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This forum is dedicated to exploring the notion of meaningfulness in design processes, taking the perspectives of community
groups, nongovernmental organizations, and those who are marginalized in society as starting points. Authors will reflect
conceptually and methodologically on practical engagements. — Rosanna Bellini and Angelika Strohmayer, Editors
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ype the word translation
into any major search
engine and chances are
you will be greeted with
resources to convert
button presses on a
keyboard from one
language into another. Sure, anyone
who’s ever procrastinated on French
homework might thrill at the ease of
such a process. But by making this
process seamless and ready-to-use, we
might be missing a trick. Indeed, there
is a growing corpus of critical work that
examines how language gets “lost in
translation”—of its subtlety, meaning,
or significance—when converted
from one dialect to another. We would
argue that this mobilization of a single
definition of the term translation is itself
potentially (and ironically) one of those
missed meanings, where the functional
qualities of what it should do are
prioritized over what it potentially could
do. With this piece, we aspire to take
you on a journey of discovery beyond
the realms of functional conversion to
an understanding of translation as a
process of exciting transformation in
research and design.
We propose that, in many situations,
words can be understood not only as a
mechanism to recall and communicate
experience or knowledge, but also as a
way of defining the reality we inhabit.
This is because the words we use in our
research hold a range of potential and
actual consequences that can influence
and shape technical policy, law,
practice, design, and digital systems.
When linguistic communication is
positioned in this way, we have to
acknowledge that we are codifying
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and conceptualizing the world, setting
the limits and opening possibilities for
research, and therefore defining what
counts as real [1]. We are not making the
claim that this means what cannot be
written down from our reality is by any
means unreal, but rather stating plainly
that the words we use communicate
power. Words themselves do not
inherently possess power but rather are
bestowed their gravitas by the meanings
they represent, the manners in which
they are used, and the context in which
they occur. As such, any processes that
change the shape of those words or
locations in which they appear are by
their very nature powerful.
As Maria Puig de la Bellacasa states,
“[W]ays of studying and representing
things can have world-making
effects” as we choose which parts of
the world are important to absorb
and convert into research artifacts
[2]. We use artifacts as a placeholder
to refer to anything tangible from
research, such as reports, datasets,
systems, or presentations. Indeed, if
we make artifacts in this way through
communicating our research, we have
to then consider the core and often
missed element of translation: that is,
Insights
→ Words can be understood not
only as a mechanism to recall
and communicate experience or
knowledge, but also as a way of
defining the reality we inhabit.
→ To ensure that charities have a stake
in the translation of meaning and
purpose, it is important to sensecheck at every stage of the process.

evoking the making of meaning and also
the conversion of making reality into
research. For example, participants may
have a conversation with a researcher.
We note that this activity, transforming
words or text into language, is rarely
identified as the first instance of
translation in action. The further hops
in the process, such as transforming
these interactions into data, data into
results, results into designs, designs into
systems, and systems into practices,
potentially may be easier to identify.
With so many spaces for translation—
what we are terming intersections of
transformation—following a traditional
HCI research process has interesting
implications for the practice of design
and the practice of those whom we
involve in our projects.
These theories and considerations
not only influence the ways in which we
communicate our work, but often are
also at the heart of much of the practical
work we do. Both of us regularly explore
the role and use of digital technologies
in collaboration with organizations and
charities who support people in difficult
life situations. This includes changing
peoples’ own abusive behaviors
toward others; in addition, it relates to
improving well-being and safety, and
in other cases working toward tackling
stigma associated with the work people
do or the difficult life situations in which
they may find themselves.
Working across charities, thirdsector services, and nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs) means we are
acutely aware of the different languages,
politics, and legal structures embedded
in how these organizations are named
and described. For example, in the U.K.
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there are tight budgetary, political, and
organizational guidelines in place that
make setting up a charity very different
from another kind of organization
that may function as part of the
third sector. So translation becomes
important in this setting even before
we start interacting with people—
understanding the terminology used
(e.g., charity instead of third-sector
organization) and translating this into
funding applications and research
contexts has a profound impact on the
kinds of work the organizations are able
to carry out.
However, one of the translations that
is most difficult to us when working with
organizations that support people: the
understanding of what useful means.
The meaning of this term is often
discipline-specific within academia
itself (leading to additional issues when
communicating with people working
in the inherently interdisciplinary field
of HCI), and is further complicated
when working with non-academic
organizations. This is exacerbated
when working in messy and complex
settings such as the charitable sector,
which supports people in difficult life
situations and/or who are stigmatized.
As feminist researchers, and building
on Puig de la Bellacasa’s work, we
don’t see usefulness only in terms of
the utility of technologies or research
to the organizations with whom we
work, but also in terms of the ways in
which we can be responsive to the time
and financial restrictions of charitable
organizations. Having said this, though,
the ways in which we communicate
the “usefulness” of our research to
the partners in our ongoing projects,
in future funding applications, in the
development of new services, and in
client engagement are paramount.
Below, we present two examples that
show how complex and temporal
different definitions of usefulness are to
the research partners with whom we
work.
Working with non-academic
organizations such as charities has
always been the most rewarding, yet
challenging part of our aspirations to
design technologies for social good in
our role as HCI researchers. This is
because the success of projects often
depends on researchers adapting
to a role that many may have never
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expected to embody: translator. While
we might consider ourselves to be
reasonably well-versed in transforming
spreadsheets of data into a standardized
paper for a conference or journal, we
are perhaps even more motivated to
cultivate an entirely different skill
set: producing a meaningful artifact
for a charitable organization. This
is compounded within the current
socioeconomic climate in the U.K.,
where this process of change and
production has to rapidly respond to
the ever-growing restraints on workers’
time and funders’ requirements of
impact-evidence. While it may be
tempting to understand translation
only at the intersection of transforming
data into novel findings for a research
community, we acknowledge, alongside
other work in this space [3], that this
blurs and disempowers charities from
having a stake in the conversion of
meaning and purpose through their
participation in our work. One way that
Rosanna has sought to mitigate this
in her doctoral work with charities is

