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ABSTRACT

CCS CONCEPTS

Gig economy platforms are having profound impacts on
when and how much we work. But it is not just the qualities of work that are changing, as these platforms have also
eroded workers’ rights in disempowering workers around
the world whilst making use of discourses of empowerment
(e.g. flexibility, entrepreneurial values) to promote themselves. ‘Switch-Gig’ aimed to explore this tension by promoting empowerment and justice through discussions of the
future with couriers, focusing on the role of technology in
this. By doing this it hoped to provide a more just response
to the attempts by digital platforms (e.g. Deliveroo, UberEats)
to marginalise and control workers. But this sort of activist
work is hard, and it is made harder by the lack of discussion
in the LIMITS community about how to weather through the
challenges inherent in the processes of ethical and activist
research. It is through discussions of the challenges that we
can learn not only more about the communities in focus, but
also from one another. In order to make space for this discussion within LIMITS, the authors focus primarily on reflecting
on their approach to the research and the process itself, over
the empirical data of the study. In doing this, they hope to
begin a discussion of why LIMITS’ researchers should share
the pains of their processes, and more effectively mobilise
the understandings of the communities we research, to move
together along the path to Meadows’ vision of 2030, and
to start challenging the powerful structures that prevent
sustainable change.

• Information systems → Collaborative and social computing systems and tools; • Human-centered computing → Collaborative and social computing.
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1

INTRODUCTION

As an interdisciplinary community that focuses on developing more resilient technologies and communities, LIMITS
draws from perspectives developed by a range of experts in
computing, anthropology, design, economics, ecology, philosophy, and beyond. There is clear value in writing about,
and translating findings and ideas from other areas into computing within limits. But the actual work of building a more
resilient society that considers ecological and societal limits
can be tough from a computing perspective, and through
the tools of software, systems, data and the methods and
patterns for design and user research alone.
LIMITS has sought to fill this gap, in specifically considering the ecological impacts of technology, and the harmony
of humanity with ecology in a future where crises of climate,
economy, and health – amongst others – may have shattering societal implications. To help consider and work through
these crises, LIMITS researchers are cross-disciplinary, often
utilising a variety of methods and approaches to critique,
translate, understand, and design, in ways that either help to
prevent such crises, or that create more resilient communities and infrastructures that can mitigate the implications of
these long-term collapses. One of the numerous elephants in
the room as a LIMITS researcher, however, is that: some of
us do not feel like we are making much progress despite our
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attempts to do so. And it is this: the going out and the doing
something; the attempts to make actual real-world progress,
within the structures that we work in, which forms the topic
of this paper. We take this on in the context of our work with
gig economy couriers.
Digital platforms, like Deliveroo, Uber, and TaskRabbit
are designed to facilitate the on-demand economy where
goods and services are procured as and when they are needed
[6]. They continue to grow in market share as they attract
evermore customers and independent workers to services
like couriering, ridesharing and cleaning. These roles are
increasingly essential to the communities they serve, yet
the workers are routinely employed on zero hour contracts
with low pay in what is commonly referred to as the gig
economy. This sort of work is described as “the exchange
of labour for money between individuals or companies via
digital platforms” [29, p.4].
To maximise return on private investment, digital platforms tend to be as financially lean as possible (e.g. lean
platforms) [38] meaning that their workers are not classified as employees due to the costs associated with employee
benefits (i.e. social security/national insurance, pension contributions, sick and parental leave, and the associated costs
of HR). Instead, the workers are classed as independents,
chaining together a string of piecemeal contracts. In the
context of courier work this leads to moments of unpaid
labour (waiting on others in the supply and demand chains,
e.g. restaurants/shops and customers) which are built into
a model whereby only collection and delivery is paid. This
piecemeal work is distributed to workers via digital platforms that use AI to makes decisions for and about workers
with little transparency (and often deliberate opaqueness)
about how those decisions are made.
This paper describes and evaluates the ‘Switch-Gig’ pilot
study, a study that sought to empower gig economy workers
to switch this model, making use of their procedural knowledge to work towards a new model that favours workers
over the platform itself. In short, we wanted to make use of
the expertise that couriers have of their work, to imagine
new alternative futures that are fairer to them. Evaluating
the process of this work is necessary, as reusable insights
have emerged in undertaking this goal which we believe to
be important to the LIMITS community. What follows then,
is an evaluation of how the overall project design interacted
not only with challenges that manifested in the project setting, but also with university structures themselves. In doing
this, we put forward implications and opportunities for the
LIMITS community and beyond, to inspire and design better
sensitised future digital justice orientated responses for the
problems faced by communities such as on-demand workers.
In doing this, we look to contribute to the discussion on
Donella Meadow’s vision of 2030 [34]. The future is latent
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and in becoming. So rather than just (accidentally) reinventing the wheel each time, we must consider our collective journeys and experiences in understanding and actively working
with marginalised communities. A large component of moving towards more equitable, fairer and more just future forms
of work requires that we learn both from one another’s experiences, as well as the communities, systems and structures
as they continue to change with time. The LIMITS community need to begin then, to reflect together on the work that
we are doing in order to inform ourselves of the challenges
that arise in activist forms of research. This will allow us,
as a community, to better react to rapidly changing circumstances, and to be agile and resilient (as researchers, and as
a community). Doing this, however, requires that a space
be made for such conversations, and specifically the critical
moments of stress and realisation in more activist forms of
research. Activist research - as conceptualised by Hale - not
only involves working directly with a community to understand the conditions of their inequality, but also involves the
formulation of strategies with them that can help to transform these conditions, whilst achieving the power necessary
to make such strategies effective [24].
We, therefore, present an account of what we learned
through implementing our research project Switch-Gig, talking about how we walked through the process of the first
phase of our co-design work with gig economy workers. It
is our hope that in doing this, we may inspire others within
LIMITS to also ‘talk the walk’ by articulating and reflecting
on their processes of working with marginalised communities (e.g. articulate how we as a community are actually
doing the things that we promote).
Changing things in the future requires detailed accounts of
what it is to do activist research now, and what its challenges
are, so we can better learn and evolve our practice. This kind
of reflection is also crucial for promoting further solidarity in
the LIMITS community, in that it helps to sensitise the community as a whole to the challenges and barriers of activist
forms of research with more marginalised communities.
2

