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This paper describes how hack days can serve as an interesting model for research group activity in HCI
and computing, one that can help foster a more “hands on” ethos of collaboration than a traditional seminar
series. We present the experience of Goldsmiths’ Embodied Audio-Visual Interaction research group and
analyse the benefits and problems of holding hack days within an academic research group context.

Hack days, research groups

1. INTRODUCTION
As I waited outside the building while the rest of
my group were getting the technology I nervously
watched the pro-warden and college head of estates
as they looked at the plumes of smoke emerging from
the new, flagship, Ben Pimlott building. I realised that
we had deviated considerably from normal academic
practice.

At the beginning of 2012, the Embodied Audio-Visual
Interaction research group at Goldsmiths’ University
of London made the decision to replace our traditional
seminar series with short, intense development
sessions modelling on hack days, something we
started calling “hackinars”. This paper presents our
reasons for doing so; explains how the hackinars
work and discusses the benefits and problems of this
approach.

2. RESEARCH GROUP SEMINARS

Seminars are traditionally the major focus of
interaction within an academic research group. A
group meets, typically weekly. At that meeting one
member presents their work orally to the group and
this presentation is followed by an open discussion.
Occasionally there will be a visiting speaker, who will
similarly present their work to the group instead of a
group member. Seminars are therefore an important
way of enabling a group to come together and
exchange ideas. In order to better understand their
purpose within a research group we can analyses
the various functions they perform:

Presentations practice. They enable junior mem-
bers of the group to have valuable practice in
presenting their research to a “safe” audience.

Feedback. The discussion following the talk is a
valuable source of feedback from peers on the
research.

Group cohesion. Regular meetings ensure that the
members of the group get to know each other
and help develop a coherent group identity.

Awareness of others’ work. The presentations en-
sure that group members know and, to a
degree, understand the work of other group
members.

Foster collaboration. This awareness of the work
of others can help to identify fruitful collabora-
tion between group members.

Exchange of specialist expertise. Research
groups are often quite diverse, with different
members having very different specialist
expertise. Discussion and collaboration can
help share this expertise.

However, despite their benefits, seminars have their
drawbacks and are not as suited to some disciplines
as they are to others. In many academic disciplines,
for example, philosophy, discussion is a central
element of the practice of the discipline, and there
is little distinction between discussion the work
and doing the work (though we should not forget
other aspects of the work such as scholarship).
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In computing and HCI, on the other hand, most
practitioners would see discussion of the work itself
as distinct from the work itself, which we can
characterise as the development and evaluation of
interactive systems. This difference is particularly
important when dealing with interactive systems,
as something is lost in a one way presentation of
the work. An interactive system can only properly
be understood in a hand on way, with a period
of “play” with the system. Similarly, the specialist
expertise mention in the last point above is not simply
knowledge that can be communicated verbally but
practical skills that are most useful when directly
applied. For developers to solve a problem with
software it is typically not enough to talk about that
problem, they need to interact with the software, see
the code and go through the interactive process of
debugging.

We can, therefore, see that seminars, with their focus
on talking, downplay the vital hands on elements of
HCI and computing. This leaves scope to experiment
with new formats for research group meetings that
are more appropriate to our disciplines.

3. HACK DAYS

A possible new approach comes from the emerging
phenomenon of “Hack Days”. These are short,
intense periods of collaborative prototyping and
development, tightly focused on a particular aim
or topic. Developers, who often have not worked
together before and will typically come from a range of
disciplines, are brought together for one or more days
to brainstorm and prototype solutions to a particular
problem. The aim of a hack day is produce a prototype
which can serve as the basis of fuller development
later, or even be used directly. They have served as a
powerful means of collaboration to rapidly develop
solutions, particularly to social and governmental
problems (McQuillan 2012).

The keys to a hack day are the tight time scale and the
intensity of collaboration. They are short for a number
of reasons. Firstly, it is easier to make time out of
a busy schedule for a one day event than a longer
more drawn out collaboration. Also, it is easier to
stay focused during a single intense period of activity,
developers can avoid the time wasted getting “back
up to speed” between lulls in a longer collaboration.
Perhaps most importantly, being forced to create a
prototype in a very short period, can avoid the inertia
typical of the start of the project. Initial discussions
of a project can, particularly if they are drawn
out, end up focusing on a wide range of complex
advanced features and issues, which can make
the project seem overly daunting, leading to more
discussion rather than implementation. Hack days,

on the other hand, lead participants to focus on the
“minimal viable product” (to use typical terminology),
which is the simplest prototype “that could possibly
work”. Having a simple prototype in place (getting
over the first hurdle of implementation) can make
future development much more straightforward. In
particular, having a prototype in place will reveal the
real issues involved in a system much more clearly
than a theoretical discussion. These real issues with
a real system often suggest much simpler, more
specific, solutions than the very general problems we
tend to think about when discussing a system in the
abstract.

