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ABSTRACT 

This paper draws on existing bodies of literature in technical and 
professional communication to ground these questions in the 
unique challenges of social justice centered UX work. First, this 
paper situates UX development work within the growing body of 
literature on social justice research within technical 
communication. Next, the author articulates points of tension and 
convergence between industry UX “best practices” and social 
justice UX centered projects in terms of both theory and 
application. Specifically, the author focuses on the differences of 
development cycles and user advocacy/representation in social 
justice UX contexts as opposed to more typical of UX development 
work. The author concludes the paper by articulating challenges 
and opportunities for UX developers interested in social justice 
communication design work. 
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H.5.2 [User Interfaces]: Theory and methods.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Social justice work in technical and professional education has 
taken on an increased presence recently. Walton & Jones have 
combined several threads in technical and professional 
communications work as work in social justice where “advocating 
for under-resourced and marginalized people” [1] becomes the 
focus of research context. Much of the work TCP focuses on civic 
engagement, service learning, citizen projects, and social activism 
as well as the communication strategies and tactics of activists, 
citizens in technologically complex or informationally rich 
environments.  Critique and intervention continue to be strong 
influences in social justice work. 

 
 
 
In this work, critique is used to understand historical positioning of 
stakeholders in local contexts as well as assessing appropriate 
research methodologies for those contexts interventions in “cross-
cultural, cross-disciplinary, and cross-organizational contexts” [1] 
complex contexts containing multiple stakeholders or populations. 
Other forms of critique such as theories or historical work are 
drawn on to understand contemporary user or organizational 
backgrounds in complex cultural or technological contexts. 
Interventions in such contexts are not easy. However, because of 
the level of cross cultural, disciplinary, and organizational work, 
critique must become a key component of intervention. Critical and 
reflective moves in methodological deployment are key to building 
successful research environments where communicative 
interventions can take place. 

1.1 Why Social Justice and User Experience? 
Social justice work in technical communication has seen something 
of a resurgence. This pivot for the field can seem natural to many 
of us engaged in its scholarship. Technical communication, 
especially in technologically rich and mediated contexts, relies 
more on the design of semiotic intense interfaces as well as 
requiring better understandings of information design. These new 
opportunities for influence and impact can be seen in the robustness 
of work in technical and professional communication and social 
justice. As communication and information technologies and 
contexts multiply, new development contexts require different 
thinking about the problem of new user populations. UX work is 
well situated to make impacts and contributions to technical and 
professional communication, first, through already developed 
modes of research and inquiry and second through immediate 
impact in users’ lives via interfaces and design elements.    
UX design is more than making things pretty or making and testing 
usability checklists [2]. Many UX professionals already understand 
themselves and ethical advocates for user populations [3]. UX 
professionals not only advocate for their users but also for 
consideration of experience more generally. The move of UX 
designers from advocate for the user to advocate for the population 
in larger social contexts is not as far a leap. Good work in UX 
interrogates users’ cultures and situatedness in order to make good 
designs and discover previously unknown patterns [4]. 
Additionally, moments of design description, articulation, and 
reflection are well established in UX context. The acts of action and 
reflection serve two purposes as important moments for designers 
to correct their work but also as important moments for those 
interested in social justice to make sure they are doing the right 
thing. 
UX and especially application development can overlap with social 
justice projects in interesting ways. First, UX projects have 
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maximum impact on marginalized populations through application 
development. Creating connections that support the lived 
experiences of underserved populations has immediate impacts. 
Even if those impacts are small, lives are made better and resources 
are differently distributed. Second, application development for 
underserved populations addresses the needs of those populations 
in ways that are not always addressed in current IT markets. In other 
words, underserved populations find their needs not met in digital 
and offline contexts frequently because profit motives are not in 
place. Social justice focused UX work can address that market gap 
because success models should not be focused only on product 
revenue generation. Third, SJ and UX work provide excellent 
educational opportunities for both students and working 
professionals. UX work is research work with users and 
communities making the stakes of such work intrinsic. Interactions 
with communities of users have the capacity to ground users as real 
users facing real challenges thus elevating the level of importance 
of such work. Additionally, social justice design contexts, when 
done properly, require more time to interact with the community 
allowing UX professionals more time to practice carefully detailed 
research that might be unavailable in more profit driven UX 
development contexts [5].  

