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Moving Design Research: GIFs as Research Tools

ABSTRACT
Animated GIFs are often viewed as a nod to early 
internet culture or as tools for digital communication, 
but in this pictorial, we highlight a new use of GIFs, as 
tools for design research. We walk through four case 
studies from our own research that exemplify GIFs used 
throughout the design process as empirical probes, 
prototypes, communication tools, and finalized artifacts. 
By conducting a collaborative, reflexive analysis of 
these cases, we present an annotated portfolio of the 
goals, crafting and aesthetic choices of our GIFs and 
how creating GIFs added to our research. We conclude 
by noting that both the aesthetics of movement and the 
rich, concise, and contextualized nature of gifs added 
to our depth of thinking and ability to communicate 
speculative and imaginative concepts. Finally, we also 
suggest that research dissemination, especially for 
design research, would be enriched by supporting more 
diverse knowledge-production artifacts such as GIFs.

QR CODE
As you go through this pictorial please use the QR code 
to follow along and enjoy each GIF in full motion. 

INTRODUCTION
In this pictorial, we examine the use of animated GIFs 
as design research tools. GIFs, the flashing, blinking 
animations of the early internet, have enjoyed a 
resurgence as a medium to augment text-heavy 
digital communication. Designers use GIFs to quickly 
communicate concepts on websites or in presentations, 
but moving one step further, in this pictorial we show 

how GIFs are also used to conduct and communicate 
design research. 

This pictorial serves as an annotated portfolio of 
animated GIFs used as design research tools. Using a 
duethnographic-inspired approach to analysis, we offer 
four cases of our own research processes where we 
crafted and used GIFs as research tools, bringing this 
latent method of design research dissemination and 
thinking into focus. The cases consist of GIFS created 
as research probes to conduct ethnography about 
speculative home internet of things (IoT) devices, as 
a method for prototyping interaction-in-motion of 
a conceptual e-textile project, as a means of quickly 
showcasing material functioning and design rationale in 
a prototyping process, and finally as entry-points into 
conceptual vignettes in a multidisciplinary performative 
project. Each case also highlights the effort and thinking 
that go into the artful creation of GIFs, showing how they 
require careful curation, editing, and hand-crafted labor 
that can be important parts of the research process. At a 
higher level, this pictorial offers an example of one mode 
of making artifacts as a means of knowledge production 
in research through design (RtD), which we hope can 
add to a cannon of other explorations of knowledge 
production and dissemination in design research.

As design researchers ask difficult questions about 
the entanglements of technologies with human lives 
in speculative, affective, embodied and lively ways, 
we discovered that beyond dissemination of results, 
GIFs enabled us to explore speculative spaces in 
quick, thoughtful, colorful and animated ways.
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METHOD: A REFLEXIVE ANALYSIS OF 4 CASES
Our main approach for this project was to generate a 
methodologically oriented annotated portfolio [9,15,24] 
of examples of animated GIFs used in our own design 
research. We conducted reflexive analysis of four 
cases where we, the authors, used animated GIFs in 
our design research processes. We note that while we 
believe animated GIFs could be used in a wide variety 
of applications in design research, our examples all 
deal with speculative [3] and research through design 
(RtD) projects [16,38] and this colors our findings. We 
selected these four cases for the diversity of our goals 
in making the GIFs as well as variety of aesthetic form 

seen within the GIFs. Our process was as follows: first, 
we each wrote a reflective statement about our GIFs, 
explaining our motivation, process, aesthetic decisions, 
and dissemination strategies. We also created a shared 
virtual whiteboard (on Miro) to display all our animated 
GIFs to build connections and themes. Second, inspired 
by duoethnographic methods [30], we read each other’s 
narratives, leaving questions and thoughts connecting 
the four narratives. Finally, we thematically analyzed 
our annotated narratives and virtual whiteboard to 
generate themes around how GIFs can be generatively 
and productively used in HCI and design research.

inherently different from videos, being immediately 
accessible and conveying less dense narratives [31]. GIFs 
also enable digital communication, adding embodied 
feeling to textual communications [32], using multiple, 
intertexual, interdiscursive layers of communication by 
integrating language and video [34]. GIFs are seen by 
some as cultural texts which combine affective feelings 
and cultural references simultaneously [26]. 

