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Executive Summary
The ESRC Digital Good Network (2022-2027) asks what a good digital society looks like and 
how we get there. This discussion paper presents the emerging themes from our research so 
far, which we describe as the ‘building blocks’ for a good digital society. We also ask how we 
can evaluate whether digital technologies have good societal outcomes. The building blocks 
inform a set of reflexive questions for evaluating whether digital technologies have good 
societal outcomes. We present these questions below as a possible means of evaluating the 
societal outcomes of digital technologies. 

The questions are designed for policymakers, technology developers and designers, civil 
society and community groups, or anyone interested in evaluating whether and how a digital 
technology, feature, or system has good societal outcomes. The process of answering them 
should include the voices of people who are affected by technologies but are often not heard 
(we call these minoritised voices). It should help identify and inform interventions.    

The questions aim to initiate a conversation about whether and how we can evaluate ‘the 
digital good’ - a phrase we use to talk about the characteristics of a good digital society. As 
such, they are not set in stone. We want interested stakeholders to think with us about the 
best reflexive questions for evaluating the digital good, and to work with us over the next 
two years to test out, challenge, iterate and revise them. We started this with discussions 
with stakeholders across academia, civil society, policy and industry at the 2025 Digital Good 
Network summit. This document invites you to join us in that process.

Building blocks for a good digital society 

The Digital Good Network research activities to date point to these building blocks of a good 
digital society:

	� A good digital society enables people to connect, but connectedness is not 
only good. People from diverse groups and communities want to connect 
through digital technologies, but connecting can bring guilt or pressure, and 
expectations vary across cultures and locations.

	� In a good digital society, technologies enhance wellbeing, but they can also 
diminish wellbeing as life is increasingly mediated by technology.

	� Definitions and evaluations of the digital good should include and 
represent diverse voices, especially those most negatively impacted by digital 
developments or underrepresented in related decision-making. 



	� Participatory or community-led methods are good ways of including 
minoritised voices whose needs are often overlooked when technologies are 
designed. These methods constitute the digital good, they are ‘digital good 
methods’. They are not simply mechanisms or instruments for arriving at 
principles, measures or outcomes. 

	� Researching the digital good in Global South / Global Majority contexts can 
foreground concepts and philosophies which advance our thinking about 
good digital societies (such as Buen Vivir, Ubuntu and Afrofuturism, discussed 
below).

	� Iterative co-design is an important methodology for producing good digital 
technologies and good digital evaluations. This means working with significant 
stakeholders, not only in the production of digital technologies, but also in the 
production, implementation and testing of approaches to evaluation. 

	� Context is central to what the digital good looks like. Contexts differ, and what 
is seen to constitute the digital good varies depending on contexts, perspectives, 
and the ways technologies are engaged with or deployed. This has been well 
established in prior research.

	� Understandings of the digital good are therefore not universal or shared by 
all. What is good or beneficial for some may not be for others, and may even 
have unintended or negative consequences.

	� Evaluations of the digital good should identify and enable interventions, 
because interventions are necessary to work towards a good digital society. 
But the digital good does not lend itself to simple solutions, because of all of the 
above. Evaluations need to include ongoing discussions about difficult issues, 
and acknowledgement that there are no easy answers.



Reflexive questions for evaluating the societal outcomes of digital 
technologies

1.  Understanding the technology, feature or system (hereafter ‘technology’)

	� What is the technology? 

	� How does it work? Which aspects of how it works are clear and easy to 
understand?

	� Are users provided with clear, meaningful information to make informed 
decisions about engaging with the technology?

	� How does the technology enable or not enable people’s access, engagement 
and agency?

2. How you are going about the evaluation 

	� Do you have a defined strategy for including diverse voices in the evaluation? 

	� Have you identified who might be adversely affected by the technology, and are 
these communities included in the evaluation?

	� Are methods used to include diverse voices in the evaluation accessible and 
inclusive?

3. Questions about the context

	� In which contexts are the technology used or deployed? What societal issues 
do these contexts raise?

	� How do social, physical or other factors inform whether and how the technology 
works for different users?

	� How do these factors and the context affect whether and how different people 
experience or engage with the technology?

 
4. Questions about impacts and outcomes

	� What do we know about the societal impacts and outcomes of the technology?

	� How might the technology and its uses change over time? 

Considering wellbeing / resilience

	� Does the technology improve people’s lives and wellbeing? If so, which people, 
and in which ways?



	� How might the technology impact or inform social connections and relationships?

	� What behaviours, actions or practices does the technology foster? Are they 
healthy and meaningful or harmful? 

Considering equity, inclusion, participation 

	� Does the technology treat people differentially? If so, who, and in what ways? 

	� Who will benefit most from the technology, and who will benefit least?

	� Does the technology exacerbate existing inequalities or does it have the 
potential to reduce them?

	� Are the needs and voices of minoritised voices considered in the deployment 
of this technology?

	� Is the technology accessible and easy to use? 

Considering sustainability 

	� What are the environmental impacts of the technology (positive and negative), 
from development to use?

	� Does the technology contribute to or mitigate the climate crisis, and can it be 
used in sustainable ways?

 
5. Questions about the digital good

Given the answers to the questions above:

	� What are the values that underpin the technology? Can we identify them? Do 
these values align with visions of a good digital society?

	� Does the technology contribute towards a good digital society?

	� If we consider that the technology contributes towards a good digital society, 
in what way is the digital good enabled?

6. Identifying interventions

Given the answers to the questions above:

	� What specific steps can be taken to address concerns identified about the 
technology? 

	� How can these steps be realised?
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1. Introduction

1.1. Introducing the ESRC Digital Good Network

What kind of digital society do we want? People agree that digital technologies should be good 
for societies, but that they are not always; 1, 2 even the most well-intentioned technologies can 
end up doing harm. The negative consequences of some tech deployments mean that the 
digital society we have is not the digital society that we want. So, what does a good digital 
society look like? And how do we get there? 

