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Abstract over the past decade, exemplified by high-profile cases

To address the problem of disjointed approaches to
Al and equity, our proposed project develops new meth-
ods and research frameworks to interrogate how Al
technologies and applications may be used for social
good. We have developed a framework called “Needs
Translation” that integrates and foregrounds the com-
plex needs of the various stakeholders in the technocul-
ture ecosystem. Though these needs are often portrayed
as being at odds with each other, we contend that each
need requires translation for other marginalized
groups, so that the rights and needs of the most margin-
alized and/or most impacted communities are repre-
sented in the industrial decisions and design of emerg-
ing artificial intelligence, algorithmic technologies, and
technology implementation. In our talk, we explored the
Needs Translation framework in action by presenting a
case study of work conducted by our team with a leading
dating company. We examine and refine the Needs
Translation framework with an industry partner.

Keywords: translation, design, inclusivity, industry, da-
ting apps

1. Introduction

The adoption of Al and algorithmic technologies
can seem pleasantly benevolent, as it aims to make in-
stitutional and governmental decisions fairer and to
make tasks more convenient. However, the current im-
plementation of these systems consistently results in
data-driven outcomes that reflect existing patterns of ra-
cial inequity and other power imbalances (Benjamin,
2019; Costanza-Chock, 2020; Crawford et al., 2019;
Noble, 2018; O’Neil, 2016). These patterns have been
documented by journalists, academics, and activists
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of automation gone awry, such as Google Image results
that conflate Black people with animals (Simonite,
2018) and pricing algorithms that overcharge Asian
communities for college test-prep services (Angwin,
Mattu, and Larson, 2015). These harms are both alloca-
tive and representational, creating material divisions
and reinforcing cultural stereotypes that devalue mar-
ginalized individuals and groups (Barocas, Crawford,
Shapiro, and Wallach 2017). As a result, rather than de-
mocratizing access opportunities and resources, tech-
nology in many ways can actually worsen patterns of
inequality on multiple levels. However, as scholars,
practitioners, and industry leaders, we have the oppor-
tunity to disrupt these systems for a more equitable and
just society.

Al and tech ecosystems can become tools of liber-
ation when built on the foundation of anti-racism and
decolonization. Al-driven technologies can expose,
undo, and reshape the status quo. But this is not a given;
by default, technologies and technoculture reflect and
reinforce existing social orders, expressing and materi-
alizing hierarchical relations. To ensure that Al is bene-
ficial to humanity and materially improves the human
condition, we need a nuanced approach to studying how
Al technologies can reproduce harmful and/or extrac-
tive power dynamics. Cultural theorists, computer sci-
entists, designers, and activists are equally vital for the
design, production, and evaluation of equitable, anti-
racist, decolonized Al systems, best achieved through
tandem work. This does not mean perfunctory partner-
ships, but rather meaningful collaboration and cross-
training, such that reforms emerge from multiple
sources of knowledge, while centering the expertise of
community leaders most impacted by harmful, algorith-
mically driven technologies. Transdisciplinary collabo-
ration is thus central to this approach. We propose that
Needs Translation is one methodological approach that
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can interrupt patterns of inequity in the design and im-
plementation of digital technologies. In this paper, we
present a case study of work conducted by our team as
a guide for how to apply this approach.

2. Approach

Our research team uses social science methods and
approaches from media and cultural studies, communi-
cation and information studies, psychology, sociology,
and UX design to examine the ethical and societal im-
plications of algorithmic systems and Al in technologi-
cal innovation. Our interventions acknowledge the lim-
itations and potential harms of technological attempts to
fix social problems. We simultaneously emphasize the
importance of social and cultural interventions to miti-
gate bias and transform the wvalue systems and
knowledge structures of Al. Therefore, our work exam-
ines encoded discrimination in widely used tech appli-
cations in collaboration with industry partners to address
these harms.