Survey of GIFs by Designers
To learn how designers use GIFs in their research, we 
conducted a lightweight survey of GIFs created by 
design researchers on websites, as part of presentations, 
and in the literature. We discovered designers used them 
to convey research projects in three-frame bite-sized 
stories [28] , to quickly flip through a zine [1], or close ups 
of blinking bioluminescent algae [14], all of which show 
parts of a project that can’t be seen from the ‘outside’ or 
from a still image. Some GIFs showed material processes, 
turning video snippets into short looping GIFs about 
making novel materials and showing off their material 
qualities once finished [4,18,27,37]. Others used GIFs as 
a medium to save and share memories in design research 
concepts [19,36]. From this brief survey, we saw GIFs 
mostly conveying results, showing process, and quickly 
describing concepts visually.

Sketching 
We also find connection between our hand-made GIFs 
and design practices like sketching as both offer early 

GIFs
GIFs, a type of moving image which is emblematic 
of early World Wide Web aesthetics, have undergone 
resurgence in recent years becoming a meaningful 
player in digital communication and culture. GIFs were 
adopted by net artists as early as the mid-1990s, as a 
means of expression, merging art and life, playing with 
identities and roles, creating confusion, and making 
web-based artworks available to large audiences [29]. 
Even though with the privatization of cyberspace, the 
landscape of the Internet has forever changed, GIFs 
survived and continue to be extremely popular among 
digital artists, with online recent shows organized to 
celebrate the 30-year old anniversary of the format [25], 
and a renewed desire for online art now amidst the stay 
at home orders during a global pandemic [39].

Recent HCI research discusses how GIFs engage people 
and are prone to virality due to their combination of 
being light-weight (in file size), immediate, continuously 
looping, their ability to tell short stories and their 
widespread applicability [5]. Others find that GIFs are best 
when used and interpreted in social and interpersonal 
contexts [20,21] or, in the case of data-GIFs, within 
the context of news and media reporting [31]. While 
they utilize motion, qualitative analysis shows GIFs are 

forms of prototyping and ways to ideate on, synthesize, 
and communicate findings. Sketching is well known 
as a strategy to work through ideas [8] and offers ‘self-
generated back-talk’—an ongoing process of drawing 
and responding to the ideas that emerge as the sketch 
takes shape [17]. Designers also use sketches and 
making to synthesize and disseminate research themes 
[10] and reflect on ethnography [23]. Similarly, our GIFs 
both helped us ideate, offered some early material and 
conceptual back-talk and helped us refine and sum-up 
research findings through generating speculative 
concepts. However, while sketching is static, GIFs offer 
the additional dimension of timing and movement and 
narrative.  

We found correlations between our own analysis of how 
we used GIFs in research and how previous researchers 
observed GIF use, such as how GIFs enabled us to 
quickly convey complex ideas and mini-narratives due 
to their immediate, light-weight and looping qualities 
and that GIFs were often richer and made more sense 
when we contextualized them.  We found our GIFs also 
enabled affective and embodied experiences to emerge 
in our research. However, through crafting our own 
GIFs with specific research goals in mind, we discovered 
the nuanced aesthetic and rhythmic choices combined 
with contextual juxtapositions and tensions concisely 
conveyed and amplified our research goals, concepts, 
and questions. 

Still frames from different GIFs we surveyed showing processes, 
material qualities, and the function of artifacts changing over 
time. Clockwise from the top left: © Bae [4], © Muehlbradt [27],  
© Howell [18], [18].
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CAYLA’S REFLECTION: GIFS AS 
EMPIRICAL PROBES 

The GIFs in this section are from 
a project which used feminist care 
ethics to reimagine home IoT [22]. In 
this project I created four vignettes of 
speculative IoT designed to embody 
aspects of care ethics. The hand drawn 
GIFs with audio recordings (voiced from 
the perspective of the IoT) were used 
as research provocations. I wanted to 
create little windows into speculative 
worlds and I wanted participants to take 
in these worlds sensorily and emotively 
rather than merely showcase objects 
or experiences. These GIFs needed to 
embody nebulous theoretical ideas, but 
they needed to feel personal, crafted with 
care and conceptually (if not physically) 
real as both a commitment to the 
ideas they represent and the project’s 
interlocutors.

This image is a screenshots of how I used GIFs 
collectively on a website which I shared with 5 
participants as windows to speculative worlds. 