These questions are at the heart of the ESRC Digital Good Network, an interdisciplinary, cross-
sector, research network which aims to advance understanding of how digital technologies 
can have good societal outcomes - we use the phrase ‘the digital good’ to talk about this. Our 
network, funded from 2022 to 2027, supports and undertakes research and engagement, 
and funds fellowships, internships and training. 

To arrive at a good digital society, we propose that we need to address urgent and pressing 
contemporary societal challenges. We focus our work around three societal challenges: equity, 
resilience, and sustainability.

In our work, we take inspiration from experts like Ruha Benjamin, who argues that for positive 
social change to take place, we need to envision how we think society should be while we 
identify, challenge and resist what we do not want. Benjamin puts it this way:

Remember to imagine and craft the worlds you cannot live without, just as you 
dismantle the ones we cannot live within. 3

Like Benjamin, the Digital Good Network seeks to imagine and craft the worlds we cannot 
live without, and in doing so, play a leading role in thinking about our digital future. Much 
of our activity, therefore, focuses on the question of what a good digital society looks like.  
In Section 2, we explain the thinking that underpins our work and summarise emerging themes 
from Digital Good Network research to date, which start to identify the building blocks for a 
good digital society.

 1  For example, this national poll: Kennedy, H. M. Taylor, S. Oman, J. Bates, I. Medina-Perea, H. Ditchfield & 
L. Pinney (2021) Living With Data Survey Report. Available at: https://livingwithdata.org/project/wp-content/
uploads/2022/04/living-with-data-2020-survey-full-report-final-v3.pdf

 2   And this national poll: The Ada Lovelace Institute and The Alan Turing Institute (2023) How do people feel 
about AI? A nationally representative survey of public attitudes to artificial  intelligence in Britain. Available at: 
https://attitudestoai.uk/

 3   Benjamin, R. (2019) Captivating Technology. Duke University Press. 

https://digitalgood.net/
https://digitalgood.net/
https://digitalgood.net/
https://digitalgood.net/
https://digitalgood.net/
https://attitudestoai.uk/
https://attitudestoai.uk/
https://attitudestoai.uk/
https://attitudestoai.uk/
https://attitudestoai.uk/
https://attitudestoai.uk/
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By asking what a good digital society looks like, we are part of a broader, international 
conversation. We can see interest in this question growing, for example, in the British Academy’s 
‘What are the possibilities of a good digital society’ research programme, the European CHANSE 
initiative that explores transformations in social and cultural dynamics in a digital age focusing 
on the issue of doing ‘digital good’, academic conferences focusing on the digital good (eg STS 
Italia) and a number of research projects (eg Ada Lovelace Institute’s deliberative enquiry into 
AI and the public good). Our focus on what a good digital society looks like also links to global 
concerns about whether rapidly developing automated technologies like AI are responsible 
and trustworthy (as seen in RAi UK, TAS, and others).

1.2. Introducing this discussion paper

One way that we will address the question of how we arrive at a good digital society is by 
producing a Digital Good Index. The Index will be a mechanism for evaluating whether and 
how digital technologies have good societal outcomes. This discussion paper aims to initiate a 
conversation within and beyond our network, about how the digital good might be evaluated, 
about who gets to define whether digital technologies should be considered good, and for 
whom they are good. 

This discussion paper is the first in a series of ‘documents as conversations’, 4 which provide 
an opportunity for people to engage with us as we develop an approach to evaluating the 
digital good. It is an initial translation of Digital Good Network research findings into a set of 
reflexive questions designed to provoke reflection, conversation and critique, which in turn 
advance thinking and feed into future evaluation and, eventually, the Digital Good Index. We 
turn to evaluation in Section 4 below.

 4    Taylor, J. R., & Van Every, E. J. (2000). The emergent organization: Communication as its site and surface. 
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates Publishers.

https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/projects/what-are-the-possibilities-of-a-good-digital-society/
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https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/projects/what-are-the-possibilities-of-a-good-digital-society/
https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/projects/what-are-the-possibilities-of-a-good-digital-society/
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https://stsitalia.org/conference-2025/
https://stsitalia.org/conference-2025/
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Who are the reflexive questions for?
The reflexive questions proposed in this discussion paper are for people who design, build, 
use, assess, and develop policy and guidance for, digital technologies. These groups of people 
need to work together to ensure that digital technologies have good societal outcomes.  
They include:

	� Policymakers, so they can develop legislation and policy frameworks that 
ensure digital technologies align with societal values. 

	� Technology developers and designers, so they can develop innovations in 
ways that benefit people and society, with the integration of societal values 
into design and operational processes.

	� Civil society and advocacy organisations, so they can use them as a tool for 
advocacy, to assess and critique digital systems and policies, and to ensure the 
views of communities and groups affected by digital technologies are taken into 
account in their development. 

	� Academic researchers, so they can think about the societal implications of 
digital innovations.

	� Community groups and individuals, so they can evaluate the effects of the 
digital technologies they use in their everyday lives and identify technologies 
that address their needs and priorities.

At the Digital Good Network summit in March 2025 we tested and critiqued our proposed 
approach. Participants offered insights into the strengths and limitations of the reflexive 
questions, particularly around issues of context, power, agency, and evaluation processes. These 
reflections have helped shape the ongoing development of our framework and underscore 
our commitment to co-design, iteration, and inclusivity as we work towards developing the 
Digital Good Index.
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2. What makes a good digital society?

2.1. Contested definitions of the digital good

Although the word good seems simple enough, it is understood in diverse and often 
contradictory ways, and there is little consensus about what it means, despite its use in a 
range of ‘digital-for-social good’ initiatives. 5 The terms ‘public good’ and ‘social good’, are also 
widely used yet rarely defined. 

