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Figure 1: A floral invitation awaiting participation.

Abstract
Everyday public life is filled with fleeting opportunities for social
connection, yet designing for such spontaneous encounters can be
an elusive challenge. Building on Odd Invitations, defamiliarised
objects that invite exploratory engagement without explicit in-
struction, we investigate how such invitations can mobilise social
traction within a given socio-cultural setting. Following a research-
through-design approach, we deployed six lo-fi invitations involv-
ing a defamiliarising table at beaches in Sydney, progressively scal-
ing their conspicuity to probe how strangers transition from specta-
tor to participant. Analysing these encounters through Participation
Gestalt, we show how, for Odd Invitations encountered by chance
in everyday public space, participation depends not only on what
happens during engagement, but also on how an invitation first
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becomes noticeable and signals social permission to engage. We
contribute an incremental probing approach for designing Odd Invi-
tations and show how Participation Gestalt can be extended for Odd
Invitations by proposing conspicuity as a pre-participation quality
and reframing the socio-cultural setting as temporally dynamic.
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1 Introduction
There is a particular kind of beauty in the small, spontaneous mo-
ments of social interaction in everyday life: a stranger holding the
lift door just long enough, two people stepping aside for each other
in the same awkward little dance, or a quiet exchange of laughter
when the train announcement ends with a strangely charming wish
for everyone to have a lovely day. As Gehl [13] describes in Life Be-
tween Buildings, it is within these modest, ordinary situations that
public social life in cities is built. Not only through grand events
but rather through the accumulation of small momentary encoun-
ters. These little moments of connection are difficult to plan, and
designing for such is far from straightforward. Instead of trying to
force such spontaneous encounters, we argue that design can take
on a facilitative stance by providing the conditions under which
such moments can emerge.

Building on Hobye [22]’s broader program ofDesigning for Homo
Explorens, our previous work has developed the notion of Odd In-
vitations as a way to promote social interaction in public space
[18, 19]. Odd Invitations are defamiliarised everyday objects or sit-
uations that rely on strangeness to invite exploratory engagement
between people without explicit instruction. This work directly
operationalises the social ambition outlined above. So far, these
studies have explored Odd Invitations at two ends of a social spec-
trum: festive environments in which people are already primed for
playful engagement [19, 21, 23], and everyday settings frequented
by necessity, such as public transport, where invitations are par-
ticularly sensitive and risk being perceived as intrusive [18]. The
latter design study demonstrates how people’s interpretation of an
Odd Invitation is strongly influenced by the socio-cultural setting
it is deployed in. Whereas a “loud” invitation may feel playful in a
festive setting, the same design may come across as obnoxious in a
sober environment such as a train carriage.

Regardless of the particular context, all Odd Invitations face the
same fundamental challenge, however. Every potential participant
starts as a spectator, and before participation can unfold, someone
must first notice the invitation, interpret it as one, and then cross the
threshold into engagement. This threshold remains underexplored,
and can be especially delicate in everyday public spaces where
interaction with strangers is possible but not necessarily expected.
We therefore ask:How can Odd Invitations be designed to create social
traction in a situated public setting, and how does their conspicuity
shape the transition from spectatorship to participation?

To explore this question, we turn to a different kind of public
space: the beach. Beaches sit somewhere in a social grey zone, be-
tween public and private, social and solitary. It is a leisure-oriented
place where people voluntarily choose to visit, often to enjoy them-
selves, relax, linger, or to participate in activities with others. At
the same time, it is not inherently a social destination in the sense
of expecting interaction with strangers. People typically install
themselves in parallel, creating their own temporary private spaces
without seeking for social interaction per se. This makes the beach
a suitable sandbox environment for probing how Odd Invitations
might mobilise social interaction where it is possible but not guar-
anteed, and a productive middle ground between the two extremes
previously studied.

Following a research-through-design (RtD) approach [11], we
deployed six lo-fi Odd Invitations at beaches on the coastline of
Sydney, Australia. The probes were designed as incremental varia-
tions in conspicuity, ranging from relatively inconspicuous to more
visually, materially, and socially prominent ways of drawing atten-
tion within the beach setting. Across this series, we observed how
strangers noticed the invitations, made sense of them, and decided
whether or not to cross the threshold into participation.

