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Abstract 

In this essay, I explore certain tensions in recent work 

in the Value Sensitive Design tradition, focusing on 

values advocacy. I describe a seeming contradiction. I 

then propose a pair of solutions based on collaborative 

ethnography, action research, participatory design, and 

the Harding’s standpoint feminist epistemology. 
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Introduction 

In 1991, Harding asked rhetorically Whose Science? 

Whose Knowledge, and continued her re-evaluation of 

science from feminist perspectives that were, at that 

time, considered unusual in the sciences [17]. Without 

claiming any equivalence to Harding’s groundbreaking 

work, I discuss values-related research from 

perspectives that I claim have not been fully explored 

in the literature regarding the important [9, 10, 11, 12, 

19, 27,31, 32] but complex [7, 22, 29] research 

programme of Value Sensitive Design (VSD). 

Values Sensitive Design 

Shilton and Koepfler remind us that “The design of 

technology is never value-neutral“ [32]. This 
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recognition, phrased in various ways, has been the core 

of many research traditions in HCI and CSCW, including 

participatory design [5], Kling’s series of works on 

computers and controversy [20], and much of the 

discourse on assistive technologies [24]. VSD has been 

a crucial part of this on-going conversation. 

As reviewed in [7], VSD has made important and 

influential contributions to this conversation, in CHI and 

beyond, through field engagements that led to an 

integrated framework of theory [9], ways of 

approaching a problem [19], and specific methods [10]. 

However, VSD has also led to disagreements. Le 

Dantec et al. criticized positioning of early VSD 

formulations [22]. VSD claims of the universality of 

some values (e.g., [27]) have been questioned through 

studies of the nature of values in non-Western cultures 

[2], and have been shown to have different implications 

and extensions from one Western culture to another 

[11]. A more general critique could be made through 

theoretic formulations like Rasmussen’s application [29] 

of the earlier cultural lens perspective [14]. We also 

posed questions of how values might be studied among 

people whose work is different from the work of most 

academics in VSD discussions [7]. How would VSD 

approach a values investigation with warfighters?1 

While there have been CHI explorations into the needs 

of sex workers using the Action Research paradigm 

                                                 
1 Most CHI or CSCW studies of warfighters have used more 
formal measures to achieve more instrumental outcomes (e.g., 
[28]. There are many ethnographies of warfighters available, 
but apparently none within ACM – except for virtual worlds and 
entertainment. 

[30], how would VSD approach this wage-earning 

aspect of some lives?2  

Values Advocacy 

In this brief essay, I consider a related issue in VSD, 

namely the advocacy of values. I will look at this issue 

in some detail, and then I will use it to make a more 

general point about HCI/CSCW investigations into 

values. 

Early research in VSD was concerned with how values 

may be instantiated in a design (e.g., [13]) and also 

with how the stakeholders in a design (users, other 

people in relation to the primary users) might be able 

to advocate for their values. The latter goal was explicit 

in the UrbanSim project, in which the authors 

attempted to achieve twin design goals that were in 

tension with one another: “addressing perceptions of 

bias and… supporting specific stakeholder value 

representation… competing goals of neutrality and 

value advocacy” [6]. VSD researchers looked for prior 

models of this kind of separation within a single 

omnibus document, such as the separation of news 

content and editorial content in traditional print 

newspapers, or the design of voter information 

pamphlets [9]. 

But a different concept was also emerging. In later 

papers, value advocacy appears to be conducted by the 

researchers, rather than by the stakeholders. Hints of 

this perspective occurred in [12], in which the role of 

                                                 
2 I recognize that there has been recent HCI interest in sex as a 
topic in HCI [3]. I am asking here about sex work as 
profession, which seems to be absent from CHI and CSCW 
literatures, despite its internet presence and (perhaps) safety 
issues that could be similar to those addressed in [34]. 
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the VSD practitioner included not only facilitation of a 

conversation about values and design, but also 

advocacy for values:  

For example, children or the elderly might have 

limited cognitive competency. In such a case, care 

must be taken to ensure that their interests are 

represented in the design process, either by 

representatives from the affected groups them-

selves or, if this is not possible, by advocates. [12] 

Woelfer et al. went a step further, describing a values 

agenda for a population that had not articulated such a 

framework for themselves [34]. 