4. HACKINARS

In the Embodied Audio-Visual Interaction research
group at Goldsmiths Digital Studios we have started
holding a series of semi-regular group hack days in
place of a group seminar series, events that we have
informally started calling “Hackinars”. Each hackinar
has a clear aim suggested by a member of the group.
We decided a time at which the whole group can set
aside a day or half day (needless to say this is the
most challenging part of the whole process). During
that time we work together as a group to develop a
prototype solution to the proposed problem. The next
two sections describe two examples of hackinars that
help give a feel for the events.

4.1. Motion responsive audio

The first hackinar we held aimed at resolving a
problem we had as a group. Our main research space
is the Embodied Audio-Visual Interaction laboratory,
which features, among other things, an optical motion
capture system and an ambisonic audio system. This
combinations allows us to study systems in which
music respond to human movement, particularly for
work with dancers and other physical performers.
However, we did not have a simple and easy to run
demo that could show the potential for this work to
possible research collaborators and others interested
in using the space. Most members of the group had
expertise in using the audio system or the motion
capture but not both, and those demos that we had
developed were either hard to run or specific to a
particular performer, and difficult for anyone else to
demo.

In the hackinar we therefore set ourselves the task
of creating such a demo. We set up the motion
capture data to stream live over Open Sound Control
(we already had this set up) to Max/MSP which
would be used to create the audio. The final demo
played the sound of flowing water that was spatialized
and manipulated in a number of ways in response
to movement of the person in the motion capture
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system. The job involved a number of distinct tasks:
setting up and running the motion capture, writing
the audio software and testing the system: being the
person in the motion capture space interacting with
the sound. We were able to develop the demo quickly
as we had group members with motion capture and
audio experience working together and we were able
to use a number elements that we had to hand
for example the motion capture to OSC streaming
software, some Max/MSP libraries and assets like the
water sample.

This experience demonstrated the value of hackinars,
we enjoyed working together, a combination of coding
and “playing” with the final system. The end result of
the day was exactly the type of demo we needed.
However, there was one clear bottle neck in the task,
most of what we needed was already there apart from
the Max/MSP code. This meant that one Max coder
needed to spend a lot of time working on that element
while other members of the group had little to do.

4.2. Gesture controlled pyrotechnics

The second example came out of the requirements
of one group members PhD and his desire to
collaborate with another group member. Nicky
Donald is working on a PhD involving automated
stage technology for participatory drama. He was
interested in enabling members of the public to
control effects, and particularly pyrotechnics (e.g.
smoke machines and stage explosions) using
gesture interface software developed by another
group member Bruno Zamborlin. This collaboration
had been difficult to set up due to each of them having
a tight schedule and the amount of time required to
set up such a complex system. The system required
a wiimote sending bluetooth messages to a gesture
recogniser written in Max/MSP to communicate with
an arduino that would in turn control the inputs to a
pyrotechnics control desk that was wired up to the
smoke machine or explosives (the control desk is
key to safety as it ensures that a human operator
has constant control over the pyrotechnics and can
turn them off at any time). Combining this number of
elements would typically be a difficult job, but was a
distinct advantage for a hackinar as it gave definite
responsibility to a number of people: two working on
the hardware, one on the gesture recognition, one on
the Max to arduino communication and one outside
with the pyrotechnics (which could not be used in
doors).

This hackinar had two positive outcomes. Firstly,
Nicky got a set up that was able to control the
pyrotechnics roughly as he wanted. It was far from
being the final system he needed and there was a
lot of work to be done developing and refining it, but,
importantly, he could now work on it himself whereas

before the hackinar he lacked the basic expertise in
gesture recognition. Secondly, the group as a whole
gained a better understanding of both Nicky and
Bruno’s work, not simply the theoretical aims of their
research, but a feel for how it works in practice.

5. WHAT MAKES A GOOD HACKINAR?

There are a number of elements which have helped
make our hackinars successful:

A clear focus. All of the participants must under-
stand what the group is aiming for in order to be
able to achieve something meaningful in a short
time. The task should be something important
for the group.

Diverse expertise. A hackinar should bring together
different areas of expertise of the group
members. This combining of expertise is one
of the key benefits of hackinars and it also
ensures that group members have clear roles.
Hack days typically bring together participants
from different backgrounds, but in a research
context the expertise is likely to be more highly
specialist, with only one or two people able to do
a particular task. This doesn’t mean that every
participants needs to be using their specialist
expertise at each hackinar, there always needs
to be some one who simply tests the prototype
or does the more menial jobs.

Clear roles and no bottle necks. If hackinars are
going to help develop group cohesion, every
member needs to be involved. This means that
there need to be a lot of tasks and few bottle
necks in which one or two participants work on a
task while the others wait for them to complete.

