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Abstract 
This paper explores the place of global development 
practice in the intellectual work of Human Computer 
Interaction. I propose three ways of looking at HCI4D 
work over the years — Application HCI4D, Crossover 
HCI4D, and Community HCI4D — and suggest that all 
three interact with “development” in very different 
ways. The question of whether the enterprise of global 
good is an apt enterprise for HCI requires an 
examination of the designer as an artifact of the larger 
discourse of technology and development, in which the 
technology industry and those elements that compose 
it have emerged in recent years as offering positive 
values to society as part of their vocational practice. In 

conclusion, I propose that Good4CHI is a better 
characterization of the direction of value than the 
conference theme of CHI4Good.  
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Introduction 
The 2016 CHI conference on Human Computer Inter-
action was themed CHI4Good. The implicit idea was to 
examine ways of using human‒computer interfaces as 
a means of examining or actively engaging in social 
challenges. While the notion of good encompassed 
herein extends to various understandings of good or 
aggregations of populations in need that can benefit 
from better design thought, a key group has been that 
of people in low- and middle-income countries who 
have themselves been at the center of much recent 
research, under the moniker of Information and 
Communications Technology for Development (ICT4D). 

The history of ICT4D-related interface research at CHI 
goes back almost two decades to Apple Research’s 
1997 paper on developing GUIs for rural healthcare 
workers in India [1] [2]. The work was part of Apple’s 
“India Healthcare Project” involving the design and 
research of a software application for the government 
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of India that resulted in sales and transfer of $11 
million of Apple technology over the mid-1990s [3]. In 
the early days of “Global South” work in CHI, themes 
included product development and stable markets in 
various emerging regions, including the former Eastern 
Bloc nations [4], as well as the scope for market 
expansion through cultural adaptation of products [5].  

The current paradigm in HCI4D, looking explicitly at the 
role of technological artifacts for use by people in low- 
and middle-income countries, expanded in the mid-
2000s, starting with the work of Apala Lahiri and Tapan 
Parikh on usability and design considerations in low-
resource settings [6] [7], both working in India, and 
that of Gary Marsden and his collaborators in South 
Africa [8], working on interactions on small interfaces 
and digital libraries. 

This last decade HCI4D work in CHI increased in a 
number of domain areas. Yet there has been a heavy 
bias, sometimes to the point of research fatigue, in a 
few locations such as the slums of Bangalore, 
Khayelitsha in Cape Town, and Kibera in Nairobi, places 
where it is relatively easy to conduct quick design 
studies. The existence of institutional capacity to 
conduct such research, the ability of (largely) 
Anglophone researchers conducting work in English or 
through easily available research translators, and the 
locus of researchers with links to these countries are a 
few of the key drivers of this bias.  

Typologies in design and doing good 
Over the years, several scholars have offered 
typologies for ICTD or specifically HCI4D projects. 
These include geography, academic discipline, object of 
examination, maturity of work, and field components in 

work — all comprehensively covered [9] [10]. I 
propose an alternative means of looking at HCI4D 
projects that helps us consider the drivers of the work.  

First, there is Crossover HCI4D — research that grew 
out of interest in Global South settings but has an 
extended interest in other domains outside the 
immediate community of interest. Examples of this 
include work on non-visual interfaces, which emerged 
in the ICTD well before smartphones with visual touch 
interfaces became the norm [11], and arguably the 
work on voice-based interfaces [12].   

The second area, Application HCI4D, is work in which 
the interface research relates to efficiencies of an 
existing organized activity, such as information 
gathering or dissemination in service areas like 
healthcare, financial services and global development 
investment [7, 12, 13]. Contributions of this space 
have been included extending our insight into design 
and deployment approaches that do not work [14].  

The third area, Community HCI4D, steps back from the 
artifacts and interfaces and focuses on cross-cultural 
thick descriptions — accounts of technology use [15, 
16] or of the communities themselves of (potential) 
users [17, 18], qualitative accounts of the challenges of 
design practice in atypical (read non-Western) settings 
[19-21], or steps in theory-building, making sense of 
the HCI4D and the practice of design [22, 23].  

These three areas offer very distinct sets of benefits to 
the HCI4D community. The first is somewhat driven by 
a business case, in the realm of exploratory science, 
where it isn’t clear that the fundamental technology has 
a long-term market potential, whether in the Global 



  

South or worldwide. The second is more centrally 
driven by a business case, particularly as more 
corporations, research institutions, and governments 
automate operations that require usable interfaces. The 
third is relatively more academic in terms of helping to 
understand a design setting in a more nuanced way. All 
three of these typologies generate valuable work and 
add substance to the practice of global HCI work. It is 
less clear, however, how these works have executed 
the enterprise of doing global good; the measurement 
of such might, as in most other development-related 
work, pose extremely great challenges.  

