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Abstract. Digital technologies are increasingly defining our society. How does our view of engaging women in their design affect the society we live in? Looking at a case study exploring new forms of collaboration, I ask: do we want to design for ‘equal’ societies of the future or the traditionally gendered societies of the present? And who chooses?
Introduction
The advent of ubiquitous (or pervasive) computing over digital networks, coming as it does with a surge in mobile and location-aware gadgets and the prospect of wearable (or indeed cyborg) computers, has shown its potential to take ICT beyond the office and into education, politics, homes, relationships and leave little untouched. Networks even have impact upon parts of the world that exist outside their immediate reach. But despite this increasing penetration, there is nothing inevitable about how these systems evolve from this point or what they touch. They remain an artifact of human activity as well as a determinant of our relations. Their agency is bounded by their design (Johnson 2006), and thus their designers, so we can regard their development both as a force for maintaining the status quo and as an opportunity for change. Within a democracy, we can also argue that there is a responsibility for the debate as to how systems are implemented to go outside design circles and become part of the political discussion of our age (Light et al 2008, 2009). This then is the context in which I wish to discuss gender and the rhetoric and ‘realities’ of digital inclusion. 
Discourses of inclusion

Within the interaction design disciplines, discussion of ICT centers upon how to make tools serviceable: usable by all parts of the community, worth using by every consumer. Another discourse comes from marketing, where attracting new groups of customers solves the problem of maximizing return on R&D. We see this approach taken with young women and games, or with emerging economies and versions of productivity software and mobile phones. IBM’s slogan ‘the next billion users’ has something of this flavor. If we see women as just another user group, then it is enough to look at how the latest incarnation of a particular technology can be customized to appeal to them. This might mean pink phones or more co-operative play styles embedded in computer games. 

In other words, the politics of the society in which the development is taking place is regarded ahistorically as unproblematical. British women copy Paris Hilton in buying pink phones, but this is just a reflection of their taste, not a (patronizing) part of a wider gender issue. Gender is known to affect ICT uptake but the implication of this difference is ignored in the happy belief that the market is the best determinant of future designs: the people are getting what they want.

A contrasting approach, led by disabilities groups such as the UK’s RNIB, is that of universal or inclusive design. Yet, even here the idea of inclusion is premised upon the notion of a defined set of practices which people will want to follow and which – when made available by providing access and skills-training (EIS 2006) – allow all consumer/citizens to operate in the digital commons. Activities include voting, and thus exercising traditionally conceived forms of political activity. Nonetheless, digital inclusion and universal access would seem to presuppose that the form in which tools manifest is already almost optimized. 

The message is that all use of individual artifacts and systems should be as effortless as possible. But, by making technology seamlessly available and accessible, we are not only exposing people to systems that they may not be able to control if there are problems (see, for instance, Chalmers and McColl 2003), but also deadening people to the creative possibilities of any alternative. What we use without friction, we may never question.

Equal but different?

We could argue then that we are hard-wiring formerly more negotiable power relations into our social systems by introducing such pervasive ICT, and therefore reducing the flexibility for groups of people to change what is normative in their world. It is then crucial that a variety of voices are critically engaged in deciding on the forms of hard-wiring. The next section is a case study that examines gender differences in a project about choosing futures for technology and society. The piece concludes with some of the overarching questions raised.

Democratising Technology

The Democratising Technology project (DemTech) looked at the political context of designing interactive systems and produced a means of engaging non-specialist people in discussions around the future ICT behavior of their society. We developed a workshop (Light et al 2008, 2009) that could be used to encourage imaginative participation in discussions about ubiquitous computing. We chose to do our development work with over 65s because of their likely distance from the heart of innovation - though being the most diverse of age-groups, it is hard to generalize. Our participants were typical in their disparate life experience, education and skills and different levels of fitness and infirmity. Only the cohort effect of growing up through common times united them: for instance, they had familiarity with certain kinds of technology and key events, like the Second World War, and they lived in the East End of London. 

Apart from other distinctions, and aggravated by age, there were apparent gender differences. We had chosen initially to work only with older women, as they are already known to be, statistically, the most marginalized group across other demographic categories such as race, class, etc. But when a men’s group were keen to participate, we widened our study. Distinguishing this last group was the fact they were the only ones with a high level of practical technical experience. The women’s groups brought other experience, such as domestic work, and great adeptness with using tools such as commercial sewing machines.

We asked people what they wanted their world to be like and to think up things that might bring it closer (see Light et al 2009 for details of the process). The women in our study talked a lot about family and friends and made designs that emphasized communication and care and the men did not. The women displayed a degree of self-deprecation about their ideas and capabilities that the men did not. The women reacted negatively to the term ‘technology’, which the men did not. Thus experience, interests, confidence and language revealed themselves as different across the sexes. In so many ways that might impact on their engagement in discussing design and on the designs themselves, the women behaved unlike men. Not that we were surprised by this, particularly when considering the generation, which was exposed to more radical gender role delineation than that of present-day London. Specifically, the four women’s groups did not feel any latent concern for things and their function, whereas this concern appeared to help the older men make the leap from interested participants to self-determining technology researchers (Light et al 2009).
 Whether these were differences of cohort, nature or nurture seems irrelevant – they are what will be reproduced with pink phones and male-centric tools unless we find ways of supporting the more tentative voices heard in DemTech and others marginalized like them.

It must be noted that none of this behavior is new or unrecognized, though we were observing it in a novel context. If I recall 1980s research into how gender impacts upon educational opportunity, many of these trends were clearly discernible (eg Spender 1980). Some have been addressed (such as young women’s PC access in schools). And STS takes a critical eye to technology that designers seem to lack (eg Berg 1999). But they are not building the systems…

Some design questions

As people at one end of the spectrum, the older women we worked with were representative of a number of groups to feel the technological tide pulling away from them. The culture of technology in secular industrialized countries, where nonetheless most designers and developers are male, ignores but does not actively support the marginalization of women. But if we consider fundamentalist and ‘developing’ regions where ICT has less purchase, we see practices that are not only unquestioning, but predicated on inequalities regarded as natural. When asking young women in a Ghanaian village to take photos of their life with disposable cameras, our project (www.fiankoma.org) found that the (male) elders were not happy with this distribution of technology. Whose view was right in this context? When interviewing minor producers in India (www.fairtracing.org), I found myself speaking to few women as potential users of the system we were proposing. Should I be designing for the status-quo or taking their interests into account? Do we, as socially responsible researchers and designers, want to produce ‘equal but different’ flexible societies for the future or respectfully reproduce the traditionally gendered relations of the present? This is not a paper with answers, but one that recognizes the political nature of designing digital technologies as they become ubiquitous and wonders what it might feel like if the rhetoric of inclusion went beyond people as users and consumers.
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� However, belying any generalizations one might want to make, a by-product was that one of the older men involved was taught to use the internet by his wife so that he could research environmental technology.





