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Abstract 
In disadvantaged communities plagued by violence, 
adolescents seek out safe spaces in which to keep their 
distance from crime and violence [1,3]. Youth are 
opting to stay indoors and turn to online spaces to 
socialize and find activities free from the crime and 
violence in their neighborhoods. However, youth are 
finding that online communities mirror the same 
violence, criminality, and harassment behaviors that 
take place outdoors in their neighborhood [7]. The 
female adolescent experience with crime, violence and 
harassment uncover a pattern of trauma and 
victimization distinct to that of their male counter parts 
[4,5,6]. We are studying conditions of gendered 
violence and discrimination, and their effect on young 
women’s online and offline daily lives. We plan to 
engage young women of color in participatory design to 
help them navigate their identities within safe spaces. 

Current Work 
In the social world of young women in disadvantaged 
neighborhoods, constant interaction with poverty, 
violence, and sexism is the norm [4,6]. Environments 
such as these heavily influence the identities of the 
young woman brought up in these spaces. As a coping 
defense to survive with the reality of these 
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circumstances, young women develop identities that 
are self-sustaining and independent [5,6], but often 
translated by others as improper behaviors that are 
labeled as aggressive, defiant, and inappropriate 
[2,5,6]. 

Studies have shown that constant exposure to violence, 
harassment and sexualization put individuals at a 
greater likelihood of trauma, victimization, and health 
risk. Of the noxious conduct online, young women of 
color often fall center to these abusive behaviors, 
comparable to what is experienced offline in their 
neighborhood and schools [4,6]. 

Research has explored communities plagued by 
violence and crime, showing how residents navigate 
their surroundings as a result [1]. Neighborhood risk 
avoidance for inner city youth reveals overlap and 
disconnect of perceived and actual harm based on 
gender. [3,4,6]. Male violence is centered on the 
activities they associate with, such as drug and gang 
activity. Female violence includes drug and gang 
involvement, but is more focused on sexual 
harassment, sexual assault, rape and threats of 
physical violence if sex is withheld [4]. 

Risk avoidance, as it pertains to young women of color, 
increases their safety within their neighborhoods yet 
restricts their activities and mobility about the same 
neighborhood. Young women are navigating their 
identities and surroundings by making decisions to stay 
indoors, avoid going out after dark, refrain from being 
alone around groups of males, travel with groups of 
friends rather than walking the neighborhood alone, 
and dress and act a certain way so as to not draw 
unwanted attention [4,6]. 

Neighborhood risk avoidance strategies do not fully 
guarantee the safety of young women, and limits their 
autonomy in how they form and present their identities. 
Collectively, to combat the negative influences of the 
neighborhood, youth are gravitating online to connect 
and communicate with each other in a safe space. 
Online social networks are being used as an alternative 
to mitigate possible victimization of the crime and 
violence surrounding them offline [7].  

For young women, we see online social networks as an 
opportunity to create distance from unfavorable offline 
environments and as opportunity to regain autonomy of 
their identities. However, social networks have been 
found to be platforms for behaviors that mimic the 
same environments young women are seeking refuge 
from [7]. Offline behaviors targeted toward young 
women of color re-emerge online in the form of 
bullying, sexual harassment and threats of violence 
[4,6]. The compounding of offline threats with new 
online techniques of harassment and shaming often 
escalates incidents to physical violence offline that 
come to a head in neighborhoods or schools [7]. 
Circumstances such as this essentially recreate 
environments online that are restrictive on young 
women’s autonomy in defining one’s identity. 

It is not easy to change the violence and crime within 
the environments these young women of color come 
from, but we could potentially shape their social worlds 
online and through technology. Our work explores 
gendered violence toward young females of color and 
how it shapes their behaviors and identities online and 
offline. Specifically, we ask: how do young women of 
color navigate their identities, rights, and opportunities 
in the age of smartphone cameras and social media?  



 

Workshop Expectations  
Our expectations from this workshop are to engage 
with other researchers in the field of human-computer 
interaction who are passionate about equity and 
inclusivity in design for underrepresented youth. We 
plan to contribute our experiences studying young 
women of color in Philadelphia who have been pushed 
out of the school system. We hope to reflect on design 
methods that are sensitive to youth who have 
experienced trauma, and discuss approaches for 
engaging populations from low resource communities.  

Discussion Questions 
As a research community, how can we use innovative 
recruitment efforts to engage more underrepresented 
youth from low resource communities in participatory 
design?  

As researchers, how do we overcome racial and 
socioeconomic boundaries to engage in equitable 
participatory design with youth from a variety of 
backgrounds? 

How can we co-design technologies that empower 
young women of color living in disadvantaged 
communities, and help them cope with trauma? 
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