1.2 Theories of Social Justice 
Theories of social justice are varied. In the context of this paper, 
the following sections frame broader intellectual discussions of 
social justice before focusing on field specific conversations 
involving social justice theories in technical and professional 
communication.    

1.2.1 Orthodox Social Justice 
There are many definitions of social justice. My intent here is not 
to be exhaustive. In the broadest sense, social justice movements 
come from several underlying warrants but most importantly is the 
idea of equal distribution of opportunity among various 
populations. The National Association of Social Workers’ 
definition of social justice is a typical example stating that “Social 
justice is the view that everyone deserves equal economic, political 
and social rights and opportunities. Social workers aim to open the 
doors of access and opportunity for everyone, particularly those in 
greatest need” [6]. It is important to note that social justice has its 
own theoretical orientations like those of prominent authors Miller 
and Rawls [7]. Miller [8] focuses his work on a theory of social 
justice that must depend on the given contexts of any particular 
situation to understand. Therefore, the move to critique the 
situation and reveal contexts of comparative advantages or 
disadvantages becomes a key element of engaging in social justice 
work. Rawls [9] dwells on the idea of the social contract [10] to 
locate justice as fairness or fair conditions for all members of 
society to benefit including social institutions and opportunities. 
Consistency or inconsistency in social relationships in the social 
conditions of individuals or groups is knowable by comparisons. 
Hence, social justice work takes on two forms, critique and 
intervention. Critique takes on practices and points out either 
historical or contemporary unequal economic, political and social 
treatment of populations. Interventionist approaches take historical 
and social situations as a given and seek to understand local 
contexts in an effort to intervene, as sociotechnical systems involve 
economic, political, technological, and social systems. Those 
interested in technical and professional communication would 
begin to see social justice contexts as rich sites of both critique and 
intervention. 

1.2.2 Social Justice in Technical and Professional 
Communication 
Social justice work in technical and professional education has 
taken on an increased presence recently. Walton & Jones have 
combined several threads in technical and professional 
communications work as work in social justice where “advocating 
for under-resourced and marginalized people” [1] becomes the 
focus of research context. Much of the work TCP focuses on civic 
engagement, service learning, citizen projects, and social activism 
as well as the communication strategies and tactics of activists, 
citizens in technologically complex or informationally rich 
environments.  Critique and intervention continue to be strong 
influences in social justice work. 
In this work, critique is used to understand historical positioning of 
stakeholders in local contexts as well as assessing appropriate 
research methodologies for those contexts interventions in “cross-
cultural, cross-disciplinary, and cross-organizational contexts” [1] 
complex contexts containing multiple stakeholders or populations. 
Other forms of critique such as theories or historical work are 
drawn on to understand contemporary user or organizational 
backgrounds in complex cultural or technological contexts. 
Interventions in such contexts are not easy. However, because of 
the level of cross cultural, disciplinary, and organizational work, 
critique must become a key component of intervention. Critical and 
reflective moves in methodological deployment are key to building 
successful research environments where communicative 
interventions can take place. 

1.3 Theories of User Experience 
User experience and its accompanying theories rest at the 
intersection of several academic and industry viewpoints. In this 
section, this paper briefly describes orthodox or common academic 
and industry views on user experience before moving on to how 
user experience discussions have been written in social justice 
contexts.   

