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ABSTRACT

Men’s sheds are community spaces where older, retired men come together to conduct
woodworking and other types of craftwork and DIY activities. There is little research on
exploring how technology can help us understand shed members’ perceived values associated
with men’s sheds. In order to investigate this further, we designed and deployed a mobile
storytelling application called ShedBox for an Australian men’s shed for over six weeks. ShedBox
allows shed members to share audio-visual stories. Our analysis of resulting 58 stories and
follow-up interviews with 13 shed members unpacked three important themes: a sense of
comradery, kinship and companionship present within the shed; material and emotional
engagement with the space; and, health and wellbeing of shed members. Our results also
highlight a strong masculine culture of the space and how the shed is a site of active learning
and engagement for its members. Lastly, our conclusion presents suggestions regarding how
such forms of storytelling technology can be leveraged in similar contexts, and also how they
can be effectively designed to support different demography.
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1. Introduction

There has been a rise in community-based initiatives
which help older adults socialise, be a part of meaningful
community work, and deal with the process of ageing in
a better way. One such example of community-led
initiatives is a men’s shed. Men’s sheds are exemplary
spaces for older men to get together, involve in wood-
working, and socialise with other older men of similar
age. Although there is a wide pool of research on
men’s sheds themselves, touching on various aspects
such as its impact on the health and wellbeing of its
attendees (Carsten 2013; Jean Clandinin and Michael
Connelly 2004; Mackenzie et al. 2017; Robin 2008;
Wilson and Cordier 2013) or its focus on DIY and mak-
ing (Anderson and Vyas 2022; Ballinger, Talbot, and
Verrinder 2009; Mackenzie et al. 2017; Vyas and Quen-
tal 2022), few researchers have studied how a technol-
ogy, or any form of technological intervention, might
impact these spaces.

Men’s sheds are well established in countries like Aus-
tralia, England, Ireland, New Zeeland, Canada among
others and represent a strong masculine, shed culture
(Bell and Dourish 2007). Focusing on its masculinity,
Bell and Dourish (Bell and Dourish 2007) commented,
‘it is a site of male habitation and practice, ... the

association of sheds with tinkering, with danger, with
dirt, etc - are strongly gendered too’. Men’s sheds as com-
munity organisations are predominantly shared social
spaces, giving room to men to share stories, jokes, and
immerse themselves in a communal environment. With
the goal to explore how a storytelling application can
engage shed members, we designed, developed and
deployed a mobile storytelling application called Shed-
Box. ShedBox is designed to serve as a technology
probe (Hutchinson et al. 2003) - as a situated display
that allowed men’s shed members to create and share
stories in the form of an audio clip and post them on a
shared platform along with an image and a title.

In the Human-Computer Interaction (HCI) research
storytelling has been extensively used in various con-
texts, including health (Grimes et al. 2008), community
(Frohlich et al. 2009) and household settings (Saksono
and Parker 2017). EatWell (Grimes et al. 2008), for
example, is an audio-based storytelling system focused
on enabling participants to share their stories related
to eating habits and practices. In a low-income commu-
nity setup, this type of storytelling enables better aware-
ness of healthcare needs and community cohesion.
Storytelling is seen to be a powerful social tool that
has also been used to support behaviour change in dom-
estic settings (Saksono and Parker 2017).
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In this paper, we present the results of a six-week-
long study that we undertook at a men’s shed in Austra-
lia, wherein we deployed the ShedBox. Following the
initial deployment of the ShedBox over four weeks,
shed members shared 58 stories focusing on various
topics. Following this, we conducted semi-structured
interviews with 13 shed members who interacted with
ShedBox, mainly to understand their overall experience
of using the ShedBox. This paper’s contributions are
twofold. First, it provides an empirical account of a
technological intervention into a men’s shed. While
men’s shed and makerspaces have been well studied in
the literature, a technological intervention and its
effects on members have not been well studied. Second,
we show manifestation of digital storytelling in a gen-
dered space and show how these stories represented
the overall ethos of the space.

2. Literature review

2.1. Sharing narratives through digital
storytelling

An important pillar of the human experience is the act
of storytelling: the process of sharing and communicat-
ing ideas and stories with people one cares about and
lives with (Jean Clandinin and Michael Connelly
2004). This process has recently been retrofitted into a
digital context, given the rising democratisation and
accessibility of media (Burgess 2006). Ever since, there
has been a noticeable upsurge in the sharing of narra-
tives, memories, and stories, not just on social media
sites such as Facebook or Twitter but also independent
applications, in forms of audio, photos or video. This
has increasingly been the case where digital technologies
have helped traditional forms of communication prac-
tices such as storytelling and scrapbooking by essentially
acting as affordances. Digital storytelling is not a novelty
within the sphere of HCI and there is ample amount of
literature (Clarke, Wright, and McCarthy 2012; Frohlich
et al. 2009; Grimes et al. 2008; Lili et al. 2018; Vyas and
Quental 2022) that highlight how stories often elicit
emotional responses from the people listening to them
and build an environment of active engagement.
Stories and storytelling have been long associated
with our cultures and have shown to support a sense
of belonging and community building (Alexandrakis,
Chorianopoulos, and Tselios 2020). Various literature
has acknowledged the emotional and therapeutic side
of storytelling (de Jager et al. 2017; Lambert 2013;
Vyas and Quental 2022). Stories can be an outlet for
people to form better relationships with people around
them and share lived experiences with each other. In

this way, storytelling offers people a way to communi-
cate a lifetime worth of experiences and develop a
sense of shared understanding (East et al. 2010). In
older adults specifically, research has shown how
being involved in the simple act of sharing stories has
numerous benefits, such as improved social health, an
increase in resilience (Mager 2019), and finding mean-
ing and purpose within everyday life (Katie and Kayler
2009).