The success of projects
often depends on
researchers adapting
to a role that many may
have never expected to
embody: translator.

to include sense checking at every key
stage of the translation process so that
meaning, subtlety, and usefulness can
be clearly identified. In doing so, we as
researchers have to consider what types
of methods are suitable for capturing
and converting meanings into matter.
This then results in thinking about
the ways in which we communicate
the processes and outcomes of our
research projects. Creating artifacts
out of the analysis, such as visual
reports of research projects, can also
be a useful tool in the collaborative
journey. The use of these reports isn’t
always immediately clear, but we’ve
received praise and gratitude for putting
in the work and for highlighting the
importance of collaborators’ input
into the projects through authorship
descriptors. Here, we want to reflect on
one such report for Angelika’s doctoral
project, the Partnership Quilt. The
intended usefulness of the report was
to document the project and to include
information for others who may want
to create a similar project, as well as to
provide instructions on how to update
the digital elements within the quilted
blanket. Almost immediately after the
report was completed and printed into
a small booklet, it became clear that
its use was in sharing the research back
to participants, to give them an idea of
how much work they had put into it and
to have a visual record of the research.
Looking back at this project from 2017,
however, it has become clear that the
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report, and the potential of sharing
the project through its existence, has
been useful for much more strategic
developments within the service.
Participatory methods are perhaps
even more important in these kinds
of settings than in others, as they
help to acknowledge and disassemble
traditional power relationships in
research settings. These approaches
allow us to negotiate roles and
languages, to work toward ways in
which we create projects, artifacts,
data, and outcomes that are useful
for researchers and charities alike. In
turn, this allows us to consider the
processes and the end products that
an effective transformation might take
in different ways. We identified that
often this kind of translational work
happens throughout the projects,
not simply at the end, and that it is
integral to the kinds of work we do.
Our research has in many cases become
part of service-delivery ecologies, or
has been designed to fill a specific need
or want within the organizations with
which we work. Indeed, the process
of conducting research transforms a
space normally held for data capture
into a space for active reflection on a
charity’s aspirations, goals, and means
of achieving these [4,5].
From positioning research as
being useful to both academic and
non-academic partners, and creating
artifacts that have value beyond
research alone, we learn that it is not
actually the outcome of a translation
that is most important; rather, it is the
process of working on the translation
that is most useful. While it might be
understood that research is as good as
the end result and what it can lead to, we
found that the process of capturing and
performing the research produces the
transformational world-making effects
that exceed the tangible outcomes,
moving beyond understanding research
as a means to an end.
In touch with other feminist
approaches, there is a need to focus on
process rather than outcome, with a
focus on reflexive practice, on action
and doing, and on seeing the process
as a necessity to learn. As part of this
work, we constantly negotiate the
translations from the actions of doing
DOI: 10.1145/3414466
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research into the digital and nondigital
artifacts we produce—reflecting on
the meanings academically but also in
practical terms for the organizations we
serve and with which we collaborate.
When we pose translation as a utility
that has fixed inputs and outputs, it can
be challenging to see that what we are
doing continuously as researchers and
designers is truly transformational.
Looking at translations as a process
also means we explore the ways in
which we transform meaning and
meaning-making, as we have discussed
throughout this article. As researchers,
this outlook gives us the confidence
to continue the work we are doing. It
encourages us to continuously learn
about what we are doing, reflect
on the processes, and develop new
understandings as we are doing this
work.
When looking at our work and
seeing that the processes involved in
translating may be more important than
the outcome of that translational work,
it gives us the opportunity to engage
in the kind of world-making research
engagements that Puig de la Bellacasa
explores. And to do this in ways that
we and our collaborators see as most
beneficial based on our skills and
resources. It also allows us to engage
in work that relates to the worlds we
want to see and be a part of—to enact
a prefigurative politic to proactively
create, develop, and engage with the
worlds we want to see.
In a way, we are tapping into the
feminist tradition of working toward a
constantly changing and adapting end,
of working toward something where the
work may never be finished. Especially
when working with third-sector
organizations or other community
groups who support people and their
rights, or who promote the movements
toward more just worlds, the work is
never done. We hope that our projects
support the ongoing development of
these worlds we want to live within,
but we are acutely aware that we
won’t be able to do it all. Knowing this
influences the ways in which we work,
the ways in which we understand the
usefulness of our research and writing,
and the ways in which we end projects.
It also influences the ways in which we

aim to create caring, knowledgeable,
compassionate, and proactive solidarity
for those who are affected by existing
and developing oppressions. There is
always work left to be done, whether or
not it is us who do it.
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