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Abstract

Artificial Intelligence (AI) and Machine Learning (ML) technologies
are increasingly integrated into a variety of products and services.
However, Al promises often fall short and unintended consequences
multiply, causing a negative impact, especially on marginalised com-
munities. In response, Participatory Al has emerged as a promising
method to account for the consequences on people subject to Al
and to help develop systems that are better aligned with societal
values. Yet meaningful participation remains difficult to achieve.
Participation tends to be short-term and consultative, or even a
mask for hidden labour. Moreover, the aim of building knowledge
that is situated and subjective often conflicts with the global scale
and generalizability of Al especially when it comes to foundational
models. This panel unites experts to explore how to account for
these issues, and more specifically, to collectively draw a picture of
the limits of Participatory Al in terms of social justice.

CCS Concepts

« Human-centered computing — HCI theory, concepts and
models; Accessibility theory, concepts and paradigms.
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1 Introduction

As "Artificial Intelligence (AI)" (we use the term “Al” with quotation
marks to denote its meaning in popular parlance, as suggested by
[6]) gets pushed into an increasing number of products and services,
unintended consequences multiply, exacerbating biases, inequal-
ities, and injustice, especially for traditionally marginalized and
’otherized’ communities [1, 10]. As a response, the academic and
professional Al fields have recently become more and more commit-
ted to various forms of stakeholders and communities engagement,
also encouraged by the recommendations and policies released over
the last years by public bodies and institutions, such as the Ethics
guidelines for trustworthy AI [11] in the European Union, the Global
AI Governance Action Plan by Chinese government [14], the Brasil
Al Act and more [2].

This growing interest in the mechanism of public participation in
support of deliberation around Al developments, which has recently
been framed as a participatory turn in Al design [5], is based on
the belief that participation can enable Al systems to better reflect
the values, preferences, and needs of users and other impacted
stakeholders, or more broadly, empower stakeholders in shaping
the design of Al systems [5].

Given its long tradition in participatory design work, the human-
computer interaction (HCI) field, both in academic and professional
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environments, has embraced this trend and started to produce
knowledge and tools to support Participatory Al practices. On the
one hand, resources are being created to better equip and support
various stakeholders in understanding Al capabilities and what to
do with these, as a way to enable collaborative development of Al
applications. For instance, Yildirim and colleagues have developed a
collection of slides illustrating Al capabilities [24] and "Do-Reason-
Know worksheets’ [25] as a resource to support ideation around
Al development. On the other hand, platforms and tools are being
developed to support collective action to stir Al development and
related practices, as in the case of Dynamo: a platform to support
the Mechanical Turk community in forming publics around issues
and then mobilizing [18]. In the six months that the platform was
deployed on the web, the site was visited thousands of times, and
470 Turkers registered. Turkers have gathered on and used the
platform for discussing twenty-two ideas for action, two of which
have resulted in active campaigns: the Guidelines For Academic
Requesters, a guide covering matters such as fair pay, how to respect
Turkers’ privacy, and how to respect Turkers’ communities online;
and the Letter to Jeff Bezos, a letter campaign intended to fight the
media portrayals of Turkers as downtrodden, disempowered cogs
in a machine and humanize them.

1.1 Towards a critical understanding of
participation in Al design

Alongside developing practical resources and tools for support-
ing stakeholders and community participation in AI design and
related eco-socio-technical ecosystems, critical HCI scholars have
started to report on the complexities of doing such work of par-
ticipation around Al Seminal in this regard is the work by Sloane
and colleagues [22] who call for a cautious look at participatory
Al practices and argue that there are very distinct ways in which
participation unfolds around Al and machine learning (ML), more
precisely, i.e., as work, as consultation, and as justice. Closer to
participatory design ideals and democratic ambitions is the no-
tion of participation as justice, where designers and technologists
typically seek to engage in long-term partnerships with diverse
stakeholders, with the ambition to address the structural issues that
lead to algorithmic harm. While noble and close to participatory
design traditions and ambitions, Al participation as justice is rare
and difficult, due to various reasons, among which the extremely
high complexity in the development pipeline, where multiple actors
play diverse roles, and often lack a holistic view (as illustrated by
(8]

