
  

Exploring Racial Diversity and 
Researcher Positionality in Ethical HCI 
Research 

Abstract 
The HCI research community has recently been 
grappling with important questions related to research 
ethics, including issues of how to ethically conduct 
research with marginalized or vulnerable communities. 
We expand upon this conversation by considering the 
ethical implications of  research on rather than with 
communities—particularly ones you may not be a part 
of. Looking beyond human subjects research to, e.g., 
research using public data, we consider how we might 
think about researcher positionality, using Black Twitter 
as a case study. These concerns point to the 
considerations that need to be made in an effort to 
empower both researchers of color and participants of 
color. 
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Introduction 
The CHI research community has been more seriously 
discussing research ethics in the past few years, though 
there are still some important gaps in this conversation. 
In 2016, the SIGCHI research ethics committee was 
established to facilitate conversations and 
implementations of the HCI community’s research 
ethics, and in a series of town hall discussions have 
posted a number of open questions, including how we 
conduct research with sensitive or marginalized 
populations or with public data.   

We have examples of how to do human subjects 
research ethically, but public data-based research is 
becoming more pervasive, and often does not fall under 
traditional ethical guidelines and/or is not subject to 
ethics review at universities [11].  We feel that these 
two issues--research with/on marginalized communities 
and research using public data--taken together suggest 
an important subset of a conversation about research 
ethics that includes both the racial dynamic of research 
and the racial realities of researchers. In considering 
research ethics in the context of race generally, as well 
as the specific issue of using a community’s data 
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without their consent, our aim is to address the 
importance of researcher positionality and consider 
research design in the context of race and research 
ethics, in a way that will not only benefit the 
communities we study, but also the HCI research 
community as a whole. 

Racial diversity in HCI research can be considered both 
in terms of the subjects of research and in terms of the 
researchers themselves. Though this is only a U.S.-
centric snapshot of the field of which HCI is a subset, 
according to the National Science Foundation’s Survey 
of Earned Doctorates, between 2005 and 2015, of their 
respondents, 28 Black U.S. citizens or permanent 
residents received PhDs in Computer Science, out of a 
total of 773 (544 of whom are reported as White)[13]. 
There are so many benefits of increasing the number of 
researchers of color, and it is also important to include 
communities and individuals of color in 
research.  However, simply increasing the numbers of 
researchers of color, or research involving communities 
of color, will not address a meta issue currently 
experienced in the HCI community and research 
communities in many disciplines.  As Rankin and 
Thomas point out in Straighten Up and Fly Right: 
Rethinking Intersectionality in HCI Research, “Black 
women in the academy who conduct research about the 
intersections of race, gender, class, and so on are 
perceived as ‘doing service,’ whereas White colleagues 
who conduct the same research are perceived as doing 
cutting-edge research that demands attention and 
recognition” [8].  

There is a need to explore how to help everyone 
engage with race in the HCI research community as 
respectfully and ethically as possible. This includes 

better considering the power dynamics at play which 
can devalue the work of researchers of color, including 
joining Rankin and Thomas in elevating these 
researchers and their work with communities of color. 
In the context of research ethics, this comes to play 
with respect to researcher positioning and in general 
challenging how research about vulnerable or 
marginalized communities is conducted, cited, and 
celebrated.   

One methodological question with respect to studying 
marginalized communities is researcher positionality 
and whether to disclose it; what are the benefits of 
this, for researchers in any position relative to their 
participants? In their paper on intersectionality in HCI, 
Schlesinger et al. review author disclosures in HCI 
research.  While there are certainly reasons for more 
marginalized researchers not to disclose identity 
markers that may result in bias or worse (such as being 
outed), the authors do believe that “...researchers 
consider if there is information that would help the 
community better interpret a publication, like a 
privilege, ethics, or values disclosure” [9].   

