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ABSTRACT1 
This workshop is themed around the ethics of – potentially 
disruptive – design research in collaboration with social 
communities. Disruption may lead to conflict and ‘cultural 
resistance’ on part of communities, despite the noble intentions of 
research-practitioners and designers. Ethical design is not a novel 
concept, but it remains fundamental in the contemporary 
undertakings of innovative and technology-oriented research. 
During this workshop, therefore, participants will ideate and 
develop practical, actionable guidelines for conducting design- 
and innovation-oriented research with, for and in communities 
(both virtual and physical). Workshop participants will be invited 
to consider the philosophical-conceptual questions around ‘ethical, 
collective design’ in the internet age. Participants will especially 
be invited to problematise the ethical nature of their practice, and 
subsequently, to build toward critical, empathetic and more 
informed practice. The workshop aims to involve design-
researchers from various disciplines and who carry out some form 
of community-based work. 

CCS CONCEPTS 
• Social and professional topics → Professional topics; 
Computing profession; Codes of ethics  
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1 ORGANISERS 
Izak van Zyl:  
Izak is an Associate Professor in Transdisciplinary Studies in the 
Faculty of Informatics and Design at the Cape Peninsula 
University of Technology, South Africa. He is qualified in the 
communication sciences, social anthropology and the humanities. 
His research interests include the anthropology of technology and 
media as well as participatory ethics in community-based work. 
Methodologically, he is furthermore interested in digital 
ethnographic and meta-analytic approaches. He has widely 
published on these topics.   
 
Heike Winschiers-Theophilus:  
Heike is a Professor in the Computer Science Department at the 
Namibia University of Science and Technology. Her research 
focuses on technology design with indigenous and marginalised 
communities. She has framed her work in a community-based co-
design paradigm based on principles of participatory design and 
action research under the motto of “indigenise, innovate and 
impact”. She has established several long-term collaborations with 
indigenous and marginalised communities throughout Namibia. 
She has widely published in this field.  
 
Retha de la Harpe:  
Retha is an Associate Professor and Acting Head of the 
Department of Research, Innovation and Partnerships in the Cape 
Peninsula University of Technology. She obtained her doctorate 
in informatics with the topic, “social implications of data quality”. 
She supervises post graduate students in information technology 
and design. Her research interests and efforts are in community 
informatics, health informatics, personal health records, digital 
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services, technology-enabled applications, design, research theory 
and research capacity development. 

2  THEME 
During this workshop, participants will ideate and develop 
practical, actionable guidelines for conducting design- and 
innovation-oriented research with, for and in communities (both 
virtual and physical). Design research – or research through 
design – is a well-known and popular approach in applied and 
technical disciplines like informatics, human-computer 
interaction, design anthropology, business, architecture, and 
media studies (among many others) [1]. Such research, however, 
especially involving the development of digital artefacts and 
services, has the potential to disrupt existing collective practices 
and understandings [2]. 
Disruption may lead to conflict and ‘cultural resistance’ on part of 
communities, despite the noble intentions of research-practitioners 
and designers [3]. Similarly, disruption may lead to eventual 
changes in behaviour, norms and practices, whether such change 
is intended or not. It is not always clear if such forms of ‘instituted 
change’, brought about through design research, is ethical. 
Collaborative and participatory design has been offered as a more 
ethical alternative to uniform and ethnocentric design-research 
methods. However, co-design approaches are not without 
‘participatory politics’ and other socio-cultural factors that 
influence, and even constrain, the research process. 
Considering these arguments, this workshop is themed around the 
ethics of (potentially disruptive) design research in collaboration 
with social communities. The applicability of ethics policies as 
derived by universities becomes doubtful in an intervention and 
collaborative design research context [4]. Not only does it re-
enforce power relations under the pretence of participants’ 
protection but also does it not recognise community members as 
equal partners. For example, the clause of maintaining anonymity 
while at the same time recognising community researchers’ 
contribution, becomes a paradox.   Furthermore, in the 
contemporary undertakings of innovative and technology-oriented 
research, with rapid technological diffusion and hyper-
connectivity, new questions arise as to design practice in 
collaboration with communities: what is ethical in a complex 
internet age, comprising virtual and physical ‘people and objects’? 
This certainly involves questions of power and access, but also of 
sustainability. In the case of the latter, [5] argues for ‘emotionally 
durable design’ that enhances the resilience of relationships 
between consumers and their products. 
Furthermore, it may be that ethical design practice should no 
longer just be concerned with ‘doing no harm’. Rather, it should 
be increasingly concerned with ‘doing good’, although this raises 
new political questions (whose “good” is being pursued? for 
example). We postulate that “what is good for the community” 
and which ethical guidelines are to be followed should equally be 
determined by the community [6]. Virtuous and purposeful design 
is associated with empathy to foster context-sensitive, human-
centred and meaningful practice [7]. Yet, these are abstract 
notions that require genuine, actionable parameters. 