As a result, participation in most cases happens in specific mo-
ments of the Al development pipeline, often as a way to gather
information about potential users and contexts of applications;
what [22] call participation as consultation. In this mode of engage-
ment, designers and technologists run episodic and short-term
activities, such as workshops and hackathons, to identify context-
specific needs together with stakeholders. This top-down approach
is a way of “designing for” a particular group without really com-
mitting to their inclusion in the processes, with the result that
’systemic inequalities that can be hardcoded into consultation and
representation protocols’ [21, 22]. Both participation as justice and
participation as consultation, with their benefits and limitations, fit
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within the discourse surrounding participatory design methodolo-
gies and practices. As Sloane and colleagues [22] argue, however,
the field of AL and machine learning in particular, demands a mas-
sive amount of collective participation that often remains hidden.
This hidden form of participation, addressed as participation as
work, involves billions of people in the production of data that is
used to train and evaluate ML models. Whether it is a paid form
of participation, as in data labeling jobs (i.e., mTurk workers [17]),
or unpaid, as in people’s interaction with web features aimed at
improving ML performance. In these forms of participation, data
subjects, crowdworkers, and end users play a crucial role in ML
(and AI more broadly) functioning , yet their work remains poorly
compensated or, even, unpaid, and unacknowledged [22]. In short,
AT comes with an inherent barrier for the public to genuinely con-
tribute to its shaping, which Suresh and colleagues [23] refer to as
the participatory ceiling.

A similar contribution, that helps us better grasp the different
forms that participation can take and the related implications, is
the work by Corbett and colleagues [4] who look back at Sherry
Arnstein’s Ladder of Citizen Participation [20] to underscore that
participatory Al can ideally lead to various degrees of citizens’
power, e.g., through forms of citizens’ control, power delegation,
and partnership, but also often lands itself as a form of tokenism,
where design goals and ideas are already established prior the
engagement, and there is no accountability mechanism in place to
ensure that participation impacts on design decisions. Here, people
are usually involved as informants, and participation is a form
of consultation. Even worse, participation can be performative —
"designed to give the appearance of legitimacy without any real
control’” and thus actually resulting in non-participation.

In addition to moving a critique to mainstream participatory
Al practices, this literature also shows the complexity of defining
what counts as participation. If we look through the lens of partici-
patory design tradition and scholarship, forms of ’participation as
work’, for instance, can hardly be considered as real participation
as participants lack not only power, but also agency in the process.

Furthermore, issues of performativity and tokenism underscored
by these works are known issues in participatory design literature,
with authors arguing that in participatory practices, key design
decisions are often predetermined, while the actual act of design oc-
curs elsewhere and at different times—typically during technology
development [12]. Furthermore, alternative epistemologies rooted
in people’s lived experiences are often devalued and subordinated
to forms of ‘scientific’ or institutionalized knowledge. As a result, in-
dividuals who fall outside the normative assumptions of dominant
design cultures are further marginalized [9]. The structural barriers
that many marginalized communities face—such as those linked
to geographic location, language and knowledge divides, financial
constraints, and time limitations—remain largely unaddressed [7].

However, these challenges are even amplified in the context
of participatory Al The aspiration of participatory practices to
promote inclusivity and enable public deliberation often conflicts
with the existing configuration of the Al ecosystem, which is domi-
nated by globally distributed yet centrally controlled infrastructures
operated by technology corporations driven by capitalist imper-
atives [26]. Furthermore, the emphasis on localized, community-
grounded knowledge that results from participatory engagements
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sits uneasily alongside the design goals of foundation models, which
prioritize generalizability and versatility across domains and ge-
ographies [23].