Temporality: Linearity and Looping
GIFs are not typically used for longer 
form narratives—they are supposed to 
be short and pithy. My GIFs, however, 
accompanied audio pieces which lasted ~4 
minutes so it was an important challenge 
to ensure that their loop blended into the 
narration and not disrupt the (mostly) 
linear progression of the stories. I didn’t 
want the GIFs to feel stuck in their own 
endless loop detached from the voices 
which co-embodied them. This meant 
that I needed to take a different approach 
to weaving the loop into the narrative 
with each GIF. 

The GIF format also allowed for an 
additional axis to help differentiate 
temporalities in the narratives like 
reveries or past experiences and was 
used to add character and help define 
a mood for each concept. Although the 
mood of each GIF is different, all of the 
concepts embodied themes related to 
practices of care, making it important 
not to romanticize them. I leveraged each 
GIF’s bespoke temporality to subtly add 
humorous, cheeky, or obnoxious elements.

In contrast to Meditative Hub, in the Sensitive Snuggler, the blanket goes into a rambling 
tangential reverie during the narrative. At that time, 90’s sitcom style jazz begins to play and the 
GIF’s irregular frame transitions help evoke an unpredictable and slightly off kilter tone. I arranged 
the frames almost randomly and set the frame delay anywhere from .2-2 seconds (a 10X range). 

“...AND WE FELT 
LOCKED IN THIS, 

THIS SLEEPY 
MOMENT WHERE 
TIME SEEMED TO 

STOP...”

These two examples, the 
Meditative Hub (above) 
and Sensitive Snuggler 
(below) used two totally 
different GIF rhythms, one 
soothing and one erratic, 
to create cohesion with 
their accompanying audio 
narratives. 

These are still frames from the GIF Mediative Hub, I set all of the frame transitions to the same 
length of 2 seconds. This made it feel slow, steady, relaxed, and calm. I also used a fairly even 
expand/contract visual cue (similar to breath) to signify that the Hub was actively guiding a 
meditation. Because there are a lot of frames and there is no change in speed it makes it the 
loop appear seamless.
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Aesthetics: Lively but Dreamy
These GIFs were speculative, so they 
needed to be dreamy, but they were also 
probes, so they needed to be engaging and 
reflective of care and craft. These are not 
real things, and it was important that they 
felt sketchy, not fully formed, conceptual, 
dreamy even. That way reactions to them 
were not about their feasibility but their 
situated ethical implications.

This dreamy and lively aesthetic was a 
productive one for presenting speculative 
and provocative concepts to participants, 
but it was not without tensions. GIFs 
occupy an unusual space where the 
nuance of movements (and in this case 
audio) can be quite articulate, yet the 
overall fidelity is almost expected to be 
scrappy. I leveraged this capacity of the 
format with layers of aesthetic choices 
to bring these abstract ideas to life and I 
felt like they ‘lived’ in a different way than 
other low fidelity or lightweight design 
research tools. I worried, however, that as 
their liveliness grew so too did their bias.

Aesthetic choices like using grey scale, shading with 
a watercolor brush and using subtle animations 
were all important to leaving these concepts feeling 
slightly abstracted, or just ungrounded enough to 
suspend disbelief.

When drawing the frames to animate 
these GIFs I focused on trying to represent 
liveliness. In these examples, from the 
concept Care4Tech I am representing the 
IoT’s subtle yet active and literal voice by 
keeping all but 1 or 2 elements static and 
focusing attention on those elements.  

Juxtapositions: Resolved and Unresolved
The idea to make GIFs as accompaniment 
came after the idea to produce audio 
vignettes. However, I began sketching 
the GIFs before recording any audio. I 
found that having something to house 
my voice helped me develop the concept. 
I did not script the audio, instead I 
opened and played the initial rough GIF 
and just started talking. I wanted them 
to feel candid, free, and unrehearsed. 
What resulted was a very personal and 
almost intimate relationship to the audio 
pieces. Conversely, I kept the animations 
and drawing relatively simple and clean, 
leading to a juxtaposition of the intimate 
and rooted telling with the abstract open-
endedness of the GIF imagery and style.

The GIFs I created didn’t have stories, 
exactly, but they had narratives and I 
felt like much more of a character in 
them. I was the hand, the mind, the 
voice, and the motion behind them.  
As a researcher I felt conflicted 
at times about how candid these 
were. At the end of the day, it was 
inescapable how much of myself I 
put into each GIF and their audio.