1.3.1 Orthodox User Experience 
UX is the process of design that covers every aspect of the user’s 
experience of a particular product to meet the needs of the user as 
well as the organization. User experience transcends traditional 
notion of creating a product that meets functional needs, but also 
fulfills and enhances user’s end goals. Includes research, visual 
design, information architecture, interaction design, and usability 
testing. 
User Experience developed out of the need to understand how to 
support website users in the tasks they were trying to accomplish. 
Websites have become portals for more activity, containing 
increasing levels of content and services. UX relies on user testing 
as well as usability and visual design in an effort to find and address 
pain points of user experiences. Commonly referred to as front end 
development, UX combines elements of spatial, visual, and 
information design as well as understanding the role that website 
plays in supporting certain kinds of tasks. 
Typical activities include the development of user personas, 
journey mapping, blueprinting, site mapping and user flow 
diagrams, wireframing, and prototyping. Experience Architecture 
(XA) is the expansion of UX under the realization that user 
experience must be integrated into decisions about information 
architecture such as content and project management, or what is 
referred to commonly as “back end” development. In theory, that 
integration sounds easier than it actually is. XA as a professional 
movement but also as an academic endeavor seeks to design 
integrated user experiences for digital artifacts by integrating front 



and back end development. Design research, user stories, personas, 
journey mapping, blueprinting, prototyping, usability testing, and 
wireframing all contain tight loops of design and reflection where 
hypothesized patterns of user behavior and information are 
constantly being tested, critiqued, and checked. 

1.3.2 User Experience in Social Justice Contexts 
User experience professionals frequently advocate for users in 
multiple forms of methods and, in many of these methods, focus on 
ethical development and design [11]. As important parts of design 
teams, UX professionals are often members of design teams that 
have to focus on spots missed in initial product design [12] as well 
as cultural difference between designers and users [4] where they 
deploy methods to pay attention to cultural locations of knowledge 
production in ethical ways [3, 12]. These ethical considerations of 
both design and UX research become amplified in social justice 
contexts. 
Under-resourced user populations frequently have differing 
cultural locations of knowledge production from corporate research 
that focuses on the individual. For example, UX design 
professionals working with under resourced user populations must 
make moves to engage in robust ethnographic research [13], 
understand differences in culturally located explanatory metaphors 
[14], understand and adjust elements of participatory design [15], 
and persona development [16]. These may all require adjustments 
to unfamiliar cultural or sociotechnical contexts. What is clear in 
such contexts is that end user participant stakeholders should, 
ethically, take on greater importance or role in development 
[16].  What is clear about this work is that it relies on both critiques 
of traditional UX methodologies, and even orientations, finding 
them inadequate to address the challenges of user community 
contexts. Additionally, work is centered on designing new 
interventionist experiences that improve the lives or experiences of 
users who are frequently resource-poor or marginalized. 

1.4 Defining UX Social Justice Projects 
Like social justice work that is occurring in larger technical 
communication fields, social justice UX projects seek to 
understand context through critique and research methods. The end 
result of that critique is to design user experiences for traditionally 
marginalized or under resourced populations that will benefit users 
by changing the social environment. The goal of such work is to 
further democratize social goals and/or facilitate justice, and to 
address violence, oppression, discrimination or other undesirable 
social dynamics. What, perhaps, makes these contexts unique is 
that the location of this benefit may take place both within the 
product development cycle or as a product of the development. In 
the first case, the UX designer’s job is to critique and advocate to 
other product design team members whereas in the second case, 
UX designers play an important role in making sure products 
support social justice work. 

2. HOW DOES UX DEVELOPMENT 
CHANGE IN SOCIAL JUSTICE 
CONTEXTS? 
2.1 Contexts, Dwelling, and Contextual 
Design 
Context is always important in UX situations but is especially 
important in social justice and UX work. Like researchers and 
designers who come from different backgrounds than the audience 
or user population they are designing for, context can never be 
achieved but is always something to strive for.  As Peter Morville 
says, “It is impossible to understand context, but it’s still vital that 