Technologies at hand. To produce a working proto-
type in under a day, the core components need
to be ready for use and the work needs to mostly
be combing and assembling hardware and soft-
ware elements. This can be more challenging
in a research context than in other hack days
as a typical hack day will work with fairly estab-
lished platforms, whereas research hackinars
can involved combing a number of experimental
research prototypes. Participants need to put in
some preparation to make sure that they have
effective means of communicating between the
various platforms. Loosely coupling can make it
easy to quickly combine platforms, for example
using Open Sound Control to send messages
between them.
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6. HACKINARS AND SEMINARS

Hackinars have a clear benefit that they enable quick
development of useful research prototypes, but can
they fulfil the important role that seminars play in
the social life of a research group. This is consistent
with the suggestion by Mulqueeny (2011) that the
importance of hack days for development is more to
do with collaboration and the experience of intense
work than with the end product itself. . We will review
how the functions of research group seminars that we
identified earlier apply to hackinars.

Exchange of specialist expertise. Hackinars have
enabled us to easily share expertise in a
practical context. Rather than simply making
suggestions, group members work directly on
a problem, resulting in more productive work.

Foster collaboration. While seminars can highlight
possible collaborations, they do provide a
mechanism for the collaboration itself. Hack-
inars can provide that mechanism. Having a
definite and limited time set aside makes it
easier for busy researchers to work together.
Hackinars can provide the means to start a
longer collaboration, but more often than not,
as in the pyrotechnics example, a short period
of collaboration is enough to get a project to
a state in which one person can work on it
individually.

Awareness of others’ work. Hackinars provide a
very different sort of awareness of others’ work
than seminars. While seminars focus on the
overall aims and end results of a person’s
research, hackinars give an awareness of the
fine details and working practices, what the
research is like in practice. Neither of these
can be said to be better than the other, we
may criticise seminars for a lack of hands on
practical detail, but hackinars could equally
be criticised for loosing the big picture of the
research.

Group cohesion. In a practical discipline, working
together can be a powerful way of building re-
lationships. Participants often comment on the
strong sense of camaraderie that develops on
hack days (albeit with occasional spectacular
break downs of groups under pressure), and
our experience supports this view.

Feedback. One drawback of hackinars is they are
often very time constrained, with participants
working to the very end and very little
time for reflection or feedback. While the
practical experience of hackinars can suggest
feedback that would never come out of an oral
presentation, discussion is still vital to useful

feedback and is something that is lacking in the
hackinar model.

Presentations practice. One of the major losses
when moving from seminars to hackinars is
that research students no longer have the
opportunity of practicing their presentation
skills. This is an important problem given the
centrality of presentation skills in academic
practice.

Hackinars have some clear advantages over
seminars, but it would be unreasonable to say that
such an important part of academic life can be simply
replaced. As we have shown there are important
functions of seminars that hackinars do not support.
There are a couple of other issues that should
be noted. Firstly, hackinars are not really possible
without some discussion. The group needs to get
together and talk in order to be able to come up
with, and agree on, ideas for hackinars. Discussing a
hackinar after it has happened, debriefing, reflection
and feedback are an important part of learning from
the experience (and one that we have undervalued up
to now). Another issue is that, while a seminar takes
up about one hour a week, a hackinar requires at least
half a day and normally a whole day. It is simply not
possible to have hackinar with the same frequency
and regularity as a seminar, and there needs to be
another way of keeping the group together between
hackinars.

In our department there is a separate seminar series
in which PhD students present their work across
research groups. This means that it is less vital
for us to have a regular group seminar to provide
presentation practice. While, we have not entirely
abandoned oral presentations, our most regular
event is a weekly lunch meeting, which enables us
to discuss our research and plan the activities of the
group including our hackinars. This has worked well
for us, but any group thinking of trying out hackinars
would be advised to plan how they fit with other
activities in the context of their own institution.

7. CONCLUSION

Hackinars have been an experiment with the way our
research group works and interaction; an experiment
that we consider successful and that we will continue.
They enable us to set up collaborations and prototype
systems that can develop into substantial research
project. This in itself is reason enough to run
hackinars, but they also contribute considerably to the
life of the group. They encourage a hands on working
ethos and help create real collaboration between
group members.
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However, it is worth mentioning some notes of
caution. It is important to remember that the results
of a hackinar will be a starting point for further work
not a finished system. The results are generally very
rough prototypes, with bare minimal functionality.
Hackinars focus on quick development, but the fastest
solutions might not always be the best in the long run.
We mentioned an example earlier. Loosely coupling
diverse platforms via a streaming protocols such
as OSC can be quick and easy but can lead to
brittle systems that are difficult to install and run.
It is important to treat the result of a hackinar as
the starting point of development including later re-
engineering, rather than expecting it to be a final,
complete solution.

It is also important that hackinars are seen as part
of a range of research group activities that support
the diverse needs of a group. These activities should
reflect the local context and culture of a research
group and institution. We would encourage other
research groups to experiment with similar models
within their work, but also to adapt the model to their
needs and experiment with it.
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