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ABSTRACT
Human-Computer Interaction has a long history of working with marginalized people. We sought to
understand how HCI researchers navigate work that engages with marginalized people and considerations
researchers might work through to expand benefits and mitigate potential harms. 24 HCI researchers,
located primarily in the United States, participated in an interview, survey, or both. Through a reflexive
thematic analysis, we identified four tensions—exploitation, membership, disclosure, and allyship. We
explore the complexity involved in each, demonstrating that an equitable endpoint may not be possible, but
this work is still worth pursuing when researchers make certain considerations. We emphasize that
researchers who work with marginalized people should account for each tension in their research
approaches to move forward. Finally, we propose an allyship-oriented approach to research that draws
inspiration from discourse occurring in tangential fields and activist spaces and pushes the field into a new
paradigm of research with marginalized people.
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1 INTRODUCTION
The world is going through a sociotechnical reckoning. The injustices that are embedded in the frameworks
of our society and how they disproportionately harm groups of people who society has long pushed to the
margins are finally becoming centered in Human-Computer Interaction (HCI). In 2019, Ruha Benjamin
introduced “the New Jim Code” which describes how new technologies can perpetuate the very social
inequities they promise to solve, demonstrating that computing, design, and academic spaces are not
exempt from this critical conversation [10]. Indeed, there are numerous examples of these extensions of
oppression and control into computing, and several scholars have shown how racism, sexism, ableism,
homophobia, transphobia, and countless other systems of oppression are and have been integrated into our
technical systems and cultures (e.g., [75, 90, 101, 123, 159]). Google Photos algorithmically labelling
images of Black people as “ape” and “gorilla” [75] provides just one example, though there are many more
instances of technology supporting policing, discrimination, and violence. As a result, the debate whether
artifacts do in fact have politics or whether technology is neutral should be closed for good [174].
Within the field of HCI, scholars are coming to an agreement that deeper engagement with marginalized
people should be a serious priority for researchers [7, 24, 77, 78, 121]. As a result, HCI scholarship has
increasingly shifted its efforts to working with these groups. HCI researchers have centered groups of
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people who have faced (and constantly face) racism (e.g., [71, 80, 82, 124, 159]), ageism (e.g., [20, 30]),
sexism (e.g., [72, 143]), ableism (e.g., [11, 23]), classism (e.g., [39, 46, 146, 150]), and colonialism (e.g.,
[27, 51]). Further, matters of ethics and inclusion in research also affect fellow researchers, as there are
people in the HCI research community that both experience marginalization and are surrounded by research
that involves marginalized people [56, 179]. Given the complexity of interweaving personal identity and
science, there is still much work to be done. While some scholars have carved out research agendas like
Social Justice HCI, Feminist HCI, and Intersectional Computing [7, 49, 157], many researchers working
with marginalized people or collaborators who experience marginalization themselves may be left
wondering if and how to proceed and face difficulties in actively reflecting on their role in such research.
At a high level, marginalization refers to how a person experiences the world around them based on their
identity and how others perceive them. For those who experience marginalization, there are different
contexts in which they are marginalized and/or privileged, and their experiences can change over the course
of a day, a year, or a lifetime1. Marginalization can range from everyday microaggressions to matters of life
and death to the development of systems that keep entire groups of people down. Understanding how
marginalization works also requires identifying the structural powers that do the actual marginalizing [163].
The oppression that marginalized people face is not a natural or individual occurrence but, rather, an active
operation through various, intertwining processes. For those who do research with marginalized people,
Sara Ahmed points out that treating these groups as “Other” without awareness of the powers that have
done the actual suppressing is ethically irresponsible [4].
In talking about marginalization, we wish to be intentional with our language. Terms often associated
with marginalized people like underserved, underrepresented, or minorities all denote themes of being
forgotten and left out by larger society [95, 165]. Others have described marginalized people as vulnerable;
however, there are issues with framing groups of people as weak, in need of help, and burdensome [166,
170]. In considering these phrases, we align ourselves with previous criticisms of these terms and view
marginalization as a failing of society, rather than a failing of any individual person. Further, when talking
about researchers who experience marginalization throughout this paper, we interchangeably use
“researchers who experience marginalization” and “marginalized researchers” to discuss one part of a
person’s identity without framing it as their entire experience. This specific nuance speaks to a broader
tension in this paper of focusing on marginalization without simplifying a person’s identity down to the
oppression they face.
An intersectional approach to research means that social justice efforts cannot operate as either/or
decisions in who gets centered. In our alignment with an intersectional research paradigm, we approached
our research question with the following understanding of Hancock’s “categories of difference:” that we
should address more than one category, single categories should not be compared and prioritized without
the consideration of others, and both individual and institutional factors influence these groups [74].
Looking across these categories of difference and marginalization, we set out to answer the primary
research question of: How do HCI researchers engage in and reflect on research with marginalized people?
As research progressed, we also identified three interaction-based research questions to examine individual
and institutional influences:
• How do HCI researchers see their research affecting participants, and how do they reflect on and adjust
their practices as a result?
• How do HCI researchers engage in and reflect on research with marginalized people as it affects
researchers?
• How do the norms of the field of HCI affect marginalized people as researchers and, further, those
researchers’ interactions with participants?
As attention to research with marginalized groups grows, we pursued this work to learn how we might
avoid interest convergence in HCI, defined by Ogbonnaya-Ogburu and colleagues as a selfishly-motivated,
surface-level form of inclusion that ultimately benefits those in power [125]. More specifically, we sought
to understand what current HCI researchers do to carry out research with marginalized people, rather than
1
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for and only for researchers and institutions. We draw upon the stories, lessons, and concerns from 24 HCI
researchers through survey responses and interviews so that the HCI community might build collective
knowledge, learn from their reflections, and recognize whether and how to best move forward. Notably,
participants in this study were predominantly based in the United States, despite our efforts to recruit more
broadly.
We offer a critical, reflective resource for HCI researchers who wish to better their own practices:
researchers who engage with marginalized people in their work and researchers who do not want to exclude
marginalized people in their work. Our research outlines four tensions which our audience must embrace:
exploitation, membership, disclosure, and allyship. These tensions are interlinked and look across
marginalization as a whole. Positioning these as tensions, we highlight that a complete resolution may not
be possible in this form of work, and yet there is value in continuing forward. As Haraway demonstrated, it
is critical to think through issues even where there can be no clear path to a resolution [76]. These tensions
relate to Rittel and Webber’s “wicked problems” in the ways that they are circular social issues, are
technical approaches constrained by legal and social policies, and lack a definitive end [135]. Our hope is
that everyone can benefit from reflecting upon these four tensions, even those already taking steps to avoid
unethical practices. For example, researchers using participatory or human-centered design methods does
not mean they have guaranteed equity [81].
Our motivation in this paper is not to say who can do what research but, rather, to highlight that if
researchers choose to engage with marginalized people in their work, there are several key questions
around each tension that require reflection and discussion. In addition, we describe researcher- and fieldlevel influences on research involving marginalized people and reflect on how HCI needs to evaluate how
it structurally disfavors marginalized participants and researchers alike.
In this paper, we make the following contributions:
1. We provide an empirical account of the lived experiences of researchers in HCI. Most of the
participants of this study self-identified as having one or more marginalized identities, so we also
prioritize and center their experiences in conversations about research with marginalized people in
HCI.
2. We lay out four tension areas that we urge researchers to consider, discuss, and personalize based on
their own specific work, describing the complexity involved in each and what steps researchers can
take to embrace each one.
3. Drawing upon the lived experiences of these HCI researchers and literature from activists, we put
forth an allyship-oriented approach to navigating these tensions in research with marginalized
people, providing a call-to-action for the HCI community.
4. We leave room for and encourage further exploration into this topic, as this work is not meant to be–
nor can it be–an instruction manual to research with marginalized people.

2 HCI and Marginalized People
Our work builds upon HCI research’s historical involvement with marginalized people, one that has more
recently engaged in deeper ethical discussions about how to best conduct research. We present an overview
of such discourse and describe several concepts close to the heart of this work—intersectionality,
reflexivity and positionality, membership, equity and justice, and impact.
HCI has seen a growing body of work both in building tools, services, and knowledge for the perceived
benefit of marginalized people and in the meta-discourse of doing this kind of research. A review of over
thirty years of HCI research showed how HCI scholars have historically neglected users who might have
multiple marginalized identities, but recent years have seen an upward trend towards greater awareness
[144]. As many scholars have demonstrated, design and HCI are inherently political, and both have the
ability to rework social power imbalances [31, 102]. As a result, HCI researchers have made many efforts
using their skills and expertise to promote social justice efforts. The agenda of HCI research involving
marginalized people is extensive, including building tools that attempt to help people (e.g., Le Dantec et
al.’s system that better connected staff and residents at a shelter for homeless mothers [40]) and exposing
the potential dangers of technology (e.g., in ways that facial recognition systems can bring harm to

transgender and non-binary people [101, 143]). Others have contributed commentary on the ways in which
scholars do HCI research. As Baumer & Silberman wrote, “when we do build things, we should engage in a
critical, reflective dialog about how and why these things are built” [9, p.2274]. Waycott et al. identified
challenges such as protecting the privacy of participants and considering how technology might have
adverse consequences for those we design for [170]. Researchers have also developed frameworks in
thinking about when not to turn to technology [9], social justice-oriented commitments for researchers [49],
and how we conceptualize and design for “vulnerable” populations [165].

2.1 Three Conceptualizations of Systems of Power
To first situate marginalization more broadly, we provide a brief overview of three conceptualizations of
systems of power. Each show how a greater system of oppression is made up of numerous, interlocking,
hegemonic components (e.g., racism, homophobia, transphobia). They further demonstrate that an
individual’s power is uniquely made up of their different identities and experiences that afford them
privilege and/or discrimination and differ from context to context.
Coloniality of Power. Introduced by decolonial scholar Anibal Quijano, the coloniality of power is the
basis for social classifications and social discriminations in modern Western society [132]. While initially
used to describe European colonialism in Latin America, the concept has been applied to colonialism more
globally. Scholars like Catherine Walsh have explored social classifications based on differences of race,
sex, gender, and who is considered human versus non-human, among others [113, 116]. As Mignolo points
out, this classification system can be understood as a matrix, as each category interweave social
determinants of an individual’s place in society and how they are treated [116]. Like modern systems of
oppression, the coloniality of power is not a natural occurrence, but a human-made system of control and
domination based on socially constructed categories. It is also the basis for white supremacist social
cultures and norms of today.
Axes of Oppression. In reflecting on their experience as an educator, Morgan created a grid to visually
represent a person’s intersecting axes of privilege, domination, and oppression. In this grid, Morgan labels
"domination" on the horizontal axis, "privilege" above, and "oppression/resistance" below [47, p.107].
According to Morgan, each person (specifically, each North American person) is positioned along specific
axes that cross two quadrants, which include young to old, heterosexual to LGBTQ+, white to Black
Minority Ethnic people, Anglophones to English as additional language, and more. Morgan writes that “this
point is simultaneously a locus of our agency, power, disempowerment, oppression, and resistance” and
highlights the necessity for “both awareness and honesty with respect to our own positioning on the various
axes of this grid” [47, p.106].
Matrix of Domination. Black feminist scholar Patricia Hill Collins introduced the matrix of domination
to describe how systems of race, class, and gender have worked together to shape the lived experiences of
Black women, while also noting that there are additional dimensions for others [19]. At the same time,
individuals can face oppression and/or receive benefits depending on their position in the matrix. Collins
also identified three levels “as sites of domination and as potential sites of resistance”: the personal,
community, and institutional levels [19, p. 557]. In Design Justice: Community-Led Practices to Build the
Worlds we Need, Costanza-Chock contextualizes each level in design and different opportunities for
domination and/or resistance within design justice [32]. The personal level in design justice, which refers to
individual experiences that can be both freeing and controlling, might manifest in how design decisions
affect different people. The community level refers to identifying groups of people who have shared
experiences, and one instance is how platform design can support some communities while putting down
others. As an example, Costanza-Chock cites Gillespie as she brings up Facebook’s inaction to take down
“white nationalist” posts, thereby assisting white nationalist groups at the expense of targets of the hate
group [32, 68]. Costanza-Chock also identifies design institutions for Hill’s third, institutional level,
including funding agencies like the National Science Foundation or the Department of Defense, academic
institutions that teach designers, and companies like Google, Apple, or Microsoft.
These three frameworks—coloniality of power, the axes of oppression, and the matrix of domination—
help to characterize how an individual’s position of oppressor and op pressed can reproduce a larger system

of domination. Hill suggests two ways to resist domination: through individuals identifying how they
reproduced domination themselves based on their position on the matrix and by rejecting beliefs that
further oppression [19].

2.2 Marginalization in the Context of HCI
As part of the “third wave” of HCI, many researchers have explored how HCI can learn from feminist
values [36, 61], drawing from a key characteristic of resisting oppressive power structures through
individual and collective action [158]. Many have taken up calls to include those marginalized by these
systems and explored how such expanded involvement can actually improve HCI knowledge. As Bardzell
& Bardzell wrote, “turning to the experiences of the marginal is not only ethical, in the sense that it
empowers a comparatively powerless population to participate in processes of social control, but it is also
good science, because it introduces the potential for empirically derived insights harder to acquire by other
means” [7, p.678].
Further, the growing area of action research directly interfaces with the political by working to rebalance
power dynamics [173]. In particular, Hayes outlined how action research and HCI are related, emphasizing
research with people, not for or about or focused on, transferability rather than generalizability of findings,
and that researchers avoid abruptly leaving study sites without helping participants become self-sustaining
[84]. Action research, however, is still an imperfect solution. Williamson & Prosser have raised that the
goals of action research (e.g., creating a space for open disclosures) sometimes compete with common
ethical research practices, because they do not maintain confidentiality and anonymity, make informed
consent difficult, and/or do not protect participants from harm [173].
Over the years, HCI researchers have strived to understand what to design, whether to design, why (and
why not) we design, and who we are designing for. Discourse around work that involves marginalized
people is rich and healthy in the ways it has benefitted from a constant cycle of self-reflection and critique
as a collective field. Below we outline several common themes across research involving marginalized
people: intersectionality, reflexivity and positionality, membership, equity and justice, and impact. With the
final three, we borrow lessons from within HCI and from fields adjacent to HCI that have engaged in metacritiques of their own work that provide ample inspiration for the greater HCI community to follow. While
we review a range of fields—Disability Studies, Community-Based Participatory Research (CBPR) and
Participatory Design (PD), and Information and Communication Technologies for Development (ICTD)—
we depict only slivers of a much greater body of knowledge.

