups is an additional hurdle for many LGBTQIA+ individ-
uals. In hindsight, reaching them in their trusted community and do a mini BarCamp in
one of their usual time slots, either in person, or online, would have had a higher success
rate than trying to recruit them into a new, strange environment. They feel comfortable
and protected in their existing communities and have a routine. If | did this again and
wanted to recruit more participants, | would probably opt for a series of smaller Bar-
Camps, organised with help of the administrators in some of the larger communities.
Furthermore, | would have met them in their existing framework instead of spending so
much time and energy with building my own environment and trying to convince them
to join me there. That way, | could have spent more time in the BarCamps, discussing
and learning about their topics, and could have been in contact with more community
members, although in smaller portions.

Background

The changing climate is affecting our lives drastically, but especially young people are
confronted with this reality as the climate crisis will impact their future. They are becom-
ing more aware of the impact of climate change and taking actions to address it. The
latest Europe-wide survey concerning climate change reports that 64% of 15-24-year-
olds stated they had done something to prevent climate change (European Commis-
sion, 2021). However, these actions are not ‘activistic’ in a narrower sense as they mostly
describe low-threshold behaviour such as recycling. In this case study, | focus on these
young people who describe themselves as activists fighting for climate justice.

Starting with Greta Thunberg’s first school strike in 2018, Fridays for Future (FFF) has
developed from a grassroots movement to a worldwide social movement that has led
millions of people around the globe to march in the streets and protest for a fairer cli-
mate policy. It is exceptional in its size and capacity to motivate young people to partic-
ipate in actions against climate change (e.g. Wahlstrom et al. 2019; Wallis and Loy, 2021).
As such, it is a prime example of social movements led by young people and fits well
with U-YouPa’s research interests.

Group description

In my participatory research, | focus on the FFF activists in Graz, Austria. They see their
approach as highly political. For example, they consider it their responsibility to encour-
age people to vote and elect politicians who prioritize climate justice without endorsing
specific candidates. Furthermore, they describe FFF as a worldwide and interconnected
movement. Intercultural dialogue and interaction are common practice, e.g., every
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group worldwide has a say in deciding on the date for the global climate strike (Sackl-
Sharif et al. 2022).

Although FFF motivates hundreds of people in Graz to march on the streets, the core
team is much smaller. Around 20 to 30 people take care of the organization of strikes
and other actions such as financing, design, mobilization, communication, etc. The FFF
activists in Graz organize into smaller working groups focusing on specific activities.
Due to the small group size, activists usually work not just in one but in several working
groups.

Methods and participatory approach

| started this case study by analysing the FFF digital platforms (Kozinets, 2020) to be-
come familiar with the existing structures and networks of FFF in Graz. Furthermore, |
did ethnographic observations (Gobo and Molle, 2017) and had informal conversations
at demonstrations (see Figure 9). Through my first interactions with FFF in Graz, | got in
contact with the communication team. This team is now at the centre of my case study

and operates as a gatekeeper to the FFF community in general.

Figure 9: Global climate strike in Graz on September 24, 2021 (photo credit: Sonja Rad-
kohl)
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The communication team and | worked together in two workshops. According to FFF’s
preferences, we had the first workshop twice (once offline in their usual meeting spot,
a Café in Graz, and once online via their Discord Server) and the second workshop
online (Discord). As a start, we got to know each other, and | explained our research
focus and my competencies as a journalist and content strategist. To see what is rele-
vant for FFF's communication and social media team related to our U-YouPa goals, we
applied card sorting activities to specify and prioritise their current challenges (Bergold
and Thomas, 2010; Best et al., 2022).

In the first workshop, participants wrote their ideas for their communication strategy and
content approaches on cards. Next, they sorted them according to how important they
were to them and how difficult they might be to implement. After this phase, we agreed
that reaching out to new audiences is their core need because recruiting new active
members for their working groups is a challenge for them.

In the second workshop, we further specified our research objective by developing
questions to explore FFF’s target audiences. FFF wanted to know how the public or new
potential activists perceive them and how to evaluate their content on social media.
They were also interested in their target audience’s knowledge and concerns about the
“climate catastrophe” (as FFF labels it) to develop informational content more ade-
quately.

After these workshops, | presented various empirical methods FFF activists can use to
achieve their goals. | discussed the advantages and disadvantages for each approach
so FFF activists could decide what is best for them. Based on my expertise as a content
strategist, | also formulated general recommendations to guide the choice of further
procedures (Radkohl, forthcoming). | suggested planning an activity that:

1. allows them to engage with their target groups,
2. does not take up too much of their resources, and

3. enables them to either gather content for their channels while doing the method
or give them feedback on their existing content at least.

