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ABSTRACT 
The need for engaging with values in the processes of design has 
gained increasing attention in the last decades of Human-
Computer Interaction research. However, literature that critically 
outlines the way values serve research and design is scant. In this 
paper, we draw on a case study of researching and designing 
parental media controls as a starting point to critically reflect on 
the way that values serve design. Firstly, we argue that research 
on identifying, listing and defining sets of values should be 
complemented with story-based illustrations of values that 
communicate the situated and concrete nature of how values 
matter in and for design practice. Secondly, we highlight that even 
the most idealistic attempt to account for all stakeholders’ voices 
does not eliminate issues related to power. We posit that a more 
nuanced understanding of power is needed where we move 
beyond the ideal of striving for identical power symmetry and 
embrace more authentic alternatives where we are accountable for 
the imbalances in respectful and open conversations instead. We 
conclude by reopening the debate on how values serve design, 
pointing to the potential of continuous engagements with values 
as hypotheses. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
In the last decades of Human-Computer Interaction scholarship, 
the need for researching values in the process of interaction design 
has gained increasing attention [4,15], extending the previously 
mainstream utilitarian design concerns. The design of technology 
is considered a moral endeavor [13], bearing a complex set of 

values [2]. This calls for increased methodological accountability 
in that researchers and designers are expected to explicitly engage 
with values in the processes of design [6]. 
In this paper, we reflect on a case study of parental controls that 
was conducted in this sprit of value-sensitive design to outline 
important strengths and challenges that we faced while engaging 
with values in the process of design. This case study has been 
reported in previous work, and hence we refer to [11] for the 
details on the theoretical groundings, methodological approach, 
and results. The study was considered successful in achieving a 
more explicit engagement with values, as reported in our findings. 
It did, however, also leave us with some open questions that are of 
high relevance to Charting the Next Decade for Value Sensitive 
Design that is the theme of this Workshop. This case study is used 
as an anchor to further reflect on the way values serve research 
and design by opening a more general discussion on the issues 
related to doing, communicating, and using research findings on 
values; inviting a more nuanced discussion of issues related to 
power; and putting forward the notion of values as hypotheses as 
a starting point for reorienting the scholarship on values and 
design.  

Firstly, we argue that research on identifying, listing, or defining 
sets of values should be complemented with story-based 
illustrations of values in order to communicate the situated and 
concrete nature of how values matter in and for design practice. 
Secondly, we highlight that even the most idealistic attempt to 
account for the stakeholders’ voices does not resolve the issues 
related to power. Rather, a nuanced understanding and 
engagement of issues related to power in the design process is 
needed. We conclude by reopening the debate on the relationship 
of values and design, pointing to the understanding of values as 
hypotheses [7]. We argue that this conceptualization of values 
shifts the focus of attention on how values advance the process of 
inquiry by forming and reforming our understanding of the 
problems at hand and the judgment of possible (designerly) 
courses of action.  

2. CASE STUDY 
The case study we draw on to critically reflect on the role of 
values in design, revolves around the design of parental controls 
for mediating young children’s media use [11]. This case presents 
a rich space for considering values as the (often heated) debates 
on parental mediation are explicitly value laden. The mediation 
strategies adopted by parents are closely interwoven with their 
values of ‘good parenting’ and their beliefs towards children’s 
(mediated) play and learning opportunities [1]. Moreover, value 
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judgments regarding parental mediation play a fundamental role 
in Internet governance policy making [12] and debates about 
children’s rights in the digital age [10]. These discussions tend to 
move back and forth between the social values of children’s 
freedom of expression versus safety and protection.   

From parents’ point of view, the position one takes toward above 
values has a strong influence on what is believed to be an 
‘appropriate’ parental mediation tool, as each tool privileges 
certain kinds of mediation over others. In general, the majority of 
tools that claim to support parents in the mediation of their 
children’s digital media use afford restrictions such as limiting 
access to websites or online activities, screen-time limits, 
preventing unwanted app purchases, or setting different user 
protections [9]. Most tools rely on rule-oriented control methods 
pre-configured by parents [8] and aim to comply with Children’s 
Online Privacy Protection Act (COPPA). In doing so, they align 
well with parental mediation styles that focus on restrictions and 
monitoring. Broadly conceived and utilized to mitigate risks, these 
tools miss out on other ways of conceiving mediation practices 
such as ones that are oriented towards the benefits that the digital 
world can provide to children by requiring more active 
engagement from parents. This complex interplay between risks 
and benefits clearly demonstrates that the design of parental 
control software is not value free, as it seeks to keep certain 
possibilities open for children to play, learn, and socialize while 
limiting others. Nevertheless, the responsibility to consciously and 
critically design for these affordances is largely overlooked. 
Therefore, in [11], we set out to inquire into the values related to 
parental mediation with a thorough consideration of the notion of 
the child herein. 