2.3 Intersectionality
Kimberlé Crenshaw has been historically recognized as the first to document intersectionality, highlighting
how people face additional dimensions of structural oppression specific to the multiplicity of their
marginalized identities [34]. Crenshaw described how a system with a singular focus on race or gender
erases those who have identities that intersect between the two—Black women specifically—and excludes
their experiences of oppression in common pursuits of justice [33].
In HCI, intersectionality has become an increasingly popular, analytical tool for better understanding
complex identities [133]. In particular, Schlesinger et al.’s introduction of Intersectional HCI calls for the
HCI community to collectively better attend to the array of identities both participants and authors may
hold [144]. Since its publication, several scholars have both extended and critiqued HCI’s relationship with
and use of intersectionality as an analytical lens. Wong-Villacres et al. recommended extending the scope
of intersectionality to go beyond individual user identities and instead focus on “interacting processes” to
better understand how an individual’s identities are socially manifested [175, p.48]. Further, Rankin and
Thomas call for “a cultural shift within the HCI community, one that goes beyond intersectionality as a
buzzword to instead embrace equity, inclusion, and social justice as the new standard” [133, p.64]. Collins
and Bilge challenge researchers to use intersectionality as a way of understanding intersectional-minded
awareness and practice, rather than getting entirely stopped by identity politics [89]. They write that HCI’s
cooption of intersectionality is not only ahistorical in the ways it ignores how conversations around

intersectionality have long been about, for, and by Black and Brown women, but also continues to ignore
and discredit the role that Black women have played in research. Finally, Erete et al. offered another
approach to intersectional HCI research: adapting research methods to better meet the needs of underserved
communities and calling for better attending to contextual differences, self-reflection, and embracing
dissent in the research process [55]. Keeping these points in mind, we scoped this study through an
intersectional lens: examining HCI researcher’s relationships with many forms of marginalization, without
prioritizing any one specific axis of oppression.

2.4 Reflexivity and Positionality
One popular belief in Western Feminism is Standpoint Theory, which acknowledges that an individual’s
experiences and background make up a unique perspective on the world [63, 78]. Because of this, a
researcher's identity influences how they interact with participants [23, 78], and so it is an important
consideration in work that involves marginalized people, especially in the ways we share findings. In
research, reflexivity and positionality work to oppose a dominant claim in science of objectivity by
acknowledging and, at times, identifying potential researcher bias. Reflexivity calls upon researchers to
self-reflect and understand their own possible biases, their role in power relations, and how these factors
might manifest in their work [120]. Positionality is only slightly different in that it addresses how a
researcher’s perspective compares to others’ perspectives [63]. In practice, positionality has led researchers
to openly discuss how their own positions based on their race, class, gender, and other social/power
categories may influence their work [53, 91]. In HCI, many scholars have called for improved reflexivity
practices, specifically researchers evaluating the ways in which their identities influence their work [49,
114, 144]. Taylor stressed the importance of researchers first reflecting on their own positions and how
they might influence the solutions they are pushing forth before analyzing participants and what is “out
there” [156].
Positionality, or perceived positionality, can also affect how readers receive researchers and their work,
and some scholars have pointed out that knowledge from marginalized people is unfairly judged. Fricker’s
epistemic injustice, specifically testimonial injustice, occurs when people question or diminish knowledge
because of the identity or identities of the person it came from [64]. Berenstain built on this by defining
epistemic exploitation as putting the responsibility to educate the majority on the marginalized people
themselves, a process that places an emotional burden on them, is often taken for granted, and goes
uncompensated [14]. These perspectives are crucial in calling out the double standard for knowledge
production by marginalized people—the responsibility to do so is theirs to bear while simultaneously
undervalued.
Additionally, it is important to distinguish what previous scholars have meant when suggesting author
reflexivity. For some, reflexivity refers to self-disclosure of the authors’ identities and/or epistemological
backgrounds to create more transparency in the presentation of the work [7, 55, 144]. Others use reflexivity
as a passive tool for authors to critically reflect [119, 129]. While both practices have their place, the first is
especially important to contest under the pretense of epistemic injustice and exploitation. We drew upon
this understanding of reflexive and positionality practices to shape our interview and survey protocols, with
the intent of examining if, how, and what authors choose to disclose about themselves.

2.5 Understanding Membership through Disability Studies
Membership in a group typically entails that those within the group have shared or similar experiences or
goals [83, 154]. In Disability Studies, researchers have long sought to understand the social divisions
around the social construction of disability and its political impacts [180]. Discourse around insideroutsider tensions is one particularly relevant example: scholars have debated who gets to claim membership
as a disabled person, who does not, and, further, who gets to study disability. These debates are
complicated by the fact that not all disabilities are obvious, referred to as “invisible,” or that some might be
considered “not disabled enough” [25, 111, 141]. One example that demonstrates the various, contested
facets of disability is chronic illness; the disability community has had a tepid relationship being associated

with medicalized illnesses while many people are disabled by their chronic illnesses [171]. Additionally,
disability as a cultural phenomenon has allowed those who are not disabled yet marginalized in other ways
to identify with and derive empowerment from the movement [142]. Because of these nuances, Disability
Studies provides a lens into the contestability of membership and highlights the difficulty in universally
labeling who is a member and who is not. In this work, we examined the complexity of membership, as we
saw different examples of how researchers shared and did not share membership with those they work with.

2.6 Understanding Equity and Justice through Community-Based
Practice Research (CBPR) and Participatory Design (PD)
A large body of work already exists that focuses on social equity and justice to address social imbalances.
CBPR and PD prioritize giving opportunities to those in research who may not have initially had access to
them. Both fields work to shift the research paradigm from studying people to learning from and with them.
By doing so, this shift serves as a way to provide equity and justice in relationships of research.
CBPR is collaborative in nature and prioritizes social change [117]. The field has a long history of its
researchers avoiding exploiting different groups of marginalized people through equal partnerships, critical
discussions of power, and engagements with policy [28, 97, 98, 168]. CPBR has embraced and contributed
to many social justice-oriented topics and has played a strong role in health research, specifically
addressing disparities in healthcare [98, 160, 168] and involving the voices of marginalized people who
often are not represented in research [26, 106, 108]. CPBR researchers have also discussed the ethics of
their practices, raising several issues. Minkler outlines examples, including insider-outsider tensions (i.e.,
differences, often identity-based, between the researcher and participant) and challenges from translating
findings into actions for change [117]. Last, member checking is a common practice in CBPR, and it
involves sharing findings and analyses back to participants [70]. These efforts, among many others, grapple
with the uneven distribution of benefits in research and attempt to rebalance this exchange.
Participatory design (PD) can be understood separately from CBPR, but we choose to frame them
together to highlight their similar efforts to restore equity and justice in research practice. This has been
especially clear in research that involves adolescents [130]. Using PD with children and adolescents can
embolden youth with a sense of belonging and empowerment, but despite its best efforts, even PD is
imperfect [139]. As Erete et al. described, “we find that traditional research design methods […] even those
participatory in nature, at times do not match the needs of our participants, leading to questions regarding
the effectiveness of these methods among certain populations. Many of these methods do not account for
the challenges faced by communities that have systematically experienced discrimination due to unfair
policies and social practices” [55, p.66]. Furthermore, attempts to rebalance power are complicated; for
one, we may not know if our attempts are working and, second, concepts of power are nuanced and
difficult to ever fully account for [66]. However, in PD and CBPR, power is ultimately shared and situated
through negotiation between researcher and participant [16]. From these two areas of work, we integrated
values of care into our methods and our relationships with participants in this research. We also drew from
collective lessons and criticisms to understand how to address equity and justice in research with the
understanding that these efforts will never be perfect.

2.7 Understanding Impact through Information and Communication
Technology for Development (ICTD)
ICTD’s ethos underscores the importance of providing services and resources to developing areas, and
more generally, those often left out of research [42, 145]. This work is often interventional in nature, with
careful consideration around the impact of such research through a focus on sustainability and equitable
access [88, 162, 176]. Researchers in this field have raised questions around technological determinism and
active consideration of how technologies may not always be the most appropriate solutions [87, 177, 178].
Researchers in HCI4D, a subfield of ICTD, have also wrestled with what it means to work “for
development,” a concept entirely entangled with questions of impact [42]. Understanding the researcher’s
roles in these communities and how their inventions fit in socially, practically, and sustainably are

imperatives for these researchers to think through. As one example, researchers have identified ways that
technology can reinforce patriarchal social systems [154, 161]. Through a deep awareness of how to have
actual impact, Sultana et al. recommended designing within the patriarchal system, despite wanting to
subvert it [154]. They go on by saying, “To be clear, we certainly might want to directly fight against the
patriarchy. […] However, if we want to work within this community, we have to work within the situation
as it is. It is not helpful or realistic to expect to change a deeply patriarchal society or for us as powerful
outsiders to insist of some of its most subjugated members that they should want a different life. Instead we
have to work within this system if we want to have a chance at creating some meaningful change” [154,
p.9]. Through this illustration, we can see how ICTD research has wrestled with recognizing its direct
effects on their participants and how to sustainably have an impact. This understanding informed our own
wariness of technological solutions and helped us to contextualize concerns researchers in this study shared
about their own work and work by others.

2.8 Allyship
We initially approached this work with allyship, a common framework for countering marginalization, in
mind. While many definitions exist, some scholars have defined allyship as defending and working toward
the betterment of an oppressed group [22, 99]. Across the literature, there are four common components to
allyship: 1) the ally is a part of a dominant group working to help an oppressed one [59], 2) the ally has a
privileged power as a result of belonging to the majority [21], 3) the ally challenges those within their own
group(s) [155], and 4) the ally participates in “political solidarity” in which they use their majority power to
challenge authorities [152]. Some have criticized allyship and conceptions of being an ally for ignoring that
people can hold multiple identities at once [118], reinforcing the social hierarchy by prioritizing the act of
allyship over the groups they are trying to help [137], supporting a “hero-victim narrative” in which the ally
acts as though they are saviors, and actually being “pseudo-allies” with ulterior motives (i.e., elevating their
own social status [58] or expecting praise [136]). Large concerns of allyship center around saviorism and
tokenization, in which people use others for their marginalized experiences (e.g., asking someone to
collaborate solely because they speak a certain language and the project needs translation services) [107,
138]. Russel identified different motivators for allies; they can be selfless, such as pursuing social justice,
or self-serving, such as acting as an ally only to absolve their own guilt [137]
Across these concepts of intersectionality, reflexivity and positionality, membership, equity and justice,
impact, and allyship, there are shared values of prioritizing the well-being of researchers and participants
while also striking a careful balance between the two; however, doing so may only be possible in the most
idealized sense. Researchers may find difficulty in navigating these various theories in practice. What does
it mean to embody such beliefs in one’s approach to research? In order to examine our research questions,
we set out to document and analyze the lived experiences of current HCI researchers and how they manage
such entangled and sometimes competing concerns.

3 METHODS
3.1 Recruitment
We recruited researchers who considered themselves to be HCI researchers and who currently or have
previously worked with marginalized people to participate in a survey and/or interview. We openly defined
marginalized people as anyone who is oppressed by a system of power.
Our recruitment plan, using word-of-mouth and snowball sampling, was based on that of previous
research examining experiences of HCI researchers [147]. We began recruitment using social media, taking
advantage of the vast networks from our own Twitter accounts. According to Twitter’s analytics, our
recruitment tweet reached 12,269 users, 222 people interacted with the tweet, and was retweeted 28 times.
At the CHI 2019 conference in Glasgow, we approached researchers whose work we saw as meeting the
above definition, and we distributed recruitment flyers at related CHI workshops and sessions (e.g., the
Queer(ing) HCI: Moving Forward in Theory and Practice Special Interest Group [149]). In our recruitment

interactions, we also asked people to forward our study to researchers whose perspectives might help speak
to HCI research with marginalized people. With this recruitment approach, we sought to include
perspectives from researchers who self-identified—or were identified by others in the HCI community—as
conducting research that engages with marginalized people. Recruitment lasted three months, from April to
June 2019.
Based on participants who chose to disclose their identity in the survey or participate in the interviews,
we know that researchers who responded to our calls represented primarily Western, and especially United
States-based, perspectives. Despite our efforts to recruit broadly by reaching out to non-US based
researchers directly, the majority of the participants in this study are US-based, and beyond that, based in
the Global North. Most likely due to our own biases, focus of our professional networks, and language used
in the recruiting call, we might have missed recruiting researchers based outside of the Global North. The
language in our recruitment calls may also have contributed to this bias; for instance, there are cultural
differences in how people understand the term “marginalized people.” It is also important to note that our
sample of participants, and thus our resulting themes, may not be broadly representative of the HCI
community’s views and values. Further, any recruitment of academic researchers is susceptible to
“privilege hazard,” defined by D’Ignazio and Klein as “the phenomenon that makes those who occupy the
most privileged positions among us—those with good educations, respected credentials, and professional
accolades—so poorly equipped to recognize instances of oppression in the world. […] The privilege hazard
occurs at the level of the individual—in the interpersonal domain of the matrix of domination—but it is
much more harmful in aggregate because it reaches the hegemonic, disciplinary and structural domains as
well” [37, p. 29]. The small aggregation of ours and participants’ experiences presented in this work risks
reifying what is or is not oppression in ways that miss key instances of oppression, particularly when those
instances have caused people to leave the field or not have the time or the security to volunteer for a study
such as ours.
Because surveys allowed for anonymity and interviews provided more depth, we gave participants the
option to take an online survey, participate in an interview, or both. Our university’s Institutional Review
Board determined this study to be exempt. Participants reviewed consent materials before the survey and
interviews, and we provided interview participants with a $25 USD gift card as an appreciation for their
time.
We estimated that the survey would take 15 minutes to complete. The survey asked participants to
reflect on a previous, specific project of theirs and around publication practices such as providing a
reflexive or position statement and any potential criticism or praise that resulted from the work. Further, the
first author conducted semi-structured interviews either in-person or virtually. We also asked participants to
reflect on a previous, specific project of theirs that worked with marginalized people, discussed allyship in
research and more broadly, and had conversations around the research ethics involved in their work. Please
see Appendices A and B for the full survey and interview protocols.
We used Dey’s concept of theoretical sufficiency [44] and Fusch and Ness’s rich and thick metrics [65]
to determine when to stop data collection. As we moved forward in our analysis, the research team agreed
that our data were both extensive and contained rich, complex discourse, and we decided that we had built
enough understanding to construct a theoretical contribution. However, we recognize the possibility of
further theme development beyond this stopping point as a limitation [17].
To try to minimize power dynamics with interview participants, the first author, a first year PhD student
at the time, conducted all interviews alone; however, we still could not completely detach ourselves from
the influences of power especially with the more senior researchers connected to the study. We took
additional steps to make it easier for people to participate without judgement from the senior researchers on
our team or the greater community. First, we made it difficult to link surveys with specific people by
allowing for anonymity and not linking survey responses to potentially identifiable information about
demographics, information about membership, or groups studied. We also integrated member checking into
our analysis process to validate our understanding of participant responses with participants, documented in
Section 3.3.