Consequently, this workshop will address the following question: 
“what are the practical ways in which design-
researchers/practitioners can perform ethical design with 
communities?”. 

3 GOALS 
[8] argue for a ‘pedagogy of ethical practice’ in the computing 
disciplines that allows students to address both abstract ethical 
knowledge and genuine ethical ‘enactment’. This pedagogy can 
and should extend to the various disciplines where community-
based design research is undertaken. Consequently, the goals of 
the workshop are to develop, in a practical manner, the parameters 
of ethical practice in the context of community-based design 
research. Workshop participants will be invited to consider the 
philosophical-conceptual questions around ‘ethical, collective 
design’ in the internet age. Considering this, participants will be 
invited to problematise the ethical nature of their own practice, 
and subsequently, to build toward critical, empathetic and more 
informed practice. 

4 ACTIVITIES 
A half-day workshop is planned. Participants will be encouraged 
to bring along (or send beforehand) conflict and critical scenarios 
related to the workshop theme. The first workshop activity will be 
a group introduction: all participants will introduce themselves 
and provide a brief background on their expertise and what they 
intend to gain from the workshop. Following this, the workshop 
facilitators will give a seminar on the ethics of community-based 
design research. During this seminar, facilitators will raise several 
critical questions around the pedagogy and practice of ethical 
design and research. Every participant will be invited to write 
down a couple of critical questions that relate to their context. 
These questions will be clustered and will form the basis of the 
group-work portion of the workshop.  
Following the seminar, participants will collectively discuss some 
of the pertinent issues in respect of the topic. The workshop 
facilitators will then assign all participants to groups based on 
clustered themes. It is expected to have up to 16 participants, 
divided into groups of 4. Each group will be assigned a primary 
task with subtasks. The opening seminar will inform the tasks at 
hand, but tasks will generally involve the ideation of practical 
guidelines for ethical design-research practice.  
Tasks will/could include but are not limited to: 

• Unpack and determine the notion of ‘mutual benefit’: 
whose notion of benefit/development/value is being 
advanced? Consider the roles of (external) power and 
hierarchy. Consider the function of heterogeneous 
culture. Consider how the very process/activity of 
research could be re-imagined so that benefit can be 
provided in the research contact itself. This is 
particularly relevant if the research funding mechanism 
favours the generation of scientific knowledge over 
social value.  
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• Develop guidelines for balancing ‘official’ ethical 
systems/requirements (as, for example, promulgated by 
a university) and in-situ cultural dynamics. These 
dynamics are typically unpredictable and fluid, and 
could exhibit deep-rooted beliefs and practices that may 
contradict external ethical protocols.  

• Unpack the practical issues around consent forms and 
consent processes (e.g., translation and language 
complexities). Determine how the informed consent 
process could be co-designed. 

• Determine how relationships can be sustained beyond 
the immediate design research project. What is the 
“leave-behind” protocol? Ideate feedback loops that 
allow for sustained contact and knowledge of the ‘data’ 
that has been generated. 

• Deliberate the environmental impact of so-called 
‘community technologies’. Develop a sustainability plan 
to mitigate the unwanted environmental effects of 
technological artefacts.  

In all tasks, workshop participants will be invited to reflect on 
their own and institutional ethical practices. The aim of the group-
work will be to stimulate ideas from people of diverse design-
research backgrounds. Following the workshop, group inputs will 
be collated in the form of practical guidelines that describe 
actionable ways for conducting ethical design research.  

5 PARTICIPANTS 
The workshop is limited to a maximum of 16 participants 
(excluding the facilitators). The workshop aims to involve design-
researchers from various disciplines and who carry out some form 
of community-based work. Interested delegates will be invited to 
submit a brief motivation to participate, through which they 
illustrate the relevance of the workshop to their professional 
practice. The workshop will be marketed across various academic 
and practitioner networks as well as on the website of the C&T 
2017 Conference. The workshop organisers are all involved in 
international and bilateral research networks; for example, they all 
participate in a large-scale EU mobility initiative as well as in a 
South-South service innovation partnership. The organisers have 
also played active roles in biennial Participatory Design 
Conferences: former delegates of those events will be invited to 
register as well.   

6 PUBLICATION PLAN 
The workshop inputs will be collated into a coherent report and 
will be submitted along with all other workshop contributions as 
an International Report on Socio-Informatics (IRSI). Furthermore, 
workshop participants will be encouraged to pursue one or more 
of the workshop topics in the form of co-authored journal articles 
which can be presented to reputable international outlets or to a 
Special Issue themed around communities and technologies.  
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