We were driven to the problem statement of our case study with 
the aim to critically consider a broad spectrum of values related to 
parental mediation that were not limited to mitigating risks but 
equally accounted for other parenting concerns and aims such as 
fostering learning opportunities. To do so, in our case study [11] 
we adopted the value-sensitive design tripartite methodology [5] 
and aimed to identify the values that were relevant to the context 
of parental mediation as well as formulate design guidance on 
how to apply these insights into design practices for the next-
generation of parental mediation software. At the moment of 
publishing our case study [11], the conceptual and empirical 
phases were finalized and the technical investigation was still in 
its planning phase. In terms of value identification, we firstly 
engaged in a conceptual investigation to identify and articulate 
our values as researchers since we acknowledged that these would 
greatly impact the way we approached and defined the problem 
space. Secondly, through three sub-studies of empirical 
investigations (see further), we analyzed the value(s) (conflicts) in 
families with young children as well as the value considerations 
made by corporate stakeholders. In terms of the applications of 
these insights, we engaged in a critical reflection to align these 
(often contradictory) values from the various stakeholders, serving 
the multi-faceted thinking about designing parental mediation 
controls. 

3. RECOUNTING HOW VALUES WERE 
IN ACTION 
In what follows, we will present the results of our reflection on 
the value-sensitive design case study. We will not discuss the 
findings and thus the ‘outcomes’ of the case study per se. We will, 
however, point to the main lessons that we learned by recounting 
how the theoretical and methodological value-orientedness shaped 

our research practices and raised some challenges that are worthy 
of consideration as we chart the next decade of value-sensitive 
design. 

3.1 Issues in Identifying and Applying Values 
in Design 
Firstly, starting from the premise of identifying values and 
formulating insights to apply these values in design, confronted us 
with the challenge of capturing and communicating what we had 
learned through our tripartite methodology.  

Reflecting on the conceptual investigation, we were challenged to 
find ways to summarize the insights from literature. While 
communicating among the authors about the values that appeared 
to matter in the theoretical works on parental mediation, child-
computer interaction, sociology of childhood and child 
development, we mapped the values at stake along Schwartz’ 
value inventory [14], see Figure 1. This value inventory was 
perceived as a practical way to categorize our findings along clear 
value dimensions and distinguish where previous work has put 
most emphasis on. This overview triggered interesting discussions 
regarding the design opportunities inherent to the least ‘popular’ 
quadrants, given the current state-of-the-art in parental controls. 
Nevertheless, in reflecting on design opportunities, we were also 
challenged to arrive at an in-depth understanding of the context 
and explore the complexities of the problem space. So while the 
value inventory did trigger relevant debates and provided us with 
a valuable overview of where the current state-of-the-art is to be 
situated, it equally hampered us to account for the richness and the 
contextual nature of parents’ reflections and concerns about 
children’s media usage where multiplicity of values were at work. 

Reflecting on the empirical phase of our research, the results 
clearly succeeded in identifying values that matter in designing 
for parental mediation controls. During the empirical data 
gathering and for the communication of the results, however, we 
were faced with the challenge of finding appropriate ways to talk 
about values in order to incite an in-depth empathic understanding 
of the issues among the project partners, research participants and 
the broader research community.  

 

 
Figure 1. Schwartz’ Value Inventory: Accounting for Value 
Oppositions 
 



To account for this, we for instance experimented with the use of 
personas. The results of the empirical study on the motivations 
that drive parents in mediating their children were then translated 
into six personas based on the typical skeleton of having an 
identity (including name, picture, and demographic information) 
as well as an accompanying scenario to convey the challenges 
involved in the parental mediation practices of young children at 
home. These personas were used as a means to communicate 
values to others, for instance as sensitizing input in the expert 
workshop with the corporate stakeholders. It was our belief that 
these personas were a good compromise between summarizing the 
most important findings without losing the story and contextual 
elements in our reporting of the results. 

Our goal to identify and categorize values provided us with a 
high-level categorization and a straightforward rhetorical device 
to talk about values, detect possible value conflicts, and formulate 
design opportunities to apply these values. However, through this 
process we observed that we lost much of the original richness of 
our research and the power of the stories. Additionally, it led us to 
simplifying what the design opportunities could be without truly 
exploring and illustrating the complexity of the problem space. 
The issues involved with identifying and communicating values 
that could serve these particular situations, were also identified by 
reviewers who commented upon an earlier, full paper version of 
our case study. This is exemplified in the comments of one of the 
reviewers who found that the paper “did not offer enough 
descriptive data to serve as a good descriptive paper.”  

Based on this observation, we argue that each attempt to 
summarize findings, list values or identify the stated values goes 
hand in hand with a reduction of the original richness of the 
stories that capture the unfolding of values in action. This poses a 
potential impediment to both communicating the research findings 
for theoretical understanding and practical design. Therefore, we 
want to turn the attention back to the stories that withhold the 
concrete data of these values. The stories that are told in the 
process of ethnographic and participatory research hold the 
richness of our findings and foreground its situated and concrete 
nature in action.  

