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ABSTRACT
Participatory efforts to design technology for disabled people often
involve a range of stakeholders, but we rarely pause to question how
perspectives and views of the different people involved in those
processes - including negative or incorrect perceptions of disability
- influence our work. In this paper, we explore how ableism, i.e.,
discrimination based on normative bodily assumptions mostly af-
fecting disabled people, impacted our research projects, and outline
challenges for our research communities moving forward.
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1 INTRODUCTION
The Human-Computer Interaction (HCI) research community typi-
cally views participatory approaches toward technology design as
a means of creating systems that are better attuned to the intrinsic
needs of people engaging with them [2]. Particularly when working
with marginalized people (e.g., disabled people, children or older
adults), the democratic notion of participatory design is interpreted
in a way that suggests that resulting artefacts are an accurate re-
flection of their preferences and needs, facilitating the creation of
empowering technology (e.g., see [9, 15]; also our own work, e.g.,
[7, 14] for research projects applying this reasoning). At the same
time, there is understanding that participatory design is a complex
process that needs to be employed with care. For example, Brat-
teteig and Wagner [3] extensively discuss the relevance of power
issues between participants and the need to mitigate those, and
Harrington et al. [10] reflect on the privilege of participation and
the potential of participatory processes to induce harm. Likewise,
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a recent exploration by Williams and Gilbert [16] revealed that
there is little critical interrogation of how the implicit views and
attitudes of researchers and proxy stakeholders who are invited to
take part in these design processes shape conversation, and in turn
impact technical artefacts. The authors conclude that participatory
design in technology design is not in fact always ethical, and should
therefore be subject to careful consideration. This goes along with a
general push for more inclusive human-centered research methods
[13].

In the context of disability, we pick up on Williams and Gilbert
[16] and their reflections on the concept of ableism, which we be-
lieve offers a useful perspective for critical interrogation at the level
of individual research projects. It is succinctly defined by Campbell
[5] as "a network of beliefs, processes and practices that produces
a particular kind of self and body (the corporeal standard) that is
projected as the perfect, species-typical and therefore essential and
fully human. Disability is then cast as a diminished state of being
human." In HCI research, it can offer a lens to further unpack im-
plicit attitudes and biases toward disability and disabled people
that impact participatory processes, and, by extension, the tech-
nical artefacts that are created in this way. We hope that it can
help our research community examine how participants (including
disabled participants who have internalised the systemic ableisms
around them) and researchers view disability, how these views
might trickle down into participatory processes, and in turn be-
come ingrained in technology designs. We illustrate this approach
through post-hoc examination of our research projects. Drawing
from these examples, we summarize challenges and reflect on po-
tential strategies to uncover and account for the harmful impact
of ableism in participatory technology design as our field moves
forward.

2 REFLECTION ON INSTANCES OF ABLEISM
IN OURWORK

Here, we reflect on two different projects addressing neurodiver-
gence and neurodivergent people through technology, and the role
that ableism played in our work.
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2.1 Project 1: A Game-Based Societal
Intervention to Teach About ADHD
Through Games

Three of us are part of an ongoing funded project exploring how to
create societal interventions to improve knowledge of and attitudes
toward young people with ADHD. The project involves adolescents
with ADHD directly in the creation of such solutions, and explic-
itly does not suggest that neurodivergent people need to adapt to
conform with neurotypical behaviours. Yet, we were surprised to
observe multiple instances where research participants constructed
their own identities against the backdrop of expressions of neurodi-
vergence and disability that they perceived as worse than their own.
For example, participants commented that they only had ADHD
and it was not like they were autistic, or explicitly pointed out that
they are not disabled. This suggests that they had possibly internal-
ized negative societal attitudes toward disability [4]. Additionally,
the same project involved a range of additional experts, including
adults with ADHD. Here, we saw instances where they questioned
the experiences of young people with ADHD, who reported an over-
whelmingly negative perspective, pointing out that ADHD also
included strengths such as hyperfocus, which they suggested we
include in our intervention. We extensively discussed within the
research team how to balance the perspective of young people and
adults with ADHD, and concluded that we had to prioritize the
lived experience of young people, accepting that particularly for
young people in school, there is little room for agency, and hence
substantially less opportunity for self-determination and the experi-
ence of being able to intensely focus on an activity. We still are not
entirely sure whether this was the right decision, but the instance
reminded us of our own previous work on interactive systems to
support wheelchair skills training among young people [8], where
proxy stakeholders made fundamentally wrong assumptions about
the experiences and abilities of young wheelchair users. Overall,
this highlights the complexity of participatory technology research
and the impact of ableism, suggesting that it needs to be carefully
unpacked to create appropriate spaces for research, and to interpret
research outcomes correctly.

