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Making Alternatives through Design for Mediated Spiritual Practice 

ABSTRACT
The COVID-19 pandemic has intensified our 
dependence on screen-based devices, re-shaping how 
we connect with one another. Motivated by a yearning 
for alternative and post-pandemic religious and spiritual 
(R/S) practice, we pursue a Research-through-Design 
(RtD) project, Resound, exploring mediated techno-
spiritual connections with a UK-based Buddhist 
community. This pictorial depicts the complexity of 
(i) designing with spiritual-corporeal selves engaged 
in community-centred and ritualistic practices; (ii) 
and tangible artefacts and sonic environments being 
made, configured and practiced with. We reflect on 
this ongoing material engagement as making tangible 
alternatives through techno-spiritual practice. 
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We present the Resound Sphere – an interactive 
community-oriented technology designed as a research 
product [17]. Its size, shape and materials are evocative 
of ritual paraphernalia (bells, beads, candles etc.). It is 
intended to exhibit functionality that is similar to familiar 
connected domestic technologies (e.g. voice assistants), 
but with material choices and behavioural choices that 
render it appropriate for use by Buddhist practitioners 
whilst inviting speculation.  

We intend to design for a longitudinal empirical intervention 
exploring new ways of being and knowing in the daily 
practice of chanting. We use this research product as 
a design-oriented strategy to explore alternatives for 
meaningful techno-spiritual connections whilst critically 
investigating what it might mean for the community to live 
with the sphere and develop a relationship with it over time.  
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accelerometer

e-ink display

Device is off and 
displays prayer 
counts. 

It is turned on by 
being flipped over

Light gently warms 
up when the user 
starts chanting.

When another member 
joins the network, 
their chanting is 
being filtered and 
transmitted through 
the device.

Device is turned 
off by being flipped 
over.

 The device broadcasts   
the frequency of the voice and 
not actually the words.  
It’s transmitting the actual  
 harmonics and quality of  
    the person’s  
	 voice.  

microphone

RGB LEDs

speaker

power cable

We intentionally adopted a Pace Layer design approach 
[2, 3] to support our iterative and collaborative process 
in which the prototype is designed to adapt and facilitate 
emergent opportunities [11]. We present this approach 
where we distinguish four different layers: the shell, 
hardware, software and the display surfaces and sensory 
volumes they create. Each layer is prototyped with 
different material / immaterial affordances to change. The 
shell and hardware were defined early on and are relatively 
resistant to change reflecting the necessary qualities of 
independent research products for longitudinal domestic 
studies. Our Pace Layer approach means that the PCB 
was designed with a level of flexibility to accommodate 
different design directions  / desired features. Our intention 
is to create an abundance of hardware resources that can 
then be orchestrated by software in different flexible ways. 

 The touch pads are designed to 
be used either as buttons or  
to detect gestures (like  
		  rotations).



Our continuing RtD process has been informed by the 
first author’s autoethnographic insight and dialogues 
with a local Buddhist community based in the North 
East of England*. This has allowed us as a team of 
interaction designers and researchers to develop a 
situated understanding of the chanting practice 
performed facing an altar in the domestic space of 
one’s home, and structured by the use of prayer beads, 
the striking of a bell and also, the flow of one’s breath, 
shaping the sound of the voice. Given the centrality 
of sound, we have found it productive to focus on the 
sonic qualities of this practice and to consider Sound 
as a design material for our unfolding and co-creative 
practice. Building on a previous exploration [4], we 
have used visual media like spectrograms to make 
sense of this material and to identify sonic qualities 
to design with. This process has led us to consider the 
role of bodies, spaces, the interrelation of others, and 
the sound-making paraphernalia of the practice. We 
also use bodily means to engage with the design space 
for spiritual-corporeal and material engagement, to 
gain knowledge and communicate empirical insight. 
For instance, we draw from first-person experiences of 
spending time chanting with different sounds produced 
by the Resound Sphere with the first author using 
visual methods such as drawing and watercolour media 
to communicate insights back to the team. 

*We invited Buddhist members to our studio to take 
part in a series of design critiques (crits). Insights from 
this aspect of our participatory process will be reported 
separately.   

make a cuppa

check time

sit down

bell

chant

prayer beads

Buddhists from one network practicing 
their faith at the same time experience  
a shared connection through practice. 

Chanting is detected and 
filtered, transmitted to 
the network of devices as 
a frequency. 

Experiencing a subtle presence 
of other Buddhists (in one’s 
network) chanting.

Chanting ritual

Engaging our spiritual-corporeal selves 
through design and experiencing an 
alternative (remote) techno-spiritual 
connection.

How does it feel to chant 
with the Resound sphere?
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engagement that embraces alternatives: an appreciation of 
spiritual-corporeal selves engaged in community-centred 
and ritualistic practices; and tangible, sonic artefacts and 
environments being made, configured, and practiced with. 
Next, we unpack and contextualise these perspectives, 
connecting theory and our own work in the Resound 
project, and future-facing opportunities for tangible and 
designerly ways of knowing.