RELATED WORK AND BACKGROUND

The impact of digital platforms on forms of gig economy
work is well documented by scholars outside of HCI who
provide commentary on topics such as workers’ rights [14],
the algorithmic control of those workers [41], the emotional
impacts of this type of work [31], as well as the perspectives
of workers from this sector [22]. In transport and logistics
research, gig economy and self-employed couriers have been
studied through an exploration of the impacts of ‘instant
deliveries’ [12, 13] as well as how flexible workforces can
be leveraged in the support of more sustainable forms of
transport (e.g. crowdshipping and portering) [32, 33].
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In HCI and LIMITS, a breadth of issues concerning the gig
economy have been taken up in the guise of: co-designing
platforms such as Turkopticon to help empower Turkers
[27]; examining this sort of work through the lens of piecework [1]; understanding our role as technologists whilst
working at the intersection between technology, labour and
design [20]; the rise of social inequality in on-demand labour
[17, 36]; exploring flexibility and time in on-demand work
[43]; the human impact of on-demand logistics [2]; alternative infrastructures to free services in surveillance capitalism
[28]; using photography in design when exploring sustainability, respect for human labour, and design for respect
[7], and; exploring the emotional toll of working for platforms such as Uber and Lyft [40]. Design fiction and fictional
abstracts have also been used to communicate and dissect
dystopian visions relating to the full-scale apocalypse [39]
as well as the collapsing of more traditional forms of work
due to automation [5].
Callum Cant, on the other hand, documents his experience
as a courier working for Deliveroo in Brighton through an
autoethnographic account [8]. But Cant does not just focus
on the work he carried out there, but also explicates the process of organising and unionising with workers, aiming to
actively challenge dominant visions of the future (e.g. originating from Deliveroo, and Silicon Valley) that may impact
workers’ rights for better or worse [8]. Others see the future
differently, for instance, in studying the opportunities for
using data to empower workers rather than oppress them
[30], or in looking to how workers are already reshaping the
gig economy [42] through the development of new models
which take on a more democratic ownership structures like
‘Platform Cooperatives’, which have been suggested to potentially right some of the wrongs of workers’ rights in this
context [4, 8]. Others are working to develop a set of guiding
principles and conventions that might promote ‘fair work’
in this context [21, 42]1 .
This is just a selection of the cross-disciplinary work that
speaks to the broad range of issues that are faced by gig economy workers. In the context of the gig economy, however,
and the approaches so far mentioned, there is a discussion
still to be had around the processes of with researching couriers, a group known to be busy, precarious and mobile. What
are the challenges of working with couriers, and what does
this tell us about this sort of work in and of itself? In fact,
what are the challenges of working with marginalized communities more generally?
When thinking of the LIMITS community in this context,
questions are raised concerning how we go about documenting our processes, how we find and engage with our communities, where can we share those moments in which plans
1 Fairwork