3.2 Participants
A total of 24 participants participated in this study: 10 only took the survey, 5 only did an interview, and 9
participated in both. Interviews ranged from 55 to 92 minutes (mean: 65 minutes), after which they were
fully transcribed. Of our interview participants, 1 self-reported that they had been in their field 1-2 years,
11 for 3-6 years, 6 for 7-10 years, and 6 for 10+ years. Table 1 shows a further breakdown of our survey
and interview participants, presented in aggregate to preserve anonymity.
Table 1. Self-reported demographic follow-up table (20 responses)
Do you consider yourself 14 yes; 3 no; 2 prefer not to say
as someone with one or
more
marginalized
identities?
Represented fields

HCI (n=17), CSCW (n=14), STS (n=4), Education, Public Health, Disability Studies, ICTD,
Communications, Psychology, and Design Studies
*only list n when >= 3

Primary methods

Qualitative (n=10), Quantitative (n=3), Ethnography (n=4), Design Research (n=3), Mixed
Methods, Implementation Science, Policy Research, Political Economy, Critical Theory,
Infrastructure Studies, Contextual Inquiry, Participatory Design, Computational
*only list n when >= 3

Keywords

Assistive technology, games, disability, marginalized communities, queer, social computing,
CSCW, marginality, wellbeing, ethics, social media, health, software, collaborative teams,
community formation, usability, privacy, implementation science, disparity reduction, rural,
participatory design, innovation, work studies, social innovation, marginalized communities,
accessibility, design, disability studies, children, play, inclusion, neurodiversity, childcomputer interaction, HCI, ICTD, Global South, voice, inclusion, political economy,
accessibility, social computing, economic development

3.3 Analysis
Through Braun and Clarke’s reflexive thematic analysis approach, we used a mix of inductive and critical
realist frameworks to guide our analysis [18]. Using such frameworks allowed the research team to derive
meaning from the data and to reflect on the data from both localized and broader perspectives, valuing
lived experiences and situating them in their socially constructed contexts. Additionally, reflexive thematic
analysis calls for researchers to reflect upon their own assumptions. In this work, we initially set out to
understand the relationship between HCI research and allyship, as we saw this as a valuable framework to
analyze such a topic. We were surprised to find that allyship is just one dimension in thinking through
research that involves marginalized people, and our generated themes reflect a wider array of
considerations.
To familiarize ourselves with the data, the three authors reviewed survey responses and transcripts of
interviews. Next, the three authors applied a modified open coding approach to analyze the data. Authors
reviewed half of the interview transcripts and survey responses, identifying quotes relevant to our research
questions, grouping them, and describing groupings with short phrases. We conducted this grouping and
coding activity concurrently, contesting and discussing each other’s interpretations of the data. Following

this, the first author coded all interview and survey data while consulting with the rest of the research team,
building upon our initial groupings to construct themes. We then organized the themes according to our
research questions about the kinds of interactions and people involved in research (researcher, participant,
HCI as a whole, see Table 2), and we present the themes accordingly. While we present themes from both
survey and interview results, we illustrate them with quotes from the interviews, as the interviews were
richer and more illustrative than the survey responses.
Finally, we reached out to interview participants to member-check themes and data presented. We first
presented participants with their quotes and our analysis to validate our interpretation of their data.
Participants were given the option to omit entire quotes or any specific details that they felt were more
revealing than they were comfortable, but they could not otherwise edit the content of quotes [110]. We
made changes to quotes and built upon or clarified analyses with their direction, and all but one interview
participants completed the member check. We reached out to participants a second time for more
demographic information to provide Table 1. Last, to recognize the work behind the perspectives that
participants shared with us, we gave participants the option of being identified with their quotes and
examples. After data collection ended, 5 participants were interested in identification in the publication.
After a final round of member checking with these participants, 3 still wished to be identified. Similar to
previous meta-HCI studies [147], the close-knit nature of our community presents a challenge in protecting
anonymity. To address this, we do not present personally identifiable demographic information.

3.4 Author Positionality
In this section, we lay out the research team’s values, epistemologies, and backgrounds so that readers can
approach our findings and analysis with more clarity.
The views of the first author, CAL, are highly represented throughout this work—in developing the
surveys and interviews, in conducting the interviews, and in analyzing and reporting on the data. They have
sought to move away from their positivist training and now follow an interpretivist form of inquiry that
builds knowledge, rather than one that sets out to prove it [127]. They value the co-construction of
knowledge with participants and emphasize the importance of sharing lived experiences as a conduit of
knowledge. This is shown through our research questions that are meant to explain a current variety of
approaches to work with marginalized people in HCI (summative) and inform the future of such research
(formative) [52]. They have seen how some HCI researchers have built systems for marginalized people
without considering ways to truly partner with them in the research. They have also had first-hand
experience with discrimination and harm based on their identities. From this, the first author values the
knowledge of marginalized people and sees working with marginalized people as a requirement.
Simultaneously, the first author holds different, interweaving identities, some marginalized and others that
have granted him more privilege than others. It is through this unique combination of identities and
understanding as both the oppressed and the oppressor that they have pursued and carried out this work.
SM was trained in systems engineering and information, and has designed and evaluated many systems,
especially those either designed or appropriated to support health and wellbeing with a focus on personal
data tracking. Critics, including SM and collaborators, have pointed out the tendency of these technologies
to better support people who have more resources and to perpetuate norms, leading to both interventiongenerated inequalities and further marginalizing people. While these have been concerns of SM’s work, he
has also made mistakes that contribute to inequities or further marginalization (cf., critique of Epstein et al.
[54] in Keyes et al. [103]), and had a goal for this project of learning, with and from others in the field, how
to do better.
JK comes from a computer science and human-computer interaction background and has experience in
designing and evaluating a wide range of technologies using a human-centered design approach, including
those intended for use by people with disabilities and from marginalized backgrounds. She has first-hand
experience in seeing how different levels of engagement with different populations can impact the
appropriateness of design ideas and potential for exploitation of marginalized people in human-centered
design research. She has also worked on projects where she has been both a member and non-member of

the intended population and, like SM, had a similar goal with this work of learning to do better and be more
intentional and equitable in how marginalized people are centered in HCI research.
Much of this work is motivated by the research team’s commitments to social justice and frustration
with how marginalized voices have been and continue to be treated both in HCI research and in the world
beyond. Further, the research team comes from a department that values the human-centered process in
research and the thoughtful engagement of sociotechnical systems. They are positioned in an academic
institution that is well-known in the HCI community, which influences their networks and potential
responses to our work. They also recognize that it is a privilege to be able to reflect and focus on healing
instead of survival, even just for a moment.

4 FINDINGS
Responses from our surveys and interviews introduced tensions for different relationships in research:
researcher to participant and researcher to researcher. When discussing the latter, participants also
surfaced how HCI as a field played a larger role in influencing these dynamics, identifying a third, higherlevel relationship in research, HCI to researchers to participant. For each, we describe resulting harms and,
when applicable, considerations that participants make to address them; however, we did not find a one-toone relationship between the two. Please see Table 2 for a full breakdown of our themes. Additionally, we
refer to participants of this study as HCI Researchers (HCIR) to better differentiate them from participants
who took part in the HCI researchers’ studies.
Table 2. Constructed themes grouped by interactional relationships
Resulting Harms
Researcher to
Participant

Mitigating Harms

Participant costs of doing research

Acknowledging limitations as a researcher

Encountering “empty” allyship

Shared membership with participants
Taking steps to reduce exploitation through
personal work, compensation, maintaining
relationships, member checking, and study
accommodations

Researcher to
Researcher

Tokenization and asking invisible labor of
researchers with marginalized identities
Tensions of reflexivity and positionality
among researchers

Critical reflections when asking for labor
Balancing harms and benefits of reflexivity
and positionality statements

Effects of membership on marginalized
researchers and how their work is perceived
HCI to Researcher to
Participant

Technological solutionism and expectations
Impacts on marginalized researchers in HCI

4.1 Researcher to Participant
To address the first research question—how HCI researchers engage in and reflect on research with
marginalized people as it affects participants (from researchers’ perspectives) —we examine responses that
illustrate harms that can result from this interaction and considerations to account for them.

4.1.1

Resulting harms of the researcher to participant relationship.

The HCI researchers who participated in our study emphasized two ways their work affects participants of
marginalized backgrounds: the unequal give and take when people participate in research and how allyship
can extend towards participant identities and experiences.
4.1.1.1 Participant costs of doing research

The 24 HCI researchers characterized their work to extract data from participants in their studies as
exploitative, because their work requires learning about marginalized people’s experiences and perspective.
The guilt of giving little back to participants was a shared sentiment among the researchers in our study.
HCI researchers experience considerable professional benefit from this work but feel they are returning
fewer benefits to the participants in their studies. HCIR20 recognized the unbalanced giving and taking of
doing research with marginalized people: “there is so much you're learning from them, which you are
putting out, but the knowledge which you have inherited, the papers you're writing, the awards and
fellowships you are receiving. There are a lot of things which you are taking from them, including their
time, including their resources. And we are giving very little to them.” While it is important to acknowledge
what researchers are taking from participants of their studies, it is possible that participants do not perceive
this to the extent a researcher might fear. To answer such questions, researchers might develop ways to
check in with the people with whom they are working about whether and what they are getting from
participation. Through this, researchers might better understand how participants are experiencing their
engagement in the research: sometimes this might lead researchers to change their practices, and at other
times, it might reduce their guilt.
In the United States and many other regions, a human subjects review process is nominally charged with
examining benefits relative to risks. However, the ways an institutional review board conceives of risks and
benefits may not align with participant experiences and is mostly prospective: other than reporting of
adverse events, there is no during study or post-study assessment of how participants experienced the risks
and benefits. Participants in our study noted deficiencies with this process. In thinking about risks,
HCIR152 called for the “need to think more about this violence as it's defined by social justice groups.” As
they pointed out, harm from a study can be more than what we traditionally conceptualize as risky (i.e.,
physical harm), and so there is a need to reframe the definition of risk to account for microaggressions and
actions that further marginalize others. HCIR16 discussed how unbalanced costs and benefits contribute to
the marginalization of the people with whom we work: “too many times, folks do the research, they leave,
they don't say anything and never come back. And then these marginalized folks have been used, further
marginalized by folks writing about marginalization.”
4.1.1.2 Encountering “empty” allyship

The HCI researchers in our study emphasized the need to go beyond performative allyship to more
meaningful forms of allyship. They offered definitions of this more meaningful allyship, as some
emphasized that allyship should involve leveraging one’s privilege to “further the cause together”
(HCIR2). HCIR6 discussed how allyship cannot be self-serving, while HCIR8 explained that allyship is not
something you can “step in and out of.” HCIR14 additionally talked about the importance of taking risks in
allyship, emphasizing that there needs to be something at stake for actions to be effective.
The HCI researchers in our study also noted that current allyship practices in the HCI community often
falls short of these ideals. Some questioned whom allyship actually serves. HCIR53 described that “it's
become a word that anybody can attach themselves to.” HCIR8 talked about his stance on “empty”
allyship: “I think people distrust that term [ally] now because the people who purposely adopt the term ally
then don't do the work. [...] when it comes down to it, even when it comes down to a conflict that they're
Cynthia L. Bennett’s research sits at the intersection of Human-Computer Interaction, accessibility, and Disability Studies. Her work spans from the
critique and development of HCI theory and methods to designing emergent accessible interactions with technology.
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having with someone in their personal lives, they actually don't step up and defend that community in any
way.” HCIR15 underscored an important distinction in defining allyship: “I think the biggest thing is
process, not product; ongoing versus achievement. It's hard because when we do things like allyship
trainings or buttons, the good that it does should also be held with the [harmful] message that it sends, that
it's an achievable task.” Additionally, HCIR16 raised a concern that gets at the heart of empty allyship:
“allyship is another way of centering folks who aren't impacted, to make them feel included when they're
already included.” These accounts of the potential failings of allyship efforts highlight both dangers of such
actions and opportunities for improvement.
4.1.2

Mitigating harms of the researcher to participant relationship.