Using this approach allows the communications team to gather relevant results while
efficiently using their scarce time and resources.

| designed all phases of this case study to be participatory. In addition, | tried not only
to understand the social world of FFF but also to change it to generate both “knowledge
of understanding” and “knowledge of action” (Cornwall and Jewkes, 1995, p. 1667).

Benefits and Challenges

In this case study, | could generate a direct impact for the FFF activists in Graz through
the participative approach, which at the same time fits the research interests of the U-
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YouPa project. In the spirit of participatory research, the focus was on co-learning pro-
cesses and empowerment processes (von Unger, 2014) that will allow the participating
FFF activists to better align their communication activities with their goals in the future.
They reflected their communication activities creatively via card sorting. This procedure
allowed them to take on a new perspective and cluster and rank topics and issues. It
gave them time and an outlet to reflect while not having to think about the next pending
communication activity or the upcoming social media post.

At the same time, the participatory approach was challenging for me as a researcher.
Data collection was more time-consuming compared to other research projects, and
finding a suitable time frame to work with the FFF was challenging. | designed my meth-
ods to be adaptable to their preferences and habits and offered options for offline and
online workshops and methods. Despite my best efforts to remain flexible, | was only
able to conduct two workshops and formulate recommendations for action. Initially, |
had planned to collaborate with them more extensively and guide them through a well-
structured process.

Background

The skateboarding community in Graz has been affected by a skateboard trick ban
since April 2021 (Sackl-Sharif, 2022). From that time on, it was only allowed to perform
skateboard tricks in skateparks, but not in other spots of public space such as squares
or on the sidewalk. Authorities introduced the skateboard trick ban following complaints
from residents of Kaiser-Josef-Platz, a market square in the city centre of Graz hosting
a daily farmer’s market from Monday to Saturday until noon. In recent years, the previ-
ously vacant market square has become home to numerous gastronomy businesses,
many of which are open after-market hours. This development has led to a conflict of
interest between business owners and the original purpose of the square as a space
with its freedom of consumption (ibid.). The right-wing populist and national-conserva-
tive party FPO — Freiheitliche Partei Osterreichs (‘Freedom Party of Austria’) took up and
intensified complaints about noise pollution and littering on a new website with the title
skaterlaerm.at (‘skater noise’).3 Consequently, the ban was enacted based on a reinter-
pretation of the road traffic regulations. Any violation is punishable by a fine of 15 euros
(Mdller, 2021).

The skateboard trick ban evoked a lot of protest actions in digital and public spaces and
the development of an urban social movement (Lebuhn, 2008) as various allies from the
fields of science, art, culture, sports, politics, and other social movements joined the
protest of the skateboarders. The protests included art installations, demonstrations,

3 The website skaterlaerm.at is offline but can be accessed at the following web.archive link:
https://web.archive.org/web/20210506141635/https://skaterlaerm.at/ .
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and concerts in public spaces, an online protest song contest jointly organised by the
local skateboard club GRAB — Grazer Rollbrett Astheten Bund (‘the Graz roller board
aesthetes federation’) and the music association Graz Connected, commentaries in lo-
cal newspapers, and protest letters to the City Government (Sackl-Sharif and Maric,
forthcoming). Especially the digital platforms of GRAB were relevant hubs for network-
ing, information dissemination and protest actions (see Figure 10). Therefore, | got in
contact with members of GRAB very early in this case study, and they became relevant
gatekeepers to the general skateboarding community in Graz.

. 4 Qm rollbrettaesthetenbund - Gefolgt
Trickverbot, echt jetzt?
N . . va rollbrettaesthetenbund 126 Wo.
Unglaublich, aber wahr. Ab heute will die =7 Es ist kein verspateter (schlechter)

2 5 5 Aprilscherz. Mit einer besonders
Polizei strafen, wenn man auf einem perfiden Aktion wird den Skater*innen
o S - . das Leben schwer gemacht. Von dem
offentlichen Platz einen Trick macht. WTF. Problem haben uns gestern mehrere

Leute vom Kaiser-Josef-Platz berichtet,
die Konsequenzen betreffen aber alle
anderen 6ffentliche Platze.

Polizisten haben dort in sehr
unfreundlicher Manier den
Skater*innen mitgeteilt: ,Das ist jetzt
verboten.” Wer dagegen verstoBt,
bekomme ab sofort eine Geldstrafe.

Was das bedeutet und alles wichtige

haben wir in unserem Artikel
zusammengefasst. Link in Bio!

Qv W

@LF Gefallt 1.240 Mal

Figure 10: GRAB posting about the skateboard trick ban on Instagram (GRAB, 2021)
(photo credit: GRAB).