In HCI, storytelling has been extensively used in var-
ious contexts, including health (Grimes et al. 2008),
community (Frohlich et al. 2009) and household set-
tings (Saksono and Parker 2017). Predominantly photos
have been the most popular visual and dominant cue in
HCI studies (Petrelli et al. 2010; Petrelli, Whittaker, and
Brockmeier 2008), but there has been some research
(Jayaratne 2016; Petrelli et al. 2010) to explore sound
as a medium of sharing stories and memories in con-
trolled environments. EatWell (Grimes et al. 2008) is
an audio-based storytelling system that allows members
from a low-income community to share their nutrition-
related stories. The idea here is to enable the community
to be aware of good practices around healthy eating
habits. The use of audio showed a strong emotional rel-
evance and enabled much stronger reactions from the
community. However, there is not much research con-
ducted on shared auditory storytelling in the context
of older people and how it might affect them. With a
lifetime worth of experiences behind them, there is an
untapped opportunity within both storytelling and ger-
iatric literature to explore how older adults respond to
storytelling, especially in newer digital formats. Studies
such as (Churchill and Nelson 2007; Memarovic et al.
2012; Wouters, Huyghe, and Moere 2014) explore
how interactive public displays are successful at building
‘conversational hubs’ that stimulate engagement within
the community. Such displays, deployed in a wide var-
iety of contexts, have been successful in serving as play-
ful hubs, promoting conversation and opening up
opportunities for people to discover or stumble upon
new things. Overall, there is scope to explore how
these ideas could be melded together in the context of
already-established community spaces such as men’s
sheds, and how they can positively benefit them.

2.2, Community wellbeing and health in men’s
sheds

With a steadily rising ageing population in Australia
(Kendig, McDonald, and Piggott 2016), the health of
older adults in the community is gaining widespread
attention (Ageing in Australia and the Increased Need
for Care 2021; Davis and Bartlett 2008). Ageing is a



social, cognitive and psychological process, which
affects the way people interact with technology (Alexan-
drakis, Chorianopoulos, and Tselios 2020). Of note-
worthy interest is the deteriorating social and mental
health of older men, especially those who are transition-
ing from work to retirement (Donovan and Blazer
2020), and studies around community-based initiatives
that help people cope with the process of aging (MacK-
ean 2010; MacKean and Abbott-Chapman 2012; Mer-
chant et al. 2021).

Men’s sheds, significantly popular in Australia and
other international communities, are one such commu-
nity-based initiative that aims to promote physical and
mental health within older men, with significant pres-
ence of retired men. These are predominantly work-
shop-based spaces where men can come in, discuss
ideas, and build artefacts or tools for the community.
This act of making and sharing their processes has
had a positive impact on their physical, emotional and
spiritual wellbeing (Carsten 2013; Jean Clandinin and
Michael Connelly 2004; Robin 2008). According to
Cox et al. (2020), these sheds have been a subject of a
wide amount of research, ranging from an exploration
of masculinity to leadership within the shed to beneficial
effects on the emotional and social wellbeing of Shed
members. Sheds are seen as a place for ‘refuge’ (Bell
and Dourish 2007) for men where they can conduct
activities that can range from drinking beers to working
on DIY projects. So, it is important to see men’s sheds as
a space where men want to have an outlet away from
their family lives. In this sense, men’s sheds are not
only spaces where men conduct woodworking and
other type of making; they are spaces for social gather-
ings and comradery.

The shed environment, designed to be social with
other adults of the same age and similar interests,
opens a possibility to explore and further understand
the deeper dynamics within a shed. Sheds are non-judg-
mental, casual spaces that support male-friendly banter
(Mackenzie et al. 2017), thus contributing to a healthier
space for men to open-up and unwind. A feeling of
pride and accomplishment is pretty commonly experi-
enced by shedders (Ballinger, Talbot, and Verrinder
2009), so it would be interesting to explore how the
act of sharing with others can help improve this sense
of accomplishment and the feeling of doing something
significant for the community. Additionally, there has
also been research (Brooks 2001; Milligan et al.) on
how initiatives such as men’s sheds fit into larger narra-
tives of masculine discourse. These gendered spaces are
often brimming with gendered discussions and jokes -
they root for an independence of male-friendly spaces.
Mackenzie et al’s (2017) findings from a Canadian
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shed showed how masculinity is intrinsically shaped
within men’s sheds, and how gender dynamics are an
important area of investigation within men’s sheds.
Thus, it would be beneficial to explore this aspect of
the shed further and see how a form of technology
can more appropriately capture it. Community men’s
sheds are multifaceted spaces which have proved to be
successful for older men in regaining control over var-
ious aspects of their health, be it mental, physical or
social, through the form of active involvement, making
and providing them with a sense of comradery and
community.

3. The study
3.1. The men’s shed settings

The men’s shed we engaged with was located in a metro-
politan city in Australia. The setting and overall work
practices of the men’s shed are described in Vyas and
Quental (2022). The shed had over 100 members in
their registry and around 30-40 members attended at
any given day. The membership consisted of predomi-
nantly retired older men, aged between 65 and 85
years. The shed was adjacent to a church and was
open five days a week, from 8:00 am to midday. Starting
from 10:00 am, shed members get together in a common
space to have their tea breaks. Here, announcements are
made to introduce new members to share any latest
developments at the shed. Sometimes, information
around the key projects that were being run at the
shed was also shared.

The shed allowed younger men to be members. Shed
members, also known as ‘shedders’, worked in various
mediums, such as wood, metal and leather. Once one
project was completed, the shedders moved on to the
next project, which could consist of both personal and
community projects. Community projects included
building artefacts for charities, orphanages or other
non-profit organisations. Personal projects included
the ones which members built for themselves, or for
their friends and family.

