
The Collaboration Paradox: Confronting Colonial Legacies in
South-North Projects

Sarah Rüller∗
Konstantin "Kosta" Aal∗
sarah.rueller@uni-siegen.de
konstantin.aal@uni-siegen.de

University of Siegen
Siegen, Germany

Laura Gianna Guntrum
guntrum@peasec.tu-darmstadt.de
Technical University of Darmstadt

Darmstadt, Germany

Reem Talhouk
reem.talhouk@northumbria.ac.uk

Northumbria University
Newcastle upon Tyne, United

Kingdom

Shaimaa Lazem
shaimaalazem@gmail.com

City of Scientific Research and
Technological Applications

Alexandria, Egypt

Volker Wulf
volker.wulf@uni-siegen.de

University of Siegen
Siegen, Germany

Dave Randall
dave.randall@uni-siegen.de

University of Siegen
Siegen, Germany

ABSTRACT
This special interest group invites participants to critically examine
the complex interplay between interventionist Information and
Communication Technology (ICT) projects and (historical) contexts
of conflict and colonialism. It aims to open conversations on the
multitude of challenges, barriers, and lessons learned around South-
North collaborations1, particularly in contexts with a colonial past
and present, including researchers and research participants safety,
data ’security’, applied ethics, and methodologies. This SIG aims
at jointly developing ideas on how we, as academic researchers,
can navigate and reframe the power dynamics inherent in global
South-North collaborations.

CCS CONCEPTS
•Human-centered computing→ Empirical studies in HCI;
Ethnographic studies; Computer supported cooperative work.
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1 INTRODUCTION AND MOTIVATION
"We must remind ourselves that to enter another’s world as a re-
searcher is a privilege, not a right". [12]

The discourse around information and communication technol-
ogy (ICT) projects in the Global South has often focused on their
potential to bridge gaps and foster innovation. However, these nar-
ratives often overlook the deeply rooted historical contexts and
power dynamics that shape such projects [7, 8, 16]. This workshop
aims to delve into these complexities, recognizing that the legacies
of colonialism continue to influence contemporary collaborations
between the Global North and South.

In many cases, South-North projects related to ICT usage are em-
bedded in frameworks that may inadvertently perpetuate colonial
attitudes and power imbalances [1, 2, 13, 16, 24]. These dynamics
manifest themselves in a variety of ways, from the imposition of
external agendas on local communities to the marginalization of
indigenous knowledge systems. As a result, the true potential of
these projects is often undermined by an unequal distribution of
power and resources, leading to outcomes that may benefit the
North more than the South [23].

Globally, more and more armed conflicts and crises arise and
therefore, research has bend and is conducted in more sensitive
and volatile contexts. However, questions related to the practical
ethics of conducting certain types of research do not necessarily
play a major role [3]. Furthermore, standardized ethical procedures
often do not comply with "real world issues" [10]. Often research is
extractive, increase power asymmetries and researchers often do
not reflect on which information they share and which role they
hold and how they share discourses [9, 17]. Therefore, there is a
need to continuously reflect on research ethics and power imbal-
ances, by taking e.g., critical theory and postcolonial perspectives
into account.

Conducting research in sensitive settings carries many ethical
and (post-)colonial implications, especially if we are "outsiders" and
lack context-specific knowledge. We, as researchers, often uphold
power dynamics (own social background, university, power to pub-
lish, research funding, having the possibility to publish on sensitive
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topics, whereas some researchers from the local context might not
be able to do so due to security issues, etc.) [14].

Postcolonial perspectives emphasise the importance of local
knowledge and the limitations of imposing external ethical stan-
dards without adaptation [4]. Ethical standards often applied in
the North, such as strict anonymity protocols, GDPR, etc., may
not be universally applicable or appropriate in all contexts. For
example, in some cultures anonymity may undermine the cred-
ibility or honor of participants, whereas recognition may be in
line with their values and social practices. What if participants
express a desire to be named and recognized for their contributions
- also to reduce their potential risk of harm? From a postcolonial
perspective, it is important to respect the agency and wishes of par-
ticipants [6], recognizing that standard ethical practices developed
in Western contexts may not always be appropriate or desired in
other cultural settings [5, 25]. It is also important to consider that
contexts change rapidly and that naming people may put them at
risk in the future. Incorporating postcolonial perspectives [8, 15]
encourages us to critically examine the power dynamics at play
and to adopt more flexible, contextually aware practices in terms
of methodological approaches in general and ethics and security in
particular. This means actively engaging with local communities to
understand their needs and preferences, and being willing to adapt
our research practices accordingly.

This workshop is particularly relevant to the CSCW community
as it addresses often neglected perspectives in research, emphasis-
ing the importance of local knowledge and context-specific ethical
and secure standards. Traditional practices developed in Western
contexts may not always be appropriate or desirable in other cul-
tural settings. This workshop challenges the CSCW community to
rethink standard methodologies (e.g., co-design workshops) and
adopt more flexible, contextually aware practices. It encourages
collaborative thinking about the implications of technical design
and aims to ensure that research practices are both ethical and
effective in different contexts. By addressing these challenges, the
workshop aims to improve the CSCW community’s approach to
conducting research in volatile environments, ultimately contribut-
ing to more equitable and respectful partnerships in South-North
collaborations.