“...I GET TO RELIVE THAT 
THROUGH THE SENSATION 
OF TOUCHING THAT PIECE 
OF DRIFTWOOD. SO, YEAH 
THAT ONE FEELS PRETTY 

SPECIAL TO ME....”

I kept the sketches plain and abstract, 
like this geometric form for ‘Secure 
Sensations’.

The GIFs’ open-ended and stylistic 
design supported the longer-form, 
intimate audio narrative.
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HEIDI’S REFLECTION: GIFS  
AS A PROTOTYPE 
The following two cases of using GIFs 
in design research both stem from a 
speculative RtD project where I crafted 
a pair of mechatronic pants, called the 
High Water Pants that make climate 
change tangible for everyday cyclists 
[6,7]. Using live GPS, the pants rise in 
areas of Seattle, WA that are projected to 
be affected by sea level rise in the future. 
The tangible interaction of pants material 
on a cyclist leg signals these areas and 
allows a cyclist to think about possible 
impacts of sea level rise on their cycling 
practice. This first case explains how I 
used GIFs to prototype and communicate 
my speculative, RtD concept.

Proto-Prototyping
This example shows using GIFs to situate 
the wearable design concept in the context 
of embodied movement before moving to 
prototyping with actual mechanics and 
materials. This approach was inspired 
by Tomico et al’s research on crafting 
wearable technologies [33]. Because 
making a pair of pants is ‘expensive’ 
in terms of time, GIFs enabled testing 
ideas quickly in the context of a moving 
body on a bike. I used video frames of a 
cyclist in motion, traced a ‘template’ and 
moved favorite concepts from a round 
of ideation-through-sketching onto 
the GIF template. I learned a lot about 
body positions, material function and 
mechanical possibilities through this 
exercise. 

This collection of images shows the progression of creating the GIFs: choosing still frames, tracing the images, adding 
concepts from sketches on top using a bright color to highlight the pants. 

Tracing the outline of the cyclist 
in Procreate helped me internalize 
the cyclist’s different body positions 
and how they might interact with 
materials and mechanical systems.

Finding a video and taking still 
frames was the beginning of a 
better understanding the cyclist in 
motion.

I moved ideas from static sketches 
into different pedaling positions, 
thinking about knee pits, chain 
interference, materials, tactility, 
experiencing the back-talk of 
sketching with the with the 
additional complexity of imagining 
the sketch in action.

Animating beads swishing—would 
they get caught in the chain?! How 
would they feel?

Should the bead fringe only be on the 
outside of the leg? Will the swinging 
beads be heavy and distracting?

1931



6

Pictorial                                                                           DIS’2021: June 28–July 2, 2021

Communicating Concepts
While these GIFs started as a way for me to learn and think through my design ideas, they 
became an interim ‘prototype’ before the wearable device was built. I used the GIFs as a 
conceptual sales pitch early in the process and later framed them as a prototyping tool.

Looping Highlights Design Details
While storyboards are great for arching narratives, GIFs show detailed changes by 
having changes happening in the same place. It is a great medium for showing details 
in interaction, quickly displaying both the concept and details of the design’s motion 
instead of simply narrating over a static image or showing a series of sketches. 

Light-hearted Aesthetic for a Dark Subject 
The GIFs communicated the vibe of the pants early-on, 
promising some level of ‘funness’ even though the 
project was about the serious issue of climate change. 
By making the GIFs colorful, cartoonish, wavery, and 
not-technical, their aesthetics were unapologetically 
speculative and whimsical. I still wanted to convey the 
speculative mechanical/material concepts however, so 
I set the frame rate to be one second long, giving each 
frame enough time for an onlooker to understand and 
notice the design concept. However, this timing also 
gave them a bit of a fun and bumbling feeling, especially 
when viewed in a group. 

This shows a slide from an early presentation where I used the GIF to 
present my concept before my wearable prototype was finished. 

While this is a slide from a final presentation where I used the GIFs in 
a group to show my prototyping process.