we pay attention” [17]. In social justice work context is especially 
important because of the subjectivity of users and their histories and 
relationships to institutions and information. An example is 
Eubanks’ [18] participatory action research and participatory 
design work with marginalized working class women at a YWCA 
in Troy, NY. Eubanks recontextualizes mundane sociotechnical 
systems of “everyday” technologies in the lives of her participants 
like EBT card interactions, participation in low-wage data entry 
workforce, and social-service IT infrastructure. 
As Hinton points out, UX addressing context must engage "the 
experiential reality of the user as a primary input to design rather 
than relying only on the goals of the business or the needs of a 
technology" [19, p. 46]. Many under-resourced and marginalized 
user populations, though not all, are subjects of sociotechnical 
systems rather than participants. As such, cultural historical context 
is an important part of informational architecture design. However, 
each subjectivity is unique to user populations. While Eubanks’ 
working class women in Troy, NY may share characteristics in 
common with working class women in other places in terms of their 
marginalization, the specifics of sociotechnical systems and 
interactions differ considerably (different databases, different 
population needs, different governmental policies, etc.) making 
each design context different. 
When engaged in UX context it is important to remember that 
body-environment interactions come together in moments [19]. 
Users are only separated from their information and technical 
environment through design. Information is not communicating 
[19]. Traditional ethnographic research methodologies that look to 
engage sociotechnical systems a, such as Situational Analysis [20], 
can be useful to the UX researcher. Such methodologies align 
closely with traditional UX ethnographic research but add 
important historical, geographic, and critical orientations to that 
research process. Such work adds significantly to development 
time [21] and should be accounted for in projects. 
Participatory design in such contexts must take into account how 
those contexts are different. In these cases, UX designers find 
themselves in even larger responsibilities than other kinds of 
development as user populations may choose to disengage from the 
project before it can even start based on histories of sociotechnical 
subjectivities. Such contexts resist much industry talk of “best 
practices” because what is “best” in any given context is a product 
of the body-environment interaction in both experience design and 
the research process that lead to those designs.   
User experience designers become as much articulators of the 
social justice problem as advocates for user population to the rest 
of the design team. The role of contextual design expands in social 
justice contexts because the important elements the context of 
social justice problems themselves are complex.  Often time 
information design problems are nested within larger contextual 
social justice problems. Such an awareness of larger context is a 
requirement for beginning design work. Contextual design as 
interpretation should be built over time making sure to integrate 
entire teams and users.   
Understanding users’ contextual problems is a differently 
challenging task than other design situations. Hinton notes that 
context is built upon three information channels: physical 
information, semantic information, and digital information. To 
effectively design for users’ context requires an understanding of 
all three. In social justice contexts, however, the first two are often 
locked behind cultural difference between the design team and the 
user population. [4, 18]. As such, it is important for design team 
members to build interpretations over time, gathering facts, and 



making interpretations to be able share with other team members as 
well as assisting in better user verification. 
Social justice problems rarely have clear solutions even to 
stakeholders. Even when solutions to problems are obvious, there 
are resource obstacles to implementing those solutions 
tactically.  However, taking time to first understand then to develop 
and design from context, UX designers can have better 
understanding of user contexts increasing the value of their own 
work. Making sure to include tight circles of data driven contextual 
interpretations and user verification increases the strength of 
contextual design. Small tight circles of observation, reflection, and 
verification increase the probability of understanding contextual 
problems but also of successfully advocating for user populations 
to the rest of the development team.  