The 24 HCI researchers shared how they work to avoid and mitigate harms that participants experience as a
result of involvement in research. This includes personal work as a researcher as well as care in research
design and execution.
4.1.2.1 Acknowledging limitations as a researcher

Many of the 24 HCI researchers described the limits on what they can accomplish with a sense of guilt and
frustration. HCIR20 explained that “you are going to make mistakes. And the question is that you don't
make massive blunders, but you make whatever the mistakes you're making can easily be corrected.” As
many of 24 HCI researchers emphasized, researchers should not let this acknowledgement of their
limitations stop them from doing vital work. HCIR14 described the importance of knowing that they might
make mistakes: “I couldn't let this fear and worry and guilt stop me because this is what's important to me.
think too in a lot of these conversations is, and when we’re ready, we have to do it. We just have to do it
and put ourselves out there and try it and be willing to recognize that you're wrong and ask if you're
wrong.” HCIR16 also talked about the importance of embracing the associated discomfort as a way of
managing the guilt, concern, and frustration that might result from noting these limitations: “if you're
feeling uncomfortable in this sort of instance, don't hide that. Don't try to solve that. You're not going to
solve that discomfort, because that discomfort is structural.” HCIR16 encourages us to ask what and how
structural forces cause researchers to feel badly and to then accept those feelings as part of the research
process.
What about the way HCI research is done makes some mistakes acceptable and others not? Do we agree
with that evaluation? Harm can result when individuals and the field accept that some avoidable harms are
unavoidable. Harm can also result when the guilt about the imperfection of any research process prevents
someone from doing good work or causes them to carry so much guilt that it affects their own wellbeing.
How do researchers know—as HCIR14 describes—when they are “ready” and “just have to do it” and
when they are not? Having better ways to reason about how to assess one’s own limitations and whether
and how they should proceed with research could lead to research that does less harm—to both participants
and to researchers who otherwise carry guilt or shame about their work.
4.1.2.2 Shared membership with participants

A common theme throughout our data centered around how membership—having shared identity or
identities with participants—affected how the HCI researchers in our study thought about their work.
Several participants discussed their non-membership, in which they did not feel that they shared
identities with the people they chose to study. For some, non-membership was a source of questioning of
whether they were the right person to do the work and/or whether their analyses accurately captured the
voices of those they worked with. Others expressed that non-membership should not limit involvement in
work that involves marginalized people. To this end, HCIR8 explained that there are several things
researchers with no shared identity can do, including being open to learning from others: “I don't really
believe that you have to be a part of a group to do valuable and beneficial and not harmful research on that
group. It's just an amount of A, trying to educate yourself beforehand and to really learn about those things
and challenge your own assumptions about it and then B, to accept criticism if it doesn't go well.” HCIR2
discussed how they grappled with taking up space within the research community as a non-member: “if
there aren't white allies doing the work and trying to do it with an equitable framework and it is just

everybody only focuses on their own groups, then that can really continue to perpetuate ignoring
populations, and I would rather be doing the work and trying to do it better than not do it at all.” HCIR2
lays out what might happen if allied researchers only work with groups with which they feel membership,
explaining how HCI research might continue to ignore specific marginalized groups. They also present a
question worth considering: is it better to conduct HCI research with marginalized people, with potential
for harm or positive impact, or to not do it at all? One way of thinking through this concern is to compare
the potential for harm from carrying out the research or not doing it. At the same time, this sense of “white
allies” needing to do the research—or no one else will—should also remind the HCI community of the
urgent need to dismantle barriers to participation in our community that result from a long legacy of racism,
sexism, ableism, and many more forms of oppression.
Some of the 24 HCI researchers also had shared identity with the participants they worked with, and
they talked about how they experienced this as both an advantage and a limitation. HCIR5 explained how
shared identity had benefited them: “My position as an LGBT person and somebody who has lived in rural
communities allows me to identify with the people that I'm doing my research with and build bonds with
them. That makes the research that allows for more depth more quickly.” They also recognized how this
shared identity still did not mean they could speak for or relate to the experiences of everyone with that
identity. As HCIR5 summarized, “I am thinking a lot about what other people's experiences of similar
identities and geographies are to me and how they're different from mine. [...] I'm drawing from my own
experiences, but then I'm also constructing my subject position in a way that understands that my
experiences aren't everybody's experiences.” HCIR16 reiterated this: “maybe someone in the exact same
sort of constellation of identities has a complete different experience. Both could be marginalizing, but both
might see and experience marginalization in different ways and the ways in which possible solutions
emerge could be different.” They underscored that researchers who have membership with their
participants should still be “frank with the limitations of [their] perspective.” When researchers consider
their identities through an intersectional lens in this way, they may better understand, mitigate, and
communicate the limits of their research approach and claims.
4.1.2.3 Taking steps to reduce exploitation through personal work, compensation, maintaining
relationships, member checking, and study accommodations

As noted earlier, the HCI researchers in our study described grappling with what they experienced as an
uneven exchange between researcher and participant. They also described the steps they take to make that
exchange more balanced and less exploitative.
One of the most common recommendations they made for scholars working with marginalized people
was to learn and draw upon previous research, especially when it can be done in place of asking
marginalized people. This can lessen what researchers ask of marginalized people in educating others—an
often invisible and unrewarded form of labor—and also elevate scholars who are already doing this
important work. Others talked about the value in doing “personal work” (HCIR9) in preparation as in
working through personal biases. Additionally, HCI researchers have worked to lessen the burden of what
scholars ask of participants and rebalance what participants receive in return. HCIR8 asked himself, “what
is the work that they've already done? What are they constantly asked to do anyway that then doing an
interview with me is just going to make this more painful?” HCIR14 shared how it is the researcher’s
responsibility to protect their participants, such as by anticipating how their work might have unintended
consequences: “where could this go wrong? I can't let myself get overwhelmed by that, I realized, because
it is my responsibility and I have to do the participants justice by making sure that I think about the
possible ways this research could be misappropriated or misquoted. I have to put in that time and I will
and I do. But then there's also some things that are out of my reach and I just did not think about that
possibility.” Here, HCIR14 emphasizes how listening to their doubts pushes them to do the research as well
as they can, while also needing to accept that the research may not ever be perfect so they can move ahead.
This does not resolve, however, when to move forward or not.
The HCI researchers we heard from pointed to several, specific ways they reduce exploitation:
expanding definitions of compensation, maintaining relationships with participants after a study, teaming

up with community partners, member-checking data, and making participants feel comfortable in studies,
described in further detail below.
Many of the 24 HCI researchers talked about the importance of compensating participants fairly.
Recognizing the experiences of their participants—expensive health conditions or greater difficulty finding
employment, for instance—researchers strongly prioritized payment. HCIR15 considered how appropriate
payment is crucial, yet under-practiced, and valued giving back beyond or in addition to the monetary,
traditional approach to compensation. For instance, HCIR14 suggested providing a job reference after longterm study engagement.
Some HCI researchers in our study talked about how they approach their relationships with study
participants, past and present. HCIR74 pushed for researchers to “be transparent and be open about your
intentions and maintain contact” and added, “don't disappear on them.” P6 expressed: “I'm not just going
to like suck all this out of you and disappear.” Many researchers shared this concern about abrupt exits
after studies and how that would affect participants. Transferring research systems to community partners,
for ongoing support and development, was one technique participants suggest for better managing the end
of studies.
Many of the 24 HCI researchers discussed their experiences working with community partners more
broadly. HCIR5 explained that “if you want to generate novel insights, you really need to be either
embedded in those communities or you need to be very intentionally partnering with people in those
communities.” HCIR16 recommended that researchers not “invent the needs of the community, [...] but go
to the people who are doing the work and ask, ‘what can I do?’” Partnership also enhances work, as HCIR5
stated that they “believe personally and ethically that the best kind of research that is done with
marginalized people involves those people explicitly in some form or fashion.”
Member checking helps assure both readers and authors that they are accurately interpreting their
participants’ experiences. HCIR9 described that they “hear about whether they [the participants] think
we've got it right or not.” HCIR18 also brought up that member checking helps participants feel
comfortable with the work that researchers are putting out. HCIR5 acknowledged that member checking
requires additional organizational labor (e.g., keeping track of people and their contact information) and
labor for participants but also stated “it usually makes my research stronger because then when I start
talking about the themes of the research and how I interpreted what people were saying, they are like, wow
I didn't think of it that way. And all of a sudden, we can have an additional conversation about the findings
and I can gather even more insight from them. So I actually treat member checking as secondary data
collection.”
The 24 HCI researchers discussed how they thought about making participants comfortable in their
studies. They mentioned several examples of this including letting participants choose the location of where
to meet, avoiding language that participants expressed discomfort over, and allowing participants to take
breaks on their own time. Several participants mentioned that they thought about ways participating in the
study might burden participants, so they sought to accommodate them by providing food, transportation to
and from the study, and accommodating accessibility needs. As HCIR15 stated, “space is just so political,
and hard to get right.”
As the HCI researchers in this study laid out what they have done to address exploitation in their
research, they also discussed that doing so can be difficult and take extra work to have a meaningful impact
while doing as little harm as possible. However, they underscored the importance of making this effort.

4.2 Researcher-to-Researcher
HCI researchers in this study with marginalized backgrounds experienced strained relationships with other
researchers, and some described ways they navigate these tensions, while also noting ways other
researchers could reduce them.
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4.2.1

Harms resulting from the researcher-to-researcher relationship.

4.2.1.1 Tokenization and asking for invisible labor of researchers with marginalized identities

For the HCI researchers in our study with marginalized identities, an invitation or request to participate in a
research project engaging people with shared identities could be simultaneously welcome and a cause for
concern. Were they being asked to participate for their expertise as scholars, who also bring added
perspectives from of their identity? Or tokenized, regarded as a necessary box to check to be able to do the
research?
HCIR8 reflected on how difficult it can be to discern colleagues’ true motives for including him in a
project, noted, “at some level though, you kind of want to be tokenized, which is weird.” This was a shared
sentiment among other marginalized HCI researchers in this study: being tokenized by other researchers
can be disrespectful and exploitative, but it is also sometimes a starting point to meaningful engagement
and better research. For an HCI researcher with a marginalized identity, declining to participate in such a
study may leave them wondering if the other researchers will make mistakes and cause harms that could
have been avoided if they had contributed. Consequently, many join out of a sense of responsibility: “so
often I feel like if I don’t do this, somebody is going to mess it up” (HCIR15). In this way, many people
with marginalized identities in the HCI community take on additional—and often unrecognized—labor to
further equity and justice in specific projects.
Other researchers from our study shared their experience being on the other side of a request as they
sought to involve collaborators who had shared experiences with their study participants. HCIR13
explained their reasons for doing so: they “really tried to not just involve community members in the
research process, but also engage with other researchers who are also sharing this identity.” HCIR8 laid
out the tension of wanting to check his work was not going to be harmful and not wanting to ask for too
much invisible labor, while also rightly pointing out that there are institutional reasons involved:
I like to get input on the kinds of questions I'm asking or the approach I'm taking with other people
in the research community who might either identify with the group that I'm conducting research
with, but also might just work also heavily with that group. But I think there are limitations. On one
hand there are limitations where I don't want to bombard specific researchers who are already a
minority in our community with more labor, for having to answer questions about their own identity
all the time. And then on the other hand, there's the fact that I might not have connections with those
people in our community or there might not be those people. For example, I don't think I know
anyone who's a trans black woman in HCI. And that just speaks to the fact that our community is
not as diverse as it could be. Then on top of that, if there was one person, I wouldn't want to be that
person who's just reaching out to ask for effort. So I think there are kind of barriers to that approach.
But, ideally I would want to make sure that I'm not acting as if I'm the expert on someone else's
identity.
4.2.1.2 Tensions of reflexivity and positionality among researchers

The HCIR researchers in our study contested the appropriateness of asking for reflexive statements, finding
value but also potential harms in them. Focusing on the potential benefits, HCIR15 described that they
“would love reflexive statements if they do the work that needs to be done, which is saying we, by having
these connections, were suited to work in this space.” They want on to say that reflexive statements also
help researchers with “being really clear about the lenses [they are] using.”
Despite these benefits, many of the 24 HCI researchers pushed back against suggestions that reflexive
statements should be a norm. Some expressed that requests for these statements can be akin to asking
researchers to disclose their identity to the research community, and that this can disproportionately and
negatively affect researchers who experience marginalization. HCIR8 shared his own approach to
disclosure and reflexivity:
There's a level of danger to constantly self-disclosing. This is actually something that I purposely
generally choose not to do in my research. I will self-disclose to my participants when I'm recruiting
them and talking to them. But I will not do so in papers because I just have a level of paranoia that
might be tied to all of the background research that I read, the literature reviews I've done about
how, for example, documenting identity in classification systems can lead to really bad things if you

live in a country where your government suddenly changes and directly attacks those people. So I
think that self-disclosure as an expectation is something that we shouldn't be doing and I would
encourage other marginalized researchers to push back a little bit if they feel like they should.
They're forced to do that because it can be dangerous. And it could lead to professional harm,
because there are people in our community who have biases and maybe we just don't know about
them.
HCI researchers in this study cited reasons for not wanting to disclose their identities in their work, such
as HCIR13 saying “I didn't want to out myself in print forever.” HCIR8 explained that the current dialogue
“is limited in perspective and embraces this universality of experiences, that disclosing that you are a
woman or disclosing that you are white is much different than disclosing that you are a trans person or a
trans woman or disclosing that you are black. The types of retaliation you might face for doing that are
much different.'' HCIR13 explained how the current ways in which the HCI community asks for reflexivity
“assume that the person is not a member of the group” and how this is “really dangerous, especially when
the implications of disclosing can be much more severe for marginalized people than for others.” As
HCIR15 put it, “it should be my choice” whether to disclose or not, and HCI should be conscious of the
power dynamics involved in asking for reflexivity. They explained that a culture of reflexivity can also do
more harm to researchers with marginalized identities, as the pressure to disclose one’s identity or identities
may take away from their agency. They also noted that, while getting work published or progressing in
one’s career is usually not contingent upon including reflexive statements, researchers should be aware of
the ways that setting this expectation could end up outing marginalized people.
4.2.1.3 Effects of membership on marginalized researchers and how their work is perceived

There were different perspectives on how membership can both add to and take away from the research
process and how other researchers perceive the published work. For instance, HCI researchers we heard
from discussed how their shared identity benefited their work (e.g., providing a source of confidence in
carrying out the work). While membership can provide many benefits to work that involves marginalized
people, some of the 24 HCI researchers pointed out the ways that membership does not and cannot solve
everything. HCIR5 pointed out, “I will also say that I don't think that having an LGBTQ person on your
research team [...] I don't think that's a fail-safe. So that doesn't mean that you are guaranteed your
research isn't going to be [messed] up. You could still do [messed] up research [with queer people] as a
queer person.” HCIR15 talked about how their identity gave them more authority in the research
community, but only so long as they worked in areas related to their identity:
Unfortunately, people with disabilities doing disability things is a little bit more palatable than
people with disabilities doing not disability things. I also knew that I have a platform where I get to
say things because I'm disabled and so I have chosen to use that. But in other ways, I'm also putting
forward a very white and cis and straight and also academic part of that. I know that that is wrong
and it's harmful to the people who are producing knowledge that I could not live without but has
become integral to my existence.
HCIR15 also noted that this added authority is not always a positive: “I do need to question just because
someone is disabled, doesn’t mean that they’re doing good work, right? [...] So people are going to read
that some researchers are disabled in my paper and you're probably not going to question the work in the
same way. And I don't think that that's fair. I think that maybe I'd appreciate if they didn't question
statements like ‘people with disabilities are disadvantaged,’ but I think that it's very, very important that
people do question the work.” HCIR15’s stance captures the careful balance of giving authority based on
membership.
HCIR5 echoed this tension around perceptions of who can (or should) do research with marginalized
people. “You don't want people doing the research that are going to do it in a way that's disrespectful or
don't understand [what is] actually happening. But at the same time, pigeon-holing all [marginalized]
people into doing [marginalized] research is also not the answer. So in that way, it gets a lot more
complicated because if somebody showed up to a conference [and were not a part of the marginalized
people they were presenting on], I might question their expertise on the issue. So that's one thing that I'm
struggling with. I don't necessarily know how we don't place the burden on the people that are already

burdened.” Here, HCIR5 identified a tension of gatekeeping based who does what research based on
membership or identity. If anyone can work with marginalized people, then they may be more likely to do
the work poorly. If only marginalized people can do research within their own groups, then they must carry
the burden of pushing knowledge contributions themselves.
HCIR15 also emphasized overall cultural issues of academia. HCIR15’s research builds from scholars
who are queer, trans, disabled, Black, indigenous, and/or people of color, whose contributions are too often
under-recognized and exploited. Unfortunately, discrimination and hostility from other academics have
pushed many of these researchers out of their fields despite their production of crucial knowledge.
4.2.2

Mitigating harms from the researcher-to-researcher relationship.

