
Design Sensibilities - Designing for Cultural Sensitivity
Jonna Häkkilä

University of Lapland
Finland

jonna.hakkila@ulapland.fi

Mikael Wiberg
Umea University

Sweden
mwiberg@informatik.umu.se

Nils Johan Eira
Sámi Archives, National Archives of

Norway
Norway

nileir@arkivverket.no

Tapio Seppänen
University of Oulu

Finland
tapio.seppanen@oulu.fi

Ilkka Juuso
University of Oulu

Finland
ilkka.juuso@oulu.fi

Maija Mäkikalli
University of Lapland

Finland
maija.makikalli@ulapland.fi

Katrin Wolf
Beuth University of Applied Sciences,

Berlin
Germany

Katrin.Wolf@beuth-hochschule.d

ABSTRACT
When designing interactive systems and applications, we need to
take into account different user groups, contexts, and cultural sen-
sitivities. The challenges in culturally sensitive design can arise
e.g. from historical, ideological, or ethical factors, and need to be
considered when conducting HCI research, e.g. with cultural her-
itage, under-represented user groups, topics of cultural rituals, or in
cross-cultural interfaces. The digitalizing world crosses old borders
by bringing technology connectivity for new domains, and provides
the means to distribute information that has previously been harder
to access, and which may contain strong cultural meanings. With
emerging technology use, new etiquette and social practices are
formed to reflect the new sub-cultures. This workshop addresses
the cultural sensitivities when designing interactive systems. The
workshop invites researchers and practitioners to present and dis-
cuss about related case studies, applications, research methods, and
experiences.

CCS CONCEPTS
• Human-centered computing → Empirical studies in collabora-
tive and social computing.
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1 INTRODUCTION
In the globalizing world, we are still influenced by our cultural
heritage, and also new subcultures are arising. While global digi-
tal services and consumer products often seek a universal design
approach, cultural differences still play a role in what is preferred,
expected, or accepted, from the design of interactive systems. In-
ternet and social media are bringing challenges related to digital
content spreading and being consumed worldwide, regardless of its
origin and cultural context. Technology adoption and use can be
influenced by social acceptability, online etiquette, and perceived
privacy, which have cultural dependencies. Cultural sensitivities
can arise from different viewpoints, such as historical, ideologi-
cal, or have other more specific roots. In the era of globalization
and digitalization, it is increasingly important to understand the
sensitivities that can occur.

2 RELATEDWORK
Cultural sensitivity is a well-known phenomenon, which has gained
researchers’ intensive attention across different fields. The six cul-
tural dimensions identified by Hofstede, namely Power Distance,
Uncertainty Avoidance, Individualism versus Collectivism, Masculin-
ity versus Femininity, Long Term versus Short Term Orientation, and
Indulgence versus Restrain [7], have become the paradigm in the
area, and have influenced researchers and practitioners for decades
(see e.g. [12]). Hofstede’s cultural dimensions have been extensively
applied to research seeking to understand user behaviour and prefer-
ences in different cultural contexts. In the area of human-computer
interaction, cultural sensitivity is a relevant matter from several
viewpoints, which both researchers and practitioners need to take
that into account when considering, e.g., social acceptability, the
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generalizability of an application or service concept across different
contexts, or the understandability of user interface visualizations.

Designers and researchers working on interactive systems come
across cultural factors that impact different phases of the technology
design process, and further to its adoption and use. For example,
intercultural differences on privacy sensitivity, impact on both
technology design, and how it is adopted by large audiences. User
interface designers need to be aware of cultural sensitivities already
when carrying out the practical concept design tasks and making
choices on the interaction design and graphics. Awareness of how
colors, symbols, or certain objects are perceived across different
cultures is an important factor that should be taken into account
in design [9]. It can easily happen that a symbol or graphics that
is designed in one cultural context ignores the culturally sensitive
meaning it carries in another context.

Correll has addressed the ethics of information visualization,
and discusses, e.g., how historical war statistics can be presented to
reflect the human tragedy [2]. The context of death and mourning
is acknowledged to be a sensitive topic for design, influenced both
by individual grieving and cultural traditions and rituals. This is
highlighted in HCI research exploring design for deathscapes [5,
6] and memorial presentations such as gravestones [4]. With the
rituals of remembrance and death, the aesthetic and atmosphere
inherent in the design is important. This is demonstrated in the
Thanato Fenestra concept, where candle light is used as a trigger
for a photo memorial of a past family member [13]. Cross-cultural
design can be additionally challenging within contexts that have
ideological tension. Topics, or geographical locations, that are prone
to political and ideological tension are challenging design contexts
(e.g. [1, 15]). In such circumstances inconsiderate designs may easily
lead to misunderstandings, or even be perceived as a provocation.

