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Abstract 
There is still much to be done to protect all teens from 
online risks and increase their opportunities to engage 
safely with others online, but it is important to not 
forget the needs of particularly vulnerable and “at-risk” 
youth when we embark on such endeavors. We discuss 
some of the challenges related to ensuring inclusivity 
and equity when conducting adolescent online safety 
research and attempting to design solutions that meet 
the needs of teens, especially those who benefit most 
from technology access but cannot rely on parents to 
keep them safe online. 
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Introduction 
We tend to associate “equity” and “inclusivity” in 
research with populations that have physical or mental 
disabilities, such as those with visual impairments [19] 
or who are Autistic [21]. In these cases, technology has 
been called the “great equalizer [28]” because it can 
remove barriers and provide augmented capabilities to 
those who do not have them [22]. However, with this 
framing, we may overlook populations that are 
marginalized due to other, social and cultural factors. 
For instance, when researching adolescent online 
safety, youth that identify as LGBT, suffer from eating 
disorders, or those in the foster care system [4], have 
unique sets of characteristics and challenges that 
create substantial nuance and require a deeper 
understanding of users beyond what we may typically 
attribute to a broader population of teens. 

For example, in my (Karla’s) current research with 
youth in the foster care system [3], many of these 
teens have “mixed maturity” levels, where they are 
sexually mature but emotionally stunted, leading to 
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extreme attention-seeking behaviors that put them at 
higher levels of online risk. Yet, when working with “at-
risk” teens you may not see a tangible difference 
between their needs and that of typical teens. 
However, most foster youth lack educational, economic, 
and social infrastructures, which result in significant 
inequalities and negative life outcomes, including teen 
pregnancy [16], substance abuse [15], poor health [8], 
mental illness, criminal behavior, and homelessness 
[20,23].  

Adolescent Online Safety 
As a Human-Computer Interaction (HCI) researcher 
who has extensively studied adolescent online safety in 
the context of traditional families [24–26], I (Pam) 
have realized that researchers tend to approach 
solutions from a vantage point of privilege, where 
increased parental mediation is a go-to approach for 
protecting teens online [2,7,12,13]. We also over-
emphasize the risks over the benefits of internet-
enabled technologies when it comes to our youth. This 
propagates fear-based parenting and leads to 
abstinence-only based approaches that attempt to 
shield teens from experiencing any and all online risks 
[6,24] by restricting and controlling access, instead of 
teaching teens how to navigate and become resilient to 
the risks they encounter online [11,25]. Therefore, the 
paradox is that the teens who need the most protection 
online are likely those who do not have active and 
engaged parents in the first place [27], and restricting 
access to technology as a means of protection further 
disadvantages the at-risk and vulnerable youth who 
could benefit from having access the most [31].  

Desired Workshop Outcomes 
Therefore, my goal (Pam) in attending this workshop is 
to critically engage with a community of researchers 
who are more versed (than I am) in dealing with these 
difficult issues around inclusivity and equity in design 
and practice. I am interested in learning relevant 
theories around social justice, intersectionality, and 
other topics that can help me apply these lenses in my 
own research. My interest in this workshop is originally 
derived from the fact that I was an “at-risk” youth who 
was often overlooked as a child and teen because my 
needs were not visible. But, as an adult, I don’t know 
how to tackle these issues in my own research when I 
see them manifest. By attending this workshop, I hope 
gain the following knowledge: 

• A better understanding of theories related to 
inclusivity and equity that I can apply to my own 
research practices. 

• Actionable ways to incorporate new research 
practices that can meaningfully address the 
research challenges presented below. 

Research Challenges 
We outline three of the main concerns that have arisen 
out of our research that we would like to discuss with 
the other workshop participants. 

Recruiting for Inclusivity and Equity: How do we 
engaged those who are inherently disengaged? In 
conducting family-based research, self-selection 
processes around recruitment create implicit bias 
toward parents (and, more specifically, mothers) who 
are more actively engaged in their children’s’ lives than 
those who are not [27]. Otherwise, they would not opt 
to participant in the research, nor consent for their 



 

teens to do so. Yet, this sub-population of families with 
highly involved and, likely, well-educated parents, is 
often not the population who would benefit most from 
research or evidence-based intervention programs 
developed for youth. Therefore, how do we incentivize 
participation by those who would most benefit from 
being a part of our research? In other words, how do 
we ensure inclusivity and equity in our recruiting 
practices in addition to gaining access to vulnerable 
populations that could most benefit from our work? 

Embedding Inclusivity in Design: How can we 
include diverse perspectives and engage all 
stakeholders when we design interactive systems? 
Participatory design encourages the researcher to place 
value on the stakeholder’s knowledge by allowing the 
stakeholder to share their perspectives. Researchers 
have proposed using participatory design techniques to 
involve the user in the research and design process 
[18]. This technique has been successful when working 
with teen populations [5]. Three principles that are 
known to facilitate the successful participation of teens 
are: 1) transparency – clearly expressing the objectives 
to the participant, 2) autonomy – the participant has 
control of what and how information is shared, and 3) 
literacy – the participant has both a technical and social 
knowledge of the problem. We are interested in 
understanding how we may apply this technique and 
are open to suggestions for other approaches, which 
might be appropriate for engaging in user-centric 
design processes with “at-risk” (particularly foster) 
youth. 

Evaluating Whether Design is Equitable: How we 
ensure that we are creating solutions that equally 
benefit all users in a fair way? When examining current 

approaches for protecting youth from online risks [17], 
especially those who are at highest risk [4], we found 
that many solutions rely heavily on risk prevention 
through restricting access to technology [24]. Yet, 
research shows that access to technology can be 
beneficial by reducing inequalities and providing 
valuable resources to youth; for example, it can 
facilitate social support [9] and access critical 
information related to medical health, school work, and 
future employment [10]. Thus, while such restrictive 
solutions may protect some youth, they may also 
create inequities among others, as research has shown 
that socio-economic status plays a large role in family 
values and practices around technology [1]. Therefore, 
when we designing and evaluating real-world solutions 
how can we ensure that the benefits they provide (or 
harm they cause) are equitable across all users? 
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