Despite the challenge of navigating harms created by other researchers, the HCI researchers in this study
suggested some techniques for reducing them.
4.2.2.1 Critical reflections when asking for labor

HCIR14 offered a set of questions for researchers who wish to seek out collaborators because of their
experiences as a marginalized person: 1) why am I asking this specific person? 2) what am I asking them to
do? 3a) am I asking them because it is the easiest option? 3b) could I ask someone else or look it up? 4) is
what I am asking them to do appropriate, and further, appropriate for myself or them? 5) how am I going to
compensate them? Is the request reciprocal? HCIR14 noted that it is important for faculty, primary
investigators, or the person with the most power to actively consider these questions. They emphasized that
the responsibility to account for these questions should not fall solely on junior researchers.
4.2.2.2 Balancing harms and benefits of reflexivity and positionality statements

HCI researchers in this study discussed how self-disclosure can either bolster their work or detract from it.
HCIR8 outlines the tension:
There's a level of encouraging self-disclosure because it can actually encourage further trust in the
research. So you say from my perspective, I am, for example, maybe I'm a queer woman, so [...] I
bring these new perspectives to this research that are really beneficial. But then there's also the
problem where not everyone reading that paper actually thinks that's a benefit [...] there is that
potential again of people who are just biased and then they immediately think this paper is garbage
because they think the researchers are too close to the problem, which historically super positivist
research has always been like that.
Neither authors nor reviewers can always anticipate the outcomes of disclosure; they can be positive
and/or negative, beneficial and/or detrimental. HCIR15 added to this idea by describing how they
sometimes reacted to disclosure: “when I read papers and on the rare occasion, someone discloses that
they are a part of this group, I do tend to take it more seriously.”
Requiring reflexivity and positionality may also contribute to gatekeeping of research that involves
marginalized people. HCIR20 explained that with an expectation to disclose one’s identity, “there are
preconceived notions about who could do certain kinds of research.” HCIR16 talked about how “there’s
also then a pressure of ‘do we have to all out ourselves at the beginning of every paper in order to justify
writing about something?’” HCIR19 echoed this by saying that they “don’t think someone who does
research in [...] anything that deals with anything marginalization-related has to feel like they have to
disclose that about themselves for their work to be legitimate, to be perceived as legitimate.” HCIR13,
however, points out that perhaps this gatekeeping device might be beneficial especially for researchers with
non-membership: “I do like to see that people who are not part of the population they are studying are
reflective and thinking about their position.” HCIR13 went on to note, though that using membership as a
guideline for when to ask about reflexivity also requires making too many assumptions: “It's really hard
and I think about this a lot, the ingroup versus outgroup, what is and is not okay to ask. Because if it's
someone who is cisgender, I do feel like we have the right to ask them why [they study trans populations].
But then you can never assume that someone's cisgender, you just can't.”
Across these experiences and reactions, the researchers in this study noted the potential of positionality
and reflexivity statements to support both researchers and their audience in understanding the perspectives,

strengths, and limitations of the work. At the same time, careless requests for such statements or using them
in absolutist ways that control who can and cannot do the work can cause some of the very same harms that
those who request them are hoping to mitigate. We return to constructive approaches reflexivity and
positionality in the discussion.

4.3 How expectations from the field of HCI affect researchers
The HCI researchers in our study described a cascade of influence: norms and incentives in the HCI field
affect how researchers treat both themselves and other researchers, and this then influences how those
researchers interact with participants in their research.
4.3.1

Technological solutionism and expectations.

HCI research, in its pursuit of novelty and innovation, can sometimes miss how the solutions that we put
forth might actually affect the people we are hoping to help. HCIR9 discussed how “a lot of HCI things
that I see don't necessarily get into broad availability. They're more kind of investigative, so some things
might not be quite as important or come up as often because things are earlier in the development cycle,
but I think we need to systematically think about it.”
Also in this drive to push forward, the HCI field can create a falsely positive narrative around research:
that it is a clean, straightforward process when it is actually a messy one. HCIR20 explained that “as a
field, we are also motivated or could talk about positive things, not as much as the negative things or the
negative experiences. And there is a lot of value in doing so as well.” Involved with this is the pressure to
produce work and do so quickly. HCIR20 went on to explain: “we are also in one way or the other are
incentivized to write quickly, do work quickly talk about positives” and that this makes it more difficult to
“find the right literature, find the right best practices, to find the negative experiences” which are “really
important for a new person who's coming and joining in the field and trying to change the world.”
Additionally, HCI researchers we heard from described how other researchers should be mindful of
what solutions we push forth. As HCIR16 explained we as researchers “shouldn't be the people driving the
solution, it's about how it is that we drive conversations around possible solutions.” HCIR20 called for
researchers to not get overly optimistic with the power of a technological solution. While they can have
great impact, it is rare for these solutions to lead to revolutionary change. They went on to recommend that
researchers “recognize that this is just incredibly complex space where technology is a very, very small
piece and where exactly it's going to fit and how well it's going to work.” Finally, HCIR20 talked about
how researchers should think about how technology fits in systematically:
There is a lot of enthusiasm about technology and when new people who are coming into the
research with a technology background or wanting to use technology for societal work, that gets
[...] really enthusiastic about how technology can change the world. [...] Only with experience, you
really feel that technology is not going to be the main player.
In other words, HCI researchers should not overestimate their work’s impact and must remember that
technology is just one component for systemic change. For all HCI researchers, understanding and
communicating the limits of technological interventions is a crucial part of doing the research. For those
who want to be allies, that understanding is also crucial for knowing when technology is or is not the
appropriate solution.
4.3.2

Impacts on marginalized researchers in HCI.

The 24 HCI researchers talked about improving the publication review process by not asking for author
disclosure. As they suggested, reviewers should recognize that their power, especially over junior
researchers who are increasingly pressured to publish, can have great consequences. HCIR13 reflected on
an experience in which they felt pressured to choose between disclosing parts of their identity and publicly
outing themselves:
At the time I really needed to publish, really wanted to publish. I feel when you're very junior, there's
this pressure to get things published. And so if the reviewers at that point had told me, yes, you need
to do this [including a reflexive statement], I would have done it and I would have regretted that.

So it's really kind of dangerous because I think there's a lot of reviewers nowadays who are pushing
people to include these [reflexive] statements.
Further, HCIR8 outlined a burden that other researchers place on researchers who experience
marginalization:
I feel like there's an expectation of justification put on research with marginalized communities
that's not put on more general populations. What I mean by that is being constantly asked to define,
for example, what transgender is in your introductions [...]. I get wanting to inform the reader, but
at some level, when we're talking about people who exist in the world, there should be an expectation
that researchers can inform themselves about that without the researcher to constantly redefine the
same terms over and over again because not enough people actually research this community. Then
on the other hand, there's constantly justifying why you chose to research with this community,
which I feel in some ways re-marginalizes that community.
These different accounts of experiences around disclosure highlight what is potentially at stake for
researchers. For researchers who experience marginalization, there are additional, unfair pressures to
continually out, define, and defend themselves to the HCI community. Here, we see opportunities for the
field to develop guidelines for HCI authors about how to describe their positionality and for reviewers
about how and when to ask for reflexivity. Recent efforts like the community-sourced guide for CHI 2021
reviewing are important steps toward this for the field [5].

5 Embracing Tensions
For the two interactions, researcher to participant and researcher to researcher, our findings reveal
potential harms and how the 24 HCI researchers we heard from have addressed them. The HCI to
researcher to participant relationship additionally uncovers the structural influences of HCI’s norms and
expectations and how they influence such harms. In the following section, we discuss four tensions salient
across these interactions—exploitation, membership, disclosure, and allyship.
These four tensions are complex; even if researchers take all the precautions they can, follow any
prescribed best practices, and make an honest effort to not make any mistakes, they still may not be able to
resolve each tension. Resolution, however, is not the point, and to borrow an expression from HCIR5, there
are no “fail-safes” in this line of work. As HCI researchers, we must come to terms with the possible harms
that are tied to doing research, especially with marginalized people, and ready ourselves so that we are still
able to make progress, minimize the potential for those harms, and have plans in place if they do occur.
It is also likely that researchers will experience each tension and how the tensions relate to one another
in different ways. Drawing from Morgan’s axes of oppression introduced in Section 2.1, a person can be
placed somewhere along each axis, reflecting how much privilege and/or oppression they experience from
that axis category [47]. So, researchers who face similar oppression along the same axis as their
participants will have to confront a different set of questions and challenges compared to a researcher who
has privilege on the same study-specific axis. This understanding of axis-specific marginalization compared
to the people with whom a researcher works is key to avoiding a binary categorization in which a
researcher is considered marginalized or not marginalized. In the following sections, we outline how each
tension has competing, yet entangled priorities and then discuss what can and should be done about them.

5.1 The Tension of Exploitation
Participants in our study talked about exploitation on two broader levels: extracting experiences from
participants and tokenizing the identities of fellow researchers. These forms of exploitation are complex to
work through as both place unfair burdens on participants and researchers but are seemingly unavoidable in
the current research paradigm. The HCI researchers in this study reflected upon how researchers treat
participants, as many felt that they offer little back to participants compared to what they receive. They also
flagged a tension at the researcher level, where it is unethical to involve researchers solely for their
marginalized experiences, while some marginalized researchers spoke of being left with no other choice but
to be tokenized to ensure that work is done with care.

Previous scholars have also emphasized the need for more equitable engagement with participants. In
2010, Irani et al. laid out “postcolonial computing” that rethinks practices of engagement in computing
research [96]. In this framework, the authors articulate an alternate research paradigm that acknowledges
the power dynamics involved in research and views researchers and participants as equal partners in the
knowledge-building process. Our findings extend Irani et al.’s call for a paradigm shift of exploitative
research practices by identifying specific actions that researchers should consider. While these actions are
certainly not enough to completely shift toward an equal give and take, they may provide short-term
reprieve from an inherently exploitative process.
Participants in our study made several recommendations to better support those who participate in HCI
research, which we summarize and discuss further below. First, working with community partners may
prevent researchers from furthering their own agendas ahead of those of their participants. These
partnerships work to balance the interests of researchers and participants alike. Next, getting involved in
research should not come at a cost to the participant, and so researchers need to make appropriate
accommodations such as access needs, transportation to and from the study site, and proper compensation.
Researchers should also expand their definition of compensation and what they are actually giving back to
their participants. Previous literature points out that is not as simple as paying participants as much money
as possible; doing so might incentivize participants to take significant risks for more compensation [172].
However, another study has shown that low-income individuals will ask for more payment if they feel that
their compensation is unfair [169]. Considering these points, we suggest that researchers pay more when
participants ask for more compensation and search for ways in addition to monetary compensation that
could benefit participants (e.g., learning how to design and create prototypes, recommendation letters,
making connections to others they would not have met otherwise). Research can provide better ways to
give back to participants more directly in the short-term in addition to longer-term benefits. Finally,
researchers need to think about both the effects of their presence at a site and the short and long-term
effects of leaving that research site once the study is complete, which directly aligns with principles in
action research [84]. Taking time at the recruitment stage and the beginning of the study to explain what
will happen when the study ends may reduce or prevent future discomfort (e.g., Will researchers take any
interventions with them as they exit? Will they try to transition them to community partners if desired?).
Last, individual-level reflection may also clarify whose priorities are being promoted, the researchers’ or
the participants’. In addition to the researchers of this study’s call to do so, scholars of decolonial studies
and indigenous studies provide further guidance for self-reflexivity [148]. In Decolonizing Methodologies,
Smith poses the following questions to researchers to self-reflect: “Whose research is it? Who owns it?
Whose interests does it serve? Who will benefit from it? Who has designed its questions and framed its
scope? Who will carry it out? Who will write it up? How will its results be disseminated?” [148, p. 10].
Research teams might think through and discuss their responses to these questions at the beginning,
throughout, and end of a study.
In addition to considering how we compensate and engage with participants, we must also continue to
evolve how HCI as an interventional field evaluates ethics and risk. With recent criticisms of the
Institutional Review Board in the US and a push for situational ethics [92, 122], we see how current
structures filter too broadly. As a result, risks that are not physically damaging but harmful nonetheless are
inadequately recognized and poorly addressed. For example, a now retracted article examined young
vascular surgeons’ public social media profiles for “unprofessional” content and unfairly focused their
critique on women surgeons for how they dressed in their photos [79, 167]. Despite its sexist focus with
problematic methods, the study was approved by an institutional review board. Further, our findings in
Section 4.1.1.1 point out how current HCI researchers are reflecting on the shortcomings of standard risk
evaluations. They also highlight suggestions for amending our understanding of risk to account for
possibilities of increasing marginalization. Therefore, research ethics evaluations at local levels and
collective attitudes in HCI must have stronger protections of marginalized people. One noteworthy example
in HCI is the “Feminist Data Manifest-No,” a document that rejects dangerous data practices and makes
commitments to a non-exploitative paradigm of data usage [60]. The authors of the Manifest-no initially