2 PREVIOUS WORKSHOPS, SIGS AND OTHER
FORMATS

Building on the foundation established by previous events that have
explored various aspects of conducting ethnographic fieldwork
[18, 20–22], this workshop introduces a contemporary perspective
by focusing specifically on the particular challenges and complexi-
ties of interventionist ICT projects in historical contexts of conflict
and colonialism. In doing so, it enriches the discourse with new
insights and experiences, shedding light on the dynamic and often
unpredictable nature of such projects in challenging and sensitive
environments. The aim is to broaden the understanding of collabo-
rative practices and methodologies when applied to these critical
and often overlooked settings, thus making a valuable contribution
to the field. The first workshop at the 2020 ECSCW conference
[21] focused on methods, ethics, and participation. Ethnography,
often termed a ’messy’ methodology by Nimmo ([19]), relies on

researchers’ interpretative skills in complex social settings. This in-
ductive approach emphasizes the phenomenological experiences of
subjects over predefined analytic categories and has been integral
to HCI and CSCW research for over 30 years [11]. The CHI 2021
workshop [18] explored the integration of ethnography into HCI
and technology design. This approach is valued for its ability to pro-
vide a deep understanding of diverse local contexts. The workshop
addressed the challenges of conducting ethnographic fieldwork in
non-Western settings, focusing on the researcher’s immersion in
cultural contexts. This process requires a balance between critical
reflection and the avoidance of bias, raising questions about the role
of the researcher, their influence and the nature of the data collected.
At the annual meeting of the Society for Social Studies of Science
(4S) in November 20-232. During this panel, participants presented
and discussed their experiences of the challenges of identifying and
gaining access to research sites, as well as establishing trust and
accountability after prolonged engagement in the field. The Special
Interest Group (SIG) at the CHI 2024 [20] explored the complex-
ities of conducting ethnographic research in settings affected by
political unrest, conflict, economic instability or natural disaster.
It aimed to promote discussion of the ethical, methodological and
psychological challenges faced in these volatile settings. Key topics
include adapting methods to prioritise safety, ethical considerations
in unstable environments, the impact of the presence of researchers,
and strategies for building resilience to secondary trauma.

3 IDENTIFIED AREAS FOR DISCUSSION
The following subsections explore key areas for discussion in South-
North ICT projects and collaborations, focusing on security, (de-
)colonialism, and sustainability. These themes encompass several
pressing issues that need to be addressed to ensure the ethical and
effective implementation of such collaborations. By examining secu-
rity concerns, the influence of colonial legacies and the importance
of sustainability, we aim to foster a comprehensive understanding
of the challenges and opportunities inherent in projects.

3.1 Security
Security concerns in North-South ICT projects include both data
security and the personal security of researchers and participants.
Security is defined and understood differently in different cultural
and geopolitical landscapes. Participants are invited to discuss di-
vergent expectations and the ethics of consent in international
collaborations. Ensuring the secure handling of data is crucial, espe-
cially given the different levels of technological infrastructure and
data protection regulations in different regions. Participant safety is
another critical issue, particularly in politically unstable or sensitive
areas where the risk of harm can be significant. Addressing digital
privacy is also challenging and requires careful consideration of
the local context and regulatory environment to effectively protect
individuals’ information.

3.2 (Post-)Colonialism
Understanding the historical contexts of colonialism is essential to
grasping the current dynamics of South-North ICT collaborations.

2https://4sonline.org/news_manager.php?page=31492

670

https://4sonline.org/news_manager.php?page=31492


The Collaboration Paradox: Confronting Colonial Legacies in South-North Projects CSCW Companion ’24, November 9–13, 2024, San Jose, Costa Rica

Colonial legacies continue to shape the political, economic and so-
cial structures within which these projects are implemented. Power
imbalances established during the colonial era often persist and
influence the relationships and expectations between North and
South collaborators. Ethical considerations are paramount when
engaging in research and project implementation in post-colonial
contexts, as there is a need to be critically aware of the potential
for reinforcing existing inequalities and biases.

3.3 Sustainability
Sustainability is a key consideration in ensuring the long-term
impact of ICT projects. This includes not only the continuation of
project activities but also the ongoing benefits to the communities
involved. Sustainable projects require the active involvement and
ownership of local communities to foster a sense of ownership
and continuity. Effective resource allocation and management are
essential to support the maintenance and development of project
initiatives over time. By prioritizing sustainability, projects can
avoid the pitfalls of short-term interventions and create lasting
positive change.

4 SIG NEXT STEPS
As we look to the future of this SIG, our next steps are focused
on maintaining and expanding the dialogue initiated during our
meetings. The starting point for ongoing discussions will be the
establishment of a dedicated online community using tools such as
a Miro Board and PubPub. These platforms will serve as a hub for
ongoing interaction, allowing members to share insights, resources
and updates, fostering a collaborative and supportive environment.
In addition to these online tools, we plan to organize events at vari-
ous conferences in the future. These events will not only provide
opportunities to engage with new researchers and expand our net-
work but will also ensure that our discussions remain dynamic and
evolving. To reach a wider audience and cement the importance of
our work, we are also considering the publication of a special issue
in a relevant academic journal. This special issue will encapsulate
the key findings and discussions of our SIG, extend the conversa-
tion to a wider academic community, and invite contributions that
reflect the diverse and multifaceted nature of conducting research
in the Global South to foster more equitable and ethical ICT col-
laborations between the Global North and South. Through these
initiatives, we aim to maintain the momentum of our SIG and make
a lasting impact in the field, especially by including early career
researchers.
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