3.2. Co-development of ShedBox

The design of ShedBox was a joint effort between the
research team and shed members. One of the members
of the research team had been a member of the shed for
over four years and knew most of the members. During
a tea break, the lead researcher proposed the idea of
developing a storytelling application for the shed.
After having initial brainstorming and consultations
among members, it was agreed that shed members
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Figure 1. Shed members designing the outer case of ShedBox and final design being discussed during a tea break.

will participate in the design of the application. Shed
members also suggested to design a simple application
that would not require a lot of typing on their part
and make the application more visual and peripheral
so that it doesn’t require a lot of work for them when
they interact with it. Shed members very actively
checked the progress of our application development.
It was decided that an application will run on an iPad
which will be housed in a timber frame to make the
application look an integral part of the shed members’
activities, which was woodworking. Figure 1 shows
shed members developing the timber frame for an
iPad and one of the researchers displaying the final
version.

The ShedBox (Figure 2) is designed as a technology
probe (Hutchinson et al. 2003), which works as a situ-
ated display placed on a table close to the noticeboard
of the men’s shed. Much like the Whereabouts Clock
(Sellen et al. 2009), the display of the ShedBox is always
‘on” and always existed in the visual periphery of shed-
ders, so they could simply walk up to it and share their

story at any time. The ShedBox interface allowed par-
ticipants to upload ‘stories’, which were essentially a
combination of a voice a recording, a picture, and a
title. This allowed them to capture a very specific
moment in time in three different forms of media,
with an emphasis on the auditory aspect of the story.
The title and the image stood as supplementary back-
ground information, providing additional context to
the story being shared by the shedder. ShedBox was
connected to the shed’s Wi-Fi, so that it causes mini-
mum amount of interference to the user when interact-
ing with the application. Thus, a participant could
instantly browse through the stories on the home screen
or upload their own story within a matter of few
seconds. The shed members could perform two
activities:

1. Listen to stories shared by other shed members in the
form of a carousel. Members could scroll through
different stories and listen to stories on the main
screen at any given time.
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Figure 2. ShedBox’s deployment at the men'’s shed and its interface.

2. Upload their own stories by going through a simple
upload flow, which would then be added to the
homepage carousel.

3.3. Methods and participants

Following the ethical clearance process in our insti-
tution, we met with the management of the men’s
shed to discuss our research methods. Prior to the
deployment of ShedBox, we got shed members to sign
informed consents about our project, where we ensured
that no identifiable information from the members will
be shredded outside of the project. Over the period of
the first four weeks, the ShedBox was deployed as a situ-
ated storytelling device. In this phase of the deployment,
we went up to shedders and asked them to report any-
thing that they would like to mention about the pres-
ence of the ShedBox in their space. While we had a
strong buy-in from the shed members, we provided a
demo of ShedBox whenever a member unfamiliar with
the ShedBox showed up. We also suggested that mem-
bers can use ShedBox to make any announcements to
the shed, their current projects, or discuss any other
issue about the shed.

Following the four-week data collection period, we
received 58 entries in the ShedBox. Following this, we
organised semi-structured interviews which aimed at
understanding what made shed members share certain
stories. We recruited 13 members (participants P1-
P13) from the shed who were active users of the Shed-
Box and showed an interest to discuss their experiences
with us. These interviews were audio recorded and
structured in a way where we played some stories
from the ShedBox to the interviewee and asked them

to share their thoughts on the story. Thereafter, we
posed open-ended questions to participants regarding
their experiences at the shed, in connection to the Shed-
Box. During this phase, we also collected feedback on
any further improvements to the application. As a
token of appreciation for their time, the shed was
given a $200 gift voucher for allowing the research
team to conduct this project and allowing the shed
members to participate in the study. The shed members
who participated in this study collectively decided that
the gift vouchers should be given to the shed rather
than to participating individuals.

The 58 stories and interviews from 13 participants
were analysed using the thematic analysis (Braun and
Clarke 2006) method. Here, an inductive analysis of
the qualitative data obtained from both the semi-struc-
tured interview as well as the stories collected by Shed-
Box was conducted. We transcribed the interviews and
coded them along with the stories. We clustered the
codes together to perform a basic thematic analysis
and obtained the overall themes that came across in
all the data generated. The section below discusses
these findings in more detail.

4. Findings

4.1. System use overview

Overall, men’s shed members enjoyed using the Shed-
Box and had positive reviews for it. For instance,

when asked for his first thoughts on the device, one par-
ticipant enthusiastically said

Well, what can I say? I was blown away! I think this is
amazing technology. To have it all so incredibly
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Table 1. Stories collected through the deployment of ShedBox.

Stories =

Themes 58 Sub-themes within each theme Breakdown of stories

Kinship 16 Caring about the Shed and Helping Others in the Shed (Kinship within the Shed) 10
Showing Affection to Family and Friends (Kinship outside the Shed) 6

Health and Wellbeing 10 Impact on Personal Health 6
Comradery and Sense of Community 4

Material and Physical Engagement 32 The Fulfilment and Materiality 7
Expertise with Tools and Machinery 12

Projects for External Clients

1"

versatile, easy-to-use, and the concept of being able to
speak into, and record yourself for the recording to be
accessible to other blokes, I think it’s tremendous..

Which expressed a positive reaction to the user-
friendliness of the device and the ability to hear stories
uploaded by other shed members. Another participant
noted,

This could even replace the Shed Newsletter. I basically
see it as an electronic version of the newsletter, one
which has auditory capabilities so people can just listen
to it instead of reading it. We can use it for anything
that we want. We can make it a one-stop-shop for a
whole range of things. Definitely has a lot of potential
of being developed as far as we want.

Reflecting on the flexibility of the device and on the
variety of contexts it could be used in at the shed.