crafted the list through an institution-hosted workshop, and so we call for expanded organizational support
to host, fund, and celebrate local labor pushing for stronger institutional ethics.
As we heard from current HCI researchers, participants are not the only group at risk of exploitation in
research: researchers may also exploit other researchers. In recognizing that researchers with marginalized
identities should not be responsible for protecting their own communities from harm, our findings and other
work provide guidance on how to reduce this form of exploitation. In Crippling Emotional Labor: A Field
Guide, Amy Gaeta, a PhD candidate in English focusing on feminist disability approaches to STS, makes
recommendations for researchers of marginalized identities: “We must analyze when we are being valued
as a person or valued as resource and recognize it’s not always either/or” [35]. From there, Gaeta makes
suggestions for researchers who experience marginalization on how to handle possible exploitation, such as
distinguishing emotional labor from emotional support, setting boundaries, and not feeling guilty for saying
no. For those who want to ask for emotional labor of others, Gaeta recommends asking early and being
transparent about not wanting to exploit their help. Part of mitigating the exploitation of researchers
involves removing as much burden as possible from a request. In line with HCIR14’s recommended
questions for reducing exploitation in Section 4.2.2.1, researchers should ultimately distinguish between
what the requester can learn on their own—e.g., through searching for past conversations or resources
online or reading literature—and what information must come from the requestee.
It is also important to note that technological innovation does not always have to lead to exploitation;
there is opportunity for novelty in HCI while not taking advantage of other researchers and participants.
Participant responses in Section 4.2.3.1 provide some guidance for how to do this, by openly talking about
the messiness of research and understanding the limits of what technology can accomplish. This second
piece of advice is particularly crucial for those seeking both novelty and impact. Advances in technology
can and have had great benefits for users who experience marginalization, but there is real danger in
believing that these achievements will “fix” the problem. So, we hope that HCI researchers continue to
push technological boundaries while also understanding the limits of their real impact.
While researchers can and should find ways to make their practices less exploitative, efforts to resist
exploitation in HCI research must also happen at a structural level. It is unfair to place sole responsibility
onto individual researchers to change behaviors that have been conditioned by the norms of the field. As
shown in Section 4.2.3, this influence places much burden on marginalized researchers especially and can
govern how researchers interact with participants. While efforts such as the SIGCHI Social Impact Award
incentivize research that values equity and not just technology innovation, there are problems when our
governing institutions stop at these rewards without looking at the deeper impact. Researchers are led to
believe that only individuals at the height of their careers can achieve this status, and further, only one to
two people in the expansive field of HCI receive such awards each year. As a result, recognition for equity
and justice driven research is scarce, further isolating those already making efforts to transform the field. We
should celebrate and continue to recognize individuals who are doing good work, but we are just not doing
nearly enough to ensure that more people can do this work and be rewarded for it throughout their careers.
There are various dimensions to the tension of exploitation, not only in terms of who is exploited but
also regarding what can be done to address such unfair burdening. The experiences of the HCI researchers
in our study illustrate how this plays out in HCI, including the work these researchers do to mitigate that
exploitation. Even as they do this work, pursuits of impact through novelty can work against aspirations of
equity and justice. This can result in short-term harms to participant or researcher well-being. Further,
when HCI research claims a technical solution based on a shallow understanding of a complex societal
problem, our research community risks misappropriating resources to ourselves and away from the very
community and grassroots organizations that are most able to address them. To mitigate this, our field must
learn to be more honest about the limitations of our understanding and solutions. We can learn to be better
partners to the communities involved in our research from current members of our community who are
modeling this kind of work (e.g., [57, 67, 93]).
Finally, one common approach to preventing researchers from exploiting participants with marginalized
identities is gatekeeping or preventing researchers from working with participants with different identities.

In the next section, we explore the difficulty and complexity in doing so and how it contributes to further
marginalization.

5.2 The Tension of Membership
The debate over what a person’s identity allows and/or prohibits them from doing has been longed
discussed in non-HCI spaces by scholars of color. Our membership related findings link to “A Black
Feminist Statement” created by the Combahee River Collective, a group of Black Feminists that comes
from a history of survival and liberation of Black women, centers the rights and oppression that Black
women face specifically, and is dedicated to fighting injustices that are responsible for the oppression of
marginalized people [29]. In their statement, they write about how membership grants a uniquely powerful
perspective on how that individual is systematically oppressed: “We believe that the most profound and
potentially most radical politics come directly out of our own identity, as opposed to working to end
somebody else’s oppression” [29, p.212]. While holding this as true, we add that this does not inherently
mean that non-members of a marginalized group cannot help with their fight against injustice. It is through
this lens that we understand and explore the tension of membership: supporting those on more oppressed
points along specific axes of oppression without overstepping our bounds. Specifically, we extend
membership conversations in HCI by discussing 1) the limits of what marginalized researchers can make
claims about and opportunities for reflection, 2) why HCI researchers should not prevent researchers from
working with marginalized group solely based on a person’s identity, 3) what is needed for researchers who
do not experience marginalization in that given context to engage in such work, and 4) structural
recommendations for HCI to move beyond identity politics without erasing marginalized experiences.
In our findings, the HCI researchers we heard from identified different levels of membership in their
own work: some felt they shared identities and experiences while others did not. They indicated the
difficulty of varying levels of membership in two ways. First, participants said that membership is helpful
to research by providing insight only possible through shared experience, but it is also not a guarantee that
that work will be done with care. Second, they pointed out that non-membership should not be the sole
reason that researchers cannot work with marginalized groups, but it should come with extra reflection over
the researchers’ possible impact and the space they take up as guests.
As a majority of the HCI researchers we heard from in this study self-identified as having one or more
marginalized identities, many of our results raise recommendations for researchers who experience
marginalization. Commonalities between researcher and participant can be helpful as HCI researchers in
our study experienced many benefits of shared membership with participants such as helping them
establish trust and rapport. However, those researchers, others engaged in the research, and their audience
must also be aware of their limits. For example, in Section 4.1.2.2, some HCI researchers discussed how
they could never fully connect with the varied makeup of their participants’ identities, and so they avoided
claiming that they could completely and accurately represent the experiences of participants in their studies.
Membership also does not guarantee that a researcher cannot make harmful decisions. HCIR15 pointed out
in Section 4.2.1.3 that they were concerned that readers would be less willing to criticize their work
because of the membership make-up of their research team. In addition, members of marginalized groups
can do and have done harm to their own communities. The concept of homonormativity provides one
example of this form of harm and inter-community gatekeeping. In short, homonormativity manifests as
valuing, conforming to, aspiring to, and politicizing the ideals of a heteronormative way of living and
thinking [50, 73]. As a result, homonormativity has created a commonly accepted monolith of what it
means to act as and look like an LGBTQ+ person, and those who fit the mold discriminate against any
deviations from the norm.
Similar to some HCI researchers in this study, readers with marginalized identities might face
discomfort over how much to use their identity as an asset in their work versus how much to question what
it allows them. We emphasize here that these recommendations to reflect on individual limits are not meant
to diminish their lived experiences in any way, but rather to ask these researchers to identify personal
boundaries given their positionalities to protect other marginalized people. To better understand the unique

experience of researching with communities with shared marginalized identity, we draw from Villenas’
discussion of her own position as a researcher working with a community that she shares membership:
“Here is my own dilemma: as a Chicana graduate student in a White institution and an educational
ethnographer of Latino communities, I am both, as well as in between the two. I am the colonized
in relation to the greater society, to the institution of higher learning, and to the dominant majority
culture in the research setting. I am the colonizer because I am the educated, ‘marginalized’
researcher, recruited and sanctioned by privileged dominant institutions to write for and about
Latino communities. I am a walking contradiction with a foot in both worlds — in the dominant
privileged institutions and in the marginalized communities. Yet, I possess my own agency and will
to promote my own and the collective agendas of particular Latino communities.” [164, p. 714]
Villenas’ “foot in both worlds” will likely resonate with other marginalized researchers, and she
provides further guidance for those who might feel uneasy. In her reflections over this position, she
discusses how researchers can further act as colonizers. She warns against two possible ways that
researchers can be colonizers: first, leveraging a researcher’s authority and position to make definitive
claims about participants without their input, and second, when researchers fail to reflect on their own
privileges in the process. Villenas provides her own approach to reflecting upon her position:
“I needed first to ask myself, How am I, as a Chicana researcher, damaged by my own marginality?
Furthermore, how am I complicit in the manipulation of my identities such that I participate in my
own colonization and marginalization and, by extension, that of my own people — those with whom
I feel a cultural and collective connectedness and commitment? For these reasons, researchers must
examine how their subjectivities and perceptions are negotiated and changed, not only in relation to
the disenfranchised community as research participants, but also through interactions with the
majority culture.” [164, p. 721-722]
In this way, researchers who work with people they share experiences of marginalization with must
balance their own simultaneous positions as colonizers and colonized. Villenas leaves the reader with this:
there is power and strength in the middle, in the both/and where these identities as colonizers and colonized
are intertwined, or, as Fine describes it, working the “Self-Other hyphen” [62]. Villenas’ conclusion might
resonate with readers who experience marginalization:
“My answer to the ethnographer-as-colonizer dilemma is that I will not stop at being the public
translator and facilitator for my communities, but that I am my own voice, an activist seeking
liberation from my own historical oppression in relation to my communities” [164, p. 730]. Villenas’
account provides an example of how one researcher has unpacked their identities, and we push
marginalized researchers in HCI to take it as inspiration to critically explore their own identities.
HCI researchers in this study also described the roles that various kinds of gatekeeping have in research
with marginalized people, specifically focusing on the gatekeeping that researchers do to other researchers.
Based on the experiences of participants in this study, we argue that membership should not be used as a
gatekeeping device. Determining who can do what research stifles the production of knowledge that
marginalized people already lack and deserve. Limiting research with marginalized people to only those
who have some form of membership is ultimately harmful. Doing so would only make HCI’s focus on
Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic (WEIRD) participants even worse, given that our
community is also not yet as diverse as we hope to be [151]. Additionally, leaving the responsibility to do
work with marginalized groups on researchers who experience marginalization is not only a form of
epistemic exploitation, but it may ultimately pigeon-hole marginalized researchers into focusing solely on
marginalization if no one else will do the work. We must be particularly attentive to this second piece
because a continual cycle of asking marginalized researchers to carry the weight of entire research agendas
while simultaneously undervaluing that work would inevitably increase inequities in academia, including
burnout and low levels of retention among marginalized academics, even further [2, 38, 112].
Recommendations for HCI
Ultimately, we take issue with assumptions that members of a marginalized group can do no harm, while
non-members only do harm. Neither can necessarily hold true. Rather than using a researcher’s identity as
the metric for the appropriateness and validity of their work, readers and reviewers should evaluate what
considerations the researcher made throughout their research process in addition to remaining attentive to
the author’s positionality in the study context. Did the researcher note if and how they made ethical

considerations? What steps did they take to ensure they protected participants from both high-level and
smaller-scale harms? Membership can provide expertise that supports researchers in making appropriate
choices, but it is not the only way to make those choices, and the entire research community benefits when
publications document the choices made.
As we heard from participants in this study, researchers who experience marginalization are often asked
to do more, such as educating readers about “what transgender is” from Section 4.2.3.2. So, we find it
important to call out the relationship of membership and invisible, uncompensated labor. While we call for
researchers to share the ethical considerations they took in their work, this must also not become a
justification for requiring marginalized researchers to do more work to teach other HCI researchers how to
make such choices. Ignoring work that is often asked or required of researchers who experience
marginalization and not others would only further contribute to epistemic exploitation in HCI, a practice
already present and documented today [69]. As it stands, our current structures make it so that the work
required to build more inclusive, equitable research environments and dismantle systemic barriers to
research fall unevenly on marginalized researchers. Even more condemning, these efforts to improve our
field for everyone are taken for granted and ignored. Too many Black scholars have documented the
discrimination and isolation that Black researchers, and especially Black women, in computing face for
such behavior to continue [15, 134]. Because of this, our recommendations for the HCI community must
occur in tandem with changes that better recognize marginalized scholars for their work and/or decrease the
burden of labor of what we currently ask of them.
Part of the process to lessen or share additional labor must involve action from HCI researchers with
privilege, and there are many opportunities to reflect upon their levels of membership and take action.
Thus, we position this work alongside previous literature calling for better, more intentionally intersectional
HCI research, specifically the Intersectional Computing framework introduced by Thomas et al. [134, 157].
Serious work needs to get done, ranging from individual-level attention to the inequalities that people
unlike them are facing today and the larger structures responsible for such injustices to an understanding of
micro-level interactions with those around them. This means more than just an awareness but a deep,
probably uncomfortable journey toward learning about what their membership has granted them and their
relationships with systemic racism, capitalism, patriarchal society, ableism, homophobia, transphobia, and
many more.
There are clear and practical ways for HCI as a research community to make more space for thoughtful
documentation of research processes. To support full discussion of the ethics considerations in research,
organizers of publication venues might consider expanding or eliminating page limits or not counting
sections of papers that discuss ethical or inclusion aspects toward page limits. This would allow for more
detailed discussions of the processes and care that were taken to protect marginalized participants, without
sacrificing space for results or research contributions. The Interaction Design & Children conference (IDC)
already requires a “Selection and Participation of Children” section 5 that does not count toward its page
limits; this could be a model that venues wishing to retain page limits could follow. Such feasible changes
would go a long way in prioritizing work that engages in thoughtful reflection. In addition, authors will not
be placed in the difficult position of choosing between documenting their ethical considerations and other
crucial parts of their work.
The tension of membership contests beliefs about researchers who share identities and experiences with
participants they work with. Researchers with shared marginalized identities deserve to have some
authority over their collective experiences with participants, as membership can support expertise in
making choices; additionally, they must also recognize the limits of what they can claim to understand.
However, recognizing the benefits and limits of membership should not automatically lead to rejecting,
ignoring, or taking marginalized voices for granted. Even if membership cannot be constructed as a
From the IDC 2020’s submission page on why they require such a section, “Designing with and for children comes with challenges and responsibilities.
The IDC community is keen to include children voices as well as to protect their rights and promote the ethical inclusion of their perspectives in research.
Papers must include a section “Selection and Participation of Children” in which the authors of the paper should describe how children were selected (if
there were no children simply write – no children participated in this work), what consent processes were followed (i.e. did they consent and if so what
they were told), how they were treated, how data sharing was communicated, and especially any additional ethical considerations.”
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monolithic, all-encompassing experience for all, there is opportunity to learn from the collective wisdom of
people with shared experiences [133]. Further, such uses of a researcher’s identity to diminish the
knowledge they contribute is testimonial injustice [64]. As some HCI scholars have documented, such an
experience is in fact violence against fellow researchers and reflects a shameful history of practices in our
field [179]. Considering all of this, there needs to be a careful balance between respecting researcher
experiences and following their lead without question, assuming that anyone is exempt from doing harm to
marginalized people.
In presenting this tension, we emphasize the need for researchers to further interrogate identities and the
roles they play in research. For researchers, the partial membership they may have with research
participants can be an important consideration—but far from the only one—in whether and how to proceed.
We recommend that HCI researchers understand membership as a spectrum of shared experiences, while also
avoiding conceptions that full membership is even attainable when considering intersectionality. As part of this
process, researchers must work to understand their own identities and how they have shaped their experiences
and approaches to research — something we ourselves have struggled with in revisions of this paper.