Cultural heritage is a large area where cultural sensitivity needs
to be taken into account, and where new challenges appear with
digital technologies. For instance, on one hand, digital technolo-
gies can offer access to historical sites which would be hard to
enter or are prone to damage if visited [16]. On the other hand,
exposing these sites can be perceived as an intrusion, e.g., if the
site is considered as sacred, or carries a strong cultural or religious
meaning. This can be the case for instance with historical tombs
or sites of worship. Similar challenges can be seen with histori-
cal and archived materials, which can suddenly become available
through content digitization, 3D modeling, the creation of digital
archives, virtual museum exhibitions. For instance, indigenous cul-
tural heritage can include records that are perceived as very private
or sacred, or their rarity is associated with assimilation policies and
the historical collections are linked with the history of colonization
[3]. The ways of presenting and communicating sensitive heritage
are relevant to consider both in communication, exhibition design,
and in the visual design language. Also games and design fictions
that are depicted in a historical context must face the cultural chal-
lenge and consider, e.g., the balance between maintaining historical
authenticity and creating an engaging narrative or characters [8].

In addition, the digital world has created new sub-cultures, which
have developed together with emerging technologies and practices.
The online era has given birth to different cybercultures, which are
associated with online social spaces and the digitally networked
culture [10]. These cultures can have their own unspoken rules

and norms for accepted, or desired, behavior. For instance, it has
been shown that social media etiquette requirements are influenced
by age and social media expertise [14]. Moreover, different media
channels follow different etiquette [14]. Thus, it is important to
understand human behavior and sensitivities also in emerging digi-
tal cultures. Novel technologies, such as wearable computing and
virtual reality headsets, will require culture sensitive design e.g.
related to the social acceptance of the technology use [11].

3 THEWORKSHOP AREAS OF INTEREST
The aim of the workshop is to gather together researchers, design-
ers and practitioners that are working with culturally sensitive
topics. The workshop aims to be a forum to present different view-
points, challenges and lessons learned, and offer a stage where these
questions can be discussed with peers and new colleagues with
similar interests. We encourage multi-disciplinary participation,
and wish to provide an opportunity to network. The workshop
works towards recognizing the culturally sensitive contexts, topics
and issues, and distributing knowledge on best practices and expe-
riences to prevent conflicts when designing for culturally sensitive
topics.

The workshop invites researchers and practitioners with back-
ground in, but not limited to, HCI, design, memory organizations,
cultural studies, and indigenous cultural heritage. The workshop
invites submissions of case studies, applications, methodological
notes, as well as position papers, related to HCI and design for
topics such as

• indigenous communities
• under-represented cultural groups and emerging sub-
cultures

• culturally sensitive heritage, sacred sites, and religion
• using historical artifacts, contexts and materials for design
• death, remembrance, and rituals
• political and ideological tension
• cross-cultural contexts, and differences in symbolism, seman-
tics, and UI design

• ethics, participatory, and cross-generation approaches to
cultural sensitivity

• cybercultures and online etiquette

4 ORGANIZERS
Jonna Häkkilä is professor at University of Lapland, Finland, Fac-
ulty of Art and Design. She conducts research on various aspects
of user centric design, and has interests on designing with cultural
heritage, death and mourning. Currently, she leads an Interreg Nord
research project Digital Access to Sámi Heritage Archives.

Mikael Wiberg is a full professor in informatics at Umea Uni-
versity, Sweden. Wiberg’s main work is within the areas of interac-
tivity, mobility, materiality, and architecture. He is a co-editor in
chief of ACM Interactions, and his most recently published book is
The Materiality of Interaction: Notes on the Materials of Interaction
Design (2018).

Nils Johan Eira works in The National Archives of Norway,
Sámi archives department. He has a master degree in indigenous
journalism at the Sámi University of Applied Science. He is a Sámi,



has worked as a reindeer herder, television, news journalist, and for
Sámi youths for Norwegian Broadcasting Corporation, NRK Sápmi.

Tapio Seppänen is a professor at the University of Oulu, Fin-
land, in the Faculty of Information Technology and Electrical Engi-
neering. He has a long background in information technologies such
as digital humanities, multimedia data analysis, machine learning
and biomedical engineering.

Ilkka Juuso is a post doctoral researcher in computer science
at University of Oulu, and has an extensive background in cross-
disciplinary research projects involving the use of large-scale cul-
tural heritage materials from, e.g., the Linguistic Atlas Project (LAP)
in the USA and the Historical Thesaurus of the Oxford English Dic-
tionary (HTOED) in Europe.

Maija Mäkikalli is a lecturer for art and culture history at
University of Lapland. Her research interests include how archives
andmuseum face the challenges and opportunities when combining
historical content and the digital era.

Katrin Wolf is a professor for Human-Computer Interaction
at Beuth University of Applied Sciences, Berlin, and conducts re-
search on the user-centric design of new technologies, including
AR/MR/VR, smart objects, and haptic interfaces.
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