2.2 Affect 
Even in more corporate user experiences designers understand the 
importance of emotion in relationship to users. Design groups like 
Facebook’s Compassion Team who understand the relationships 
between technology and information systems and users’ emotional 
lives have become more common [22, 23]. Affect is important to 
social justice UX projects on at least two populations. First, of 
course, is the emotional state of the user base when they will 
encounter the tool. Social justice situations can be moments of high 
stress or risk. UX designers must frequently deal with user 
populations who might have traditionally been poorly treated by 
sociotechnical systems [18] and they might bring those frustrations 
of experiences to new tools. To be able to function properly, tools 
should understand the context of emotional states of the universe of 
users. For example, designing applications to assist survivors of 
domestic abuse must understand the emotional state users at 
various stages and design accordingly [24, 25]. 
What may be less obvious is the need to pay attention to the affect 
of the designers themselves to avoid “burnout”. As not for profit 
communications director Leslie Wolcott puts it, “In order to do this 
kind of work, you must be able to imagine the world as you want it 
to be, not just as it is,” [26]. Social justice problems are frequently 
large in scope, complex in nature, and systematic in deployment. 
When faced with challenges so overwhelming, design teams can 
become too farsighted in terms of the scale of the experience they 
are designing for, especially given social justice work’s emphasis 
on critique. Given the fact that social justice projects require longer 
lead times than industry standards [21], designers and researchers 
can begin to lose sight of goal. Setting measures of achievement 
and adapting project time frames and goals with tools like 
minimum viable products can help design teams sustain design 
approaches that take experiences as possibilities of intervention 
rather than insurmountable problems. Small achievable design 
successes help team motivation by seeing impacts and can keep 
teams motivated. 

3. OPPORTUNITIES & CHALLENGES 
3.1 Opportunities 
Social justice and user experience work provides several 
opportunities for researchers interested in such work. First, it 
provides a useful opportunity for researchers to become valuable 
members of build teams and design experiences that address 
unequal distributions of power, including information and 
resources. Experiences tied to the building of products or 
applications that are made have impacts on communities. Like 
Loveland, well-designed user experiences can coordinate large 
amounts of labor and leverage information and sociotechnical 
systems in new ways. The capacity for small amounts of 

communicative resources to coordinate networked labor is an 
important part of how advocacy organizations do their work [27]. 
Designing experiences that support that work as well as engaging 
and building new relationships and untapped knowledges has the 
capacity to have large impacts beyond what may have been possible 
even a few years ago. Good user-experiences understand contexts 
to encourage use. Lowering the cost of participation through design 
means more distributed resources can be leveraged against 
undesirable social problems.  
Social justice and user experience opportunities also provide a 
wealth of theoretical opportunities for experience designers to work 
in. theoretical work and methodological underpinnings should be 
in a constant state of testing and revision Because contexts are so 
unstable. This cycle of praxis, of theory and action, is grounded in 
the material work of experience design and research leading to 
productive revisions of theories of communication, design, and of 
social justice itself. Additionally, the “cross-cultural, cross-
disciplinary, and cross-organizational” [1] nature of such work 
helps designers practice communication to a variety of 
stakeholders. Such communicative practice can only help students 
engaged in such projects understand a variety of different 
audiences.  

3.2 Challenges 
3.2.1 Time and Development Cycles 
Perhaps the largest of challenges for UX work focused in social 
justice contexts is in the amount of lead and development time it 
takes to do [21]. Paying special attention to dwelling in user 
communities as well as the affect of both user population and 
design teams takes additional resources. Taking time, and therefore 
resources, for these sorts of UX projects goes against the ethos of 
more marketplace-driven development cycles where rapid 
prototyping and Agile development is emphasized. Even 
professional experience designers must make the case for paying 
attention to UX as worthy of resources [28]. As coders feel that 
every moment not coding is a wasted moment, convincing project 
managers to take time, or budget for lead time, to understand social 
justice context is a challenge at best. Additionally, taking the time 
to understand social justice context does not fit well into current 
trends in organizational development like Agile without some 
adjustment. However, with right environment and support in place, 
Agile development can be adapted well in service learning or action 
research classroom environments [29]. 
Of course, classrooms present their own challenges to social justice 
and UX work. While semester-long projects may allow thoughtful 
dwelling in complex contexts as well as integration of critical 
theories in applied context, maintaining relationships with user 
communities or problems after the semester becomes more 
difficult. In such developmental complex contexts [1] maintaining 
relationships with the user community being designed for is a key 
element of trust that needs to be built over time. UX development 
is hardly alone in this problem. As social justice work continues to 
capture the imagination of technical communication scholars, we 
should continue paying attention to the challenges of relationships 
with user communities and their advocates addressing both 
infrastructural and affective means. Such moves are key to 
producing work that can scale and be useful to populations long 
after scholarly contributions have been made.  