There are other problems too. The views of people from minoritised voices about what makes 
a good digital society are rarely taken into account, and understandings of the public or 
social good are dominated by Global North ideas, despite extensive thinking on this topic 
happening elsewhere in the world. A number of Digital Good Network-funded projects seek 
to address this problem, exploring what good looks like from the perspective of people from 
Global Majority countries (also known as the Global South).

The dominance of Global North perspectives in discussions about ‘tech for good’ has led to 
criticisms from people in Global Majority countries. 6 Digital Good Network internationalisation 
lead Jonathan Corpus Ong and others have argued that Global North-led ‘tech for good’ 
initiatives result in ‘the illusion of inclusion’ because Global North agendas dominate without 
seeking to consider what ‘good’ looks like for those they affect. 7

Definitions of a good digital society are contested because they are political. Good is used 
for political goals with different people reaching for the concept to advance their aims. For 
this reason, some people believe that ‘the digital good’ is not a powerful enough term. In the 
context of new digital technologies, it has been argued that the adjectives good and fair are 
‘infinitely spacious words that any AI system can be squeezed into’. 8 In other words, good 
may be too vague and gloss over digital society politics, inequalities and exclusions. 

 5   eg UK Statistics Authority (2020) Statistics for the public good: Informing the UK. Improving lives. Building 
the future. UK Statistics Authority Five year strategy, 2020-2025. Available at: https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.
uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/UKSA-Strategy-2020.pdf 

 6   That is, people who are Black, Asian, brown, dual-heritage, and or have been racialised as ethnic 
minorities and represent approximately 80% of the world’s population.

 7   Ong, JC, Lanuza, JM, Jackson, D, Alves, M, Grohmann, R, Recuero, R & Tavares, C (2024) Custom Built: 
reforming tech & democracy programs for the global majority. Available at: https://glotechlab.net/wp-content/
uploads/2024/10/GloTech_Custom_Built_Final.pdf. 

 8   Kalluri, P. (2020) Don’t ask if artificial intelligence is good or fair, ask how it shifts power. Nature 583, 
169–169.

https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/UKSA-Strategy-2020.pdf
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/UKSA-Strategy-2020.pdf
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/UKSA-Strategy-2020.pdf
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/UKSA-Strategy-2020.pdf
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/UKSA-Strategy-2020.pdf
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/UKSA-Strategy-2020.pdf
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/UKSA-Strategy-2020.pdf
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/UKSA-Strategy-2020.pdf
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/UKSA-Strategy-2020.pdf
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/UKSA-Strategy-2020.pdf
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/UKSA-Strategy-2020.pdf
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/UKSA-Strategy-2020.pdf
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/UKSA-Strategy-2020.pdf
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/UKSA-Strategy-2020.pdf
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/UKSA-Strategy-2020.pdf
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/UKSA-Strategy-2020.pdf
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/UKSA-Strategy-2020.pdf
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/UKSA-Strategy-2020.pdf
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/UKSA-Strategy-2020.pdf
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/UKSA-Strategy-2020.pdf
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/UKSA-Strategy-2020.pdf
https://glotechlab.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/GloTech_Custom_Built_Final.pdf
https://glotechlab.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/GloTech_Custom_Built_Final.pdf
https://glotechlab.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/GloTech_Custom_Built_Final.pdf
https://glotechlab.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/GloTech_Custom_Built_Final.pdf
https://glotechlab.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/GloTech_Custom_Built_Final.pdf
https://glotechlab.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/GloTech_Custom_Built_Final.pdf
https://glotechlab.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/GloTech_Custom_Built_Final.pdf
https://glotechlab.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/GloTech_Custom_Built_Final.pdf
https://glotechlab.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/GloTech_Custom_Built_Final.pdf
https://glotechlab.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/GloTech_Custom_Built_Final.pdf
https://glotechlab.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/GloTech_Custom_Built_Final.pdf
https://glotechlab.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/GloTech_Custom_Built_Final.pdf
https://glotechlab.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/GloTech_Custom_Built_Final.pdf
https://glotechlab.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/GloTech_Custom_Built_Final.pdf
https://glotechlab.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/GloTech_Custom_Built_Final.pdf
https://glotechlab.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/GloTech_Custom_Built_Final.pdf
https://glotechlab.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/GloTech_Custom_Built_Final.pdf
https://glotechlab.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/GloTech_Custom_Built_Final.pdf
https://glotechlab.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/GloTech_Custom_Built_Final.pdf
https://glotechlab.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/GloTech_Custom_Built_Final.pdf
https://glotechlab.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/GloTech_Custom_Built_Final.pdf
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iwmczC


5

Because of these criticisms, Charlton McIlwain, Professor of Media, Culture, and Communication 
at New York University, author of Black Software 9 and a member of our College of Experts, asked 
if the term digital good is enough in an annual lecture, drawing a distinction between doing 
good for, with and by. 10 He likened doing good for to white saviourism 11 – that is, philanthropists 
or outsiders imposing their version of the good on communities they perceive to be in need, 
like the tech-for-good initiatives criticised by Ong and others. McIlwain proposed that it is 
much better to do good with, or allyship, actively supporting minoritised voices in ways which 
respect lived experiences. Better yet, he argued, is doing good by. That is, not simply providing 
resources to people underrepresented in or excluded from digital society decision-making, but 
handing control to them–of how said resources are deployed and how the good is defined. 
Lexi Webster, who led the Digital Good Network-funded project Queer Joy as Digital Good 
added doing good as to this list, where communities do good for, with and as themselves.