Over the course of four weeks of deployment, 58
legible stories were added to the ShedBox. The average
duration of a story was 1 min, with shortest one lasting
only 2 s (hence discarded), and the longest one being a
conversation between a shed members lasting over
6 min. The shed members added an average of three
stories to the ShedBox, with the minimum being one
story and the maximum being eight stories, per shed
members. From our analysis, we established seven cat-
egories of stories (Table 1), which were essentially
sub-themes to a broader set of three main overarching
themes: Kinship; Health and Wellbeing; and Material
& Physical Engagement. Sixteen stories belonged to
the theme of Kinship, 10 belonged to that of Health &
Wellbeing, whereas 32, the maximum number of stor-
ies, belonged to Material and Physical Engagement.
The following table provides a breakdown of different
types of stories collected.

In the section below, we will provide further details of
the specific themes and discuss examples stories from
our participants. We highlight how these stories were
both revelatory and insightful into the lives of shedders.

4.2. Kinship

In What kinship is - and is not, Marshall Sahlin (2013)
develops a deeper account of what kinship can

encompass, and what is instantly recognisable in it —
‘participating intrinsically in each other’s existence’,
having ‘mutuality of being’ and being ‘members of
one another’ (Carsten 2013). In this sense, kinship refers
to a general sense of affinity or attachment between
members of a particular social group. In community-
based programmes such as men’s sheds, kinship is
quite ubiquitous.

The stories captured the social dynamics of kinship
within the space. Shedders shared a range of activities
they did at the shed, ranging from caring for the tools
and equipment in the shed library, to supervising
other members in order for them to complete their pro-
jects successfully, to showcasing their ongoing projects
that were meant to show care for people outside of the
shed community (e.g. families).

According to the thematic analysis conducted, we
found that stories about kinship had recurring sub-
themes of caring for the members in the shed and the
shed itself, along with showing affection and caring
about friends, family and other members outside of
the shed membership. P4 very aptly described this feel-
ing of giving back to whom they cared for, ‘being a mas-
ter craftsman is very good, but it is only for your own
amusement. When you do something for someone
else, it adds an extra layer of satisfaction and an extra
feel-good factor to it’. In this sense, stories were crafted
to emphasise the kinship aspect.

4.2.1. Kinship within the shed — caring about others

at the shed

From the 16 stories collected surrounding kinship, 10
stories highlighted kinship within the shed. These stor-
ies ranged from appreciating the shed as a social outlet
for members to care and comradery that is prevalent at
the shed to helping one another at the shed. In the fol-
lowing discuss one such example in Table 2, where a
story shared by P8 is described.

Like many other members at the shed, P8 came to
shed mainly to have social interactions with other
like-minded people at the shed. He had made a group
of friends who would sit and talk at the shed. P8 and
other members do not generally participate in
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Story Title: Social

Verbal Account

‘| generally come three days a week. | enjoy coming here. There are so many people with different skills.
People come here to spend time outside of their daily routines. | am not much into making any furniture. |
come here mainly for social engagement. | sit on these chairs and have chat with friends here. Our chats are
about just everything that is happening around us'.

woodworking or any other type of craftwork at the shed,
rather they would lead organising social and outreach
activities at the shed. To participants like P8, the space
provides a great social support in their post-retirement
lives.

A part from the story shown in Table 2, there were
several similar stories where shed members exhibited
care and safety aspects related to the shed. Participant
P13 shared a story on why it is important to keep the
shed clean at the end of a session. Through his story he
exhibited care towards other members as cleaning up is
one of the most essential health and safety issue. Follow-
ing this story, some participants felt that this was some-
thing where the ShedBox could primarily work well for
making announcements for the wider shed membership.
Hearing someone else’s story whilst being in periphery of
the ShedBox could serve as a gentle reminder for them to
clean up after themselves. Other story examples within
this sub-theme included shedders sharing information
about the shed library and helping supervise other shed
members to provide guidance with their ongoing pro-
jects. Thus, ShedBox was able to capture snippets of life
within the shed which was often passed by without any-
one noticing — snippets of care, companionship and a
shared sense of belonging.

4.2.2. Kinship outside the shed — showing affection

to friends and family

The remaining 6 stories out of the 16 stories were
classified as those relating to exhibiting kinship outside
the shed through the ShedBox. This was shown in the
form of building something for one’s family or friends,
being an integral part of their lives and impacting it with
their presence, thus showing affection and love to them.

The ShedBox helped facilitate these projects by looking
at what other people in the shed were building. As one
participant P9 noted, it would help ‘Something to do for
his grandkids’. P9 added a story about his ongoing
project:

With the example story shared above, the pig made
by a shedder for his granddaughter who lives in the
US was shared with a few participants and their reac-
tions were gauged. It was commonly observed that
shedders were frequently involved in doing projects
that were meant as a gift for their family members.
Shedders often felt that adding personal touch to such
gift would bring meaningful and cherished experiences
for their loved ones. Stories similar to the one shown in
Table 3 struck a chord among the shed members. While
some shedders would know about ongoing projects at
the shed, for other it wasn’t possible due to the specific
days they would come to the shed. What ShedBox
enabled was making specific projects visible for the lar-
ger shed membership. Listening to the story helped
shedders realise that it can help them to get to know
other people better, that is through striking up a conver-
sation with the shedder after hearing a story on the
ShedBox. During our interviews, P11 commented that

This is fantastic. What is important here is what comes
out of these stories, because it is information that one
might necessarily not know about. You listen such stor-
ies and get to know the people you work with a bit
better.

Another participant P2 noted that

[Members] loved to show affection through something
which they built. I think one of the difficult passages we
go through in life is that as we grow older, we have these
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Table 3. Example story for kinship outside the Shed, by P9.