To analyse the encounters that emerged around our six variants,
we apply the Participation Gestalt (PG) framework by Dalsgaard
et al. [7] as an analytical lens for Odd Invitations. PG offers a vocab-
ulary of five qualities — expressivity, investment, exposure, sociality,
and persistence — through which the holistic character of participa-
tion with a public installation can be understood [7]. We chose PG
because it shares two fundamental orientations with Odd Invita-
tions: both recognise participation as shaped by relations between
participant, artifact, spectator, and socio-cultural setting, and both
employ design as a medium for mobilising social engagement in
public space. This also allows us to build constructively on an ex-
isting framework rather than proposing a new conceptual model
from scratch, in line with calls in HCI to engage more cumulatively
with theory [10]. However, PG was developed for large-scale, cu-
rated digital art installations where the audience arrives already
somewhat primed for engagement. Odd Invitations, on the other
hand, are encountered by chance in everyday settings, where partic-
ipation cannot be assumed. When applying PG to Odd Invitations,
the current vocabulary helped us understand what happens during
participation, while also revealing the need to better account for
what happens before participation: the moment at which a spec-
tator decides whether an unfamiliar object or situation is worth
engaging with at all. We treat this contrast not as a limitation of
PG, but as a generative opportunity to extend its vocabulary for
the particularities of Odd Invitations.

Our deployments show that conspicuity is not simply a variable
to be “maximised” to attract participation. More conspicuous invi-
tations attracted attention, but they could also become too strange,
too performative, or too socially exposing. We therefore treat con-
spicuity as a situated quality, as the character of each invitation
along the continuum made itself noticeable, interpretable, and so-
cially permissible to engage with in nuanced ways. We further
show that the social traction of an Odd Invitation is shaped by the
temporal unpredictabilities that come with the setting in which it
unfolds. The same invitation may be interpreted differently depend-
ing on crowding, time of year, nearby activities, recent events, or
the presence of other people around the artifact.

This paper makes two contributions. First, we demonstrate an in-
cremental probing approach for designing Odd Invitations, offering
a structured method for designers to iteratively explore how differ-
ent degrees of conspicuity create or fail to create social traction in
a given setting. We illustrate this through a case study involving
six lo-fi Odd Invitation variants using a defamiliarising table de-
ployed at beaches in Sydney. Second, we offer a situated extension
of Participation Gestalt for analysing Odd Invitations by propos-
ing conspicuity as a pre-participation quality and by reframing the
socio-cultural setting as temporally dynamic rather than fixed.
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2 Related Work
2.1 The Beach as a Setting for Social Encounters
Within Design Research and HCI, everyday public life has been
explored through approaches for supporting or probing sociality,
including public displays [3, 9, 28], interactive furniture [17, 40],
urban robots [24], media façades [6], and interactive installations
[7, 26]. Hespanhol and Dalsgaard[20] argue that much work in pub-
lic media architecture has focused on interfaces and technological
novelty rather than the forms of social mobilisation they put into
e�ect. Much of this literature also gravitates toward familiar urban
sites, such as cultural centres, streets, and transportation hubs, and
toward interaction organised around information, screens, spec-
tacle, or cultural events. Our work departs from this repertoire,
turning to a rather `bare' and self-organised public context, with a
notable absence of screens and digital infrastructure.

The beach sits somewhat apart from these typical sites, and is
particularly interesting because it complicates easy assumptions
about what �public� implies. People visit by choice, often to relax,
to play, or simply to be in the presence of others without necessar-
ily being with them. They temporarily claim a small territory of
the beach as their own by laying out towels, bags, or placing an
umbrella, creating a patchwork of short-term domesticities within
a shared landscape, typically within proximity to others. In Go�-
man [14]'s terms this could be considered astall, a temporarily
claimed private space within a public setting wherein people can
temporarily let down their guard and escape the requirement of
civil inattention� the polite acknowledgment of others without
further engagement [14, 15]. At the same time, people still �nd
themselves in an open environment that is socially dense but in-
teractionally sparse, a grey-zone between public and private that
leaves room for interaction without too much pressure. As Go�man
notes,�acquainted persons in a social situation require a reason not
to enter in a face engagement with each other, while unacquainted
persons require a reason to do so�[15]. This is where Odd Invitations
can grant people that reason, and act as a potential social catalyst
within an otherwise loosely coupled public setting.