=
All these frames have a lot in common. Showing them as an animated GIF highlights the major areas of action—
the beads swinging and the legs moving. While I could have reused the bike and arms for every animation, I 
retraced the bike every time,  lending the whole image a wavering jittery quality instead of a more perfect and 
mechanical quality. 
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HEIDI’S REFLECTION: GIFS AS  
DOCUMENTATION
In order to show the material and 
mechanical prototypes I made as I worked 
towards a high-fidelity product, I also 
ended up creating a series of GIFs from 
videos I took when I was working through 
the material prototyping process for the 
High Water Pants project. I made these 
GIFs from videos I took on my phone as 
I was working. GIF documentation was 
also one way we saw other designers use 
GIFs in our lightweight survey (see page 
2). In the following I show how making 
GIFs for documentation challenged me 
to edit my videos into ‘perfect moment’ 
mini-stories, added context and helped 
communicate my process, and embodied 
the spirit of prototyping aesthetically.

My hand made several appearances and studio debris 
is everywhere in the background of the GIFs.

Crafting the Perfect GIF Moment . . . 
To make my prototype GIFs, I would 
import videos to Photoshop using ‘video 
frames to layers’ and because I wanted 
them to be to-the-point and lightweight, 
I would both skip frames and clip content 
to be just the part of the video that 
was the clearest demo of the prototype 
or material experiment. The most 
expressive GIF with the smallest file size 
was my goal.

. . . With Imperfect Videos
The GIFs from the video are ‘sketchy’ 
videos because they were originally taken 
so that I would remember what I had done, 
assuming that I might need to form a 
process narrative at some point. I like this 
about them, they aren’t composed well, 
there is no white background, sometimes 
the prototype goes out of frame because 
I’m probably watching it more than I’m 
watching the video I’m taking.

Limiting to every 2 - 3 frames skips 
frames creating the classic ‘GIF’ 
animation feeling and reduces bulk.

Scrubbing through the video 
to find that ‘perfect’ moment 
that explains the prototype.

This is the options panel that helps edit video when 
importing video to layers in Adobe Photoshop. 

I even made GIFs of pretty clear failures. For example: 
above, my hand is helping the servo motor flip over 
some fabric. I still made a GIF to show this was a 
‘complete’ idea.

In this GIF about a material prototype, what starts 
out as a relatively centered image slowly goes out 
of frame and off to the left corner. This is because 
I’m pulling the mechanism with one hand and filming 
with the other.
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GIFs as Communication Tool . . .
The videos weren’t intended to be turned into something polished, but while reflecting 
and communicating the results of my project, creating GIFs from my cell phone videos 
helped me clarify what I had done, why I did it and then communicate that with 
others easily. GIFs were also easy to use in many places such as my portfolio website, 
Medium.com, and research presentations. GIFs offer designers a mode of information 
dissemination that can include a broader audience, similar to zines [2, 13] and DIY 
tutorials [12,35].

. . . Supporting Rich Research Context
All of my prototypes were asking different questions, and viewed without movement or 
context, they are hard to interpret and strange looking. They were mechanical devices 
working on soft surfaces so it was not always easy to understand the mechanics (hard 
to see how the physics would play out) without seeing them in action, moving materials 
and doing things. However, once you see a servo motor pulling something up, the weird 
mechanisms I built quickly make sense. 

I also surrounded the GIFs with still photos of my process to give each prototype visual 
context and wrote descriptions for further context.

Above is a Medium post screenshot of a section titled “Material Explorations’ where 
text explains how I ‘sketched’ with materials, then moved to working prototypes. The 
top row are still images, bottom row are two GIFS. 

These GIFs (outlined in blue) are from a Medium.
com post and are contextualized within text and 
supporting photos that explain the goals of this 
particular prototype. The movement of the GIF 
quickly shows how this odd-looking prototype works. 
It reduces the work of the audience and the author to 
explain and understand the concept.

Selectively making GIFs for each major prototype 
punctuated and clarified my ideas and language.
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AUDREY AND AFRODITI’S REFLECTION: 
GIFS AS ARTIFACT
Voices and Voids is an artistic research project 
grounded in performance and experimentation 
[11]. The goal was to reclaim and transcode 
voice assistant data, as a way to subvert who 
commonly uses, benefits and controls these data 
(often large corporations, within a surveillance 
capitalism system). Through our multidisciplinary 
work, we created 12 vignettes, each interpreting, 
recasting, and appropriating voice data through 
movement, sound, spoken word, and interactive 
visual compositions. While originally intended as 
live performances and installations, the Covid-19 
pandemic pushed us to change medium and build 
a long scrollable home page with animated GIFs, 
interactive typography, and still images acting as 
interactive buttons towards each vignette. Inspired 
by 1990’s net art, we leaned towards fast moving, 
off beat and colorful GIFs. 