Finally, the burden of enabling participatory practices that truly
strive for inclusiveness and accountability, that center the voices
of marginalized communities, and that aspire to open alternative-
more just— pathways towards AI development, often is carried
by individuals or groups of people who invest personal time and
energy. Participatory Al stands as a form of activism that imposes
a significant toll on the involved subjects (both researchers and
participants), especially in terms of time, financial costs [3], and
emotional labor [9]. Acknowledging these burdens not only raises
questions of what it takes for designers and researchers to be good
Participatory Al practitioners, but also how participation, especially in
its justice orientation, can be sustained over time, even when project
funding ends.

Thereafter, the aim of this panel is to bring issues of social justice
to the central stage in the international Participatory Al discourse.
More precisely, together with academic and industry experts, we
will delve into questions of equitable access to participation, matters
of fair access to information in these processes, as well as ques-
tions of effectiveness and sustainability of participatory Al both in
corporate and civic contexts.

2 Tensions and questions

Critical Al and design scholarship warns us about the tensions and
complexities of Participatory Al practices. In the panel, we will
scaffold these with the ambition to set an agenda for Participatory
Al committed to social justice. In particular, we will discuss:

e How do we define participation? what are the criteria and
conditions that qualify activities as ’participatory’?

o How do different disciplinary lenses affect whether we practice
forms of participation?

e Can and should all Participatory Al work need to care
forsocial justice? Is fighting for social justice compatible with
Al research and development in the corporate environment?

o What are the key differences between grassroots and
corporate forms of Participatory AI? Are these two incom-
patible? Can grassroots initiatives be systematically integrated
into corporate innovation practices? If so, how?

e How do we prevent Participatory Al from ending up
being merely performative, and what accountability mech-
anisms can we instantiate to make sure that participation and
participants play a meaningful role?

o Is Participatory Al the best approach to account for
social justice in Al systems development? What KPIs can
we use to evaluate whether the approach achieves its ambitions
and to what extent? What can be alternative approaches?

e Who is the Participatory Al designer/researcher? What
are the necessary core competences in these practices? Where do
we draw the line between the Participatory Al designer/researcher
and participants?

o What role do artifacts play in Participatory Al Can tra-
ditional design skills be leveraged to support participation and
dialogue?
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e How do we ensure long-term sustainability of Partici-
patory AI? What responsibilities do we bear as designers and
researchers with regards to practicing participation bounded to
the limits (temporal and economic) of funded research projects?

e How do we account for alternative epistemologies? How
can we produce and share knowledge that is both scientifically
valuable and societally useful? What language and dissemina-
tion channels should we use?

3 Organizers and panelists

The panel will be organised by Maria Luce Lupetti, Christina Har-
rington, and Massimo Menichinelli. Harrington will also serve as
moderator of the panel, which will be composed by five experts
with experience from both industry and academia: Cristina Zaga,
Laura Forlano, Alessandro Bozzon, and Vera Liao. Together, the
organizers and panelists will bring a variety of perspectives and
expertise in HCI, design and AI development, and social justice.

3.1 Organizers

3.1.1 Maria Luce Lupetti. is an Assistant Professor in Design at
the Department of Architecture and Design at Politecnico di Torino.
Her research is concerned with all matters of human entanglement
with the artificial world, especially concerning complex technolo-
gies such as Al and robotics. She is co-director of POEL - Possible
Entanglements Lab, a research group dedicated to investigating
how people and technologies co-shape one another, and how de-
sign can help envision desirable configurations. She is the PI of
Participatory Design Justice for Ethical AI Transitions, a three-year
project funded by the Italian Ministry of Education and Research,
under the FIS2 program. She also serves as Exhibit X section editor
for ACM Interactions Mag, and sometimes as European Commission
Expert (reviewer) on Al under the European Innovation Council
(EIC) Accelerator Program.

