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ABSTRACT

Recently, ethical considerations have become increasingly important in various situa-
tions. Human-centered design (HCD) activities are no exceptions. Because there have
been no ethical guidelines for HCD-related activities in Japan, the human-centered
design organization (HCD-Net) has published specific ethical guidelines for HCD activi-
ties. The guidelines provide general rules on ethical considerations for HCD specialists
and ethical provisions for investigation, research, and deliverables. The guidelines
have been published on the HCD-Net website. All researchers and practitioners enga-
ged in HCD-related activities are expected to adhere to these guidelines when making
ethical decisions.
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INTRODUCTION

Recently, compliance with laws, social norms, international rules, and corpo-
rate ethics has been emphasized globally. In particular, ethical considerations
have been considered in all business and research activities. Bioinformatics
and biomedical research (Council for International Organizations of Medi-
cal Sciences, 2002) face the ethical dilemma of creating artificial life based
on genetic engineering (Rollin, 1996, Polkinghorne, 2014), and data analysis
involves the handling of sensitive and personal information (Tene and Polo-
netsky, 2012, Wu et al. 2013, Xu et al. 2014). Artificial intelligence also
requires ethical considerations (Bostrom and Yudkowsky, 2014, Etzioni A.
and Etzioni O., 2017); philosophical assessments, such as the trolley problem,
are essential in artificial intelligence applications (Renda, 2018, Moolayil,
2018). Research ethics also require careful consideration by researchers in
all fields.

The various activities related to human-centered design (HCD) are no exce-
ption (Ramírez, 2020). Mulvenna et al. pointed out that design and ethics are
closely related (Mulvenna et al. 2017). The experiment subjects in HCD, user-
centered design (UCD), and user experience (UX) are human beings; hence,
strict ethical considerations are inevitable.

© 2022. Published by AHFE Open Access. All rights reserved. 218

https://doi.org/10.54941/ahfe1002272


Ethical Guidelines for Human-Centered Design Activities 219

Figure 1: Structure of the proposed HCD ethical guidelines.

Researchers are generally educated on research ethics. Therefore, they are
expected to have some knowledge regarding ethical issues. However, some
HCD practitioners may not be familiar with ethics. Furthermore, either aca-
demic or industrial user researchmust be conducted in line withHCD-specific
research ethics because their research targets are humans as well.

Under such circumstances, to help HCD practitioners and businesspe-
ople who are unfamiliar with ethical issues, the Human-Centered Design
Organization (hereinafter referred to as HCD-Net) has established specific
ethical guidelines for all scientists and practitioners working on HCD-related
activities.

This study reports on the ethical guidelines for working inHCDbusinesses.

PROTOTYPING THE GUIDELINES

In May 2020, HCD-Net established a working group (WG) that discussed
the ethical guidelines for HCD researchers and practitioners. The main WG
activities were virtual meetings owing to the COVID-19 pandemic, and WG
online meetings have been held regularly.

In November 2020, at the HCD-Net annual conference (the HCD forum),
the WG surveyed the opinions of members on the ethical issues regarding
their daily activities. According to the survey results (Iio et al. 2021), many
experts who are highly aware of ethical issues considered that the guideline
would be helpful and the WG’s activity was meaningful to the members and
all stakeholders working in the HCD field.

In Japan, no ethical guidelines have been established for HCD activities.
However, we can obtain similar guidelines provided by the Japan Ergono-
mics Society (JES), Research Institute of Human Engineering for Quality
Life (HQL), and Japanese Psychological Association (JPA). Referring to such
documents, the WG created a beta version as an ethical guidelines prototype
for HCD activities.

The document comprises four parts: general rules, ethical guidelines
for HCD investigation, ethical guidelines for HCD research, and ethical
guidelines for deliverables (see Figure 1).

While prototyping the guidelines, it was determined whether the manu-
script should include the last part (ethical guidelines for HCD deliverables).
In a previous survey (Iio et al. 2021), the answer to whether there was a
need for an ethical policy had interesting results; one-third replied that it
was necessary and should be determined.However, approximately two-thirds
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Figure 2: Percentage of answers to the question “Please give us your opinion about
determining a code of ethics in HCD activities for specialists, researchers, and services
or products.”

responded that it should be defined but guidelines for deliverables were not
required (see Figure 2).