Foundation, https://fair.work, accessed April, 2020
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fail and we – as researchers – must get back up to try again,
to iterate and evolve our ideas and perceptions. In taking on
this discussion, we hope to carve out a space in which to
share our lessons, knowing that it is only in documenting
these mistakes and challenges that they can be discussed at
the community level.
Like many of our peers, colleagues and friends, we want
to work towards changing the lives of those in these communities, not only now but also in the future, and this cannot
be achieved through the simple collection of data and its
translation into traditional academic publications alone. So
as a community, where do we start?
This has led us to wonder whether there is a space for
discussing this within LIMITS. Earlier work suggests that
it may. Inspired by Gillian Hayes’ description of how HCI
researchers can begin to do action research, we find the
following steps resonate with us in beginning to structure
more impactful research [25]:
• Step One: Find a community partner.
• Step Two: Formulate a problem statement and some research questions.
• Step Three: Plan and execute some action.
• Step Four: Evaluate and plan again.
• Step Five: Share what you learn.
• Step Six: Don’t forget to stop to enjoy things from time
to time.
• Step Seven: Step back and trust in the sustainable change.
Reflecting on these steps, we are left wondering how often
does LIMITS actually reach Step Seven? What needs to be
changed to ‘get’ to this step? What is the relation of Step
Five to Step Seven?
Similar calls have been made previously, and in LIMITS,
though they make use of different terms and rationales. Silberman, for instance, points to a need for computing to shift
its approach in the ‘age of consequences’ [37]. In advice that
feels like a call for a shift in LIMITS’ approaches to research,
Silberman calls for researchers to:
(1) Be Embedded and Engaged - “Do research with stakeholders with whom you share deeply felt concerns and
aspirations, not research on subjects you detachedly
study”.
(2) Draw on research beyond computing to develop
a rich understanding of the relevant ecological
and social dynamics, risks, and opportunities.
(3) Maintain your system(s) over time, “Build systems
for real people to use, and maintain those systems so
they continue to be relevant in their contexts of use.”
(4) Build social and human capital, not just technology.
(5) Be prepared to change course. “You may not know
what technological contributions are called for until
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you’ve put yourself out into “the field.” And the relevant technological contributions may change over
time”.
(6) Focus on the social and ecological benefits, risks,
and consequences of real sociotechnical-ecological
practices, not on novel technologies per se.
The advice of both Hayes’ [25] and Silberman’s [37] feels
as pertinent as ever. Whilst much of the scholarship within
LIMITS considers this advice (at least in part), we observe
there to be a gap in terms of what is discussed about the
process of researching marginalised communities. To what
extent do we share what we learn (Step Five [25]) and in
what ways are we prepared to change courses (point 5 [37])?
It is our view that we simply do not articulate fully, or reflect
enough upon our experiences and the ways in which we
changed courses: those warts ‘n all stories.
Before tackling this elephant in the room, we must point
to another, one which also stands in our way. One of the
largest barriers to successfully delivering activist and ethical
research that can contribute to a reshaping of society is going against the grain of socioeconomic structures that hold
academia, our communities, as well as the ideals of LIMITS
back. At this point we must acknowledge that capitalism and
neoliberalism thrives on exploiting workers, society and the
environment for financial capital, and holds this exploitation
in place. Ekbia and Nardi analyse the far ranging impacts
of digital technology on labour in the context of capitalism
and visions of how this could be reconfigured [18]. Perhaps
a missing step from Hayes’ guidance is “Step Five-A: Bring
down global capitalism” as well as for Silberman “(6a) Consider social and ecological benefits over economical ones to
prepare for a future of LIMITS”. These are steps that the authors themselves support, and as you will see in the coming
sections, struggle to contend with in the context of academic
research. Despite this, bringing down or reconfiguring capitalism is beyond the scope of this article. Whilst the experiences and frustrations shared in this paper are, no doubt,
a byproduct of capitalism, the role of this paper is not to
commentate on capitalism, but instead provide a foothold
for those looking to tackle the structures and situations that
present themselves when attempting to do ethical and activist research within the context of LIMITS. In doing so we
turn our head to beginning an open discussion at LIMITS
about the methods we use, the barriers we face, and how we
work around them as a community in order to build traction
for some sort of change.
This paper attempts to carve out a space in which LIMITS
scholars can share what they have learned, not just what
they find, by doing just that: reflecting on the project as a
whole and sharing our experiences.
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SWITCH-GIG: ORIGINS, AIMS AND STORY.