Screenshot of the homepage for the Voices and Voids project. 

Clickable interactive type

Clickable still image

Animated GIFs of a clay pot 
hiding an Alexa. This is a 
portal towards the vignette 
‘Garden of Pots’ which uses 
repetitions of the same GIF to 
activate soundscapes.

Animated GIF of illustrated arms 
moving and Alexas. This is a portal 
towards the vignette ‘Set an Alarm’. The 
GIF is a partial overlay representation 
of the full video vignette.

Animated GIFs of chatting 
Alexas. This is a portal towards 
the vignette ‘Chit Chat’ which 
displays a script we wrote 
to let the voice assistants 
automatically chat with each 
other, as the GIF suggests.

Active and Non-linear Portals
The animated GIFs served as a common aesthetic 
language to connect each of the vignettes in the online 
version of our project. Using collages of real objects 
(e.g. an Echo device or a clay pot) and drawn lines 
(e.g. body silhouettes), we created active, playful, and 
at times bizarre and unpredictable moving images to 
invite visitors to go through these ‘portals’ to visit the 
vignettes themselves. The non-synchronized rhythms 
of the juxtaposed GIFs created enough tension to draw 
attention to the many portals at once, allowing visitors 
to freely scroll up and down the page and choose their 
own path into the vignettes through interactive pointing 
and clicking. 
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In this animated GIF (alongside the Set an Alarm 
GIF from the previous page), the body is traced into 
moving silhouettes, positioned alongside objects: a 
set of Echos and a bespoke wearable voice assistant 
with embedded percussive instruments. The ongoing 
loops of the GIFs express an intriguing reversal of 
roles in which the objects ‘command’ the motion 
of the body. The unnatural and irregular looping 
intensifies the eerie feeling that voice assistants may 
not remain disembodied voices and instead have real 
physical impact on bodies, one of the main themes 
in our work.

Micro Performances
When looking at animated GIFs as 
artifacts on their own, we also noticed 
how the Voices and Voids GIFs enacted 
what we call micro performances. From 
everyday artifacts becoming characters on 
the homepage white background ‘stage’ 
to actively chatting voice assistants, the 
rhythm, timing, and movement of these 
animated GIFs each told short stories.

Using 11 frames for this animated GIF 
allowed us to create an active and 
playful scene where Amazon Alexas 
chat with each other. Frames with lines 
illustrating ‘their voices’ alternate with 
frames with silent, listening Alexas.

In our interdisciplinary project, the GIFs also worked 
as threads and connectors between disciplines 
(percussion, new media art, and design). For instance, 
the use of found objects as audible ‘readymades’ 
easily traversed between the percussion world into 
the visual world of animated GIFs. By cutting them 
out from their background in Photoshop, the objects 
themselves—the clay pot, the measuring tape—could 
leave the vignettes, and enter the communal space of 
the homepage.

As part of our explorations, Afroditi disassembled 
an Amazon Alexa, taking photos of parts and tools 
she used along the way. A few months later, Audrey 
created a GIF from those photos, re-enacting, in a 
way, the acts Afroditi had performed earlier. While 
Afroditi had shared her experience and showed 
the team the results, it was only through this new 
creative act of cutting the images in Photoshop and 
building frames for the GIF that Audrey paid renewed 
attention to the parts.

GIFs as Thematic Collections
When taken alone, each GIF is a glimpse into our performative 
experiments. Individually, they are playful, slightly strange, and 
jittery in their movement. However, when read as a collection 
on the homepage, they gain a different life, one where meaning 
can start to emerge in between the GIFs. Each GIF’s ‘neighbor’ 
may offer a bit more context to the other, and seeing GIFs move 
side by side can give visitors a sense that they belong in the 
same animated space. As a structural and clickable hypertext, 
the GIFs as a whole create a lived experience of the project.
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DISCUSSION
In the cases above we analyzed the qualities, uses, 
and contexts of four different projects using GIFs 
as research tools. Here we reflect on the unique 
qualities of GIFs as design research tools, how we saw 
them operate and how they supported our individual 
research agendas. 