Group description and sampling strategies

The skateboarding community in Graz is diverse and meets in various public spaces,
including Lendplatz and Kaiser-Josef-Platz, marketplaces with a long tradition of open
space free of consumption in the afternoons. Additionally, there are several skateparks,
such as Grlunanger in the south and Kirschenallee in the north. It is not one large, con-
stant group, but many smaller groups and circles of friends exist side by side. To reflect
the diversity of the skateboarding community, | tried to avoid including just one circle of
friends into my research. Therefore, it was relevant for me to be in contact with different
actors in the community, and | worked not only with members of the local skateboarding
club GRAB but also with non-institutionalised skateboarders.
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My most intensive collaboration was with Miran, a non-institutionalised skateboarder
and filmmaker, who | met during a public event that | organized to discuss the skate-
boarding trick ban with the public in the summer of 2022. At that moment, he started a
film documentary about the ban to convince the City of Graz of the importance of skate-
boarding in public spaces. Our joint research also ended in a conference paper with the
title “The importance of the plaza. Political participation of young skateboarders in a
digital society” that will also be published in the conference proceedings (Sackl-Sharif
and Maric, forthcoming). In this paper, we describe our perception of the skateboard
trick ban from his insider and my scholarly-informed outsider perspective, and we make
our voices visible in the text by indicating the author/s per section.

Methods and participatory approach

To develop background knowledge and to establish a timeline of events, | conducted
(social) media analyses on three levels from March 2021 to September 2022. First, the
media coverage about the ban was an important starting point to identify the most rel-
evant events and actors. All in all, | analysed 118 articles from local, regional, national,
and international media. In addition, | analysed all published content of GRAB: 16 blog
posts, 22 Facebook posts and 24 Instagram posts, including reactions, comments,
shared videos, and photos. Furthermore, | analysed the online platforms of the political
party FPO, which were essential in advancing the ban, and the minutes of municipal
council meetings in which the city council discussed about the ban. As | designed these
analyses to provide an overview, | applied a summarizing qualitative content analysis
(Mayring, 2021) and used the software MAXQDAZ22.

In addition, | did ethnographic research (Gobo and Molle, 2017) at demonstrations
against the skateboarding trick ban and Kaiser-Josef-Platz in 2021 and 2022 (Sackl-
Sharif, 2022). | also participated in the off_Gallery’s photo competition “Asphalt” with
the photo “Invisible Tricks on Urban Asphalt” (see Figure 11). Furthermore, | conducted
some expert interviews (Bogner, Littig and Menz, 2009): two with members of the skate-
board club GRAB and one with a lawyer specialised in public space regulations. In ad-
dition, | organized two public events to discuss the skateboard trick ban with the public
in the summer of 2022. | met Miran at one of these events and invited him to do partic-
ipatory research with me.

Miran and | discussed in the first phase which topics and questions around the skate-
board trick ban and the protest actions are interesting to research. | also introduced him
to possible empirical research methods, and we decided together on the method of
individual interviews. From my perspective, workshops with young skateboarders would
have been interesting for capturing both explicit and tacit knowledge (Sanders and
Stappers, 2012). However, Miran’s experience with the skateboarding community indi-
cated that it might be difficult to address our questions in a group setting, as many
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skateboarders are more likely to be reached individually. By the end, he had the power
to decide because he knows the community better than me.

Figure 11: Invisible Tricks on Urban Asphalt, off_Gallery Graz 2021 (photo credit: Susanne
Sackl-Sharif).

In the next step, we developed an interview guideline with questions that are interesting
for the U-YouPa project and his documentary. Miran conducted ten problem-centred
interviews (Witzel and Reiter, 2012) between December 2022 and February 2023. He
was paid for this task and for writing the joint conference paper. We jointly analysed the
anonymized transcripts. Since Miran had already conducted many interviews as a
filmmaker and had to select suitable passages for scripts, dealing with the interviews
and analysing them was not difficult for him. However, due to time constraints, | took on
the responsibility for the analysis. As every detail of the interviews is relevant to our
interpretation, we applied a structuring qualitative content analysis (Kuckartz and
Radiker, 2021) based on an inductive categorization, and we used the software
MAXQDAZ22.

In this case study, the second part was participatory in all phases, from the specification
of the questions to the selection of the method to the analysis to the publication of the
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results. Through this approach, | could trace a manifold picture of the skateboarding
community and explore various understandings of political participation together with
Miran.

Benefits and Challenges

Through this participatory case study, | was able to generate multiple benefits and im-
pacts for the skateboard community. One of the main objectives was to raise awareness
about the skateboard trick ban, which was a concern expressed by members of GRAB
and other skateboarders. To achieve this, | organized two science-to-public events
where | discussed the issue with the public. These events were also covered in local
newspapers and on social media, generating more attention to the cause. Additionally,
Miran found it interesting to collaborate with me since my research project aligned well
with his documentary film project. We plan to work together on his documentary, where
he will interview me as a sociologist.