3.1.2  Christina N. Harrington. is a research scientist at Google and
affiliate faculty at Carnegie Mellon University. She addresses health
and racial equity through human-computer interaction and design
research approaches, most notably exploring community-based
participatory methods as a way to support the needs of histori-
cally marginalized groups. Dr. Harrington has worked for over a
decade to ideate, conceptualize and test technological interventions
with communities that have historically been at the margins of
mainstream design. Her work centers Black and Brown individuals,
individuals with disabilities and impairments, and older adults in
areas of community health advocacy, health information seeking,
and community design of technology futures. Dr. Harrington has
published at top HCI and design conferences and she was the recip-
ient of the 2022 Skip Ellis Early Career Award from the Computing
Research Association. Dr. Harrington holds a Ph.D. in Design from
Georgia Tech, a Masters of Industrial Design from NC State Uni-
versity, and a B.S. in Electrical Engineering from Virginia Tech.

3.1.3 Massimo Menichinelli. is an Associate Professor at Elisava,
Barcelona School of Design and Engineering (UVic-UCC) and di-
rector of Elisava Research, its research department. Doctor of Arts
in New Media (Aalto University — Aalto Media Lab) and Master
of Science in Industrial Design (Politecnico di Milano - School of
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Design), since 2005, he has worked and researched on the role of
design in developing ecosystems and infrastructures that support
collaborative, distributed and open processes. He researches how
to visualize and co-design design processes, how to measure the
impact of design activities, how to develop and support social and
digital innovation initiatives, how to develop and research platforms
and how to promote the collaboration and creation of ecosystems
between university and industry. He has participated in and coordi-
nated several European research projects and given classes, lectures
and workshops in several countries globally, including Italy, Spain,
Finland, Germany, UK, Mexico, Colombia, South Korea, Singapore,
China, Australia, USA. He has published several scientific articles
and books on the topics of Open Design, Digital Fabrication, Mak-
ers, Fab Labs and Social Innovation. His books have been published
in English, Spanish, Italian, French and Japanese.

3.2 Panelists

3.2.1 Cristina Zaga. is a tenured Assistant Professor of the Human-
Centered Design group, the lead researcher at DesignLab, and the
director of the JEDAI Network at the University of Twente (The
Netherlands). Cristina holds a cum laude Ph.D. in Computer Science.
Her research focuses on critical Al, design, and HCI, specifically
resisting, reclaiming, and reimagining the roles of Al and robots
in work and care. She pioneers transdisciplinary approaches that
incorporate new materialism and agonistic pluralism as philoso-
phies of action and social justice, and futuring as a design lens. She
is an editor for scholarly journals (ACM THRI associate editor) and
serves as an associate editor and co-organizer for the CHIL HRI, and
DRS conferences. She spearheads initiatives like the Social Justice
and Al network (JEDAI), which aims to counter-resist, reclaim, and
reimagine Al in collaboration with communities. She has received
numerous awards for her work, including the NWO Science Prize
for DEl initiatives (2022), the Dutch Higher Education Award (2022),
and the Google Women Techmaker Award and scholarship (2018).

3.22  Laura Forlano. is a Fulbright award-winning and National
Science Foundation funded scholar, is a disabled writer, social sci-
entist and design researcher. She is a Professor in the departments
of Art + Design and Communication Studies in the College of Arts,
Media, and Design and Senior Fellow at The Burnes Center for So-
cial Change at Northeastern University. She is the author of Cyborg
(with Danya Glabau, MIT Press 2024) and an editor of three books:
Bauhaus Futures (MIT Press 2019), digitalSTS (Princeton University
Press 2019) and From Social Butterfly to Engaged Citizen (MIT Press
2011). She received her Ph.D. in communications from Columbia
University.