Switch-Gig looked to speak to the real-world limits of courier
work in a political economy that pushes workers into precarious and highly competitive working arrangements, whilst
prioritising unsustainable forms of transportation of food
and goods [10, 23]. It aimed to challenge how workers are
made vulnerable through their employment with on-demand
platforms, using worker perspectives about the future of
the gig economy to do this. The intention was to ‘research
through design’ [44], to develop rich understandings by codesigning with couriers some plausible systems that could
communicate and challenge particular issues faced by participants in their work; thus helping to identify potential
routes for further development, and learning more about
couriers’ visions of the future in the process. Informed by
the practice of critical [16] and adversarial design [15], we
wanted the research to be grounded in the practical and immediate needs of an increasingly marginalised workforce.
Methods and tools common to co-design were mobilised,
including cultural probes [19] delivered through workshops
intended to capture perspectives from on-demand couriers,
whilst collaborating with them to imagine other possible futures through ideation and iterative co-design activities [35].
In doing this, we hoped to re-imagine with them how technologies might better support just, dignified and equitable
futures for couriers. In short, the objective of ‘Switch-Gig’
was to empower gig economy couriers by generating design
provocations and speculative concepts that shed light on the
otherwise-invisible experiences of workers.
This project builds on previous work conducted by the
main author of this paper [3]. This earlier work was concerned with the related topic of the last-mile in courier work,
yet its focus on the ‘efficiency’ and optimality of that work,
in pursuit of ecological sustainability, actually provided opportunities for platforms to further exploit their workers
through Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) and measurements [3]. Whilst presenting, the now collaborator and coauthor, Ben Kirman, was critical that the work did not consider the voices of gig economy couriers who were already
marginalised, and who would likely be further impacted if
the author’s design opportunities were taken up by delivery
platforms. After some critical reflection [2, 4] and having
gained some inspiration from Turkopticon [27], Bates & Kirman acknowledged that there were opportunities to work
with gig economy couriers and other associated stakeholders
(i.e. cooperative movements, industry and unions) to begin
to imagine new and fairer futures through design. It was
from these roots that ‘Switch-Gig’ was realised.
And so, a grant was developed for a pilot project funded
through the Not-Equal network (a UKRI funded Network+),
a network that “aims to foster new collaborations in order to

