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Abstract 
In this position paper we open for discussion the 
question of what “counts” as being in the Feminist HCI 
topic. 
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General Terms 
 

The Question 
What kinds of research “count” as feminist HCI? 
 
In Bardzell’s award-winning paper at CHI 2010 [1], she 
outlined six qualities of feminist interaction 
research/design, and gave compelling examples of 
works that failed when they did not take these qualities 
into account. This start goes a long way toward 
clarifying which works are not under the umbrella of 
feminist HCI. 

However, this initial work leaves open the question of 
what does fall under this category. Bardzell suggests 
that a constellation of these qualities characterizes 
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feminist HCI, but the question of how large a 
constellation remains open. (Is one enough, or must it 
be all six?) 

This question matters to the future of this area. 
Although it may appear on the surface that this is 
simply fiddling with formalities the question is 
important. I have seen in other emerging areas narrow 
views of what counts that exclude works highly 
pertinent to these areas. (For example, at a recent 
brainstorming meeting on ways to encourage “out of 
school” computer science knowledge, some participants 
wanted to narrowly define it as being not only after 
school hours but also off school premises.) Readers of 
this paper, being interested in feminism, are probably 
proponents of diversity, and know that narrowing a 
group so tightly that it includes only heterogeneously 
like-minded ideas constrains diversity and in turn 
creativity and quality.  

A Case Study 
As an exercise in trying to get closer to an answer, I 
will analyze from a feminist perspective an example I 
have chosen because I know it well enough to do so: 
my own work in the Gender HCI category. (Whether or 
not our work should be categorized as Feminist HCI is 
intellectually interesting to me, but I have no stake in 
whether the answer turns out to be yes or no.)  

Example: Gender HCI in Software Platforms  
“Gender HCI” investigates ways in which attributes of 
software or hardware can interact with gender 
differences [9]. Findings from fields such as 
psychology, computer science, marketing, 
neuroscience, education, and economics strongly 
suggest that males and females problem solve, 

communicate, and process information differently. 
Gender HCI investigates whether these differences 
need to be taken into account in the design of software 
and hardware. 

Our own investigations in this area have been on 
software platforms for programming. Investigating 
gender differences with programming tools matters for 
a number of reasons. First, if males and females work 
differently with programming tools, such differences 
would reveal a need to change programming 
environments to take this new understanding into 
account. Second, if such differences do exist, there is a 
solid scientific base that can tell us how to make such 
changes: extensive theoretical ammunition exists that 
can provide a theory-driven foundation upon which to 
base design decisions and improvements. Finally, 
making such changes is likely to help both genders. 
Indeed, research has shown that studying the needs of 
one subpopulation can provide benefits that extend 
beyond that subpopulation [6]. For example, 
phenomena that affect large numbers of females may 
affect some males as well.  

Our work has identified numerous gender differences 
relating to the way software platforms are designed. 
We have shown differences in how self-efficacy plays 
out in feature usage [2], in tinkering with features [3], 
and across multiple programming populations and 
platforms [4]. Others’ work in this area have revealed 
different gender differences relating to software and 
hardware, such as Kafai’s work on video game designs 
[5] and Tan et al.’s work on display screen size [8]. 
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Is it Feminist HCI? 
Prior to Bardzell’s paper, I did not consider most 
Gender HCI work to be feminist.  It certainly does not 
fit what Bardzell identifies as “Second Wave” feminism 
(arguing against repression of women). However, our 
work does appear to satisfy some of Bardzell’s six 
qualities (which are in line with “Third Wave” 
feminism).  

Here we consider how our work relates to these six 
qualities: pluralism, participation, advocacy, ecology, 
embodiment, and self-disclosure. 

The concept of pluralism is one embraced by the 
Gender HCI work. From a feminist perspective, 
pluralism is the quality of designing artifacts that “resist 
any single, totalizing, or universal point of view” [1]. 
Pluralism implies that designers can produce more 
inclusive designs through sensitivity to marginal or 
marginalized users. Clearly, taking into account gender 
differences in software usage so as to be inclusive of 
women as well as men is a “gender pluralism” theme.  

Bardzell’s other five qualities—participation, advocacy, 
ecology, embodiment, and self-disclosure—do not seem 
to be met by the Gender HCI work.  

Discussion and Food for Thought 
This brings us back to the question this paper asks: 
does this example “count” as being an example of 
Feminist HCI? 

A reason the answer might be “yes” is that Gender HCI 
has one of the qualities identified by Bardzell. But is 
one enough?  Work such as that of Rode, which 

explicitly ties to feminist theories [7], includes more of 
the qualities. Are there degrees of inclusion? 

Reasons the answer might be “no” are that it may not 
be tied to a big enough constellation of qualities, and 
that it is not grounded in feminist theoretical works.  
But if the answer is “no”, this too opens new questions. 
As I suggested in the introduction, defining what counts 
too narrowly may have far-reaching consequences for 
Feminist HCI’s future impact. Drawing distinctions so 
finely that works around the periphery are excluded 
reduces both diversity of thought and potential breadth 
of influence. 

Bardzell’s paper helped us to understand problems, 
opportunities, theory ties, and possible consequences 
tied with this emerging area.  The discussion in this 
paper attempts to help us getting closer to one more 
answer, namely what it means for examples of research 
to be Feminist HCI.  

I look forward to the possibility of discussing this 
question at the workshop. 
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