Doing Good ‘For,’ ‘With,’ ‘By,’ and ‘As’

There is a risk that in examining the digital good, we do good ‘for’:

Doing good ‘for’ involves external actors imposing their interpretations of good onto 
communities, often resembling ‘white saviorism’  12

Much better that we do good ‘with’, ‘by’ or ‘as’:

Doing good ‘with’ focuses on collaboration, ensuring that external actors respect 
and incorporate the lived experiences of communities in decision-making processes 

Doing good ‘by’ shifts control to communities, empowering them to define and 
manage resources and solutions that impact their lives

Doing good ‘as’ emphasises self-reliance, where communities act for, with, and as 
themselves, based on their collective identity and autonomy

 9   McIlwain, C. (2020) Black Software: the internet and racial justice, from the Afronet to Black Lives Matter 
(Oxford, Oxford University Press)

 10   McIlwain, C. (2024) ‘Digital Good, Enough?’, Digital Good Network keynote lecture. Available at: https://
digitalgood.net/keynote-speaker-charlton-mcilwain/

 11   Khan, T.., K. Dickson and M. Sondarjee (eds) (2023) White Saviourism in International Development 
(Quebec, Daraja Press).

 12    McIlwain, C. (2024) ‘Digital Good, Enough?’, Digital Good Network keynote lecture. Available at: https://
digitalgood.net/keynote-speaker-charlton-mcilwain/
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Despite the challenges, thinking about what a good digital society looks like and how we get 
there is important for a number of reasons. 

	� The concept of ‘the digital good’, our shorthand version of ‘a good digital 
society’, has convening power, as our College of Expert member Susan Halford 
(Professor of Sociology at the University of Bristol and co-Director of the ESRC 
Centre for Sociodigital Futures) put it. 13 In other words, it is potentially inclusive 
with regard to who joins the conversation, who is willing to sit around the table. 
It enables us to talk to and work with powerful policymakers and practitioners 
as well as civil society and diverse citizens. 

	� It could be transformative, inching us towards what Ruha Benjamin describes 
as ‘the worlds we cannot live without’. 14 And if we do not arrive at ‘the worlds 
we cannot live without’ / a good digital society, the journey matters as much as 
the destination.

	� It is a rich object of study, Halford proposed, not as a given, precisely because 
we can’t take for granted that we’re all talking about the same thing when  
we talk about the digital good. It is conceptually rich, in part because it is 
‘infinitely spacious’.

	� We can take advantage of the concept’s ‘infinite spaciousness’ to accommodate 
a range of voices. Indeed, different ideas about what a good digital society looks 
like require us to think about the digital good from different standpoints. 

2.2. Three priorities: equity, resilience, sustainability   

Digital Good Network research is undertaken by our core team members or funded through 
our Digital Good Research Fund. Projects from Digital Good Research Fund Cohort 1, which 
ran from 2023 to 2024, have started to publish their findings. We have also gained insights 
from keynote lectures by our College of Experts, our PhD researchers, funded PhD interns and 
Visiting International Fellows, and events including annual PhD summer schools and network 
summits. We have more research to come, through ongoing Digital Good Research Fund 
Cohort 2 (2024-25) projects, core team projects, fellowships, and future funding rounds. Our 
research on evaluating the digital good is a work in progress which will build on the insights 
from current and future research. 

To help us consider how we might evaluate the digital good, we also undertook 15 interviews 
with experts in building indices, evaluating social impact investing, and measuring how digital 

 13   Halford, S (2024) Presentation @ Digital Good Network Summit Event, Sheffield, UK.

 14   Benjamin, R. (2019) Captivating Technology. Duke University Press.  
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technologies are meeting goals, from civil society, government, industry, and academia. In 
addition, we asked a batch of questions about what makes digital technologies good in a 
broader survey on mobile phone use and intimate relationships, which was completed by 
2,560 respondents. We also conducted two focus groups with a total of 11 participants on 
the same topic (see Appendix 1).

Because a good digital society needs to address urgent and pressing contemporary societal 
challenges, we organise our work around three societal challenges: equity, resilience and 
sustainability. We say more about each one below.

Equity
While equality refers to providing the same treatment to everyone, equity acknowledges 
that treating everyone the same can reinforce existing historical inequalities. Addressing 
individuals’ differing needs–that is, equity–can create a “meaningful equality of opportunity”. 15 
In this sense, equity serves as a means to achieve equality of opportunity. Put simply, equality 
of opportunity depends on the presence of equity. 16 

Digital technologies mediate, sustain and challenge inequalities, on the one hand, through 
social movements like #BlackLivesMatter and #MeToo. On the other hand, digital initiatives can 
exclude minority communities. Centuries of structural inequity show little sign of meaningful 
alleviation, and yet, for our digital society to be good, it needs to work for everyone. Alongside 
race/ethnicity and gender, age, geography, language, socioeconomic status and dis/ability and 
their intersections shape uneven technology uses, literacies and vulnerabilities, sometimes 
leading to digital exclusion. 17, 18

 15   Menendian S (2023) Equity vs equality: What’s the difference? Othering & Belonging Institute. Available 
at: https://belonging.berkeley.edu/equity-vs-equality-whats-difference

 16   Kennedy, H., Ditchfield, H., Oman, S., Bates, J., Perea, I. M., Fratczak, M., & Taylor, M. (2024). How 
people connect fairness and equity when they talk about data uses. Big Data & Society, 11(4). https://doi.
org/10.1177/20539517241303162

 17   Hale, S.A., 2014. Global connectivity and multilinguals in the Twitter network, in: Proceedings of 
the SIGCHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems. Presented at the CHI ’14: CHI Conference 
on Human Factors in Computing Systems, ACM, Toronto Ontario Canada, pp. 833–842. https://doi.
org/10.1145/2556288.2557203

 18   Kennedy, H., Steedman, R., & Jones, R. (2020). Approaching public perceptions of datafication through 
the lens of inequality: a case study in public service media. Information, Communication & Society, 24(12), 
1745–1761. https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2020.1736122
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Equity in our research projects 

Re-imagining AI with Afrofuturist speculative design worked with Black British 
communities to promote inclusive ethical practices in the development of AI 
systems, increasing critical awareness of AI and drawing reflections on AI design 
and deployment. 