Let’s start talking the walk: Capturing and reflecting on our limits when working with gig economy workers

create the conditions for digital technology to support social
justice” [11]2 . A core requirement of Not-Equal proposals
is that they “facilitate collaborations between academics and
non-academic communities”. In centering the grant around
fairness, we would make use of couriers as active collaborators in the project, build collaborative links with the courier
branch of the Independent Workers of Great Britain (IWGB)
union3 , alongside an inclusion of others with a stake in thinking about the future of the gig economy (Miralis4 , Future
City Logistics5 , and Cooperatives UK6 ).
With fairness in mind, it was decided that all decisions
made in relation to this work would have to follow as ethical
a practice as possible. Work then began to facilitate the workshops proposed; developing their structure and plan, and the
cultural probes needed to facilitate the planned discussions.
Recruitment was undertaken, and meetings were conducted
to iterate both the structure of the workshops, the themes we
were hoping to access, as well as the cultural probes needed
to develop the co-design elements of the project. Making use
of pre-existing work [8] from this space and the visions of
the future presented in that (from Deliveroo, from Silicon
Valley experts, and from the perspective of Cooperatives),
these plans and ideas were further iterated – with the cultural probes drawing inspiration from this autoethnographic
account. The co-design workshops were then held; with 10
participants split across two workshops, one in Manchester
and one in York. The workshops were full days, allowing
ample time to work with participants, to understand the
nuances of their perspectives as couriers, and the varying
experiences between them.
Despite the above description’s appearance, the process
was far from seamless. There were various barriers and challenges faced, despite the research group’s coherence around
the agendas and goals of the project; these being: to work
with couriers, fairly, to imagine together future scenarios
that might better help their working conditions. In short, we
wanted to do something with their perspective that might
help to change current conditions now, and in the future.
Despite our group’s coherence, what follows delineates how
this was more a process of ‘muddling through’ [9], and that
was despite our pre-existing knowledge of the community
prior to beginning this work.

2 Not-Equal,

https://not-equal.tech, accessed April 2020
accessed April 2020
4 https://www.miralis.co.uk, accessed April 2020
5 https://futurecitylogistics.com, accessed April 2020. Future City Logistics
is a consultancy focusing on issues of sustainability and social justice in
logistics and is made up of Ian Wainwright, who worked as Head of Freight
at Transport for London
6 https://www.uk.coop/uk, accessed April 2020
3 https://iwgb.org.uk,
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REFLECTIONS FOR LIMITS

We now provide four broad reflections that we believe can
be re-appropriated by others within LIMITS hoping to mobilise the knowledge they have of their communities, when
undertaking more activist and ethical forms of research. We
hope that these reflections prove useful for the rest of the
LIMITS community.
The four broad points include: engaging your grassroots
communities; keeping your notion of value flexible; combining expertise at the right time, and the challenges of activist
research within university structures.
Engaging with the Grassroots Community
Despite the prior work of the authors, and the knowledge
that they already had about their community of interest (see
[2–5]), there were challenges involved in making use of this
expertise in this project. This is because knowing – on paper
– that couriers are a busy, mobile and moving community is
much different to experiencing it in practice. Consequently,
our first reflection is that knowledge of, and experience of
working with communities are two distinct issues, and that
knowledge does not always neatly translate.
For Switch-Gig, this played out in several ways, predominantly in the recruitment phase of the project, when for
example, our contact with the IWGB fell through7 and, we
also had difficulties in developing a rapport with couriers
(especially in Manchester). Whilst in York recruitment was
a little easier, due in part to an active WhatsApp community (which allowed word to travel quickly) and an alreadyexisting relationship with local union members, recruitment
in Manchester was more challenging.
As a larger city than York, with a more dispersed central
area, developing a rapport with busy, mobile and moving
individuals in Manchester was more difficult. And this is not
because we did not already have a sense of the qualities of
courier work before starting. This, as an experience of the
community, however, translated in us running up and down
Manchester’s Oxford Road, attempting to spot less-busylooking couriers, or those potentially already on a break, in
the hope of striking up a conversation. Though, again, we
already knew that they were often treated as data points (by
the platforms they work for, as well as researchers interested
in those platforms) it was challenging to fully explicate our
interest in fairness for them, as well as the details of the
project and participation in the form of a quick elevator pitch
(in the classic Mancunian rain) specifically when interrupting
their attempts to work.
7 The