3.2.2 Recognizability 
While those in technical communication may recognize social 
justice work as a key component of rearranging sociotechnical 
systems in favor of users, social justice work in UX faces its own 



challenges in terms or recognizably. This is, in part, due several 
challenges both within industry and the academy. UX is, relatively 
speaking, a new form of technical communication thinking. While 
successful, UX designers still must struggle with making 
experience a key component of tool development [28, 30]. Such a 
lack of recognizably of the importance of experience design can 
radically shape team work flows not allowing for proper time for 
dwelling, context, or development cycles to take place. Other 
development values make dominate development cycles 
(efficiency, for example) without the proper emphasis on 
experience. Coordinating the team to recognize and ask what the 
problem actually is can be difficult in such situations but is key to 
understanding experience design opportunities and activity around 
that problem. 
In the academy, problems of funding and disciplinarily present 
other problems. First, as SJ/UX projects fall into a category of 
research that depends on slower cycles of development and initial 
investments of community engagement. Like other sorts of 
empirical community work, the production of research/knowledge 
work of such cases does not always line up well with the academic 
labor economy of communication or writing studies [31]. These 
very real disciplinary and institutional time frames which run 
longer than “semester” deliverables often have difficulty being 
recognized, and therefore funded, either externally or within 
organizations. Administrators frequently think of application 
development as revenue streams due to celebrations of the “young 
urban professional” or Silicon Valley as subjectivities of wealth. It 
can be difficult to explain to administrators and colleagues who 
think of STEM work as revenue generators that, in fact, such work 
can require amounts of resources with little payback early in 
projects. 

4. CONCLUSIONS 
In some sense, good UX development strategies and tactics would 
support good social justice work. However, not every situation is 
ideal for UX designers to research, create, and deploy their best 
work. UX development as a profession still frequently has to argue 
for its importance and is dependent on making good arguments to 
management for appropriate resources [28]. 
User experience in social justice contexts are part of a larger trend 
in professional communication to ground work in positive social 
ends. As communication and design contexts continue to multiply 
into complex contexts, User experience design focused projects 
provide unique opportunities to address the complex contexts of 
under resourced populations by drawing on humanistic traditions 
and theories of critique and intervention, while adapting them to 
design projects. 
Such complex UX contexts should be built on traditional theories 
of social justice and UX design principles and design 
methodologies adapted to specific design contexts. Design 
practices and research methods should be adapted in each context 
due to under resourced populations differing in the complex 
arrangement and history of power and resources. “Best” design 
practices shift in each context and, unlike other development 
contexts, may take longer to design. In context and design, dwelling 
within the problem of the user experience and its historical context 
is important to understand and deploy the participatory design 
process. Social justice UX projects are part of larger trends in UX 
development to design for the emotional affect of users. However, 
project managers and team members should pay more attention to 
the affect of design team members as well. 

Going forward, user experience research in social justice contexts 
provides several opportunities and challenges for researchers and 
designers. Most obviously, such work has the potential to lessen 
undesirable or unjust techno-social contexts for traditionally 
marginalized populations. At the same time, such design contexts 
provide researchers with valuable contexts to test and build 
information and design theories in the field. These advantages 
come from challenges in terms of slower design cycles that disrupt 
both industry and academic labor cycles. Additionally, like user 
experience as a field, work in UX social justice contexts is often 
times unrecognizable to both industry divisions of labor and 
traditionally academic disciplines making which can make resource 
gathering for such projects difficult.       
However, perhaps no other technological communicative research 
type has the capacity to effect lives at scale. Growth in terms of new 
communities and new economies of development that require 
specialized forms of UX deployment allow for relatively small 
teams to have significant impacts on the lives of users. The lower 
opportunity cost to move from critique to material intervention 
through UX development should allow such contexts to greatly 
contribute to both disciplinary conversations as well as improve the 
lives of users. 
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