3.2.3 Alessandro Bozzon. is Professor of Human-Centered Artifi-
cial Intelligence at TU Delft, where he leads the Knowledge & Intel-
ligence Design group. His research explores user modeling, recom-
mender systems, crowdsourcing, and machine learning, aiming to
design Al that is trustworthy, explainable, and aligned with human
values. He has published extensively in leading HCI journals and
conferences. He collaborates across academia and industry to de-
velop intelligent technologies that address societal challenges while
enhancing human creativity, decision-making, and well-being.
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3.24 Q Vera Liao. is an Associate Professor at University of Michi-
gan CSE. Her research is focused on examining and mitigating risks
of emerging technologies. Her most recent work focuses on trans-
parency of Al technologies (e.g. explainability, evaluation, uncer-
tainty communication) and its intersection with important aspects
of human experiences with Al such as trust, reliance and control.
Prior to joining U-M in 2025, she worked at Microsoft Research,
where she was part of the FATE (Fairness, Accountability, Trans-
parency, and Ethics of AI) group, and IBM T.J. Watson Research
Center, where her research contributed to IBM products such as
Al Explainability 360, Uncertainty Quantification 360, and Watson
Assistant.

3.3 Audience engagement approach

The panel discussion will address the tensions and questions listed
in section 2. Panelists will be prompted to address the various topics
not only through directly asking questions, but also by showing
key frameworks and seminal theories addressing matters of social
justice in participatory Al literature. These include, but are not
limited to, the Ladder of Citizen Participation [4], the concept of
Participatory ceiling [23], the critique of participation as tokenistic
[16], and performative practice [4, 22].

In addition to the invited panelists and organizers, the audience
will also be actively engaged in the panel discussion. We will struc-
ture the debate as an "open chair panel": a dynamic, interactive
discussion format in which members of the audience (one at a time)
are invited to play an active role in the conversation. The "open
chair" concept allows attendees to step up and contribute actively
with their thoughts, not only asking questions, but also sharing per-
spectives on the topic at hand. As the format fosters a collaborative,
inclusive and engaging environment where diverse viewpoints are
welcomed, we see the method fitting particularly well with the topic
at hand: broadening participation to the Al discourse and valuing
alternative viewpoints.

3.4 Expected outcomes and contribution to the
HCI community

The panel discussion aligns strongly with a growing body of aca-
demic and practice-based research that acknowledges the value and
momentum of participatory practices in the Al ecosystem. In the
last five years, in fact, the topic has been increasingly addressed in
academic papers and there has been a growing engagement by the
Al and HCI (and beyond) community through dedicated initiatives,
such as academic workshops including the workshop on Emerging
Practices in Participatory Al Design in Public Sector Innovation [19],
the establishment of a Special interest group on Participatory Al
[13], and the strengthening of PAIRS, a Participatory Al Research &
Practice Symposium [15], that for two years now runs concurrently
to the Global AI Impact Summit.

In contrast to these initiatives, our panel will distinctively serve
as a platform to gather diverse perspectives on the methodological
space of Participatory Al and its limitations and challenges in terms
of social justice implications. We will delve into practical as well as
theoretical questions of practicing Participatory Al, with a particu-
lar attention to the role and impact of individuals and institutions
on the effects of these practices.
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At the end of the workshop, we aim to provide the audience with
a richer understanding of the conceptual and practical ways there
can be to reimagine participatory approaches to address systemic
inequities embedded in data practices, algorithmic design, and gov-
ernance. Our ambition is to collectively imagine how participatory
design practices around Al can be revised to sustain processes that
acknowledge hidden labor, redistribute power, and enable shared
ownership over Al technologies.

Finally, we aim to make available to the wider public the insights
and perspectives shared during the panel. On the one hand, we
aim to distill key insights that emerged from the panel into a short
argumentative article to be published in an HCI public platform,
e.g., ACM Interactions Mag or similar. On the other hand, we will
invite the broader HCI community (through relevant SigCHI mail-
ing lists) to contribute to answering our questions 2 after the panel.
Ultimately, we will use the answers to create an open-access on-
line repository of perspectives, ideas, and recommendations for
practicing Participatory Al and Social Justice.
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