IWGB is a independent union meaning that the resources are prioritised on recruitment, supporting members, strike actions, and on case work.
Originally we had planned to work with the IWGB to co-design elements
of the workshop and help with recruitment.
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Keeping Your Notion of Value Flexible
Our second reflection revolves around the notion of value in
the project and how this changed during the process. This
is because: we – as researchers – may think we know what
might generate value in our contexts, but we must be agile
and adaptable enough to respond to the experiences and
needs of the communities of interest.
This reflection was generated through various moments
from the process, however, we focus here on the plans that
were made when compared to the experience of carrying
them out. In making use of the cross-disciplinary expertise
of the research group (Computer Science, Design and Sociology), our belief was that the ‘real’ value of the work proposed
would be generated through the cultural probe elements of
our plans. These cultural probes were, as already described,
meticulously planned, developed and iterated, before being
tried out by the researchers prior to the workshops. And yet,
when it came to the workshops themselves, there was little
engagement from the participants (and in response to this,
the researchers) with the probes themselves. Though they
were ‘better’ developed than other elements of the workshop’s activities, they just did not ‘fit’ with the conversations
being had. The couriers knew already what they wanted to
discuss, and required no probes from the researchers to do
so. This, much like the experience of recruiting, relates to
what Holcombe identifies as a false sense of a researcher’s
own knowing and expertise, in short, their arrogance [26].
So whilst it is important to be prepared for running workshops (design or otherwise) as planned, by examining the
existing literature as well as carefully considering all the
ethical dimensions in a well-structured research process, the
actual value from the workshops came from the generative
conversations that were had, and the more open-ended workshop exercises, over the cultural probes themselves. It was
the space provided by the workshops, for the participants
to articulate their experiences, questions, and grievances in
relation to their daily work experiences that the real value
was generated, not the method of cultural probes alone.
Some of the less developed ‘back-up’ activities, for instance, a map-drawing exercise (without formal instructions)
generated some of the most useful conversations. This mapdrawing exercise allowed our participants to engage with the
city they worked in between themselves, about both their
collective and individual experiences of working in the city,
whilst articulating changes and developments in the platform and its impacts on the spatiality of their work. Whilst
the maps as an activity were serendipitously included after
the more well-developed cultural probes, this example goes
to show that – at times – research itself is about adaptability
to a notion of what you believe to be valuable, over well
thought out plans and research processes alone.
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Combining Expertise at the Right Time – Couriers,
Industry and the Union
There are many actors who have expertise in, and a stake and
interest in the future of the gig economy (i.e. platforms, workers, and associated industries, like our collaborators Future
City Logistics, Miralis and Cooperatives UK, though others
exist e.g. policy makers, app developers and data providers
too). It can, however, be tempting to make use of all forms
of expertise at once, concurrently engaging with them all
throughout the entire research process; particularly when
they have already expressed an interest in involvement.
It is far more important, however, to ensure that the appropriate expertise is mobilised at the appropriate time. For
instance, in wanting to discuss alternative and fairer futures
with gig economy workers (i.e. the informal yet real experts
of this sort of work), we had to resist the temptation to also
invite our industry partners to these workshops – in the
knowledge that formal experts of the field would have a
different perspective (and agenda) on that future, and potentially more power in defining its direction. Whilst – in
reality– this combination of perspectives was particularly
interesting to us, at the point of writing this article we are yet
to engage with our industrial partners. Though the original
plan was to include them in the workshops, after consulting
our academic expert working group, we made the decision
not to. They articulated that many tech companies and platforms talk to each other, meaning that riders and couriers
who may feel that they are being watched and controlled
by technology already, might be additionally sensitive to
the presence of related industry players. We were aware of
stifling any ideas they might propose that could impact their
work or even be co-opted by the platforms and app designers for further profit. To ensure then that we combine their
expertise appropriately, our revised plans are to develop several prototypes from the workshop output (Phase 2, in prep)
and then elicit commentaries and reflections from industrial
partners to be presented alongside these prototypes. This
sort of approach better attends to the imbalance of power
already experienced by these workers.
Power dynamics were felt by the research team to be a
core challenge of this sort of work. This is because creating
a ‘safe’ space for open conversation about the platforms was
key in allowing for the riders to talk openly about their experiences and how they would like to see the landscape change
in the future. These participants were all savvy and driven,
perhaps born out of the necessity to be on their toes both
literally in the city as they tiptoe through the landscape, but
also metaphorically when it comes to dealing with the platforms and protecting their income. Clearly these participants
are experts in their own fields, and the value of the workshop
came from providing space for that expertise to be shared.
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This likely would have been hindered by including representatives and associates of the platforms, or local policy
makers and other road using and city dwelling communities
(e.g. taxi drivers, customers, restaurant owners/workers).