5.3 The Tension of Disclosure
Experiences of the HCI researchers in this study indicate confusion around when it is appropriate to ask
authors to be reflexive and what authors should include in positionality statements. While we asked
participants to talk about their experiences with reflexive or positionality statements, many spoke about
requests for identity disclosure. These experiences indicate that while there is a theoretical difference
between reflexivity and positionality, this distinction does not reliably carry over to current practices.
The tensions of membership and disclosure are closely related. Reflexivity and positionality statements
can help people understand the strengths and limitations of the work, which clarifies the author’s position,
but they can also open up researchers to discrimination or harm. Basing judgements and decisions on an
author’s membership might help communicate researcher motives for doing work with marginalized
people, but it would also require researchers to disclose their identities publicly. If the HCI community
chooses to govern who can or cannot do certain kinds of research, asking for this information without
continuing to marginalize researchers presents a major dilemma that requires a deeper engagement.
In the past, HCI researchers have made calls for expanded reflexivity and self-disclosure practices. For
instance, Bardzell & Bardzell describe reflexivity as a key component of their Feminist HCI and define it
as an “ongoing self-questioning about whether the research is delivering on its ambitions to be feminist,
improve human quality of life, and undermine rather than reinforce oppressive social structures, etc” [7, p.
683]. Schlesinger et al. provide more guidance, calling for statements not necessarily rooted in author
identities and “would help the community better interpret a publication, like a privilege, ethics, or values
disclosure” [144, p. 5421]. The tension of reflexivity and positionality builds upon previous calls by
providing more granular reflection tools for researchers and reviewers through Table 3. Here, we further
explore the nuances of disclosure requests, emphasizing that reviewers who may ask for information about
the authors should be explicit about what they are looking for and why.
In Sections 4.2.1.2, 4.2.2.2, and 4.2.3.2, we highlight different dimensions that must be considered in calls
for reflexivity and positionality. First, disclosing certain identities or experiences can have a range of social
consequences, and positionality practices within HCI cannot ignore these repercussions. Next, setting an
expectation for positionality statements might end up outing people who are not comfortable being outed,
under threat of barriers to publication, career advancement, or conflict in their lives outside of work. Third, the
HCI research community may consider positionality statements that describe author identities collectively
rather than individually, though this of course creates challenges in solo-authored papers. Further, to reiterate
a point discussed in the tension of membership: the community should take care not to rely on positionality
statements and membership as a shortcut for validating (or invalidating) work with marginalized people.
Additionally, our results point out benefits and disadvantages to identity disclosure. Some participants in
this study discussed how disclosing their identities helped to establish greater trust of the researcher and in
the research process, benefitting marginalized people who participate in research. Disclosing one’s identity
to participants, though, is a personal choice and fellow research team members, collaborators, and

reviewers should not pressure others to out themselves. For authors, choosing whether to include a
positionality statement is difficult, as they cannot fully anticipate how audiences might respond to them.
Further, because disclosure of a marginalized identity can open researchers to unconscious biases or more
overt discrimination, pressuring marginalized researchers to include a positionality statement comes with
potentially severe repercussions. These benefits and potential costs of disclosure cause researchers to face a
tension in choosing whether to and how to discuss the ways their identities have influenced their work. As
seen in Section 4.2.2.2, participants of our study have experienced expectations of disclosure under the
pretense of being reflexive, to out themselves for their work to seem legitimate. Asking researchers to
choose between disclosing—increasing the chance of publication but also increasing the chances of
judgement or backlash—or not disclosing—decreasing the chances of publication but reducing the risk of
backlash—can further abuse the already marginalized. As our results point out, researchers experience
discrimination not so much for the inclusion of a reflexive statement but more for the content.
However, we cannot assume that a lack of reflexivity or positionality protects authors from these biases.
As seen in the experiences of participants in our study, a lack of a reflexive statement can lead to reviewers
and other researchers making assumptions about researchers’ identity and membership (or lack of
membership), often to frustrating effect. We encourage reviewers and others not to make any such
assumptions; doing so may force a researcher to out their identities just to defend their work.
Highlighting this tension of disclosure does not mean that authors cannot include positionality statements
that disclose their identities; rather, we push back against a culture of reflexivity statements as a norm. The
decision to disclose should be up to the individual researcher, and not a consequence of an expectation or
request from a reviewer or research team. However, some HCI researchers in our study have experienced
these outside pressures to disclose, and they report that such requests are increasing in prevalence. As a
result, we hope that individual researchers who might want to disclose their identities and reviewers who
might want such information consider the questions in Table 3, influenced by themes in this work.
Table 3. Reflective questions for authors and reviewers considering disclosure
Researchers Considering Disclosure
• Why do you wish to disclose?
• Is it only to satisfy someone’s curiosity?
• Is it to promote social justice or act as a rolemodel for other researchers?
• Is it to help share what you see as the strengths
and limitations of your work?
• Is it to provide legitimacy to your work?
• Are there mechanisms in place that would allow
you to reverse your decision? Have you considered
disclosing to reviewers only rather than permanent
disclosure in print?
• How might your disclosure influence how readers
perceive your work?
• What are the potential outcomes of disclosing your
identity?

Reviewers Requesting Disclosure
• Why are you asking for disclosure?
• How might it influence your perceptions of the work?
For what reasons?
• What assumptions are you making about the authors’
identities?
• How might the authors be harmed through such a
request?
• Is there other information that could address these
needs? (e.g., can you instead look to the authors’
ethical considerations to provide what you are looking
for?)
• How might this knowledge affect how you perceive
their contributions?

Individuals should be able to decide whether they want to disclose their own identities, but it is hard to
disentangle whether they are doing it for themselves, to please a reviewer, or because they have seen
similar statements elsewhere. In HCI, there is little work that explores the nuance of reflexivity and
positionality or documents the real-world consequences that many researchers who experience
marginalization face when they disclose their identities. We hope that these guiding questions can help both
researchers thinking about disclosure through a positionality statement and reviewers considering asking
for one reflect on the nature and potential impacts of such a decision.

5.4 The Tension of Allyship
Across our interviews, survey responses, and our own hopes of supporting marginalized people in research,
we see parallels with the goals of allyship. Allyship efforts in and out of academic contexts leverage power
for social progress, and we can use allyship as a way to understand how we as HCI researchers can do
better and what barriers to avoid. In the following section, we outline key components of allyship, and we
propose an allyship-oriented approach to research with marginalized people, one that is explicitly in
opposition to systems of oppression and asks individual researchers to engage in a constant cycle of critical
self-reflection.
Especially in HCI, research has the power to help groups of people by building and designing systems,
tools, and knowledge. However, sometimes what we as a field create ends up—regardless of our
intentions—furthering marginalization, harming those that we try to help, and/or prioritizing researcher
agendas ahead of the priorities of marginalized people. In research and beyond, allyship provides one
framework for working with marginalized people. Scholarship on allyship has explored the nuance
involved in being an ally, revealing that this form of work cannot be done haphazardly [104, 109, 131]. In
the following section, we draw upon criticisms of allyship from previous scholarship and the 24 HCI
researchers in this study from to demonstrate the tension of allyship: not all research that claims to be
allyship is allyship and, simultaneously, all research should be allyship. The tension of allyship
encompasses many of the concerns in each of the previous tensions; addressing issues of exploitation,
membership, and disclosure are all involved in confronting the tension as a whole.
There are actions that researchers can take to address the potential “empty” allyship in research the HCI
researchers in this study were wary of. In addition to the suggestions we discuss in the sections above,
researchers should avoid pushing potentially beneficial, but potentially unsustainable, technologies onto
people without the researcher’s ongoing support or a plan to develop sustainable practices around their use.
To address this, researchers should consider the long-term effects of their presence and mediate any harms
that might occur from their departure. For example, researchers could communicate when and how they
will leave at the beginning of a study to set clear expectations for participants. In this way, researchers
might consider integrating reflections on their impact into their research processes.
Further, we draw from the work of Boaventura de Sousa Santos, who has written extensively about
embracing and working with alternative ways of knowing, specifically epistemologies that are not centered
around the Global North. While de Sousa Santos challenges a singular, Western way of knowing, he
explains that these ideas should not be dismissed altogether [140]. Instead, Santos calls for the “expansion
of the present,” an approach that embraces other forms of knowledge in addition to how the majority deems
what is knowledge and what is not. Drawing from these ideas, our vision of equitable allyship does not
mean the absolute rejection of researchers with privilege, but instead the expansion of what it means to
include marginalized people in research. We believe that as a community, we should not exclude others
from doing certain kinds of research and solely use membership as a metric for good or bad work. Not
using the power of allies to elevate marginalized people would be a waste in the pursuit of justice. Rather,
the entire HCI community should strive to better involve and fairly interact with marginalized people in
research, both as participants and researchers.
Our results resonate with discourse in other fields, demonstrating overlaps with HCI and opportunities to
further learn from them. Challenging the notion of universalism is deeply rooted in Disability Studies [94]
and Feminism [63], and similarly, we found that matters of allyship and marginalization require an
acknowledgment that there are no blanket solutions (or even possible solutions, for that matter). As
researchers, however, we cannot let these barriers become restrictions. Also, consistent with CBPR, PD,
and ICTD views on equity, justice, and impact, HCI researchers can strive to build systems and knowledge
that are acts of allyship; however, we must be certain that what we push on people has been well thought
through and done with the knowledge that these are what they want. Researchers should also be wary of
overclaiming their power or impact on their participants; just because they might be building knowledge or
tools intended for their benefit does not guarantee that their contributions are warranted or socially
progressive.

Our work further builds upon a growing effort to think critically about how researchers engage with
marginalized people. To highlight one example, Antle identified five questions for researchers to ask when
working with vulnerable populations: 1) “How can we feel relatively certain that we are providing benefits
to the population we are working with?”; 2) “Given the requirements of many university ethics boards, how
can we work with children who may most need help but are least able to give assent?”; 3) “How do we find
a balance between conducting rigorous research and ensuring that our research does not harm the children
we work with?”; 4) “How do we manage children’s expectations and attachment with the research team in
ways that will minimize any emotional damage to the children?”; 5) “What will we leave behind when the
research ends?” [6, p.75-77]. While Antle’s questions are specific to child-computer interaction, they also
illuminate transferable and relevant questions around understanding impact, accounting for ethics under
existing structures, and reevaluating harm and justice as a part of our research processes.
Finally, an understanding of allyship and working with marginalized people would be incomplete
without acknowledging the labor and knowledge from many activists, a movement already present in HCI
(e.g., [10, 12, 46, 121, 128]). There are numerous opportunities and lessons to learn from. For one,
definitions of allyship that come from some of the most oppressed voices in society can be the most
revealing and must be centered in these conversations. To address why this might be the case, we again
turn to the Combahee River Collective’s A Black Feminist Statement as they stated “We might use our
position at the bottom, however, to make a clear leap into revolutionary action. If Black women were free,
it would mean that everyone else would have to be free since our freedom would necessitate the destruction
of all the systems of oppression” [29, p. 215]. Roxane Gay, a writer, activist, and social commentator, built
upon this point to describe the potential empty promise of allyship with Black people [126]:
“Black people do not need allies. We need people to stand up and take on the problems borne of
oppression as their own, without remove or distance. We need people to do this even if they cannot
fully understand what it's like to be oppressed for their race or ethnicity, gender, sexuality, ability,
class, religion, or other marker of identity. We need people to use common sense to figure out how
to participate in social justice.
Don't tell us about your racist uncle or grandfather or sister or cousin. Don't try to unburden yourself
of guilt that isn't yours to carry. Actively listen when marginalized people tell you about their
oppression—don't offer your pity (which only helps you) and don't apologize. Listen and do your
best to understand what it feels like to live with oppression as a constant. Speak up when you hear
people making racist jokes. Speak up when you see injustice in action. Inform yourself about your
local law enforcement and how they treat people of color. Vote. Take a stand instead of waiting for
absolution from people of color. We don't have that kind of time. We're fighting for our lives.”
Gay’s writing highlights crucial ideas and criticisms of allyship, such as ensuring that the focus is on the
experiences of marginalized people and investing in issues that might not be our own. The piece is clear in
its call for action as opposed to passive, tacit support, and it also displays an exhaustion with empty
allyship as Gay lists off the many ways that allies can try and have tried to refocus attention onto
themselves. In addition to these learnings, several organizations outside of academic circles have put forth
allyship-oriented guides that provide opportunities to learn from. While we provide short summaries, we
urge readers to seek these resources directly:
Design Justice Network Principles: Design Justice Network centers marginalized voices in the design
process and puts forth ten principles. Among others, they call for designers to “prioritize design’s impact
on the community over the intentions of the designer,” “view change as emergent from an accountable,
accessible, and collaborative process, rather than as a point at the end of a process”, and “look for what is
already working at the community level [... and] honor and uplift traditional, indigenous, and local
knowledge and practices” before pursuing novelty [43].
Accomplices not Allies: Indigenous Action Media criticizes the model of allyship for the ways that
some people are more caught up with being identified as an ally than the deep, meaningful, and ongoing
engagement that is needed. In response, they turn to accomplices instead and recommend that accomplices
do research before reaching out to communities of marginalized people, not do work to absolve oneself
from guilt or shame, be ready to be held accountable for one’s actions, and not to pursue accomplices as an
identity [1].

#TalkAboutTrayvon: A toolkit for white people on the fifth anniversary of Trayvon’s Death:
Black Lives Matter created this toolkit that calls for white allies to speak out against racism on their
platforms (social media, personal, etc.), engage with other white or non-oppressed people, and take action
(e.g., give money, educate themselves, and actively advocate for the rights and equal treatment of others)
[115].
Ethical Guidelines for Research Involving Transgender People & Communities: The Canadian
Professional Association for Transgender Health (CPATH) created procedures for researchers to take when
doing trans-specific research. In particular, they advocate for researchers to actively consider possible
impact (both positive and negative) of their work, account for concerns over privacy and revisiting trauma,
involve trans people in all phases of the research process, and help trans people become sustainable in
becoming researchers [86].
Looking across our results, critical discussions of allyship, and recommendations put out by activist
groups, there are commonalities that contribute to an allyship-oriented approach to HCI research,
summarized in Table 4. Our work both echoes recommendations from current literature and activist guides
and translates them into lessons for HCI as a field. Specifically, we make two additions to understanding
research as allyship. First, we provide examples of actions and considerations researchers can take to
balance equity and justice with impact, discussed through the tension of exploitation. Next, we call for an
approach to research that avoids unproductive conversations about identity politics. As Collins and Bilge
wrote on intersectionality, bringing up matters of identity cannot mean an immediate end to conversation,
but instead act as a traversal point for further inquiry [89]. Situating these ideas into this work, this
manifests as gatekeeping research agendas and requiring identity disclosures, shown through the tensions
of reflexivity and positionality and membership. Moving past identity politics does not mean a complete
denial of the historically rooted oppressions that some people face; rather, this approach challenges oversimplifying groupings by membership status while still understanding how different experiences shape and
reshape us. As mentioned before, this is a both/and approach rather than an either/or one. For researchers
who have privilege in any number of axes of oppression, this means considering identity-based experiences
as an important point, but not the sole factor for deciding whether and how to proceed with research. These
researchers also have the responsibility of pushing through difficult conversations especially when it comes
to identity.