Our approach thus pairs critical inquiry with the
praxis of repair. To do this, we must address the differ-
ential understanding of the needs of all interested parties
in the tech space. A communication breakdown often
happens at three critical junctures: first, between advo-
cates and governmental/regulatory bodies; second, be-
tween governments and tech companies; and third, be-
tween communities, their advocates, and tech compa-
nies. We need to move these siloed conversations into
actionable frameworks for sustainable long-term part-
nerships where big tech is accountable to communities
most affected by extractive industry norms. This means
that we need all stakeholders to participate in interven-
tions. To address the problem of disjointed approaches
to Al and equity, our strategy develops new research ap-
proaches to interrogate how Al technologies and appli-
cations may be used for social good. We have developed
a framework called “Needs Translation” that integrates
and foregrounds the complex needs of the various stake-
holders in the technoculture ecosystem.

The goal of our Needs Translation strategy is to de-
velop and promote new understandings, conversations,
and practices to foster trust, democracy, safety, account-
ability, civil and digital rights, access, and equity, in and
through Al For one, marginalized communities need
those in power inside tech companies to create policies
that protect, reduce harm, and equitably compensate
marginalized users and workers. Meanwhile, those who
employ anti-racist, decolonial tactics inside tech compa-
nies need to be able to create buy-in for those in leader-
ship positions and to provide them with incentives for
enacting transparency and accountability. Moreover,
policymakers rely on research from advocates and do-
main experts to construct policies that reduce harm for

historically disenfranchised communities. Policymak-
ers, digital rights advocates, and domain experts also
must work with tech companies to understand what reg-
ulation might be enforceable and to develop appropriate
reporting metrics. The friction that often occurs between
governmental bodies and tech corporations is necessary
to properly address the rights and needs of the most mar-
ginalized. This ensures that the most impacted commu-
nities are represented in the decisions, design, and im-
plementation of emerging technologies. Through our
case study, we offer one example of how this work can
take form between academic researchers and industry
partners, broadening conversations that advocate and
create technology with marginalized communities in
mind.

3. Case Study

We worked closely with a dating company for six
months to consult on equity and user experience. Our
presentation will guide the audience through our imple-
mentation of the Needs Translation framework We
sought to align company needs with those of marginal-
ized community members. Our approach involved em-
phasizing inclusivity in design, multi-level consent, and
centering marginalized voices from preliminary re-
search to product design. We implemented this ap-
proach through iterative meetings with industry stake-
holders and app users. We drew our insights from a
combination of interview research with dating app users
and quantitative survey design to identify aspects of the
user’s journey through the app where designers could
strengthen transparency, consent, and engagement.

We were tasked with building a tool that could lev-
erage intentionality, authenticity, and self-exploration in
digital spaces. The industry partner was interested in im-
proving users’ sense of trust and safety in online dating
while using the product. Although technology can pre-
sent barriers to achieving authenticity due to the pres-
sures of social presentation online, we saw the challenge
of building this tool as a double-fold opportunity: we
wanted to help users interrogate their core values so they
can grow confident in their identities and feel empow-
ered to live their truth in the digital environment. We
also saw the tool as an opportunity to educate the grow-
ing user base on a range of topics related to identity, sex-
uality, relationships, and connection. Lastly, we identi-
fied areas where users voiced concerns about app func-
tionality on the basis of transparency and consent.

In this collaborative venture, we started out by
meeting with industry partners regularly through brain-
storming sessions to allow space for industry stakehold-
ers to voice their product goals and research aims. With
these goals in mind, we designed and launched inter-
view questionnaires and surveys to identify areas where
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the app design could be improved, as well as to assess
users’ orientation toward authentic self-connection us-
ing dating technology.

We drew from several focus group interviews, en-
suring that the demographic background of participants
reflected the user base, with an emphasis on recruiting
users from marginalized backgrounds to identify partic-
ular experiences they were having on the app. By strate-
gically recruiting marginalized users, we were able to
identify ways that the app could be improved for those
who may be more likely to face online harassment or
judgment from other app users. We also identified ways
that users were interested in exploring their sexuality in
online dating.