Aesthetics of Movement  
Part of what makes GIFs interesting as a research 
tool is that they have their own specific aesthetics 
of motion (some inherent, others emergent) that can 
be leveraged for different outcomes. All of the cases 
explored were speculative in some way—they all took 
ideas or questions (posed to ourselves or to others) 
and made them real by putting something with form 
and motion into the world. The nature of how we asked 
and explored these questions, however, was linked 
to our aesthetic choices for how our GIFs moved, 
paused, and looped. In our analysis, we noticed three 
tactics we used to do this: Looping, Rhythms and 
Temporalities, and Speculative Qualities. 

Looping
One of the most iconic features of a GIF : the 
endless loop was a provocative, generative, and 
at times challenging characteristic to play with. 
In a speculative research context GIFs’ looping 
characteristic allowed us to ask temporally situated 
questions of our materials or ideas, and allowed us to 
ask them over and over again in a matter of seconds. 

Heidi opened up the temporal space between each 
frame on their prototype GIFs to highlight and clearly 
communicate the mechanics of those designs.

Some GIFs used rhythm 
to bring together what 
might otherwise feel 
like separate elements 
within the project. Cayla 
used both irregular and 
very steady rhythms to 
evoke different moods 
and create linkages 
between her GIFs and 
the accompanying audio.   
On their homepage, 
Audrey and Afroditi 
leveraged asynchronicity 
to create cohesion as 
well as tension, drawing 
in visitors as well as 
providing an experience 
closer to their pre-
COVID vision.

Rhythms and Temporalities
We relied on the often odd, off beat, or uneven 
rhythms and relational intervals of our GIFs to 
tell stories and ask questions. Because GIFs can 
be constructed with any number of frames at any 
delay, they can take on very expressive rhythms 
and flows bespoke to each GIF and project. This 
type of dynamic visual language requires time and 
consideration to build but requires little effort 
from viewers; they are perceived as lightweight, 
lighthearted, and engaging. The specific attention 
to tempo, rhythm, regularity and irregularity, 
helped us bridge gaps and create meaning between 
our concepts and our GIF-artifacts. In that space, we 
saw the generation of intermediate level knowledge 
through materially bridging theory, craft, and 
process.

Further, Heidi chose to redraw the bike 
and rider from their reference image to 
accentuate the “jittery” quality if that 
GIF, shaking it free from the precision of 
a technical drawing and allowing it to 
exist in a more fanciful space while still 
uncovering material implications. Similarly, 
Cayla achieved a “just grounded enough’ 
quality instead through very subtle and 
isolated animations.  

Cayla, Audrey, and Afroditi used motion 
aesthetics to visually embody and activate 
(therefore making more concrete) lively 
voices within their GIFs. While the former 
wanted the movements to recede against 
the accompanying audio, the later used 
jittery, strange, and playful motion to 
actuate their GIFs as a collection.For Audrey and Afroditi, their GIFs utilized large, 

unnatural, and defamiliarizing loops as an eerie 
challenge to a common perception of voice assistants’ 
relationships to bodies. In this way we saw exaggerated 
and restrained looping aesthetics used to probe or 
investigate speculative concerns at different scales.

For Cayla and Heidi, subtle loops were used to emphasize 
small movements or micro changes within the GIF. In 
Heidi’s case this was to showcase and experience the 
detailed motions of the design elements on their pants. 
Not only did the animation choices stage minor vs 
major areas of action but the loop enhanced that effect 
by showing them over and over again, so the viewer 
understands almost by rote.

Speculative Qualities  
We notice that our GIFs also used movement to create 
or enhance a speculative aesthetic. These choices of 
movement quality were essential to exploring and 
communicating the liveliness and embodiment of 
our ideas and research aims. Any speculative research 
agenda will at some point endeavor to balance levels 
of fidelity—to concretize some details yet leave some 
ambiguity. GIFs allowed us to do this throughout 
many stages of the process, relatively quickly, using 
mechanisms and traits of the format already in place. 
Yet each frame, animation, and timing adjustment, as 
in sketching, also created self-generated push back 
and asked us to rethink and synthesize our design 
concepts, aims and objectives. We believe that GIFs, 
seen as ubiquitous and everyday, often recede into 
a latent, and under-noticed method for conducting 
design research, but here we see how rich GIFs can 
be in research processes especially as they push 
one step beyond sketching into complex territory of 
movement feeling and animated decision making, 
creating lively artifacts for speculative thinking.
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Rich, Concise, and Contextual Tools
Design research is often about storytelling and 
speculation; it is materials-and-making-rich, and 
benefits from rich descriptions of process. GIFs 
allowed us to quickly convey concepts, meanings, 
and rationales aesthetically and concisely which 
helped clarify or support our design research to 
interlocutors, audiences, and ourselves. In this way 
we found the GIFs highly synthesized yet impactful 
knowledge artifacts. However, without additional 
context (such as text, still images, audio, or 
neighboring GIFs) we found them less autonomous 
as research tools. When reflecting on our methods 
for creatively contextualizing and supporting GIFs 
we see how they can be rich artifacts not just for art 
but for design research also. 