From an Afrofuturist perspective, the ‘digital good’ has potential when we 
consider, as the AfroRithm Futures Group put it, ‘For every Algorithm of 
oppression, there’s an AfroRithm of liberation’.

Digital health: the digital good in low-resource settings in Africa, consulted minoritised 
communities to examine digital remote healthcare consulting in sub-Saharan Africa, 
and led to a framework for evaluating digital healthcare innovations in diverse 
contexts.

Remote consulting has the potential to germinate and facilitate broader 
social change and this can be good. However, without addressing social 
challenges, it risks deepening inequities, undermining community resilience 
and fuelling unsustainable ‘solutions’ that leave most behind (and put very 
few unfairly ahead).

By working with minoritised UK migrants, Digitising identity: navigating the digital 
immigration system and migrant experiences, examines different methodological 
approaches to evaluate digital identity systems and improve them for those affected.

Evaluating civic technologies for local political engagement uses participatory data 
visualisation methods to investigate whether civic technologies, such as platforms 
which allow citizens to raise local issues with councillors, enhance public inclusion.

What are they thinking? Developing a protocol to measure metaperspectives in 
online environments, considers how to increase understanding between potential 
abusers and minority victims online.

Cooperativa digital: Creating a community-run mobile app in Brazil, worked with a 
network of NGOs in Brazil to redesign an app for charitable donations that prioritises 
equity and democratic participation by empowering them through co-design and 
commons governance.

Can Digital Goods be Neutral? Evaluating OpenStreetMap’s equity through 
participatory data visualisation implements a co-design process with Geochicas, 
a collective of women and LGBT+ mappers, to co-produce data visualisations and 
tools that examine and challenge the impact of neutrality as a guiding principle in 
OpenStreetMap.
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Resilience
Another starting point for the Digital Good Network is that a good digital society should support 
our shared resilience. We use resilience to refer to individual and collective wellbeing, including 
wellness, as well as the more common usage of the term to refer to coping strategies in the 
face of stresses like pandemics, political conflicts, natural disasters, digital misinformation, 
online hate and other everyday life challenges. 

Digital technologies are increasingly used to provide support and infrastructure for individuals’ 
wellbeing and creative coping strategies, and for collective, humanitarian forms of crisis recovery 
in which communities seek to play an active role. 19 Many digital resilience initiatives focus on 
the individual, not the collective or societal. They are often ‘top down’ and do not consider 
minoritised voices. Because of this, they can result in unexpected or harmful consequences. 

Digital resilience also needs critical investigation. People mean different things by resilience. 
Those definitions can be useful for thinking about how wider societies want to engage with 
technologies. What do resilient digital societies look like? What role do communities play in 
ensuring digital technologies help us in facing stresses in contemporary life? 

Resilience in our research projects

Examining the role of mobile phones in people’s relationships with themselves and 
with others is undertaking survey research to explore the relationship between mobile 
phone use and intimate romantic relationships amongst diverse user groups. 

Digital mattering: A philosophical anthropology of mobile messaging as everyday 
human goodness, considers how goodness may start from small building blocks 
of everyday, mundane communication between individuals and their friends/family. 

DigiAdGood will make recommendations on how to develop better digital advertising 
metrics, moving away from a focus on ‘engagement’ which promotes attention-grabbing 
methods that have been linked to a more polarised, distracted, anxious and unhappy 
society. 

Digital wellbeing and everyday digital disconnection practices explores how voluntarily 
imposing limits on one’s digital technology use (‘digital disconnection’) affects digital 
wellbeing through a non-Western lens, undertaking research in China.

 19   Trepte, S., P. K. Masur & M. Scharkow (2018) ‘Mutual friends’ social support and self-disclosure in face-
to-face and instant messenger communication’, The Journal of Social Psychology, 158:4, pp.430-445, https://
doi.org/10.1080/00224545.2017.1398707 
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Menstrual tracking app users in India: a study of bodies beyond binaries explores 
the design, access and implications of period tracking apps, laying the groundwork 
for a more equitable and inclusive approach to menstrual health in the digital age.

The politics of funding the digital good: implementing ‘tech for democracy’ projects 
in the Global Majority, is concerned with collective, societal wellbeing. It investigates 
the tensions between the ideas of the ‘good’ of Global North sponsors of ‘tech-for-
good’ programmes rch/auto-draft/and their recipients in the Global South/Majority.

Sustainability
Digital technologies have environmental impacts. People can harness digital technologies 
to address sustainability challenges.  But at the same time, manufactured obsolescence and 
resource demands for things like cloud computing, training large AI models, and bitcoin 
mining, along with the physical impact of the requirements for digital hardware, software and 
infrastructure have enormous environmental and social costs, including uneven geographic 
flows of toxic e-waste. 20, 21, 22 The rapid pace of digital change is a challenge for sustainable 
relationships between the Global North and Global Majority, and voices from the Global 
Majority are too often dismissed and ignored. 23

Sustainability in our research projects

Towards a sustainable internet of things seeks to lay out a framework for building 
‘repairability’ into the Internet of Things. Given that many ‘smart home’ devices are 
treated as disposable, ending up as eWaste in landfills prematurely, this project 
asks how ‘repairability’ can be built into these devices. 

Exploring sustainable computing education with primary and secondary school 
teachers is producing guidance and resources for teachers to deliver classes on 
sustainable computing. 

 20   Williams, L., B. K. Sovacool & T. J. Foxon (2001) ‘The energy use implications of 5G: Reviewing whole 
network operational energy, embodied energy, and indirect effects’, Renewable and Sustainable Energy 
Reviews, 157. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rser.2021.112033

 21   Brevini, B. (2021) Is AI Good for the Planet? (Cambridge, Polity Press).

 22   Frick, T. (2023) ‘Sustainable Web Design’, Mightybytes Blog. Available at: https://www.mightybytes.com/
blog/sustainable-web-design/

 23   Gomes, C. et al. (2019) ‘Computational sustainability: computing for a better world and a sustainable 
future’, Communications of the ACM 62(9). http://doi.org/10.1145/3339399 
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Speculative woolgathering: anticipatory evaluation of digital good considers how 
digital innovation helps ensure that the supply chains in the textile and fashion 
industry are sustainable. 

