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What happens when a community builds something 
“of their own”?

 Designing for existing values and norms

 Incorporating and designing with feminist values 

 Mitigating value tensions through design

(Value-sensitive design: Friedman et al., 2006)

(Feminist HCI: Bardzell, 2010)
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I know we have project managers in this 
community — and coders and designers — 
can’t we do this? Seriously — we can come 
up with a site that would be miles better 
and more attractive to fanfic writers/
readers than anything else out there, guys, 
because we actually USE this stuff.

We need a central archive of our own.
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How did the developers of Archive of 
Our Own incorporate the community’s 
existing values and norms into the 
design of the site?  Are there lessons 
for other online communities?
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28 participants
• 6 developers/designers
• 5 staffer-users
• 17 users
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  Semi-structured interviews
  Thematic analysis
  Inductive -> deductive
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Participation
Advocacy
Self-disclosure
Pluralism
Ecology
Embodiment

Feminist HCI: imbuing the 
design of interactive systems 
with sensitivity to the central 
commitments of feminism
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Participation
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Participation

“We need our own site. We need to 
put up our own front page that 
basically says, ‘This is the fannish 
community, and this is for us, by us, 
and we support everyone.’” - Naomi

“How are we going to get enough 
people to not just build this thing, 
but maintain it? … We’re going to 
have to grow our own.” - Naomi
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Participation

“We worked really hard on announcing 
any site changes in advance, talking to 
users in comments… to explain why 
stuff was happening.” - A (dev)

“The changes on other websites come 
from companies not listening and just 
being like, ‘We think this would be better’… 
Then those changes are really annoying. 
AO3 doesn’t have that problem because 
it’s user-driven.” - Kirsten  (user)
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Participation
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Pluralism    
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Pluralism   

“The whole archive was designed from the 
ground up with accessibility in mind. Everything 
had to be accessible; otherwise it’s not added. 
We had people with assistive technology 
provide feedback.” - Betsy (dev)

“My mother has vision problems. There is 
thought about that built into AO3 in a way 
there isn’t into other websites. If more places 
would be like AO3 and consider feedback the 
Internet would be a better place.” - Mira (user)
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Pluralism    
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Pluralism   
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Pluralism    
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Pluralism    

“We knew that people called things by different 
names… if you wanted to write a Buffy/Spike fic and 
you really wanted to call it Spuffy, we didn’t want to 
stop you from doing that. Thinking about how you 
manage creating tags for a potentially infinite universe 
of source texts… and what people will want to say… is 
where the tagging system came from.” - Michele (dev)
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Pluralism   

“The failure of fanfiction.net is that you 
could only kind of say, “This has one or two of 
these things.” Archive of Our Own has the ability 
to say, “Okay, you want something that has all of 
that, plus it’s got lemonade.” - Kimberly (user)
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“I think AO3 handles everything better than 
Livejournal. Everyone involved in the running 
and creating of the site has been there because 
they love it. We’re not going to change something 
because we think this will help advertisement. We’re 
not going to change it because it helps a different 
feature of the site that doesn’t involve fannish 
activity. It’s a labor of love.” - Kirsten (user)
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… what about challenges in designing for values and 
norms?



Designing to Reconcile Competing Values

History vs Control

“A lot of people wanted the feeling, early on, 
that they could just wipe out their fannish 
identity in an instant if they had to. They 
wanted to be able to disappear. Of course, 
that becomes considerably more difficult on 
the Internet in practice. Very frequently, you 
wipe out entire swaths of a community’s 
history with you.” - Naomi
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Designing to Reconcile Competing Values

History vs Control

“A lot of people wanted the feeling, early on, 
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History vs Control
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Designing to Influence Values
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Designing to Influence Values
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Designing to Influence Values

“We had baked in right from the beginning 
that you could post a work to the archive that 
was a remix based on another fannish work. 
As long as you gave credit, you didn’t need 
permission… I think that’s an example of 
where the archive got a little bit ahead of 
the broader community’s internal values. 
That was a deliberate concerted decision 
on our part.” - Naomi
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Success Factors in Archive of Our Own
 Designing for existing values and norms
 Commitment to values like participation & pluralism
 Mitigating value tensions with design
 Empowering a community to build something “of 

their own”

36@cfiesler



Thank you!
Co-Authors: Amy Bruckman, Shannon Morrison
     National Science Foundation, IIS-1216347
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