2.2 Odd Invitations
Building on Hobye's broader program ofDesigning for Homo Ex-
plorens[22, 29], our previous work has conceptualised Odd Invi-
tations as a designerly way to provoke social situations in (semi-)
public settings [18, 19]. Placed in the �ow of everyday life as chance
encounters, they serve as entry points into exploratory engagement
without explicitly demanding participation. At their core isdefamil-
iarisationas an underlying mechanic [34, 38]. By layering a degree
of strangeness onto familiar objects or situations they unsettle ev-
eryday expectations just enough to open a space for curiosity, play,
and engagement. Odd Invitations rely on this friction and ambigu-
ity to make interaction feel possible and tempting while leaving it
socially negotiable [12, 30].

The concept was �rst articulated through the Undertable [19],
where we introduced Odd Invitations as a �fth manifesto aspect
of Designing for Homo Explorens. This articulation emerged from
the characteristic sequence through which participants engaged
with the Undertable:Consume� Re�ect� Indulge[19]. In this work,
Odd Invitations were proposed as a call to design more deliberately

for the full trajectory through which people are enticed into an
exploratory experience surrounding an artifact. This included not
only the interactive artifact itself, but also the sca�olding around
it, such as �yers, posters, and ambient projections, which together
helped to create an ambiance that made the situation more ap-
proachable. Our subsequent train study shifted this concern into a
more sober everyday setting [18]. Whereas much work under the
Homo Explorens umbrella had been studied in festive or event-like
environments, where people are already more likely to be socially
`loose', the train study examined how such a design program might
unfold in the almost stereotypical anti-social context of everyday
train commuting. This study made the contextual sensitivity of Odd
Invitations apparent as people typically arrived with reservation
and a more subtle design strategy was required to �t in.

What this lineage leaves open is a practical way of navigating
that threshold within a given public setting. Prior work has shown
that Odd Invitations can sca�old exploratory social experiences,
and that their success is highly prone to the context in which they
are encountered. Yet what is missing is a methodological approach
for designers to iteratively compare and tune di�erent invitation
strategies within the a chosen context. Our work addresses this
gap through an incremental prototyping approach for probing how
di�erent Odd Invitations become approachable � or fail to do so �
within the speci�cs of a public space.

2.3 Participation Gestalt
How people experience and engage with interactive installations in
public space has been studied from multiple angles in HCI. Reeves
et al. [30] argue that every interaction with a public system is
also a performance observed by bystanders, and that thespectator
experienceshould be proactively included when designing public
installations. Building on this, Dalsgaard and Hansen[8] intro-
duce the notion ofperforming perception, arguing how the re�exive
awareness of how participants appear to others while engaging
with an installation in public, shaping the character of their par-
ticipation. Relatedly, social mechanics such as thehoneypot e�ect
describe how visible engagement can draw in others, turning a
small interaction into a self-amplifying social attraction [3, 39].
These perspectives illustrate that designing for social engagement
in public space stretches beyond designing for the participants' ex-
perience only and requires attending to the whole web of relations
around an artifact, including participants, spectators, and the social
situation at large.