2.2 Project 2: Designing for Social Play with
Neurodivergent Children

Two of us joined a research team that had received funding by
the Austrian Science Fund (FWF) to design digital playthings with
neurodiverse groups of children1, on the premise that social play
is key for the successful inclusion of children with disabilities and
has significant impact on their wellbeing and development, i.e. of
(neurotypical) social skills [6]. Although two of our three final pro-
totypes were successful in facilitating social play, and the children
we worked with reported being proud of their design and having
fun, the more we got to know our participants2, the more we ques-
tioned whether it was the right approach to design technologies
that persuade children who may not feel the need to play with
others to do so. In hindsight, the very assumptions our project goal

1This means that both neurodivergent and neurotypically presenting children were
involved in mixed groups.
2and for [removed for review], who was new to both participatory design and autism:
the more I learned about participatory design and autism

rested on were questionable, built on a neurotypical paradigm of
what social play is, how much of it is necessary, and for whom.
Other possibilities that may have aligned better with the wishes of
the children we designed with became evident, for instance finding
a way to deploy technologies to support appreciation for solitary
play. However, given the felt constraints of the funding body, the
(neurotypically informed) promises we assumed we had to keep and
the disciplinary position of the research project, we had the impres-
sion that we would be limited in actually doing so. Subsequently,
we did not even try.

To reflect on this project is to reflect on the double-edged sword
of aiming to enact participatory design within a fundamentally
ableist society. On a project level, on the one hand, there are cur-
rently (and for the foreseeable future) real advantages to learning
a neurotypical skillset (e.g., camouflaging or masking, social eti-
quette and processes, emotion recognition) – on the other, this
supposes and perpetuates a world in which everyone must adapt to
the dominant group and requires neurodivergent people to perform
additional work, work that has been shown to be actively harmful
[1]. On the one hand, our research was heavily oriented on partici-
pants [11] and thus led to the development of genuinely engaging
digital playthings, on the other, it was funded based on inherently
ableist assumptions and its successful accomplishment perpetuated
these to some extent.

3 CHALLENGES MOVING FORWARD
In moving forward, there are four main challenges where we see a
need for them to be addressed: (1) Carefully Unpacking Inter-
nalized Ableism. When working with disabled participants (or
as disabled researchers), we need to actively create the space to
reflect upon their and our attitudes and views, and how they might
influence the research process and outcomes thereof. (2) Address-
ing Ableist Views Among Proxy Stakeholders.When involving
proxy stakeholders, we need to carefully examine their perspectives
on disability and the people who they intend to represent, and we
need strategies to address instances of ableism in a constructive
way. (3) Interrogating BiasesWithin Research Teams.We need
to accept that ableism also exists within research teams, even when
directly involving disabled researchers, and can have a profound
impact on the shape of research processes and technological arte-
facts. We need to develop practices of continuously interrogating
views and perspectives within the research team. (4) Challenging
Ableist Assumptions Underpinning Funding Schemes. One
observation that we made across projects is how government poli-
cies, funding schemes, and calls shape research projects, and can
sometimes inject ableist views from the very start. Here, research
communities should pay close attention to underlying assumptions,
and be mindful of the systems that they buy into.

Many of our observations directly relate to findings by Williams
and Gilbert [16], further supporting the notion that implicit views
and attitudes among participants, proxies and researchers may have
profound negative implications for disabled people because result-
ing technical artefacts do not meet their needs, solidify existing
ableist ways of thinking, or simply because opportunities for better,
more appropriate research are missed. This is particularly relevant
as projects that are designed to be participatory do not always offer
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real participation in the sense that power over the research direction
would be shared, risking that disabled participants become com-
plicit in the creation of artefacts that are of questionable benefit for
their own communities, and reinforce rather than alleviate oppres-
sive structures. Overall, we conclude that research teams need to
familiarize themselves with the concept of ableism to interrogate,
recognize, and manage its occurrence in participatory research ef-
forts. For example, one step toward this could be the application
of strategies that challenge and re-engage our internalized ableism
(e.g., through mirroring and humour in [12]), educating us on and
continuously reminding us of our own biases and views. We very
much look forward to discussing this and other possible strategies
in the context of the workshop.
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