Activist Approaches within University Structures:
Fairness and Other Pressure Points.
The fourth reflection was of most surprise to the research
team and it relates to the challenges of taking on more activist
approaches within university structures.
Having written a grant that centred around fairer futures
for gig economy workers, approved by the funder (also interested in fairness) it was assumed that the ethical features
(i.e. fair payment, timing the workshop during ‘cold spots’
in a courier’s week) built into the grant would be ‘allowed’
by the universities employing us. Specifically, we wanted to
ensure that we were paying a living wage to the couriers
who would be sharing their expertise with us, recognising
the labour-intensive process of a six to eight hour workshop,
but also recognising that time taken to participate in our
workshop would take away time in which they could work.
However, the central institutional research ethics guidance’s own conceptualisations around fairness created a conflict in the project, and another barrier to overcome. For them,
paying participants for their time at this rate was problematic
as they argued it was potentially coercive. After much discussion to navigate the nuances of these issues, the recognition
of couriers as expert professionals – by the ethics committee
– allowed them to be employed as fixed-rate contractors on
the project, with the rate being determined in relation to a
living wage. The important distinction here, for them, was
that methods of co-design centred entirely on their role as
experts in this within this field.
Setting this up took time away from the research process,
time which we did not really have planned within the short
time frame of a pilot project (6 months, though only 12 weeks
of paid labour). The time frame proposed barely had the space
in which to formally hire two research associates to support
the workshops, given the length of time required for new
staff to be processed through university HR systems. This
shortness of timing was only further impacted by the UK
university strikes of early 2020, and the COVID-19 related
closures of March 2020
In short, there is much effort and time involved in trying
to research fairness and in attempting to do so fairly. Finding
the space to do this within the existing university structures,
even with a sympathetic funding body, can be an uphill
battle.

5

ICT4S’20, June 2020, Bristol, UK

CONCLUSION - REFLECTING ON RESEARCH
PROCESSES IN THE CONTEXT OF DONELLA
MEADOWS’ FUTURE WORLD OF 2030.