Black-owned hair businesses, digital platforms and the pursuit of sustainability 
and equity,  explores how the expansion of online Black-owned hair businesses 
has impacted the production/consumption of Black haircare products, and the 
implications for sustainability and equity.

2.3. Building blocks for a good digital society 

Here, we highlight emerging themes from our research activity, structured around the three 
challenges discussed above, that point to the building blocks of a good digital society. 

When we talk to diverse communities about what makes a good digital society, we are 
reminded of some of the early promises of the World Wide Web. What emerges from such 
conversations might appear obvious, but asking what a good digital society looks like returns 
us to these foundations. 

For example, a good digital society enables people to connect, but connectedness is not 
only good. In the survey, 82% of participants agreed or strongly agreed with the statement 
‘Digital technologies that are good for me and my community help people to maintain 
their social relationships’ and this finding was confirmed in focus groups we undertook. 24 
Digital Good Research Fund projects also found that connectivity was valued by the diverse 
communities with which they engaged, including children on Exploring Children’s Attitudes 
Towards Digital Good/Bad through Hybrid Arts Practice and queer communities online, on 
Queer Joy as a Digital Good. 

However, as Digital mattering: a philosophical anthropology of mobile messaging as everyday 
human goodness found, connecting can bring guilt, pressure, or the desire for independence. 
Likewise, Digital Good Network PhD scholar Shaoying Zhang’s research on digital disconnection 
practices in China shows that what constitutes good connectedness is culturally situated, in 
local working practices and expectations about how available people should be. Connectedness 
is complicated, and we need to acknowledge the different meanings of connection to  
different people.

 24   For further details on our methodology, see Appendix 1
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In a good digital society, technologies enhance wellbeing. Participants in our focus groups 
said that digital technologies can enable personal growth and development and provide 
access to resources and opportunities for self-improvement. However, expert interviewee 
Reverend Dr Simon Cross, a policy advisor at the Church of England, was concerned that 
digital technologies can also diminish human wellbeing as life is increasingly mediated by 
technology. The relationship between wellbeing and the digital good, like connectedness and 
the digital good, is complex. 

Definitions and evaluations of the digital good should include and represent diverse 
voices, especially the voices of people most negatively impacted by digital developments or 
underrepresented in related decision-making. The views of these communities should inform 
understanding of what a good digital society looks like and principles for evaluating whether 
digital technologies are good for societies. Including these voices addresses the important 
question of who gets to decide whether, how, when, where and for whom digital technologies 
are good, whose voices are heard, and whose voices are not. 

Participatory or community-led methods are good ways of including diverse voices. These 
methods encourage active participation with minoritised voices, whose needs are often 
overlooked when considering how technologies are designed and used. The Digital Good 
Network project Participatory and inclusive data stewardship highlights the need for digital 
phenomena such as data governance to be informed by both participation and inclusion. 
Reema Patel, who leads this project notes: 

As innovation in the governance of data accelerates–especially and in light of the 
central role of data governance in shaping AI and its outcomes–it remains even more 
important that diverse communities and beneficiaries can influence data practices 
upstream, especially on issues where public opinion is unsettled. 25

Inclusive and participatory methods are components of the digital good. They are not simply 
mechanisms or instruments for us to arrive at principles, measures or outcomes, they are 
digital good methods. They can empower minoritised voices to define the technologies 
that benefit them and their communities. 26 When such methods are used in Global Majority 
contexts, they can provide alternative framings of the digital good to those that derive from 
Global North thinking and advance our thinking about what a good digital society looks like. 
Examples of Digital Good Network projects incorporating these methods include:  

 25   Field Reid, O & Modhvadia, R (2024) Participatory and Inclusive Data Stewardship: a landscape review, 
https://www.adalovelaceinstitute.org/report/participatory-inclusive-data-stewardship/

 26   Costanza-Chock, S. (2020). Design Justice: Community-Led Practices to Build the Worlds We Need. The MIT 
Press. https://doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/12255.001.0001
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	� Re-imagining AI with Afrofuturist speculative design draws on Afrofuturism, 
which reimagines, reinterprets, and reclaims the past through a black cultural 
lens.

	� Digital health: the digital good in low resource settings in Africa draws on 
Ubuntu values, which emphasise the interconnectedness of people and their 
responsibilities to each other and the environment.

	� INDIGENIA: Generative AI for Indigenous futures and digital good living uses 
the notion of Buen Vivir, or ‘good living’, a concept which subordinates economic 
objectives to criteria such as human dignity, social justice, and ecology.

Ubuntu and Buen Vivir identify the importance of sustainability over technological advancement. 
They highlight how lived experience of the negative consequences of development can shift 
priorities. The manifesto created with Latin American indigenous groups for INDIGENIA states 
that for a digital culture to be considered good from an Indigenous perspective, it should:

Prioritise sustainability in all its dimensions… All technologies, including newer 
tools of AI must be aware of, responsible with respect to, and critical of their 
environmental impacts. 27

Likewise, iterative co-design is an important methodology for producing good digital 
technologies and good digital evaluations. A project redesigning an app for NGOs, Cooperativa 
digital: Creating a community-run mobile app in Brazil, used an iterative, value-driven, co-
design process. This project found people feel ownership over platforms when the design 
process values their lived experiences, is responsive to their needs, and is accessible. Using 
iterative co-design means working with significant stakeholders not only in the production of 
digital technologies, but also in the testing of approaches to evaluation. As one of our expert 
interviewees noted:

Co-design with the people who you want to use it would be useful... ensuring that 
you’re not spending so much time designing something that then hasn’t got the 
capacity to follow through into it being used further down the line. Jeni Tennison, 
Executive Director, Connected By Data.