This well-intentioned advocacy can lead to difficulties. 

Alcoff wrote a highly respected analysis of “the problem 

of speaking for others” [1] in which she considered 

dangers of appropriation and ventriloquism – problems 

that tends to appear in HCI and CSCW when users 

disappear behind the voice of a specialist [26]. As 

Bardzell suggests [4], a feminist inquiry might ask who 

can speak, and who chooses the way in which the 

users’ voices will be represented and articulated?  

In the influential work of the Envisioning Cards “toolkit” 

[10], a set of values is instantiated in the 28 cards of 

the method itself:  

…you may wish to… spend some time viewing each 

of the cards. As a set, the Envisioning Cards cover 

many issues and concerns related to the design of 

interactive systems for human use. [8] 

Significantly, if stakeholders want to add their own 

values, the cards constrain them to a single “create 

your own” instance. Paradoxically, the Envisioning 

Cards become a case in which values are instantiated in 

a design – i.e., the design of the cards themselves 

(confer [13]).  

By contrast, many participatory design and co-design 

methods encourage as many new categories as 

necessary while the stakeholders co-create their shared 

vocabulary (e.g., [21, 25]). In the event that some 

stakeholders have limited means to express their 

needs, Wu et al. explored ways in which trusted others 

could articulate their needs; significantly, these trusted 

others were not members of the research team, but 

emerged as an additional group of stakeholders who 

took on an advocacy position in relation to people who 

were in their care [35]. 

Another contrast is provided by the traditions of action 

research (e.g., [18]) and collaborative ethnography 

[23], in which the researcher uses her/his verbal 

privilege to make the voices of the stakeholders heard 

in the way that they want to be heard. In the terms of 

this position paper, I might describe the researcher as 

an authorized advocate for the stakeholder community 

(however, this is my summary; the phrase “authorized 

advocate” does not appear in either [18] or [23]). The 

values that are crystallized in the Envisioning Cards 

appear to be largely unchangeable, with claims to 

universality over place and culture.  

Shilton’s account of serving as a “values advocate” 

continues the trend [31]. This report discusses how an 

outside values specialist can be “inserted” into an 

existing team, carrying out an “intervention” with an 

“agenda” that includes specific values that were not 

part of the pre-intervention thinking of that team, e.g.,  
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“Some interventions have been much more 

successful than others at promoting discussion and 

action based on anti-surveillance values” [31].  

The language of a later paper is even stronger, 

speaking of “the imposition of ethical constraints or 

mandates” [32]. In the 2010 paper, Shilton and 

Koepfler consider the difficulties when “core values held 

by the advocate, but found controversial by the design 

team, begin to slip.” In these accounts, the values of 

the intervener appear to take default precedence over 

the values of the team into which s/he intervenes. 

Curiously, what began as a consultative inquiry into 

stakeholder values with the stakeholders as participants 

[6, 9, 12] has somehow gone through stages in which 

stakeholders are presented with a limited expressive 

vocabulary [8, 10], to become a series of powerful 

experiences in which a values advocate champions 

certain values without any direct contact with the 

ultimate stakeholders (e.g., users) [31, 32]. The arc of 

this transit is the basis for the title of this brief essay: 

“Whose values” are being represented in these value 

sensitive exercises and experiences? If the stakeholders 

are not engaged in the development of a values 

vocabulary, and may not even be consulted in the 

discussion of values, then “whose design” is selected 

and implemented based on that values discussion [26]? 