Engaging in complex and emergent material engagement
Page 2 illustrates how we consider alternative complex 
and emergent forms of material engagement. Alternative 
making proposals are of longstanding interest amongst 
RtD practitioners in HCI (e.g. [7, 8, 9, 12]). This is partly 
because RtD offers alternative material ways of knowing 
through the discipline of designing and making. Through 
Resound, we reflect on alternative conceptualisations 
of tangible interaction, building upon the foundations of 
Embodied Interaction established by Dourish [10] and 
the appreciation of the felt body through Soma Design 
[14]. We show how Pace Layer design [5] (see page 2) 
can be promising for working with research products [15] 
that are intended to be deployed and practiced with for 
advancing sense making whilst creating new opportunities 
for design. Working with design layers is one way to deal 
with complexity and emergence in our RtD process 
[11]. Our intention here is to co-create an abundance of 
possibilities that can be configured with relative ease 
through software design. This approach allows the product 
of our design research to be suggestive and generative of 
further alternatives, rather than prescriptive. The Resound 
device is not intended as a market proposition, but rather as 
an ultimate particular [13, 19]. Through our making practice 
and in dialogue with the Buddhist community, we intend to 
generate and experience new alternatives as they emerge. 

Spiritual-corporeal embodied interaction as a way of 
knowing
For Resound we draw upon first-person experiences as a 
resource for design [6]. As part of the RtD process, the first 
author has used bodily means to engage with the design 
space, which was documented and communicated back to 
the team for informing further design development (see 

page 3). In this sense making process, tensions have also 
surfaced for consideration. For instance, she has found 
it challenging to find vocabulary for translating back her 
felt experience to the team. She has also experienced a 
loss of spiritual connection during the RtD project when 
her practice became more focused on documenting her 
felt experience instead of connecting with her spiritual 
self through her chanting. In this instance, we find that 
R/S practices offer an interesting context for Soma 
Design [14] and Embodied Interaction [10]; and we 
identify rich opportunities for developing tools and 
resources when engaging our spiritual-corporeal selves 
in design. Working towards deploying the Resound device 
with the community, we continue to address these tensions 
in practice, informing further alternatives of being in the 
world that align with R/S communities’ practices and values.

Future-facing ways of knowing in HCI: Concluding 
thoughts
The Resound device is a tangible embodiment of our 
research understanding, an ultimate particular [13, 19], 
a research product [17] built purposefully for long-
term encounters in this world with mediated others. 
In this pictorial, it is presented as a design exemplar, 
representing a means to navigate the complexity of 
our post-pandemic world that is increasingly mediated 
by internet-enabled technologies. We contextualise 
discourses on Embodied Interaction [10, 14] in R/S 
contexts and explore alternatives beyond commercial 
designs and off-the-shelves solutions introduced with 
unprecedent measures during the pandemic as illustrated 
in [6, 22]. Through our ways of knowing and ongoing 
material engagement, we navigate R/S contexts 
with care and generate future-oriented scenarios to 
critically investigate socio-technical and post-capitalist 
implications or challenges introduced by ultimate 
particular like the Resound Sphere; considering how this 
alternative design might be sustained in the world whilst 
challenging existing systems or business models.   
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REFLECTING ON NEW WAYS OF KNOWING  
Designing for meaningful techno-spiritual connections 
Höök et al. [15] use the smartphone as an example to 
illustrate how technologies shape us and alter ways that we 
move and make sense of the world. They also highlight the 
limitation of commercial designs and call for designers to 
expand beyond what existing technologies have provided 
so far, to consider alternative and richer ways of being 
in the world [18]. In Resound, too, we experience and 
learn how appropriating tele-conferencing tools such as 
Zoom for Buddhist chanting practices alters and limits how 
connections are perceived in spiritual practice   (see page 
1). During the COVID-19 pandemic, communities have 
re-purposed off-the-shelf technologies to support aspects of 
their practice when unable to congregate together [6, 22]. 
These forms of techno-spiritual practices [1] have persisted 
post- pandemic, shaping new ways of connecting within 
R/S communities.  

The RtD project Resound explores design for mediated 
techno-spiritual connections. Motivated by a yearning 
for alternative and post-pandemic ways of practicing 
Buddhism, we respond to recent calls for considering the 
tangible and embodied aspects of R/S practices [16], and 
focus on community as an emerging line of inquiry in R/S 
contexts [21]. In Resound, we explore complex material 

“As interactive technologies proliferate in 
everyday life, they start to shape our cultural 
expressions and, furthermore, they start 
to shape us. Technologies transform our 
experience through amplifying or reducing 
reality, and by translating our behavior 
through inviting and inhibiting actions” 
Verbeek et al. in [15]

“Practices develop around technologies, and 
technologies are adapted and incorporated 
into practices” 
[10]
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