 27   ESRC Digital Good Network (2024) ‘INDIGENIA: Generative AI for Indigenous futures and “digital good 
living”’, ESRC Digital Good Network. Available at: https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/indigenia-generative-
ai-for-indigenous-futures-and-digital-good-living/

https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/re-imagining-ai-with-afrofuturist-speculative-design/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/re-imagining-ai-with-afrofuturist-speculative-design/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/re-imagining-ai-with-afrofuturist-speculative-design/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/re-imagining-ai-with-afrofuturist-speculative-design/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/re-imagining-ai-with-afrofuturist-speculative-design/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/re-imagining-ai-with-afrofuturist-speculative-design/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/re-imagining-ai-with-afrofuturist-speculative-design/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/re-imagining-ai-with-afrofuturist-speculative-design/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/re-imagining-ai-with-afrofuturist-speculative-design/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/re-imagining-ai-with-afrofuturist-speculative-design/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/re-imagining-ai-with-afrofuturist-speculative-design/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/re-imagining-ai-with-afrofuturist-speculative-design/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/re-imagining-ai-with-afrofuturist-speculative-design/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/digital-health-the-digital-good-in-low-resource-settings-in-africa/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/digital-health-the-digital-good-in-low-resource-settings-in-africa/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/digital-health-the-digital-good-in-low-resource-settings-in-africa/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/digital-health-the-digital-good-in-low-resource-settings-in-africa/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/digital-health-the-digital-good-in-low-resource-settings-in-africa/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/digital-health-the-digital-good-in-low-resource-settings-in-africa/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/digital-health-the-digital-good-in-low-resource-settings-in-africa/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/digital-health-the-digital-good-in-low-resource-settings-in-africa/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/digital-health-the-digital-good-in-low-resource-settings-in-africa/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/digital-health-the-digital-good-in-low-resource-settings-in-africa/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/digital-health-the-digital-good-in-low-resource-settings-in-africa/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/digital-health-the-digital-good-in-low-resource-settings-in-africa/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/digital-health-the-digital-good-in-low-resource-settings-in-africa/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/digital-health-the-digital-good-in-low-resource-settings-in-africa/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/digital-health-the-digital-good-in-low-resource-settings-in-africa/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/digital-health-the-digital-good-in-low-resource-settings-in-africa/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/digital-health-the-digital-good-in-low-resource-settings-in-africa/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/digital-health-the-digital-good-in-low-resource-settings-in-africa/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/digital-health-the-digital-good-in-low-resource-settings-in-africa/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/digital-health-the-digital-good-in-low-resource-settings-in-africa/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/digital-health-the-digital-good-in-low-resource-settings-in-africa/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/indigenia-generative-ai-for-indigenous-futures-and-digital-good-living/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/indigenia-generative-ai-for-indigenous-futures-and-digital-good-living/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/indigenia-generative-ai-for-indigenous-futures-and-digital-good-living/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/indigenia-generative-ai-for-indigenous-futures-and-digital-good-living/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/indigenia-generative-ai-for-indigenous-futures-and-digital-good-living/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/indigenia-generative-ai-for-indigenous-futures-and-digital-good-living/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/indigenia-generative-ai-for-indigenous-futures-and-digital-good-living/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/indigenia-generative-ai-for-indigenous-futures-and-digital-good-living/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/indigenia-generative-ai-for-indigenous-futures-and-digital-good-living/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/indigenia-generative-ai-for-indigenous-futures-and-digital-good-living/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/indigenia-generative-ai-for-indigenous-futures-and-digital-good-living/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/indigenia-generative-ai-for-indigenous-futures-and-digital-good-living/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/indigenia-generative-ai-for-indigenous-futures-and-digital-good-living/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/indigenia-generative-ai-for-indigenous-futures-and-digital-good-living/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/indigenia-generative-ai-for-indigenous-futures-and-digital-good-living/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/indigenia-generative-ai-for-indigenous-futures-and-digital-good-living/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/indigenia-generative-ai-for-indigenous-futures-and-digital-good-living/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/indigenia-generative-ai-for-indigenous-futures-and-digital-good-living/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/indigenia-generative-ai-for-indigenous-futures-and-digital-good-living/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/truly-ethical-digital-design-the-digital-commons-and-social-enterprise-in-brazil-2-7/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/truly-ethical-digital-design-the-digital-commons-and-social-enterprise-in-brazil-2-7/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/truly-ethical-digital-design-the-digital-commons-and-social-enterprise-in-brazil-2-7/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/truly-ethical-digital-design-the-digital-commons-and-social-enterprise-in-brazil-2-7/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/truly-ethical-digital-design-the-digital-commons-and-social-enterprise-in-brazil-2-7/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/truly-ethical-digital-design-the-digital-commons-and-social-enterprise-in-brazil-2-7/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/truly-ethical-digital-design-the-digital-commons-and-social-enterprise-in-brazil-2-7/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/truly-ethical-digital-design-the-digital-commons-and-social-enterprise-in-brazil-2-7/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/truly-ethical-digital-design-the-digital-commons-and-social-enterprise-in-brazil-2-7/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/truly-ethical-digital-design-the-digital-commons-and-social-enterprise-in-brazil-2-7/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/truly-ethical-digital-design-the-digital-commons-and-social-enterprise-in-brazil-2-7/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/truly-ethical-digital-design-the-digital-commons-and-social-enterprise-in-brazil-2-7/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/truly-ethical-digital-design-the-digital-commons-and-social-enterprise-in-brazil-2-7/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/truly-ethical-digital-design-the-digital-commons-and-social-enterprise-in-brazil-2-7/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/truly-ethical-digital-design-the-digital-commons-and-social-enterprise-in-brazil-2-7/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/truly-ethical-digital-design-the-digital-commons-and-social-enterprise-in-brazil-2-7/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/truly-ethical-digital-design-the-digital-commons-and-social-enterprise-in-brazil-2-7/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/truly-ethical-digital-design-the-digital-commons-and-social-enterprise-in-brazil-2-7/
https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/truly-ethical-digital-design-the-digital-commons-and-social-enterprise-in-brazil-2-7/


14

Our research confirms that context is central to what the digital good looks like, something 
that is well established in prior research. 28 Context matters, because contexts differ. Expert 
interviewee Jeni Tennison noted: 

I think it’s useful to highlight that our idea of what is good does change… it’s different 
in different kinds of places and different contexts and with different communities; 
Different sets of people might have a very different conception of what good looks like.  
Jeni Tennison, Executive Director, Connected By Data.