Story Title: Pig for Granddaughter

Verbal Account

‘Hi, this is a little project that I'm completing for my granddaughter in Dallas, Texas. She
has a fascination with pigs, mainly little pigs. | found this little shape, his name is
Andercote. So, I'm going to paint it up and send it over to her'.

glorious grandkids who are 50-60 years younger than
us. How do you relate to them? I've seen that one of
the primary ways of connecting with them is through
gifts, through toys. Through them, you can get closer
to your grandkids. Because initially, I feel, they are a
bit apprehensive of these old geriatrics, ways to get to
them is make something that they enjoy playing with.

Such comments showed that men’s sheds allowed mem-
bers to rekindle their relationships with their distant
family members. In our study, we collected several
other stories that were around the same theme where
shedders made wooden buses for grandchildren or
recreating a table made by their father-in-law,
suggesting that shedders made conscious efforts to
form closer bonds to their family.

4.3. Wellbeing

The shed had a positive impact on the health of the shed
members. It promoted a healthy social space for shed-
ders to come and interact. The Shed members, although
initially reticent, were happy to open up about their per-
sonal lives and how the shed influenced their lifestyle
and general wellbeing. These have been discussed in
depth below.

4.3.1. Comradery and sense of community
Out of the 10 stories which came under the theme of
health and wellbeing, 6 stories were linked to a sense
of community and comradery within the shed. This
highlighted the importance of the shed in facilitating
and providing a social space for comradery and compa-
nionship. Table 4 presents a story that was uploaded by
P6 on the ShedBox.

In the story above, P6 reflected on his experience of
coming to the shed. He talks about how shed positively

impacted his mental health and provided a space for
him to come to once or twice a week to chat to people
who have been severely depressed in the last couple of
years. During the interviews, several of the participants
hinted that many of the shedders came through a
difficult phase of their lives when they retired from
their work. Being engaged in a meaningful activity
and a lively social environment provided by the shed
helped many such participants.

There were some interesting reactions to this story.
P11, who does not actively get involved in making
activities, said:

certain guys have got the concept of the shed the other
way around. They come in for woodwork and metal-
work, that’s their reason for being here because that is

Table 4. Example story for comradery and sense of community,
by P6.
Title: Story

Story Shared

‘Just coming to the shed is
- we  a highlight of my week. |
A7) £ come in Wednesdays
i and Friday mornings,
. and whenever | can't
St " make it, it’s a real hole in
L . my week. When | come
here, and people are just
A joking and chatting, it
s % lifts my spirits up. | have
: \ met some people here
N I '\‘ | who have been through
A i some severe depression
in the last couple of
years, and just coming in
to chat with them seems
to help them. | think the
shed is a very positive
experience for myself’.

-
T

P,




Table 5. Example story for personal health, P7.
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Story Shared

Title: Health
—— i

‘| personally feel the shed is good for psychological reasons. Some people just

come in for a chat and hardly involve themselves in woodworking or making. |
think it would be worthwhile to assign somebody, much like the R U OK?
Campaign’ to go around and ask everyone how they are feeling on any given
day. We all miss things all the time. Personally, I'm good at that, | pick up things:
if somebody is not feeling well, | will strike up a conversation with them. Most
people would be working 9 to 5 and just suddenly stop working. So, it's a
valuable space for them to come up and socialise’.

their thing. I do not have anything against that view, but
I personally feel that for myself it is more about being a
part of something. I have learnt more than just sitting
and looking. The main reason for being here is to com-
mune with other guys.

The reactions to the story also expressed a heartfelt
agreement to what the participant shared, and his vul-
nerability was commended. P5 said

I think this story mirrors my own view about coming to
the shed. My time at the shed provides some routine
and structure to an otherwise unstructured day and
week since I'm in retirement. In my own experience, I
really value being able to come to the shed because of
the same reason - it keeps me sane.

Participants noted that ‘these things are so hard to talk
about’, and how listening to a story like this made them
reminisce of their own experiences. Men’s sheds often
see men unable to discuss about their mental health
issues and post-retirement adjustment that they had to
go through, in the initial stages of their arrival in the
shed. This is not to say that only through ShedBox
such stories came out. In fact, several senior members
took upon themselves to check on newer members to
discuss if they needed any help or support. The shedders
were brimming with personal stories, and the ShedBox
was simply providing them a platform to share it with
others. Listening to such stories through the ShedBox
made them realise that the main reason why they are
here is because they are a tight-knit community.

4.3.2. Impact on personal health

There were four stories which highlighted the impact of
the shed on personal health of the shedders. These stor-
ies touched on how coming to the shed affected the
shedder’s way of life, and how it contributed positively
towards their physical and mental health. An example

story is provided below (Table 5), along with some reac-
tions from other shedders to the story.

In the story shared above, P7 talks about how the
shed has a positive impact on his health, and how the
shed opens up a space for men to not only come and
open up but also for other men to listen to them. He
further elaborated on his story by commenting:

when older men say something, it’s an effort. It is a chal-
lenge. Unlike women. So, it is important to listen,
because the speaker needs to have some sense of cour-
age to talk about hard things.

The reactions to the story were revelatory of how a gen-
dered space such as the men’s shed can help men, who
otherwise do not really open up that easily due to
societal conditioning, by providing them a social outlet
with others who have a better understanding of them
and with whom they can be vulnerable without any
issues.
As a reaction to this story, P3 commented:

This story kind of extends my thought process. In our
culture, we always have gendered spaces — men’s spaces
and women’s spaces. Men always have their own space,
and they can talk about anything that they want. Here,
in the west, men do not always get that. This is such a
space, so I always see how it positively contributes to
the wellbeing of everyone who comes in.

Similarly, other participants also commented that they
liked coming to the shed because it provided an external
space away from home where they could relax and
unwind. As one participated noted during tea-time,

I would not be coming in if I didn’t enjoy this place. It
provides a social contact touchpoint for me. For so
many people, it so hard. I think it’s a question of
exposure. For every one of us here, there is a 100 people
out there who do not want to join.
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Or as another participant introspected,

For me, this is what stops me from being in isolation.
You can come here and do anything - you can sit,
you can work, you can chat.