Therefore, the WG considered that it should prepare HCD-specific ethical
guidelines in three stages:

1. A fundamental guideline that provides a behavioral criterion that all
HCD professionals should have. (This is the first part of the proposed
guidelines.)

2. The ethical guidelines for conducting user surveys and tests and existing
ethical guidelines in other fields can be used as references. (This is related
to the second and third parts of the document.)

3. In the final stage, the ethical standards for services or products created
by HCD professionals should be considered. (This is the final part of the
guidelines.)

The WG finally determined that it should describe the last part only in the
abstract representation.

USE CASES OF THE GUIDELINES

The WG discussed several ethical problems in HCD fields, which should be
addressed in the guidelines. Although these problems have not been comple-
tely solved, they are good examples of the ethical problems regarding HCD
activities. This section provides some examples of these problems.

CASE 1: RECORDING A VIDEO IN A PUBLIC AREA

For an initial study on transportation service design, the research team would
like to record a video of a train station or highway service area and discuss
it based on the video. Are there any problems with this action?

This is a case of video recording and analysis of a public space. The possibi-
lity of third parties appearing in these videos can be a problem. The research
team would not ask every general visitor appearing in the video for informed
consent. It is a common practice to blur people’s faces in the video if neces-
sary. Alternatively, if the visitors comprise a small enough group that can be
part of the scenery, they may be treated as they are.
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In this case, one criterion may be whether the research team can obtain
personal information data from the video.

CASE 2: A REQUEST FOR REMOVING RECORDS

An ethnographic survey was conducted with permission from the interview-
ees. However, after the study and analysis, an interviewee requested for their
survey record to not be used because it was too detailed. The survey team
understood the intentions of the user and would have liked to refrain from
using it but a service plan was already underway based on these insights.
Does the team need to withdraw from this plan altogether?

This case is relatively complicated. The critical point is to distinguish the
interview records from the insights. The interview records should be removed
entirely according to the request of the interviewee. However, the service plan
is not dependent only on interview records. Therefore, the team does not need
to withdraw their plans.

One member who participated in the discussion provided a crucial com-
ment on this problem. She advised that the consent form she usually uses
mentioned, “You may withdraw your participation in the study, but you may
not withdraw your published article.”

CASE 3: ASKING FOR CONTACT INFORMATION

The consulting company, for which the inquirer works, asks people to enter
their e-mail addresses when downloadingmaterials to obtain e-mail addresses
for marketing purposes. Is this unethical?

One WG member mentioned that the Act on the Protection of Personal
Information (Ministry of Justice, Japan, 2003) requires that the purpose of
use be clearly stated according to the source of information. Another mem-
ber pointed out that it was ultimately detrimental because it created a sense
of distrust in companies who collected data without fully explaining the
reasoning behind.

CONCLUSION

This study describes the process of establishing ethical guidelines for HCD-
related activities and its outline.

HCD-Net has many participants, academic researchers, practitioners, and
businesspeople. In addition, while many members, such as information engi-
neers, have a solid technical background, many non-technical people have a
background in design. Therefore, HCD-related activities cover a wide range
of topics.

The ethical guidelines developed by the WG are divided into four parts.
The general rules are described first, followed by the ethical guidelines for
HCD-related investigation, research, and deliverables. One feature of the
guidelines is that user investigation is separated from academic research,
assuming that research in practice, such as user testing and ethnography, is
included. In addition, because many HCD-Net members were reluctant to
discuss the ethical responsibilities of their deliverables, the ethical guidelines
for deliverables are limited to an abstract guide.
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The prototype of the ethical guidelines for HCD activities was first released
to the HCD-Net members for comments. The prototype was subsequently
improved based on their advice, after which the official version was released.
The guidelines have been published on the HCD-Net’s website.

Only the Japanese version is available but translating it into English and
providing an English version remains a topic for future studies.
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