The Participation Gestalt(PG) framework by Dalsgaard et al.
[7] systematises this holistic view into an analytical tool. Drawing
on gestalt as auni�ed perception, the framework treats participa-
tion not as an isolated interaction between person and artifact, but
as �the uni�ed perception and experience of participatory qualities
as they unfold through interaction with the installation in a socio-
cultural setting� [ 7]. It o�ers a vocabulary of �ve qualities through
which this gestalt can be understood and evaluated across instal-
lations:expressivity(how much participants express themselves
during interaction),investment(the time and e�ort they commit),
exposure(how publicly visible they are while engaging),sociality
(the degree of interaction between participants), andpersistence
(whether participants leave social traces accessible to others).
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We apply the PG framework as an analytical and sensitising
lens to make sense of the encounters with the odd invitations. We
chose Participation Gestalt because it shares a fundamental orien-
tation with Odd Invitations in how design mediates sociality in
public space. Both adopt a holistic view on how participation takes
shape between participant, artifact, and spectators, and both treat
the socio-cultural setting as a constitutive part of the experience
rather than a trivial backdrop. Despite these similarities there are
some di�erences, however. PG was developed to understand and
evaluate participation with larger-scale, often curated, digital art
installations that tend to arrive with a certain cultural weight and
an audience already somewhat primed for participation. Odd In-
vitations take on a more modest stature. They are smaller, lo-�,
self-standing, and encountered by chance in the �ow of everyday
life where participation is not guaranteed. We �nd this contrast
more generative than problematic as it gives us a reason to look
closely at what PG's vocabulary illuminates in our material, and
where its existing terms need to be re-situated for Odd Invitations
encountered by chance in everyday settings.

3 Methodology: Incremental Probing
Our goal is to develop a better understanding of how Odd Invita-
tions can be designed to gain social traction in a given socio-cultural
setting, in our case the beach. We learned from our previous train
study [18] how a `clever' design with subtle interactive materiality
may not always be rendered as a legible invitation in an everyday
setting. In line with this observation, we opted for a low-�delity
approach, working with simple, inexpensive materials and familiar
props that are easily accessible, quick to assemble and deploy, or
Wizard-of-Oz'd if needed. This allowed us to probe the beach con-
text and identify what sparks social engagement before committing
further time and resources to a more sophisticated Odd Invitation
design. In doing so, our work seeks to inform designers with an
approach that can be deployed as an early-stage, divergent, segment
of a classical design process, with speci�c attention to a chosen
situated socio-cultural setting.

Following a RtD approach [11], we structure our probing process
by taking an incremental �ow to our Odd Invitations, progressively
scaling the conspicuity of the invitation. We use a simple co�ee
table (l:40 x w:50 x h:45 in cm) bought from a local thrift shop as
the vehicle for our RtD process in testing Odd Invitation variations.
Explained through Vande Moere and Wouters[37]'s terminology,
the co�ee table ful�ls two functions: �rst, it serves as the initial
push to defamiliarise the scene by introducing an artifact that is
out of place at the beach (environment) and stands out to draw
attention, and second as acarrier, the facilitating platform for the
content� the Odd Invitation variants. Regarding the latter, we imag-
ine an incremental scale of conspicuity of the Odd Invitation in
relation to its context, scaling from inconspicuous or modest to
more conspicuous and extravagant in how much attention it aims
to draw within its periphery (see Fig. 2). The motivation for this
scale came from Ju and Leifer[27]'s Implicit Interaction Framework,
which proposes two axes based on the relation between interactive
system and user: attention demand, and initiative taking. The six
variants tested in our study are the co�ee table by itself, the co�ee
table with a permission sticker, a �ower vase, a Jenga game, an
interactive tablecloth, and a spin-o� of the Undertable concept [19].

Figure 2: An overview of the Odd Invitations, incrementally
scaling the invitation's conspicuity from inconspicuous to
conspicuous.
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These Odd Invitations vary in terms of how much attention they
draw from passing beach-dwellers, where the co�ee table alone
represents the most inconspicuous end and the Undertable spin-o�
the most conspicuous. Nonetheless, they all take on areactivepos-
ture [27], meaning that the initiative for interaction is always taken
by the participant. The latter is to ensure participation remains
voluntary while allowing us to study which design qualities a�ord
social traction.

Deployment Protocol and Consent
The variants were deployed across Maroubra, Coogee, and Bondi
beach, all located in Sydney's Eastern Suburbs. All six variants
were deployed for a duration of two hours each, and took place
between November 3rd and December 31st 2025, which is a warm
summer period in Sydney. This included the Christmas and New
Year's holidays, a time during which the beaches are especially
crowded and festive.