The openness and flexibility of the shed provided men
with space which they really enjoyed, giving them
room to just be. As was also evident with the stories
shared by participants, ShedBox captured men opening
up on things that they did not really talk about other-
wise in the shed. Several participants mentioned that
while woodwork, metalwork and other similar activities
are core to the shed, talking to one another at the shed
was considered as important.

4.4. Material engagement with the space

The stories shared by the shed members also had a
recurring theme of a sense of attachment with the
spatial aspects of the shed - the tools, machinery and
equipment present in the shed along with an active
involvement with the process of making. The stories
showed that the men were proficient at using the equip-
ment and enjoyed engaging with the different tools
available to them.

Being the most populated story category, there were a
lot of stories which centred around seven main projects
being worked on at the shed during the four-week
period. The sections below aim to unpack these in
more depth.

4.4.1. The fulfilment and materiality
For some men at the shed, the process of building some-
thing tangible was perceived as a huge achievement and
was one of the reasons why they came to the shed. For
instance, P1, a previous electrical engineer, shared a
story (Table 6) about a pool table that he built. He talked
about the structure and the shape of the pool table in
precise terms and had a knack for exactness. He also
said how enjoying the ‘material aspect of making’
comes from his engineering background. The partici-
pant also said that he’s a ‘loner’ and enjoyed to ‘be
kept busy with my hands and my mind for the time
that 'm here at the shed’. This signified that making
was almost seen as a meditative practice, giving shed-
ders the time and space to focus on the present and
unwind in an environment which they had control over.
For participants, the satisfaction and fulfilment of
creating something at the shed was the most important
aspect of making. They thoroughly enjoyed the creative
process, albeit understanding that it can get taxing and
sometimes frustrating, which they identified as a part of
the process. This process of making linked back to the

Table 6. Example stories shared related to the material process.
Story Shared

Title: Pool Table

‘| built a pool table here at
the shed a year ago.
Someone taught me
how to use the wood
lave. | then made the
four legs that were
curvy-shaped. It worked
out really well, and we
put a drawer in it as well.
It's made of silky oak on
the top, so it has quite a
beautiful finish. It was a
good feeling of
accomplishment to be
able to make those legs,
and that table. Very
positive’.

concept of ‘shed projects’ vs ‘personal projects’. Mem-
bers worked on both kinds of projects for different
kinds of reasons, and felt that the process was different
for each kind of project. Shed projects felt more ‘philan-
thropic’ and associated to the ‘feeling of giving back
something to society’, whereas personal projects more
‘intimate’, giving a peek into someone’s personal life.
One shed member P12, during the interview, ideated
that he would love to document his creative process
with the ShedBox. It could be used in stages: posting a
little snippet before beginning something, documenting
the progress while something is being built, and then
discussing the process after they are done with building
it. Doing so would also be beneficial to other shedders
working on similar projects and would provide gui-
dance through both auditory and visual mediums.

4.4.2. Expertise with tools and machinery
Some of the stories shared on the ShedBox suggested
that shed members wanted to portray a highly proficient
identity around the use of tools and machinery at the
shed. Senior members had to regularly instruct and
induct new members on how to use the machine appro-
priately. The members were confident about explaining
processes such as sanding, lacquering, painting and saw-
ing in depth, meticulously talking about how each tool is
used and what machinery is useful for which part of the
process. Some members of the shed were willing to help
other shedders learn new processes, instilling edu-
cational attitudes whenever necessary.

There was an emphasis on getting things right, and
some perfectionist attitudes were evident. There was
frustration involved when something did not go



Table 7. Example stories shared related to the expertise with
tools and machinery.
Title: Sinks

.\g

Story Shared

‘Oh well, you win some
and you lose some. | got
one of them finished
away last week in a way
but this one was finished
and ready to go as well,
but when we got it out
this morning, we used
some old paint out of
the cupboard, and it was
absolute rubbish. It is
still sticky after 3 days.
Ugh, | have to take it all
off and repaint it all
now!’

according to plan, which stories such as ones in Table 7
capture quite aptly. Nevertheless, there was a drive to
continue and churn through the projects, as frustration
was ‘a part of the process’, as noted by a participant
during one of the interviews.

Another participant reflected on how the shed was
a shared space of expertise, mentioning how ‘some
people who might not have worked in a hands-on

Table 8. Example story for projects for external clients.
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occupation or job get lifted and helped by people
who are very happy to pass on their knowledge’.
Thus, the finding also linked back to an overall
sense of comradery, kinship and a willingness to
help others, the space being one which is built on
shared knowledge.

There were also attempts to adding a tech shed into
the men’s shed space. P8, a former electrical engineer
and IT professional, noted,

I want to run algorithm classes, Python classes, Scratch,
and eventually, 3D printing. It’s quite useful. Everyone
is reading more and more about cybersecurity and
hacking, so I feel through these people can understand
more about that world.

When asked if other shed members were interested in
taking the programming classes, his response was
‘That’s a good question. I am testing it this way: I've
set computer desk here, so I am gauging how many
people actually come in and ask me’. This showed that
shed members considered the shed as learning spaces
themselves and were driven to impart and disseminate
their knowledge wherever possible.

4.4.3. Projects for external clients

Certain stories shared by our participants were centred
around projects that they worked on for external clients,
such as for orphanages, aged-care centres and churches.

