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Distributed participatory design (DPD) is becoming increasing popular within the HCI community, partly due to the covid-19 era
moving everything online. In this position paper, we described the potential problems arising from the choice of researchers’ normative stance in design sessions, and we argue for the need to investigate and unpack how to carefully position the normative stance
when working with children in distributed participatory design.
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1 INTRODUCTION
PD initially grew out of Scandinavian concerns to bring democracy into the work place [5], by involving users in
the design stage of the software development process. However, the focus of PD has since shifted from introducing
democracy into the work place to a belief that one key success factor for design is to support the direct participation
of stakeholders (including end users) in system analysis and design [4]. Such participatory design is usually achieved
through a series of co-design activities among the stakeholders, during which they communicate their design ideas,
thereby facilitating the process of design. Ever since the start of PD, It is not uncommon for children to be positioned
as stakeholders in these design activities. On the other hand, involving children as designer partners introduce its own
challenges, such as adjusting the design activities with children’s cognitive ability. The recent COVID-19 pandemic has
given rise to further barriers to PD with such group. One key barrier is the advent of social distancing and governmentimposed social restrictions due to the additional risks posed for e.g. children and families vulnerable to COVID-19. This
disrupts traditional in-person PD (which involves close socio-emotional and often physical collaboration between
participants and researchers).
Over the years more and more research has been made on how to eﬀectively facilitate communication and knowledge sharing [11], especially in terms of PD processes in distributed settings [3, 7, 9, 12] and tools to support DPD [6, 8].
The rise in DPDs also introduces various kind of challenges, ranging from children limited by technology available to
them, increased dependency on adults for technical support, more distractions and disruptions, and reduced non-verbal
communication [2]. Apart from that, running DPDs with children also introduce a series of ethical considerations, such
as the ethics related to working with participants of varying abilities, due to age or disabilities, ethical issues related
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to cultural sensitivity and more. In this position paper, we focused on the ethical considerations around power dynamics in DPDs, especially in terms of positioning the normative stance when working with children. We describe the
potential inﬂuence of the normative stance of researchers could have on children, and argue for the research need in
identifying a set of methodologies to measure and mitigate such potential bias on children’s perceptions and design
processes.
2 STATEMENT OF PROBLEM
The fundamental challenge of positioning the normative stance when working with children in DPDs is around how
to introduce a design scenario to children without intervening their understanding and perceptions too much. Unlike
adults, who usually already have a well-established mindset when coming to a design session, children sometimes need
to be introduced to a certain concept or the design tasks before they can perform their own designs. An important
ethical concern around such process is that sometimes these design tasks would inherit the normative stance that of
the organisers. For example, when designing online mobile safety apps when children, researchers often positioned the
online environment as full of danger and maybe disproportionately exaggerate some of the consequences. Similarly,
when designing with children on online privacy issues, online data collection and processing were usually positioned
as harmful and manipulative. On the other hand, it is inevitable that these descriptions need to be given to children
prior to design sessions. Take the online dataﬁcation for example, children need to informed on what is dataﬁcation
before they can start do co-design anything. However, unlike adults who already have some understanding on these
topics, children need to be explicitly told about what are the implications of online dataﬁcation, what could happen to
their data, before they can comprehend the design scenario. During which process, the normative stance of researchers
on certain topics would be brought in, and could have potential impact on the way children design things.
The inherit problem of researchers’ normative stance and its inﬂuence on children originates from the subtle difference between DPDs with adults and DPDs with children. In the former, participants held equal positions with
researchers whereas in the latter, researchers as adults, inevitable held more powerful positions as the more knowledgeable other [1]. In fact, traditional approaches in qualitative studies date back to the positivist perceptions of the
social world and its subjects, which makes the assumption that “there is a real world with veriﬁable patterns that can
be observed and predicted” [10]. In other words, that there’s a “ground truth” on everything. On the other, the digital
artefacts and the digital phenomena such as online tracking or online proﬁling could be far more complicated issues
and the validity of the ground truth stated by researchers to the children could be questionable sometimes, or have
some kind of bias.
We therefore argue that there’s need to explore, the ﬁrst, what could be the implications of such normative stance,
and to what extent such potential inherit “bias” could have inﬂuence on children’s design positions, especially under a
distributed settings whereas messages are even more easier to be misinterpreted. The second, how can we avoid such
inﬂuence (if any) to a maximum extent while still oﬀering children informative guidance. We hope to investigate on
these problems and be able to oﬀer a clear set of methodologies mitigating such potential bias.
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