Scholarly Commitment to Values 

And yet, HCI has a long history of commitment to 

principled positions.3 There is not space to review the 

history of participatory design, the now disbanded 

                                                 
3 I thank Alan Borning for discussions that shaped this section 
and the next session of the essay. 

organization of Computer Professionals for Social 

Responsibility, and the many and diverse works that 

have helped HCI, CSCW, and the world to hear voices 

that have been silenced for too long. If these works are 

not about values, then what is their topic? If advocacy 

is a “problem,” then what about this long and 

distinguished record of passionate contributions to 

changing the world, and to changing HCI? 

The problem, I believe, is not advocacy. I think the 

problem is the undifferentiated mixture of the research-

ers’ values and the described values of other people. If 

a research project focuses on the values of a set of 

diverse stakeholders, then I would like to argue that 

the project should be primarily about those stake-

holders and their contexts, and not primarily about the 

researcher (I will return to this point in a moment). If 

we fail to make that distinction, then it isn’t clear to our 

readers (or to ourselves) whether we are looking 

through a values lens, or into a values mirror. 

What models are available for a committed values-

based analysis? How do those models address the 

questions that I have tried to raise here?  

Collaborative Ethnography. One possible model is 

Lassiter’s collaborative ethnography [23]. In this work, 

the professional ethnographer is seen as someone with 

verbal privilege. The professional chooses to work with 

people who have less voice, with the goal of making 

their voices be heard. The work is explicitly 

collaborative. Stakeholders participate in deciding what 

is to be said, and how it is to be said. The resulting 

reports reflect both the professional’s understanding of 

the situation, and the stakeholders’ understanding of 

the situation, which are mutually informative. 
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Collaborative ethnography becomes a relationship-

based set of practices, and the reports emerge from 

that relationship and sense of community. 

Action Research. Action research provides a related 

model. In Hayes’ account, the action researcher(s) 

make common cause with a group or a community 

[18]. Reports and actions during the research are in-

tended to serve the needs of stakeholders. Like partici-

patory design [5] and collaborative ethnography [23], 

action research does not present itself as neutral or dis-

passionate. It rejects the “voice from nowhere” that 

Haraway has criticized [15], in favor of a located and 

accountable position (see [33]) similar to advocacy.  

The words “located” or “situated” [33] are crucial: The 

word-choice indicates that the report is made from a 

point of view, and from the perspective of stakeholders 

who share (or partially share) that point of view. The 

epistemic bases of these approaches depend on the co-

construction of that shared perspective, and are 

contrasted with the historical enlightenment claims of 

science as a neutral, aloof kind of authority. 

Two Types of Advocacy 

I hope that the VSD research programme can become 

stronger through a clearer presentation of values and 

value advocates. As I starting point, I propose two 

distinct positions or “voices” for the researcher(s): 

Values facilitator.  A facilitator for a discussion of 

values (note the plural) would try not to inject her/his 

own position. These kinds of practices were explored in 

[6, 9, 12]. To the extent possible, the facilitator would 

help stakeholders and designers to explore values 

choices, and to articulate their positions. The values 

facilitator might then write a report that focuses on the 

experiences and values of those stakeholders and 

designers. The personal values of the values facilitator 

would have little relevance.4 

Value proponent.  A proponent for a certain value 

(note the singular) could take a strategy that is much 

closer to collaborative ethnography [23], action 

research [18], or the earlier traditions of participatory 

design that were focused on labor theory and the labor 

standpoint [5]. All three of these approaches first make 

a kind of common cause with the stakeholders, and 

then proceed to report on shared agenda for social or 

workplace change, and on how the work was or was not 

effective in realizing that change. There is little 

neutrality here. The perspective of the value proponent 

is acknowledged to be partisan. The rhetoric and prac-

tices of traditional enlightenment science would be 

potentially misleading for this type of practice. The per-

sonal values of the value proponent would be a legiti-

mate and perhaps necessary aspect of the research. 

Can these two voices be presented in the same report? 