Title: Sink Painting

Story Shared

‘The actual cost of materials here is approximately $40. We do not have a specific donation
price on this one, this is something that one of the members set up and put up an ad for on
Facebook marketplace. In the case of a childcare centre or a community centre, we do not
really care about the donation amount as long as we are covering up the costs of the
materials. That's pretty much what goes on here. The actual donation is quite small
compared to the labour we put in. When we do repairs for people, drawers or tables, it is
whatever they feel is appropriate. Something in the scale of $10. We are not too concerned
with the financial amount as long as we cover up our material costs. If a childcare centre
comes in and says hey, we want this, we would still be able to build it for them free of cost,
but usually they provide a donation amount’.
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Stories which were shared in the ShedBox spanned
across various organisations and purposes, such as a
tablet stand built for orphanages, and bed frames built
for physiotherapy clinics. The philanthropic vision of
the shed members was evident through the stories
shared in the ShedBox and suggested that the process
of making gave the shed members a level of satisfaction,
a feeling about making a difference in society through
their work, no matter how small.

The below story (Table 8) was uploaded by P7, where
he discusses a mud-kitchen that was being painted for a
childcare centre. Through the story explained the over-
all ethos and process of engaging with community
organisations.

When the above story was discussed with our partici-
pants during interviews, participants described the
experience of making something for others as very
inspiring. Participants felt proud of making artefacts
and tools for other organisation. While the shed was a
non-profit organisation, they needed to cover the cost
of the material they buy. Individuals and community
organisations who request men’s shed members to
make artefacts and objects for them generally pay for
the material costs or buy them. The men’s shed would
not charge anything for their labour work but would
ask for a small donation so that it can sustain for a
longer period. Some of the participants mentioned
that they received larger amounts in the range of
$300-$500 from some generous donors. Participants
also mentioned that saving such stories and projects
in ShedBox is quite useful. It can highlight the philan-
thropic side of the men’s shed.

The reaction to this story made it evident that listen-
ing to the ShedBox stories reminded shedders of other
instances, anecdotes and stories. Thus, a loop of story-
telling was established, where listening to a story
inspired another shedder to share theirs. This was an
important aspect that ShedBox helped facilitate:
people’s reactions to stories were often stories. Thus, it
served as a positive trigger for shedders to verbalise
their experiences at the shed and sharing things which
they saw at the shed previously.

5. Discussion

The results of using the ShedBox as a technology probe
over six weeks provided insights around lives of shed
members for their time in the shed. Overall, our
research sheds light on the complex relationship
between older adults and technology and how the idea
of storytelling fits within the ethos of community-led
initiatives such as the men’s sheds. Further, findings
highlight the role gender played in shaping the space.

5.1. Men'’s shed ethos through storytelling

In this section, we highlight that the use of ShedBox and
the stories that came out of it are aligned with the spirit
and essence of the men’s shed movement. From clean-
ing the shed, to simply sitting and supervising other
members, and from involving themselves in philanthro-
pic projects to building toys for their grandchildren, the
shed provided members a safe space without any obli-
gations or pressure. More importantly, the mental
health was of utmost importance, as highlighted in stor-
ies discussed in the previous section, and aligning with
previous work on men’s sheds (Ballinger, Talbot, and
Verrinder 2009; Cox et al. 2020; Moylan et al. 2015;
Segura et al. 2019). The post-retirement support that
was provided by the shed was also visible in the stories
that were captured by our participants. For example,
P6’s story about how the shed helps members who
suffer from depression and how he as a senior member
of the shed talks with them to help deal with such
experiences. As shown in previous research (Donovan
and Blazer 2020), social isolation is a huge problem in
the aging population, the shed is a space for such mem-
bers. Furthermore, making and the process surrounding
it was captured aptly by ShedBox. The raw stories had
the participants sharing experiences about what they
were working on, trying to articulate the procedures,
the tools that they were using, and who they were work-
ing with. As the ShedBox was conceptualised as a situ-
ated display, the stories were often filled with the
background noises of cutting, shaving and sounds of
heavy machinery. Thus, the masculinity of the shed cul-
ture (Bell and Dourish 2007; Cox et al. 2020) was also
exhibited through ShedBox. The stories embodied the
very spirit of the shed.

5.1.1. Care and altruism

It was very clear that while the shed was a space for
woodworking, metalworking and involved various
forms of physical labour, several participants conceived
it as a space where they can meet friends, socialise and
enjoy each other’s company. It was meant to be a
space away from their homes and family members
(Bell and Dourish 2007). It was not only for the use of
equipment and tools that members came to the shed,
it was the social environment that made the men’s
shed what it is. Many of the shed members had similar
type of setup in their own garages and sheds (at a smal-
ler scale), but they chose to come to the men’s shed reg-
ularly. The stories shared in the ShedBox exhibited the
notion of care that was inherent to the shed culture.
Be it keeping the shed safe for other members (P13),
to building toys for grandkids (P9) to generally checking



on other members’ health and wellbeing (P6), care was
definitely quite pervasive as one of the core ethos
around the shed.

An aspect that is central to the ethos of men’s shed is
supporting members who might be struggling through
their post-retirement phase. P6’s story showed how
some men find it difficult to talk about their personal
issues, especially when they are adjusting to a new life
post-retirement. Improving health and wellbeing of its
members is an important aspect of the shed philosophy.
ShedBox helped elevate some of these conversations to
the fore, where members like P6 were able to make a
point about the ethos of men’s shed.

Altruism was another major ethos of the men’s shed
that was highlighted through the stories shared on the
ShedBox. Shed members took pride in building objects
and artefacts for other community-based organisations
like childcare centres and physiotherapy clinics. While
shed members did get involved in developing for their
personal projects, the shed projects brought multiple
shed members together as collaborative projects. Being
able to do something for the society and people in
need was greatly appreciated by the shed members.

5.2. Designing for older adults

We designed the ShedBox to be a simple tool where
men’s shed members have to take only a few steps to
successfully upload a story. This included simplified
user-interface, where participants can flick through a
carousel of cards, and making the buttons and text
appropriate for older adults (Dodd, Athauda, and
Adam 2017; Nurgalieva et al. 2017). There was a level
of buy-in from the shed members to engage in some
form of storytelling application at the shed. The appro-
priate amount of time given to them to engage with
ShedBox also played a role in their interest in using a
technology, echoing findings from (Vaportzis, Clausen,
and Gow 2017).

