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ABSTRACT

Figure 1: Our research context: We are outsiders who are trying to understand the
complex lives of the sex-trafficking survivors in order to engage in co-design activities.
The context is sensitive in four ways:
(1) Vulnerable participants: young, uneducated, impoverished, and already abused
(2) Participants are dependent on the
NGOs: future prospect influenced by the training programs and the support provided by the
NGOs
(3) Researchers are dependent on the
NGOs: particularly for access to the population and in mediating the interaction
(4) Multi-layered influence on the NGOs:
the organization itself is subjected to complex
political, economic and cultural forces

Our research work engages with sex-trafficking survivors in Nepal. Our initial ethnography study
with survivors in a protected living situation highlighted the need to widen their notion of future
possibilities, including economic and social capital. The limited skill-based training and lack of social
support after leaving the shelter homes have added to the vulnerability. Our study also underscored the
importance to protect the survivors from social stigma. Our next step involves obfuscating our intent
by supporting a makerspace for all women, including survivors, to work on personally-meaningful,
shared goals. Our aim is to learn more about the complex lives of the survivors as they reintegrate
into society while also forming social connection during the co-design activities. The key to all of
this is to hear the voices of the survivors. However, there are many questions and issue yet to be
understood. We also argue that work in a sensitive setting with a marginalized population would
require researchers to be cautious in their approach and avoid doing harm while constantly reflecting
on the ethical implications of the endeavor.
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RESEARCH DESCRIPTION

Figure 2: Number-laden posters adorned
the buildings of both the anti-trafficking
organizations. Some of these implied
numbers unlikely to be true in a meaningful way. For example, the count of people made aware included people who just
happened to be nearby when mass awareness announcements were made.
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Henceforth called sister-survivors to better
reflect their own nomenclature

Pervasive gender inequity and discrimination and prevalence of extreme poverty have made young
girls and women vulnerable to trafficking in Nepal. Several factors such as the 2015 earthquake and
the on-going political instability have contributed to the problem [2, 7]. In fact, the open border
between Nepal and India is one of the busiest human trafficking sites in the world with between 5,000
to 12,000 girls trafficked annually [12]. Moreover, there is trafficking within Nepal as well [12].
Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) implement some measures to prevent trafficking, and
rescue and reintegrate survivors. Typically, these organizations offer a protected living situation with
some form of counseling and skill-based training. Generally, their ultimate goal is to help the survivors’
reintegrate into society and most preferably with their own families. This can be a problem because
many in Nepal believe that the return of the survivor brings disgrace not just to the individual but to
her family and even the entire community [8].
The NGOs are doing something against the odds. However, they cannot acclaim universal success.
The skill-based training is limited, both in terms of variety as well as towards financial gains. While
NGOs provide seed money to begin a “business”, the organizations do not follow on to see if the
business is operational. In many cases, the condition is virtually unchanged which has resulted in
survivors being re-trafficked. Being shunned by family members further marginalizes the survivors.
They lack opportunities to build social connections with members of their communities.
Our research aims to understand the reintegration circumstances of sex-trafficking survivors1 . One
goal is to intervene, most likely with technology, that could improve their situation. However, we seek
to follow a path of mutual discovery and commitment that avoids doing damage. To that end, we
have so far conducted an ethnographic inquiry, working to understand the current circumstances
of survivors and their notions about the future as they experience life and training in the shelter
home. Based on our findings from the study [5, 6], we are planning to learn more about their lives by
creating and supporting a makerspace for all women in a community to work towards a shared goal.
Our Prior Work: Reflecting on the Research Methods
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Female staff members were addressed as
“mommy” or “older sister”. “Sir” was used to
address all the male present including the researcher (rather than, for example, a common
phrase like “older brother”).

During our ethnography study, we encountered a power-distance between the sister-survivors, staffmembers and us (researchers). The staff often answered questions that were directed to sister-survivors.
We heard the sister-survivors’ voices in some respects but did not feel that we were hearing their voices
clearly. Forms of address added to the distance2 . Furthermore, being required by the Institutional
Review Board to reveal at the outset of acquaintance our relationship to a fairly well-known institution
and use words such as “project” and “research” added to the distance. All of these led us to reconsider
our approach in hearing the voices of the sister-survivors. We adapted photo-elicitation method to
mitigate the distance and hear the sister-survivors’ voices in relation to their lived experience [5].
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We argue for the need to adapt methods when working with a vulnerable population. We believe
that the ludic and communal elements of the social photo-elicitation method reduced the powerdistance to some extent and helped us in getting nuanced messages where they expressed a complex
relationship with both crafting and reintegration. We heard subtle but important differences between
the values and goals expressed by the NGOs and the sister-survivors.
Next Steps

Figure 3: A sample of the photos along
with a summarized text created by the
sister-survivors during the social photoelicitation session. The text reads, “If you
like our handicrafts, you could buy these
as a souvenir.”

Our study highlighted the power of the organizations over the sister-survivors and the limitation
of the crafts. We realize that the sister-survivors’ notion of future possibilities is influenced by the
kinds of training provided by the organizations. We see a need for us to mutually (and slowly) explore
opportunities to widen the possibility by engaging in co-design activities. Our goal is to hear the
voices of the sister-survivors but in such as way that we support the agency of their participation
with us. However, given the stigma attached against sex-trafficking, any design directions would have
to ensure that the sister-survivors’ history is not revealed to others.
Recent work on DIY technologies and feminist makerspaces [4, 11, 13] suggests providing a common
space and engaging in extensions to the craftwork using embedded electronics could provide an
emotional and intellectual pathway towards craft and other work with more long-term economic
potential. It could be one of the main entry points of designing within a patriarchal society [10]. We
consider the approach as a first step towards a long-term engagement to further our understanding
of the situation of the sister-survivors during reintegration.
MORAL AND ETHICAL CONCERNS
Concerns and questions abound. Supporting agency through participation may help, but it may
reinforce the power of the already-powerful women in the community. Whose participation counts?
In addition, the failure to earn from the craft work may negatively affect the sister-survivors’ sense
of self-belief, a concern that resonates closely to the cautionary tale shared by McNaney et al. from
their study of the use of Google Glasses among people with Parkinson’s disease [9]. These concerns
suggest that failure of any design endeavor within this space may cause further marginalization of
the survivors. It constitutes a moral and ethical barrier to our action. If we deem that our approach
could bring risk then to not intervene is a viable and legitimate design option [1, 3].
From the very beginning of the research process, while initiating IRB-prescribed consent, we intrude
with outside customs into the relationship. Our position, as researchers, and the sister-survivors’, as
researched-subjects in need to be studied and supported, adds power differences in the relationship.
All these suggest a need for a better approach in mitigating the power-distance in order to truly hear
the voices of the sister-survivors.
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