I think this is possible, if it is done with clarity. Earlier 

work in VSD explored this kind division of concerns 

(reportage vs. critique) in well-understood separations 

of concerns from journalism and civic governance [6, 

9]. A continuation of this theme of VSD work could help 

us to find ways to honor both of our values – i.e., to tell 

                                                 
4 Of course, we may make values-informed choices when we 
choose to work with certain groups, and/or when we choose 
certain methods. On the one hand, these choices can and 
should be made clear in our descriptions of our methods, even 
for the values facilitator. On the other hand, these choices 
should be kept distinct from the results reported by a values 
facilitator. 
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clearly and dispassionately what we have learned, and 

to speak with our voice about how we respond. 

Conclusion 

These two positions – of facilitator vs. proponent – may 

help us to consider other, subtler values choices for us 

as researchers in VSD. We raised some of these 

questions in [7]: Who speaks? For whom? How do we 

know the values of the stakeholders? How do we 

negotiate differences among stakeholders? 

I would like to close this essay by returning to the work 

of Harding. This time, I believe Harding’s influential 

exploration of standpoint epistemologies [16] can help 

us. In that work, Harding attempts to address the claim 

that knowledge that comes from a point of view (i.e., 

knowledge that is located, accountable [15, 33]) is 

necessarily flawed, because it is undermined by its own 

relativism. Harding’s position of strong objectivity 

argues that the researcher should state her/his own 

position clearly, and then let the reader decide how to 

evaluate the claims of that researcher’s situated and 

accountable report, with reasonably full knowledge of 

who wrote it, and whose interests influenced it. I 

propose that this kind of researcher stance, based on 

responsible perspective-taking, may help us negotiate 

the multiple difficulties of voice, neutrality, engage-

ment, and most of all, social responsibility and clarity. 

References 
1. Alcoff, L. (1991). The problem of speaking for 

others. Cultural Critique 20, 5-32. 

2. Alsheikh, T., Rode, J. and Lindley, S. (2011). 
(Whose) Value-sensitive design? A study of long-

distance relationships in an Arabic cultural context. 
Proc. CSCW 2011, 75-84. 

3. Bardzell, J. and Bardzell, S. (2008). Intimate 
interactions: Online representation and software of 
the self. interactions 15(5), 11-15.  

4. Bardzell, S. (2010). Feminist HCI: Taking stock and 

outlining an agenda for design.  Proc. CHI 2010, 
1301-1310. 

5. Bjerknes, G., Ehn, P., and Kyng, M. (eds.).  
Computers and Democracy: A Scandinavian 
Challenge.  Avebury, 1987. 

6. Borning, A., Friedman, B., Davis, J., & Lin, P. 
(2005). Informing public deliberation: Value 
sensitive design of indicators for a large-scale urban 
simulation. Proc. ECSCW 2005, 449-468. 

7. Borning, A., & Muller, M. (2012). Next steps for 
value-sensitive design. Proc CHI 2012. 

8. Envisioning Cards (2011-2013). University of 
Washington. 
http://www.envisioningcards.com/?page_id=9 

9. Friedman, B., Borning, A., Davis, J. L., Gill, B. T., 
Kahn, Jr., P., Kriplean, T. and Lin, P. (2008a). 

Laying the foundations for public participation and 
value advocacy: Interaction design for a large scale 
urban simulation.  Proc 9th Annual International 
Conf. on Digital Government Research, 305-314. 

10.Friedman, B., & Hendry, D. G. (2012). The envision-
ing cards: A toolkit for catalyzing humanistic and 
technical imagination. Proc. CHI 2012, 1145-1148. 

11.Friedman, B., Höök, K., Gill, B.T., Eidmar, L., 
Sallmander Prien, C., and Severson, R.L. (2008b) 
Personlig integritet: A comparative study of per-
ceptions of privacy in public places in Sweden and 
the United States.  Proc. NordiCHI 2008, 142-151.  

12.Friedman, B., Kahn, P.H., & Borning, A. (2006). 
Value sensitive design and information systems.  In 
P. Zhang & D. Galletta (eds.), Human-computer 
interaction in management information systems: 
Foundations. NY NY USA: Sharpe. 