Designer as Artifact 
Dell et al’s examination of respondent bias codified 
something that HCI4D practitioners long suspected — 
that their presence in the field as (often) Western 
foreigners working with people from disadvantaged 
populations in and of itself biased their research 
subjects into perceiving their work in positive ways 
[24]. This ‘observation effect’ taps at the aspirations of 
the subject populations which may serve as drivers for 
the underlying idea that technology has something 
good to offer for the betterment of the community.  

This confound applies to the person of the designer, 
who by extension would appear to be doing something 
obviously good for the community they are in, simply 
by doing what they do. Thus, as opposed to conducting 
design or usability work in parts of the West, where the 
relationship between designer and subject of research 
clearly directs value from the latter to the former, in 
the Global South context, this relationship is reversed.  

The last few years have seen the fundamental premise 
of HCI4D being questioned from various angles. 

Toyama proposes that technology offers no more than 
an amplification of existing possibilities [25], and Irani 
et al’s work on postcolonial computing examines the 
subjectivity of HCI4D projects through colonial tropes 
characterizing the population in the “D” as people in 
need of enlightened civilization [23].  

However, less is discussed about the HCI researcher in 
the mix — and what stacks the “supply side” of HCI4D. 
At heart here is what both Toyama and Irani refer to, 
that the engineering culture, particularly with big tech 
at its heart, has seen itself as having a social role for 
much of two decades. Whether through the hacker 
ethic of free software, the Google.org notion of a day’s 
donated work, or indeed the turning of Bill Gates into a 
global development figure, the specter of a considerate, 
worldly techie representing a different corporate being 
from the engineer of yore has dominated the popular 
imagination of an industry that has come to rally 
around aphorisms like “Don’t be Evil” and hackathons, 
many of which in recent years have been themed 
around development and global poverty.  

In addition to the companies themselves often seeing a 
global mission, this is also an industry with a relatively 
high number of elite-educated, younger, and global 
professionals, often with connections to the regions 
where a lot of the HCI4D projects are located. The 
technocracy of the industry The technocratic ideal of 
the Silicon Valley, one which recognizes and promotes 
achievement for its denizens, including many from 
humble origins themselves, comes to epitomize the 
promise of technology. This in and of itself stands as 
means of reimagining the possibilities for the mildly 
comparable other — the average citizen of the Global 
South. The relationship between the individual and 



  

their achievement in a global society, in this mode of 
thinking, thus starts at the interface between the 
individual and the technological artifact that holds the 
key to advancement. The designer who enables this by 
extension becomes a force of good. 

The Intentionality of Good 
The notion of reducing development to a technical 
problem is not new. The intentionality inherent in the 
“4” in the HCI4D or CHI4Good implies that the value 
flows from designer to community. Researchers have 
suggested, to tone down the implication of ‘causing 
development’ that the “D” should be used simply as a 
regional reference to “Developing Countries” thus 
suggesting a more geographical argument (not without 
its shortcomings), that HCI4D simply helps better 
design for “unique” geographical conditions. Indeed, 
much of the value, particularly in Community HCI4D, 
furthers the understanding of geographies or specific 
communities within them, rather than what is 
necessarily ‘good for them’ [17, 18], and likewise much 
Application HCI4D focuses on allowing deeper 
understanding of interface appropriateness in a specific 
context rather than comment on what would be a 
normative ideal in terms of beneficial usage [12, 13]. 

With both a locus of researchers and the institutional 
investment for continued work, HCI4D is here to stay 
and is likely to continue offering useful insights to 

design practice. The ability to work in atypical 
circumstances, such as understanding trust, usability, 
or co-design in new settings, is unarguably good 
preparation for an HCI professional. Furthermore, the 
burgeoning technology market and HCI industry in the 
Global South means that HCI4D as a field of work 
offers professional opportunities. In these 
circumstances, an inversion that working in 
development is good for HCI is probably the more apt 
position; likewise, whether CHI can engineer good is 
less answerable than whether working for good does 
something for CHI — perhaps the same good that 
providing internet to the world does for Facebook as 
the institution, and by extension, the designer 
comprising the vision. 

And yet, this goodness will invariably hit the wall of 
what traditionalists see as valid research. The first 
generation of HCI4D researchers will continue to battle 
through the question of “how is this CHI?” from 
reviewers who take a widget approach to design. Those 
reviewers, in turn, were once at the receiving end of 
“how is this computer science?” back when CHI was 
struggling to carve its space as an emerging field.  

The question is not whether design can cause 
development. The more important question is whether 
we as designers can reflect on why it matters to us that 
it can.
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