Table 4. Summarizing across our results, previous literature, and activist guides
Allyship in…
Our Results
• Works towards equity and
justice in addressing
exploitation of both
participants and researchers
• Moves past identity politics
both in terms of gatekeeping

Previous Allyship Literature
• Redistributes power from
those with it to those without
[22, 99]
• Avoids tokenizing
marginalized people [138]

Activist Guides
• Understands and prioritizes impacts on
marginalized people [43]
• Embraces the ongoing process and lack of
endpoint [43]
• Avoids pursuing novelty for novelty sake
[43]

who can do what research
and asking for identity
disclosure

• The majority challenges the
status quo [152, 155]
• Centers the agendas of
marginalized people [58,
137]

• Fills real gaps, not ones created by
researchers for researchers [43]
• Rejects ally as an identity [1]
• Prioritizes taking direct, meaningful action
[1]
• Leverages privilege and power [115]
• Accounts for and anticipates potential harms
beyond traditional conceptions of harm
[115]
• Works with actual target communities [8]
• Considers sustainability of research within
the communities [8]

While we have described various recommendations for individual-level change, allyship cannot rest solely
on each researcher. The HCI community requires a larger-scale transformation to be sustainable. Allyship
requires a comprehensive effort to dismantle systems of oppression, structurally and collectively.
To provide an example of the dangers in having a singular focus on one issue or one axis of oppression,
we return to the concept of homonormativity from Section 5.2, where we demonstrated how
homonormativity influences individual LGBTQ+ behavior and thinking. Homonormativity shapes
institutions as well. For example, after the United States Supreme Court decision enacted marriage equality,
policymakers and administrators made changes that helped homonormative individuals at the expense of
those who do not fit into a normative ideal [41]. Daum writes: “the focus on sexual orientation
operationalized as a single axis characteristic (heterosexual or homosexual)… led many policymakers and
administrators to homogenize LGBTQ individuals thereby rendering poor, queer, and trans people of color
illegible in the marriage equality context. In addition, once marriage was legalized, most policymakers and
administrators moved to treat LGBTQ individuals the same as heterosexuals and gender-conforming
individuals without recognizing that promoting homonormativity marginalizes LGBTQ individuals who are
unable or unwilling to conform to these expectations. Thus, while opening the institution of marriage may
advance equality, it also facilitates the ongoing marginalization and illegibility of uniquely vulnerable
intersectional individuals within LGBTQ communities” (emphasis added [41, p. 118]). There was nothing
wrong with fighting for marriage equality; the issue arose when marriage equality became the sole focal
point and made sweeping characterizations about how LGBTQ people achieve equality based on a single,
normative understanding. We highlight this example to act as a cautionary tale of what can happen when
well-intentioned allies, or even members of a community, focus on one group or issue without considering
the expansiveness within identity.
Simultaneously, the HCI community cannot ignore specific injustices either. It is essential that we
interrogate systemic racism, for example, especially with HCI’s insufficient history failing to recognize the
value of contributions about race or ethnicity [144]. As Ogbonnaya-Ogburu et al. point out, “As we become
concerned with new dimensions of diversity and inclusion, we cannot dilute efforts to address race. All too
often, panels and committees pass as “diverse” because they contain non-males. Race is overlooked as a
category of diversity” [125, p. 265]. In light of this, we raise perhaps the most important limitation of our
work: where we look across marginalization in the macro, we overlook specific instances of injustice.
While we maintain that each of the tensions that we have identified affects researchers who experience
marginalization in some way, we cannot make definitive claims about to what extent. Our failure to probe
further in our surveys and interviews about how the specific nuances of individual identity and experience
change how a researcher experiences each tension differently serves as a major oversight that we hope
researchers consider when reading our work. From this, our final challenge to the HCI community, both as
a group of individual researchers and a group of institutions with great power, is to avoid treating the
tensions laid out in this paper as monolithic experiences and to think about how the effects of each are
specific to your own identity, research project, career, institution, epistemologies, values, and more. For
instance, while everyone is culpable of exploiting researchers, are some researchers more susceptible to
tokenization if their identities are more readily visible (e.g., BIPOC, women)? How are our practices

informed by our own racisms? How might people with identities whose public disclosure would put them
at risk of physical and emotional abuse react to a request for expanded positionality? And further, what can
we do about this? What can you, as an individual HCI researcher, do in response?
While concepts of reflexivity, membership, and exploitation are significant considerations for research
in their own right, they also all contribute to an overall commitment and approach to doing research with
marginalized people. Thinking in this way is both just and imperative, especially if HCI researchers
continue to choose to engage with marginalized people in their work. We hope that researchers who do
make this choice consider how their work might or might not act as allyship and, on a larger scale,
contribute to social justice. Many of these ideas are not new, in fact many have been longed discussed and
often by authors of color. However, little work has situated these conversations with the context of HCI,
where we design, develop, and/or influence systems that have the power to hurt and/or heal.

5.5 Limitations & Future Work
The suggestions we highlight for improving the experiences for participants come from the perspectives
of HCI researchers of both marginalized and privileged identities. Our results offer insights into the steps
researchers take to engage more equitably and justly with participants, how researchers affect other
researchers, and how they are affected by the field. However, that focus also decenters the experiences of
marginalized participants in HCI research. Our reliance on researcher experiences likely biases our
recommendations in ways we do not know, and suggestions directly from participants in HCI research
might highlight other strategies. Future work should focus on marginalized participants’ experiences with
HCI research and HCI researchers, prioritizing engagement with participants directly. One opportunity to
explore this is through a concern raised by some researchers in this study about giving little back to
participants. While this paper describes some researchers’ perspectives, we wondered whether participants
would agree and, further, whether researcher beliefs about what participants want from studies align with
what participants actually seek to get from their participation. Further work should examine what
participants in HCI research perceive they are getting out of the research process (e.g., [105]). Researchers
might add questions to interview or survey protocols asking what participants took away or learned from
participation or their reasons for taking part in the study.
We also acknowledge that, like most HCI work, the United States and Global North are contextual
points of focus throughout this paper. Because some survey responses were anonymous, we cannot make
definitive claims about the researchers who participated in our study; however, we did not make strong
enough efforts to recruit and engage with participants outside of the contexts we were familiar with and
non-WEIRD participants. We invite future work to explore HCI research with marginalized in locations outside
of the Global North and how cultural differences might lead to a similar or even different set of tensions.
Additionally, this work addresses engagement with marginalized people at a macro-level and does not
address the specifics of how different contexts of marginalization call for different considerations. While
we reject a universalizing, blanket approach to HCI research involving marginalized people, we hope
researchers can draw on this work as a starting point for understanding the nuances of their specific
research settings. More recent work that blends research with activism has examined much-needed, more
precise areas of HCI research such as how HCI handles race and systemic racism [125], a critique of
ableism in HCI [179], trans competent interaction design [3], and guidelines for gender inclusivity [85]. In
addition, our discussion of the four tensions is by no means conclusive; there is much room for further
understanding and development of better practices. For example, our work did not directly examine
invisible versus visible identities.
Finally, as we reflect upon the journey this paper has taken us on, we wish to share the messiness
involved in our process. With hindsight, we have seen how overly ambitious our goals for this project were.
To take on the topic of marginalization as a whole requires extensive engagement with all facets of
oppression, and we were not prepared enough for this at the beginning of the study. Because of this, our
results are in no way definitive or exhaustive; the work fighting for marginalized people in HCI is far from
over. Research, as we have demonstrated, is an ongoing process, one that participants, researchers, and the
HCI field should collectively engage in together.

6 CONCLUSION
Researchers interested in working with marginalized people may be dismayed by the tensions of
exploitation, membership, disclosure, and allyship. As a reader, you may wish that this paper could tell you
exactly what steps to take to ensure ethical research. However, the overarching theme across the study
participants’ experiences is that there is no one, perfect way to do this kind of research, and so we refrain
from suggesting that there is or even could be such a set of steps. Rather than prescribing a checklist for
doing research the “right” way, we hope that you will consider the situational needs of the project, potential
participants, and others affected by the work, including the research team.
As our findings detail, there are several possible actions that researchers can take, from consulting with
community partners to recognizing personal limitations to unburdening other researchers, but not all of
these considerations will be relevant for every research setting nor will completing every one guarantee a
project is ethically sound. As we think about ethics, we must also accept the nuance of ethics in research. It
is hard to navigate a purely ethical path; mistakes are inevitable but doing nothing can be equally or even
more harmful.
So, where do we go from here? We hope to highlight what makes engaging with marginalized people in
research difficult, but also that it is important to not let these complexities prevent good research from
being done. While we cannot solve the exploitative nature of research, we point out that the power that
comes with being a researcher can be used for the promotion of others. However, when researchers
overestimate the benefits of their work and underestimate the risks, this will inevitably lead to exploitation.
As we position these topics as tensions, one might ask that given all the potential for harm, why do
research at all? It is important to highlight here that researchers are often motivated by the desire to help
others or to give back to the world in some way. While we cannot ignore the real evils of how marginalized
people have historically been included in research, researchers can and have had meaningful, direct impacts
on society, attempting to counterbalance researcher’s inherent potential for harm. For example, increased
research attention toward people historically left out of scholarship has led to improvement in various
dimensions of many peoples’ lives. Bennett and Keyes pointed out that while assistive technology has not
always been thoughtful of people with disabilities, they have also improved quality of life for many [12].
Several research projects such as Kane et al.’s Slide Rule [100], Dimond et al.’s work on collective
storytelling for a social movement [48], and Dillahunt et al.’s efforts to help renters negotiate energy bills with
their landlords [45] have contributed to forward movement for different groups of marginalized people.
Reflecting on approaches to research is not an easy task. Doing so requires great awareness and, at
times, willingness to admit that you have made a mistake, but we hope that readers continue to question
their work to decide whether they are moving forward in the best, most equitable way possible. We hope
that the future of HCI research that engages with marginalized people is one that builds and values
relationships with communities, addresses inequities in how the field treats marginalized researchers, and
positions itself as a space for progress rather than stagnation.
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for Research Involving Transgender People & Communities. Retrieved from https://cpath.ca/wpcontent/uploads/2019/08/CPATH-Ethical-Guidelines-EN.pdf.

[9]

Baumer, E.P.S. and Silberman, M.S. 2011. When the implication is not to design (technology). Conference on
Human Factors in Computing Systems - Proceedings (2011). Article 25, 1–9. DOI:https://doiorg/10.1145/3419249.3420172

[10]

Benjamin, R. 2020. Race After Technology: Abolitionist Tools for the New Jim Code. Social Forces. (2020).
Polity. DOI:https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/soz162.

[11]

Bennett, C.L., Brady, E. and Branham, S.M. 2018. Interdependence as a frame for assistive technology research
and design. ASSETS 2018 - Proceedings of the 20th International ACM SIGACCESS Conference on Computers
and Accessibility (2018). 161–173. DOI:https://doi- org/10.1145/3234695.3236348

[12]

Bennett, C.L. and Keyes, O. 2019. What is the Point of Fairness? Disability, AI and The Complexity of Justice.
SIGACCESS Access. Comput., 125, Article 5 (October 2019), 1 pages. DOI:https://doiorg/10.1145/3386296.3386301

[13]

Bennett, C.L. and Rosner, D.K. 2019. The promise of empathy: Design, disability, and knowing the “other.”
Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems - Proceedings (2019). Paper 298, 1–13. DOI:https://doiorg/10.1145/3290605.3300528

[14]

Berenstain, N. 2016. Epistemic Exploitation. Ergo, an Open Access Journal of Philosophy. (2016).
DOI:https://doi.org/10.3998/ergo.12405314.0003.022.

[15]

Black in Computing and Our Allies for Equity and Fairness: 2020. Retrieved from
https://blackincomputing.org/.

[16]

Bratteteig, T. and Wagner, I. 2012. Disentangling power and decision-making in participatory design. ACM
International Conference Proceeding Series (2012). 41–50. DOI:https://doi- org/10.1145/2347635.2347642

[17]

Braun, V. and Clarke, V. 2019. To saturate or not to saturate? Questioning data saturation as a useful concept
for thematic analysis and sample-size rationales. Qualitative Research in Sport, Exercise and Health.
https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2019.1704846

[18]

Braun, V. and Clarke, V. 2006. Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology.
(2006). 77-101. DOI:https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa.

[19]

Collins, P.H. 2002. Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment.
Routledge. DOI:https://doi.org/10.2307/2074808, 557

[20]

Brewer, R.N. 2017. Understanding and Developing Interactive Voice Response Systems to Support Online
Engagement of Older Adults. Ph.D. Dissertation. Northwestern University, Evanston, IL. Proquest Number:
10603427.

[21]

Broido, E.M. 2000. The development of social justice allies during college: A phenomenological investigation.
Journal of College Student Development. (2000). Retrieved from
https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.470.1439&rep=rep1&type=pdf.

[22]

Brooks, A.K. and Edwards, K. 2009. Allies in the workplace: Including LGBT in HRD. Advances in
Developing Human Resources. (2009). DOI:https://doi.org/10.1177/1523422308328500.

[23]
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E., Light, A., Hardy, J., Rode, J.A. and Kannabiran, G. 2019. Queer(ing) HCI: Moving forward in theory and
practice. Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems - Proceedings (2019). SIG11, 1–4.
DOI:https://doi-org/10.1145/3290607.3311750
[150] Strohmayer, A., Comber, R. and Balaam, M. 2015. Exploring learning ecologies among people experiencing
homelessness. Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems - Proceedings (2015). 2275–2284.
DOI:https://doi-org/10.1145/2702123.2702157
[151] Sturm, C., Oh, A., Linxen, S., Abdelnour-Nocera, J., Dray, S. and Reinecke, K. 2015. How WEIRD is HCI?
Extending HCI principles to other countries and cultures. Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems
- Proceedings (2015). 2425–2428. DOI:https://doi- org/10.1145/2702613.2702656
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