Compressed & Complex 
In all of our examples, there were moments 
where the GIF became a compressed, synthesized 
representation of a great deal of knowledge, effort, 
or conceptual work. These artifacts were used in 
different ways, referred to as portals to vignettes, 
windows to speculative worlds, proto-prototypes 
and visual arguments.

CONCLUSION 
In this pictorial, we presented an annotated portfolio 
of four cases where we used animated GIFs in our 
design research processes. Through our analysis, we 
found that GIFs hold great potential, both in terms 
of how design researchers produce and disseminate 
knowledge. We found GIFs illustrative and valuable 
for thinking through how designed artifacts grapple 
with research questions, as they served in each 
process as both tools through which we forwarded 
our research agendas, but also as highly synthesized 
knowledge-holding artifacts in and of themselves. 
Therefore, we find that GIFs show the potential of 
RtD and making-based knowledge production and 
hope this pictorial is a conceptual building block for 
other design researchers to add to as we define how 
designers produce knowledge through the design 
and making process.

By paying close attention to our process of making 
GIFs, as well as the context in which we presented 
them, we hope this work both inspires others to 
use GIFs, but also informs the HCI and design 
community around the intentional and careful 
decisions and labor behind this immediate, quick 
and light format (on the surface!). Our work showed 
that GIFs’ richness, their ability to convey pithy 
narratives and the level of nuance that can be 
achieved in their movement qualities make them 
a relevant technique to add to the array of tools 
design researchers use. 

As more design researchers might choose to use 
media like GIFs in their work, and as ACM SIGCHI is 
slowly moving to more flexible, online publications, 
we find it important to consider how GIFs might exist 
in archival forms of research publications. Seeing 
how they are at their best when contextualized, we 
argue that leaving GIFs as supplementary materials 
might not be enough, but instead moving them in 
the body of the work not only make them shine 
more, it would also enrich the textual and other 
visual elements of design research publications.

Complimented by Context
Although we found GIFs to be rich, meaningful, 
and compact tools for conveying meaning we also 
took care to scaffold them as artifacts situated in 
broader research agendas. The supporting contexts 
of our GIFs also opened up territory for playful 
and intentional juxtapositions either in how they 
were crafted, or how they were surrounded by other 
information (including other GIFs, i.e., with Voices 
and Voids). These examples show how context and 
craft bring life, emotion, open-ended exploration 
and additional layers of meaning to GIFs. 

Part of how GIFs convey so much information 
quickly comes from their ability to tell mini-
stories (noted in [5]), such as Cayla’s GIF which 
shows a home IoT device where data is “moving, 
enhancing, dispersing,” or Heidi’s GIFs showing 
a servo motor pulling up fabric with a hand-
made spool, or Audrey and Afroditi’s GIFs of 
Alexas giving a “mini-performance” of chit-
chatting. These stories are told by the GIF’s 
ability to transcend the verbal and become 
emotive, sensorial, and materially/mechanically 
demonstrative (also noted in [31]). 

When Cayla used GIFs in her empirical 
probe, the animations were contextualized 
by a longer-form audio narrative. Cayla 
created tension between abstract, clean, 
repeating GIF animations and intimate, 
linear, audio narratives to create a 
variety of moods to support her research 
concepts. 

Building GIFs from prototype videos 
juxtaposed the imperfect/messy 
cinematography and chaotic studio 
environment with editing the perfect 
‘moment’ from the video into the GIF 
captured the tension between messy 
chaos and moments of clarity when ideas 
come together. 

Cayla’s as well as Audrey and Afroditi’s GIFs hint 
at and represent the conceptual underpinning 
of their projects through windows or portals 
which formally and conceptually make them 
real. In the case of Heidi’s proto-prototypes, the 
GIFs pack information about details of embodied 
data perception into a playful sketch that also 
communicates the larger concept. 
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