As our study aimed to understand how Odd Invitations unfold
in everyday life, we adopted an in-the-wild approach [31]. We did
so to preserve spontaneity, ambiguity, and voluntary participation,
which we consider integral qualities of Odd Invitations. In line
with other exploratory research-through-design interventions in
public space [4, 16, 32], we did not reveal the research intent prior
to engagement, as doing so would undermine the phenomena that
the study aimed to capture. (For a broader discussion on the ethics
of seeking consent post-interaction we point to [35]). Instead, we
obtained consent directly following each encounter. We realise such
a study approach requires special attention to re�exivity on research
ethics. We sought guidance on our protocol from the university
ethics board, from which we received ethics approval [ERB-529,
amendment ERB-110]. We also informed and received permission
from the local beach lifeguards who manage the safety of beach-
goers about our study, which was met with enthusiasm, on the
condition that we would place the table outside of the designated
`swimming area', where people tend to crowd, marked between two
�agpoles. The invitations are also designed to be reactive instead of
assertive, so that participation is always voluntary and participants
can freely leave the scene.

Deployments were conducted by the �rst author as part of a
three-month research visit. For each deployment, he set up the
table on the beach and then sat on a nearby staircase or placed
his own beach towel within a safe distance to monitor the scene.
He prepared a toolkit including the table as the carrier, props for
the probe variants, tools for maintenance and improvisation, a
book and beach towel to blend into the scene, and a camera and
microphone for documentation (see Fig. 3). After a few minutes
or when the interaction with the invitation ended, the researcher
would approach the participants, debrief them about the study, ask
for a semi-structured follow-up interview, and ask for participants'
consent through a consent form. Consistent with �eld research
conducted in public spaces, we did not ask for consent from passers-
by who were only incidentally involved in the study. Interviews
were voice recorded and asked about their �rst impression and
interpretations of the table and their social habits when visiting the
beach. The �rst author also took observational notes of how people
interacted with the probes, and at times took pictures and videos

with consent from participants (retrieved through the consent forms
with the option to hide or make their face visible).

We interviewed 16 participants who directly interacted with the
table variants, while many more engaged brie�y as spectators or
bystanders without being formally interviewed. Table 1 provides
an overview of the interviewed participants per probe and loca-
tion. We collected age and gender identity where the pace of the
encounter allowed it, only to contextualise participants' accounts
rather than make demographic claims. Recorded ages ranged from
18 to 46, with a mean of 27; gender data was collected for ten par-
ticipants, of whom six identi�ed as men and four as women. We
assigned participant numbers (P1�P16) during analysis and use
these throughout the paper in lieu of names.

Probe Participants (#) Location

table not recorded Maroubra Beach

sticker none Maroubra Beach

�owers 1-2, 3 Maroubra Beach

jenga 4-5, 6 Bondi Beach

tablecloth 7-9, 10 Coogee Beach

undertable 11-12, 13-15, 16 Coogee Beach

Table 1: Overview of the encounters during our deployments,
including the corresponding paper sections, probe variants,
participants (separated per encounter), and location.

Bondi Beach Attack � 14 December 2025
On 14 December 2025, two gunmen opened �re at Bondi Beach
during a Hanukkah celebration, in which 15 people lost their lives1.
By this point, four of the six variants had been deployed. The at-
tack constituted an unprecedented change in the socio-cultural
conditions of the study context, and required us to reassess our
protocol before continuing. We consulted the university ethics
board who had granted our original ethics approval for guidance
on how to proceed. Their assessment addressed three aspects: that
our research methodology itself remained sound; that the changed
context was best assessed through the situated sensibility of the re-
searcher present in the �eld; and that the researchers' own comfort
and feeling of safety should also be considered a primary factor
in the decision to continue the study. We decided to pause the de-
ployments to observe how the social situation at the beach evolved.
We subsequently moved our deployment site to Coogee beach, re-
informed the local lifeguards, and sought their permission again
before further deployment. After approximately two weeks of wait-
ing, we deployed the last two variants, the interactive tablecloth
and the Undertable spin-o�, which took place during the Christmas
and New Year's holiday period when beach crowds had returned to
what felt like business as usual, with a festive leisurely ambiance,
feeling appropriate for deployments. We treat the data from these
two deployments with the post-attack context explicitly in mind,
and provide more re�ections on the ethical implications in our
discussion.

1https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2025_Bondi_Beach_shooting
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