Next, we interpreted the data collection results back
to the industry partner, highlighting aspects of the app
experience that users felt needed to be improved. The
final product of our collaboration involved writing mul-
tiple insights reports summarizing the key takeaways
from each iteration of interview data collection pro-
cesses for app designers to reference. We translated in-
sights into core design principles to inform multiple as-
pects of the product development process, including
narrative copy, haptic features, and interface design. We
identified areas where users voiced existing features of
the app that had the potential to have long-term value.
We highlighted opportunities for the industry partner to
stand out against competitors. At the same time, we lev-
eraged our core value to ensure ethical, just, and anti-
racist approaches to developing technologies through-
out this partnership. One concrete outcome we achieved
through this collaboration was translating insights about
safety concerns into tangible product design, which we
highlight next.

As with any online platform, especially one that fo-
cuses on interpersonal connections, safety is a concern.
In research conducted by our team, we have found that
safety concerns are exacerbated by marginalized identi-
ties, particularly race and sexuality. Through our collab-
oration, we worked in tandem with industry partners to
identify areas where users felt that a greater choice of
information disclosure needed to be embedded through-
out the user’s journey (e.g., data privacy concerns). We
found that not all users wanted to reveal the same type
of information about themselves. This is particularly im-
portant in the context of a dating app where users are
concerned about what information to put online for
other users and what information to disclose to the da-
ting company itself. This is in line with previous re-
search showing that the ethical tenet of consent and
choice ought to be integrated into the very design of sys-
tems technologies (Zytko & Furlo, 2023). At the same
time that there are concerns about safety, folks who en-
gage in online dating find pleasure and gratification in
the experience of connecting with others on the app. We

worked collaboratively with industry stakeholders to
strike a balance between fostering positive engagement
and building user trust through a combination of empir-
ical methods of qualitative and quantitative research.

We recognize that multiple truths can coexist sim-
ultaneously and strive to create space to acknowledge
and reconcile these truths in our research. Further,
online dating is a key way for individuals to seek social
connection and to explore their identities, sexualities,
and desires, particularly those related to kink and non-
monogamy. The industry partner’s commitment to
safety and the development of the new tool paired well
with our investment in online dating research. This part-
nership provided the perfect opportunity to further ex-
plore ways to prioritize safety, emphasize pleasure and
consent, and improve overall user experience.

In line with our Needs Translation framework, we
served as an analytical intermediary between the indus-
try partner’s goals and app users’ experiences, desires,
and concerns. By aligning the needs of the industry part-
ner with those of marginalized communities for whom
we advocate, we are creating a tool that can facilitate
safer conversations and exploration around sexuality
and desire. We believe that the tool can provide more
pleasurable interactions between users by educating
them in areas of conflict or misunderstanding. When im-
plemented, we imagine that this tool would have the ca-
pacity to change conversations in sexual exploration by
(1) giving people language and validation for their de-
sires and (2) empowering people to feel comfortable
with self-exploration as a journey rather than a finite
destination. To this end, this tool could lead to meaning-
ful conversations about finding one’s authentic self. Be-
yond our initial task set from industry partners, we ex-
tended our innovation by centering the safety and con-
cerns for users in their overall experience within the af-
fordances of the app.

4. Positionality

Our team is dedicated to addressing questions re-
lated to intersectionality and marginalization. The core
work of our research team centers on the experiences of
individuals with marginalized identities and their use of
technology. We are committed to having a representa-
tive team whose identities reflect the communities we
serve. Our lab is primarily people of color who identify
across a wide spectrum of gender identities and sexual-
ities. We believe that positionality —or understanding of
researchers’ social location and identity, which may in-
fluence our perspectives and experiences, is imperative
to producing “good science”. Given our individual po-
sitionalities, we were emboldened to build a tool that is
comprehensive, inclusive, and reflects the core of au-
thentic community building with our industry partner.
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Thus, it was our number one priority to deliver a
tool that is inclusive, non-judgmental, and respectful to
the diverse experiences of daters. Our team offers a va-
riety of methodological practices, including ethnogra-
phy, interviews, surveys, and experimental design. In
addition, our research practice relies on extensive peer-
reviewed research, collaboration, and colloquium in en-
suring that we, as researchers, are transparent and hold
each other accountable in the research process.
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