Other disciplines have also wrestled with researcher 
positionality, especially regarding race.  For example, 
education scholar H. Richard Milner IV writes about 
researcher positionality, race, and culture for 
educational research, and offers a framework based on 
critical race theory which assists researchers in 
“interpreting and representing people and communities 
of color in ways that honor those communities and in 
ways that maintain their integrity” [7].  This framework 
is particularly useful “when researchers are not mindful 
of the enormous role of their own and others’ racialized 
positionality and cultural ways of knowing, the results 



 

can be dangerous to communities and individuals of 
color” [7].  Equipped with Milner’s framework, 
researchers move through a series of interconnected 
inquiries which help them to arrive at an understanding 
of their perceptions, motivations, and biases: 
“researching the self, researching the self in relation to 
others, engaged reflection and representation, and 
shifting from self to system” [7].  Once a researcher 
has examined each of these elements, their 
engagement with the research and participants will be 
more thoughtful. This framework could help HCI 
researchers improve their own research, the 
experiences of their participants, and also the rest of 
the HCI community who interact with the work.   

Though there is an increasing engagement with 
“vulnerable” or “marginalized” populations or subjects 
within HCI research, race as a demographic is 
considered much less frequently than, for example, 
gender [6], and race in conjunction with other 
demographics even less [9].  As Himmelsbach et al, 
conclude, “despite an encouraging trend regarding 
more in-depth considerations of users, researchers still 
examine a limited number and set of [diversity] 
dimension[s]”, and propose a “progressive critical 
diversity research that goes beyond mere analysis 
toward creative methodological and theoretical 
implications for diversity-sensitive research” [6].  
Without more diverse representation on both sides of 
the research process, the community as a whole may 
not be asking the right questions or doing the right 
things with respect to research on/with 
underrepresented groups.   

The distinction about doing research on as opposed to 
with especially comes to bear in using public data in 

research. Though there is currently a common ethical 
heuristic within the computing research community that 
as long as data is “public” it is fair game and does not 
require either consent from or informing the people 
whose content is being used, we know that most people 
are not aware, for example, that their tweets might be 
used in research [4]. This certainly constitutes research 
on subjects as opposed to with. As part of a growing 
conversation about how this kind of research should be 
conducted ethically, we are seeing increasing discussion 
of marginalized, vulnerable, or stigmatized populations-
-for example, LGBTQ communities [3][2] or people with 
health conditions [1][12].This work suggests that 
special precautions should be taken to, for example, 
protect privacy and to consider the norms and 
expectations of a community.   

Fortunately, we do have good examples in HCI for best 
practices for directly interacting with diverse 
communities. For example, Stark et al.’s study of how 
transgender and non-binary people of color practice 
safety in the context of technology illustrates how it is 
important both to see the people being researched as 
holders of knowledge and wisdom and to use one’s 
platform as a researcher to elevate their experiences, 
stories, and voice--in other words, to “give voice” to 
those participants [10].  However, these best practices 
break down in the context of research using public 
data, where researchers are typically not directly 
interacting with participants. However, these 
suggestions about giving voice, along with frameworks 
for considering researcher positionality, might give us 
insight into best practices for this type of research as 
well. 



 

Building upon previous research in our lab that 
considers both the ethics of research using public data 
broadly [4], and specifically examining an LGBTQ space 
as an example of a vulnerable community [3][2], we 
are currently in the design stage of a new research 
project that will examine Black Twitter as a site of 
research, and engage directly with participants in that 
community about the potential harms of that research 
and how it can be most ethically conducted. Black 
Twitter is a subset of the Twitter community comprised 
of black people who use the platform to talk about 
aspects of black life that are either ignored by 
mainstream media or covered with an inappropriate 
cultural context [5]. Drawing from the methods of this 
previous work [4][3][2], this study will use both 
interviews and surveys to examine how people 
engaging with Black Twitter feel about researchers (as 
well as other outsiders such as journalists) using their 
public content, with a focus on contextual factors such 
as type of content, type of data analysis, and--
particularly important in this context--identity of the 
researcher.   We hope that the findings from this 
research will help suggest ethical guidelines for other 
HCI researchers, including around issues of researcher 
positionality and ethics. 

The HCI research community needs to engage more 
with race, but in including more people of color in 
research, it is important that we discover together how 
to do so ethically.  By attending the Race in HCI 
workshop at CHI 2020, we are eager to be a part of the 
solution and keep a conversation that has already 
started going.  Building on a call for increased racial 
diversity on all sides of research as well as embracing 
researcher positionality, our efforts during and after the 
workshop along with our upcoming research project will 

move the needle on improving the HCI research 
community and the research ethics we all employ. 
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