During the interviews, multiple participants men-
tioned how they preferred listening to stories rather
than reading something, a finding which is well aligned
with findings of other story-based devices such as Eat-
Well (Grimes et al. 2008). Fitting into one of the key
themes that stemmed out of (Vyas and Quental
2022), ShedBox struck a chord with the men’s shed
members because there was an emphasis on storytell-
ing as an auditory phenomenon, and there was a
greater resonance factor to spoken words as compared
to the written words. In fact, one participant was
enthusiastic about consuming the weekly newsletter
in an auditory format, saying how ShedBox could
even replace the shed newsletter. Participants had
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various viewpoints on how the ShedBox could be
improved for further usage in the Shed. A few mem-
bers at the shed were also keen to introduce video
capabilities on the ShedBox, as they thought it would
fuse audio and image together.

Opverall, our research ties back into existing literature
(e.g. Vetere et al. 2005), in that ShedBox helped people
and specifically older adults share facts and feelings
through stories and improve engagement both with
each other as well as with the space. ShedBox, as a tech-
nology probe, can be designed and improved for a var-
iety of contexts, is important to be flexibly used by
people.

5.3. Masculinity, storytelling and speaking out

One of the key findings of the study was that the Shed-
Box was successful at capturing important aspects of the
shed, and conversation which men were not always
comfortable about. We noticed that gender was one of
the axes for such findings. Brooks (Brooks 2001; Brooks
and Silverstein 1995) discusses how ‘traditional mascu-
line role socialization produces a wide range of interper-
sonal patterns and behaviors that are profoundly
harmful to society and to men themselves’ (Brooks
2001, 287). Masculinity is often associated to ‘man-
ning-up’, and not talking about personal and emotional
issues one is going through. Contrary to that, the kind of
masculinity we saw at the men’s shed was about being
compassionate towards other men and supporting
them in difficult times. As one can see in the story of
P7, members saw the shed as a space where men can
share their feelings and open up to others. In the same
line of thought, P5 shared his view on how men’s
sheds are one of the few spaces where older retired
men can go to as an outlet away from their everyday
activities. ShedBox added an extra layer to supporting
this masculinity where shed member can find easier to
share their thoughts and feelings in a form of a story,
which provides an ease-of-use and a safe zone for people
to disclose information to other shed members when
they might not feel very comfortable disclosing it in-
person.

Participant P7 during his interview discussed how in
his culture, men usually have their own spaces, as com-
pared to Euro-centric western cultures where spaces
usually are equally shared by men and spaces. He flags
this and discusses how men here usually do not have a
space of their own. Thus, for men’s shed member’s,
the sanctity of a male-exclusive space is quite important.
They felt that they could share things more freely with
each other and introducing women would alter the
dynamics of the space drastically.
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The ShedBox captured dynamics around masculinity
within the shed in the form of stories. With a piece of
technology in front of them, the men were able to ver-
balise on topics that they had not talked about before
and opened up on issues which they wouldn’t open
about generally in the shed. ShedBox also became a
reason for shed members’ retrospective thinking about
why they joined the shed in the first place and what atti-
tudes were predominant in the shed. This further sets
ground for future researchers to look into how techno-
logical interventions in such gendered places can help
them.

6. Conclusions

In this paper, we have discussed how the deployment of
an interactive storytelling situated display, ShedBox, as a
technology probe was introduced to the shed members
ata men’s shed in Australia. The results of our six-week-
long study saw positive reactions to the ShedBox, and
uncovered themes related to older men’s health and
wellbeing, kinship and material engagement with the
environment. The findings also uncovered the novel
ways in which such simple pieces of technology could
be incorporated into spaces such as men’s shed and
positively impact both the space as well the people
within it. In this way, our research study contributes
to existing literature by exploring the deployment of
technology in men’s sheds and enabling a culture of
sharing stories within the shed. We believe that the
long-term deployment of something like ShedBox can
uncover different aspects of our findings, and also high-
light the various kinds of values that are ever-present in
the shed. A longer deployment period would also be
interesting in seeing how the attitude of older adults
change over time, and how comfortable they get with
using technology in such contexts.

Our research also sets ground for future researchers
to look into technology probes for exploring such
makerspaces and investigate other design possibilities
to improve its usage and utility within such environ-
ments. These have been discussed in the section below.

6.1. Future design possibilities

While ShedBox for designed as a probe to explore the
role a technology can play in a makerspace-like environ-
ment, it showed potential for storytelling applications in
men’s sheds and other relevant spaces. It was clear that
storytelling activities can uncover larger issues around
ethos of the space, it can potentially be used in other
similar community spaces. Women’s craft groups
(Vyas 2020) are one of the potential spaces where

storytelling applications be applied. While the type of
stories that come out of a women’s space may be differ-
ent from a male-dominated space like a men’s shed, the
overall discourse from these stories will inevitably
include the ethos of such communities and prevalence
of care within the space.

Future iterations of the ShedBox could explore sup-
porting multimedia formats including video and text.
The purpose of doing so would be to increase the versa-
tility of the application and provide users with more
options to go with. Video-based stories could add an
extra layer of interactivity to the prototype. Audio-
based and photo-based stories could be used to make
shed-wide announcements or share jokes. Text-based
stories could be looked into for complementing weekly
shed newsletter. Participants also noted how the proto-
type could be used as not just within the shed, but as a
promotional vehicle outside the shed, that is, something
that their family members and other stakeholders could
also interact with and look at. Researchers could further
incorporate a familial dimension into their study and
explore how such technologies could encourage interge-
nerational storytelling.

Note

1. https://www.ruok.org.au/ A health-focused campaign
in Australia.
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