Working with Miran was a rewarding experience for me, both in terms of the empirical
results and me as a researcher. | have strongly felt as an outsider from the beginning,
which shaped my research design in all phases. In many of my (ethnographic) research
projects, | had a close relationship with my research subject. For example, in my disser-
tation | studied gender issues in the metal communities to which | belong. In the skate-
boarding case, | felt | had to acquire lots of knowledge before contacting the skate-
boarding community to compensate a little for my outsider status. Therefore, the phase
of media analyses lasted longer than planned, as | wanted to inform myself comprehen-
sively for safety reasons.

The feeling of being an outsider also intensified during my first contact with non-institu-
tionalized skateboarders. While the collaboration with GRAB worked well from the be-
ginning, non-institutionalized skateboarders were not very interested in me and my re-
search. Upon reflection, | now realize that my insecurities played a part in my reluctance
to present myself as a researcher without any skateboarding experience. When | was
studying the skateboarding community, | did not want to be perceived as someone dis-
connected from their reality — as a researcher sitting in the ivory tower. If | had not col-
laborated with Miran, my interactions with non-institutionalized skateboarders would
have been superficial. Thanks to his involvement, | gained a deeper understanding of
the group’s perspectives and was able to examine the skateboard trick ban from differ-
ent angles.

Inspired by the ideas of PAR, we tried in our research not to study young people but to
work with them on problems they face in their communities. We pursued a dual objec-
tive: in addition to our research interests (scholarly goals), we also asked what should

be achieved or changed in the respective community (community goals) (von Unger,
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2014). Furthermore, we tried to include young people with different affiliations and in-
terests to reflect the diversity of this group. Consequently, every case study had differ-
ing starting points, actors, benefits, and challenges, and we used a range of empirical

methods (see Table 1).

social media

Cases Background Methods Benefits Challenges

LGTBQIA+ online spaces | online Bar- empowerment | recruitment/

communities as safe spaces | Camps on / discussing building trust /
Gather.town/ | challenges BarCamps’

anonymously

open format

social media
analysis

analysis
Fridays for Fu- | climate ethnography / | empowerment | time and coor-
ture change card sorting and co-learn- dination prob-
activities / ing / lems
workshops / improvement

of communica-
tion skills

Skateboarding
community
and its allies

skateboarding
trick ban

ethnography /
media analysis
/ interviews /
public events

empowerment
/ generating
public aware-
ness

feeling as / be-
ing an outsider

Table 1: Case studies overview

From comparing our three case studies, shared insights emerged on the question of
how it is possible to engage young people as co-researchers in research projects. On
this basis, we developed four recommendations for participatory (social media) research
with young people that partly build on established participatory practices (von Unger,
2014).

Enough time and financial resources: Even more crucial than in other qualitative re-
search projects is having enough time to plan and carry out participatory projects. Com-
prehensive and time-consuming media analyses and ethnographic research were cen-
tral to our efforts to learn about the communities before initial outreach and to identify
the main actors. Through this approach, we met guides who helped us build trust with
the communities and shared important information in each case study. After the start of
joint research, it was necessary to have enough time for a warming-up phase to get to
know each other and decide on shared interests (ibid.). Doing so also required generous
funding for the project so that we could spend more time on research but also to pay
some of our co-researchers.

Empowerment through co-determination or decision-making power: In our case stud-
ies, we have also seen that co-researchers can only be empowered if they have a say
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or can make independent decisions at significant stages (Wright, 2010). That also takes
time, as co-researchers often do not have research skills. Researchers must teach them
first in method training sessions (von Unger, 2014), and we had to spend more time in
the planning, implementation, and evaluation phases to include reflective loops for dis-
cussing methodological challenges.

Interdisciplinary research teams: Our research team included various disciplines and
competencies from the fields of media and communication studies, journalism, sociol-
ogy, content strategy, and interaction design. We introduced these backgrounds in the
getting-to-know-you phase of each case study, and our co-researchers also learned
about who we are. It was important for us to introduce not only the case’s principal
investigator but the whole project and project team to create a broader understanding
and range of possibilities. With this approach, they could better identify the opportuni-
ties they could draw from our collaborative research.

Open research questions: The benefits desired by youth varied in each case study,
ranging from gaining media attention to improving their social media spheres. They
emerged from intensive discussions with the principal investigators, and their compe-
tencies and profiles also influenced the co-researchers’ choices. Since our main re-
search guestions were broad, it was possible to address these different interests and
needs. In addition, a flexible research strategy was essential to address young people’s
interests as openly as possible. In our case studies, we tried different methods in this
context, e.g., the online BarCamp on Gather.town or card sorting workshops. In prepa-
ration, we held regular meetings to discuss our theoretical approaches, opportunities
for empirical methods, and challenges to benefit from the interdisciplinary scope of the
team across the case studies.
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