Having presented these reflections on the process of working
with couriers to imagine new and fairer futures, it is crucial
to highlight that these challenges and barriers did not occur
neutrally and often interacted with one another. For instance,
we have referred to the dynamics of power in the context of
working with couriers and other stakeholders, and we also
referred to the view of paying couriers fairly for their time in
research processes. However, we did not refer to the way in
which the university’s conception of fairness mattered more
than our own when deciding about payment, due to their
power in our working arrangements with the funder. Nor did
we refer to the way in which, despite all our concerns around
power imbalances in working with couriers, none of those
who participated actually seemed to care that much about
the power of the platforms that they worked for, and were
quite forward – in fact – in sharing data with us throughout
the workshop, without being asked directly or prompted to
do so.
These challenges and barriers and their interactions, matter in important ways as they reveal qualities of the communities that we research. But there are other ways in which
such challenges matter for us as a community, so we now
provide a short word on why accounts of this type are – in
our view – lacking specifically in the LIMITS community,
before moving onto relate these ideas to Meadows’ vision of
2030.
Academic research is afflicted by the continual and fastpaced research-and-publish cycle, in which promotion and
hiring criteria depend on the quick publication of a large
number of research outputs. This easily lends itself to highly
sanitised descriptions of methods and of projects, whereby
the ups and downs and processes of muddling through [9] are
redacted to a simple and easily-digestible final form. These
final forms hide the conflicts, moments of confusion and
battles inherent in working with marginalised communities
in ethical ways, specifically when situated within university
and research structures.
In obscuring the actuality of these processes, we also obstruct the sharing of valuable lessons garnered through working with marginalized communities. Even with expertise
about the community to hand, practice and paper differ massively, and it is difficult to know how plans will differ to
their actual implementation. However, many in the LIMITS
community share our concern for the ethical, even if their
context differs. So, we can learn from one another, and we
can share the lessons learnt through the process to avoid a
reinvention of the ethics’ wheel each time a new research
project is undertaken.
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By avoiding such a reinvention, we can also be upfront and
honest about the limits of academic and research structures
themselves, and the challenges of more activist forms of
research, within such structures. Though sometimes these
challenges are cohort or community specific (e.g. chasing
cycle couriers in the rain), other times they are structural
(e.g. getting a university to pay an invoice in reasonable time,
university strikes), or societal (e.g. COVID-19). And there
is still a lack of academic space to talk honestly about the
pains, challenges, shortcomings etc. of our research, to be
humble and to do better by helping others to do better.
If we are even to attempt to subvert established systems,
we must be activist in our research. Whilst there are indeed
approaches and processes for doing more practical forms
of activist research [25, 37] we need to reflect more as a
community on how these plans actually work out in practice.
What are the barriers to these kinds of projects, and what
does it mean to build relationships with communities and to
do this kind of work with them?
Activist research, of course, requires power, a capacity
which is challenging to harness either as an individual researcher, or in an individual project. But we can harness it
together as a community. If we hope to contribute towards
Meadows’ vision of the future, we need to not only understand and empower the marginalised communities that we
research, but also to challenge the academic community in
which we sit. Being open and honest about the ways in which
academic structures themselves limit research around fairness is an important first step in this direction. But another
important step is to move beyond the folk tales told amongst
action researchers about how to bend the systems we study,
and to discuss our attempts (and their failures) more publicly,
and in more formal arenas.
It is through this sort of discussion that we can – together
– begin to work towards Donella Meadows vision of 2030, a
vision which touches on the inclusivity of platforms and of
technology, reflecting the world’s diversity whilst at the same
time uniting cultures with relevant, accurate, timely, unbiased, and intelligent information, presented in its historic
and whole-system context. Given that the future is always in
becoming, in that the here and now matters greatly for what
follows, it is clear that activist approaches are essential if we
are to move from understanding to steering the contexts in
which people are marginalised by technologies. However,
we simply do not have the time to reinvent the wheel each
and every time a new project begins, and so we invite others
to also talk (us through) the(ir) walk. We must share our
pains, and the gains of activist research and its processes, to
learn from one another and to improve the chances we have
of beginning to enact change in the communities that we
study.
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