3.2 Considering Power  
Secondly, even though the rationale for the case study’s [11] 
research design started from the ideal of accounting for the voices 
of various stakeholders, the endeavor to align values presented us 
with challenges related to power when it came to deciding on the 
selection and weight given to certain values in design. These 
issues presented themselves both at a theoretical and 
methodological level. 

On a methodological level, the issues of power surfaced as we 
reflected on our own impact as researchers in crafting the 
procedure such as who was to be heard, when, and how.  In the 
case study, we focused on the values that mattered for parents as 
well as those that the designers of parental controls are concerned 
with. We do acknowledge, though, that there are more relevant 
stakeholders to be heard, but practical concerns limited the 
number of participants we included in our research.  Our 
empirical investigations included three rounds of data gathering. 
Firstly, we engaged in a sub-study 1 to uncover corporate 
stakeholder values. Then, a sub-study 2 followed wherein we 
aimed to uncover parental values in the home context. Finally, in 
a third sub-study, the stakeholders were presented with the results 
of the previous sub-studies and requested to discuss if and how 
they could account for the values of both stakeholder groups in 

the further design and development of a parental mediation 
application. Clearly, recounting on this (and any value-sensitive 
design) procedure brings many power issues to light, related to the 
stakeholders involved, the order in which they are heard, the 
procedures in which value negotiations are moderated, and the 
manner that value conflicts are solved.  
On a theoretical level, too, our actions as value-sensitive design 
researchers were not neutral, even though the entire case study 
was set up with the goal to be as transparent as possible and give 
each stakeholder a fair chance to be heard. We do acknowledge 
that by having chosen Schwartz’ value inventory [14] and 
adhering to the tripartite methodological approach inherent to 
what is referred to as value-sensitive design [5], we set up a lens 
that also shaped our data selection and analysis. In a similar vein, 
being active in the field on Interaction Design and Children has 
shaped our notion of the child as an active agent, which is not an 
evident premise in all research disciplines; nor is it a universally 
applicable principle in all situations that parents face when raising 
their children.  

These observations indicate that in value-sensitive design studies, 
it is important to give voice to the difficulties experienced by the 
research team and their own values. Additionally, the idea that the 
inclusion of voices and stakeholders does not eliminate the need 
to carefully consider power dynamics is consistent with other 
researchers’ reflection on the process of participatory design [1, 
3], and confirms the need for a more nuanced understanding of 
power in the design process.   

3.3 Values (not) Doing Design 
The idea that the significant work of engaging with values 
involves their identification, listing, or accurate definition may 
imply that once identified, the work of applying values is 
straightforward. In our case study, we observe that in spite of 
having gone through the process of identification and 
categorization of values acquiring a rich collection of data, the 
work of designing mediation technologies does not naturally and 
unproblematically unfold. We are still faced with the challenge of 
judging the work of these values in design. This is particularly 
complicated, as we observe in stories that parents share situations 
where seemingly opposing values such as children’s safety and 
autonomy, or free exploration and time management, are both 
equally relevant.   

The conception of values as hypotheses is one that could be a 
starting point in charting the next decade of value sensitive design 
[7]. Remembering the etymological roots of hypothesis to mean 
"to put under", this conception of values points to their provisional 
and living nature: the facts of a situation are put under scrutiny in 
light of values; while the plurality of values are put under 
examination in concrete situation of design. This conception of 
values shifts the focus of attention from attempts to identify, list 
or precisely define values toward portraying their service in 
action. In so doing, we seek an understanding of how values 
advance design practice and design-based inquiry. 

4. CONCLUSION 
In this reflection paper, we put forward some of the challenges 
that we faced in adopting a value-sensitive design process. As 
evidenced by a concrete case study, we could point to the 
worthiness of engaging explicitly with values in design practice. 
Nonetheless, a reflection on the value-sensitive design process 
itself also revealed important issues that would require a 
rethinking of its dominant theoretical and methodological grounds 



and that we are proposing to discuss at the Workshop. More 
particularly, in our attempt to identify and communicate values 
through categorizations, we were facing the risk of losing the fine-
grained details of our results and presenting a simplified 
worldview where the situatedness surrounding values is lost. We 
also observed that being inclusive of the many voices does not 
unproblematically flatten the hierarchies. Thinking through the 
explicit and implicit power hierarchies remains an issue to 
consider throughout the design process. Additionally, the original 
conception that values can be identified and categorized, may 
(implicitly) convey that once identified, the work of applying 
values is straightforward. We think, however, that the question of 
how these values serve design, is one that is particularly worthy of 
theoretical reflection as we chart the next decade of value 
sensitive design. 
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