 

 7 

13.Friedman, B., & Nissenbaum, H. (1996). Bias in 
computer systems. ACM TOIS 14(3), 330-347. 

14.Grint, K., & Gill, R. (1995). The gender-technology 
relation: Contemporary theory and research: 

Contemporary theory and research. London UK: 
Taylor and Francis. 

15.Haraway, D. (1991). Situated knowledges, in 
Haraway, D., Simians, cyborgs, and women: The 
reinvention of nature.  NY NY USA: Routledge. 

16.Harding, S. (2003) (ed).  The Feminist Standpoint 
Reader: Intellectual and Political Controversies, NY 
NY USA: Routledge. 

17.Harding, S. (1991). Whose science? Whose 
knowledge? Thinking from women’s lives. Ithaca NY 
USA: Cornell.  

18.Hayes, G.R. (2011) The relationship of action 
research to human-computer interaction.  TOCHI 
18(3), 15:1-15:20. 

19.Hendry, D.G. and B. Friedman (2008). Theories and 
practice of design for interactive systems: Eight 

design perspectives in ten short weeks. Proc. DIS 
2008, 435-444. 

20.Kling, R. (1996). Computerization and controversy 
2nd edition: Values conflicts and social choices. 
Burlington MA USA: Morgan Kaufmann. 

21.Larson, A., Törlind, P., Bergström, B., Löfstrand, M. 
& Karlsson, L. (2005). Design for versatility: The 
changing face of workspaces for collaborative 
design. Proc. ICED 2005. 

22.Le Dantec, C.A., Poole, E.S. and Wyche, S.P. 
(2009). Values as lived experience: Evolving value 
sensitive design in support of value discovery.  Proc 

CHI 2009, 1141-1150. 

23.Lassiter, E.L. (2005). The Chicago guide to collabo-
rative ethnography, University of Chicago Press. 

24.Mankoff, J., Hayes, G.R., & Kasnitz, D. (2010). 
Disability studies as a source of critical inquiry for 

the field of assistive technology. Proc. ASSETS 2010, 
3-10. 

25.Muller, M. (2001). Layered participatory analysis: 
New developments in the CARD technique. Proc. CHI 

2001, 90-97. 

26.Muller, M. (2007). Revisiting an ethnocritical 
approach to HCI: Verbal privilege and translation.  
In T. Erickson & D. McDonald (eds.), HCI remix-ed: 
Reflections on notable HCI papers, MIT Press. 

27.Nathan, L.,P., Friedman, B., Klasnja, P., Kane, S.K., 
& Miller, J.K. (2008). Envisioning systemic effects on 
persons and society throughout interactive system 
design. Proc. DIS 2008, 1-10. 

28.Poltrock, S., Handel, M.J., Poteet, S.R., & Murray, P. 
(2012). Recognizing team performance during 
missions. Proc. CSCW 2012, 197-206. 

29.Rasmussen, M.K., & Petersen, M.G. (2011). Re-
scripting interactive artifacts with feminine values. 
Proc. DPPI 2011, Article 10. 

30.Sambasivan, N., Weber, J., & Cutrell, E. (2011). 

Designing a phone broadcasting system for urban 
sex workers in India. Proc. CHI 2011, 267-276. 

31.Shilton, K. (2010). Technology development with an 
agenda: Interventions to emphasize values in 
design. Proc. ASIST 2010, 1-10. 

32.Shilton, K., & Koepfler, J.A. (2013). Making space 
for values: Communication and values levers in a 
virtual team. Proc. C&T 2013. 

33.Suchman, L. (2002). Located accountabilities in 
technology production.  Scandinavian Journal of 
Information Systems 14(2), 91-105. 

34.Woelfer, J.P., and Hendry, D.G. (2010). Homeless 
young people's experiences with information 
systems: Life and work in a community technology 
center.  Proc. CHI 2010, 1291-1300. 

35.Wu, M., Richards, B., & Baecker, R. (2004). 
Participatory design with individuals who have 
amnesia. Proc. PDC 2004, 214-223. 



 

 8 

 