Examples of Digital Good Network projects which focus on what the digital good looks like 
in specific contexts include: 

	� What does a ‘good’ digital welfare state look like? concluded that a good digital 
welfare state prioritises care, dignity, and inclusivity, ensuring systems are 
accessible, transparent, and adaptable to diverse needs, particularly for those 
who are minoritised. A good digital welfare state would foster trust by offering 
offline alternatives, user-friendly design, and clear mechanisms for redress, 
focusing on supporting the hardest-to-reach first. 29

	� Digital health: the digital good in low resource settings in Africa addressed 
the potential and risks involved in implementing digital healthcare services in 
sub-Saharan Africa. The project positioned the digital good within the context 
of Ubuntu philosophy, which emphasises community welfare and relational 
wellbeing 30 unlike the globally dominant approaches which individualise the 
social good. The researchers identified patience, respect, compassion, and 
inclusivity as key values for designing digital health systems in this context.

	� Queer Joy as a Digital Good stressed that the concept of digital good demands 
nuanced, ongoing engagement with multifaceted and context-dependent 
challenges. The project found that queer joy is relational, ambiguous, and 
variable, requiring flexible and adaptable approaches. This highlights that 
solutionist strategies often fail to account for the diversity and complexity of 
queer experiences, emphasizing the need for inclusive, human-centered digital 
platforms and policies.

 28   See this evidence review for multiple studies which find that context is important: Oman, S. H. Kennedy, 
M. Taylor, J. Bates, R. Steedman (2020) Public understanding and perceptions of data practices: a review of 
existing research. Available at: https://livingwithdata.org/project/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/living-with-
data-2020-review-of-existing-research.pdf 

 29   Institute of Development Studies (2024) ‘What Does a Good Digital Welfare State Look Like?’, IDS Policy 
Briefing 217. Available at: https://www.ids.ac.uk/publications/what-does-a-good-digital-welfare-state-look-
like/

 30   Ujewe, S.J. (2018) ‘Ought-onomy and Mental Health Ethics: From “Respect for Personal Autonomy” to 
“Preservation of Person-in-Community” in African Ethics’, Philosophy, Psychiatry, and Psychology, 25(4), pp. 
45–59. Available at: https://muse.jhu.edu/article/711297
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So understandings of the digital good are therefore not universal or shared by all. They 
vary depending on specific contexts and perspectives. What is good or beneficial for some 
may not be for others, and may even have unintended or negative consequences. Exploring 
children’s attitudes towards digital good/bad through hybrid arts practice found that smart 
speakers, while accessible for those with physical disabilities, frustrate children, who feel 
they are ignored when the speaker doesn’t pick up their voice, and confused when they ask 
where the speaker where it lives and it is programmed to respond that it lives ‘in the sky’. 31 
Good Digital Identity Futures challenges one-size-fits-all solutions, and argues for identity 
infrastructures that are adaptive, inclusive, and critically engaged with their broader societal 
impact.

Some Digital Good Network research projects emphasise that the digital good is not static. 
The Re-imagining AI with Afrofuturist speculative design project concludes: 

We increasingly consider the ‘digital good’ to be a practice, to be ‘struggled over’ 
and situated. That is, we acknowledge that there may not be a settled or universal 
meaning over the term, and its contestability involves grounding the notion in 
particular contexts and standpoints. In this respect, by scrutinising the ‘digital good’ 
from Afrofuturist perspectives grounded in everyday lived experiences of minoritised 
groups, this can inflect it with a set of ‘values’ (eg social justice, inclusivity, care) that 
are open to continued reflection and development.

Evaluations of the digital good should therefore recognise that digital technologies, and whether 
they have good societal outcomes, are in a process of constant change. Expert interviewees 
noted that evaluations should therefore be iterative, engaging diverse stakeholders, assessing 
impacts at multiple levels and through case studies and international comparisons. 

You can’t ever evaluate something once in time and say this is good. It’s an approach. 
It’s a process. Gabriela de Oliveira, Head of Policy, Research and Campaigns, Glitch.

 31   Yamada-Rice, D., Dare, E., Love, S., Main, A., Nash, R. and Potter, J. (2024) Exploring children’s attitudes 
towards digital good/bad through hybrid arts practices. Published online. Available at: https://digitalgood.net/
dg-outputs/exploring-childrens-attitudes-towards-digital-good-bad-through-hybrid-arts-practice/
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Good Digital Identity Futures: Rethinking Digital Identity as a Relational System

The Digital Good Network Core Team research project Good Digital Identity Futures 
examined the role of digital identity systems, such as biometrics, blockchain-based 
credentials, and digitised ID cards, within broader social, political, and ethical contexts. 
Rather than defining ‘good’ digital identities as a fixed or universal standard, the 
project explored digital identities as a contested, pluralistic and evolving process, 
shaped by different societal needs, power structures and lived experiences. By 
applying design research methods, including workshops, artist residencies, and 
speculative prototyping (provotyping), the project fostered critical dialogue on the 
opportunities and risks of digital identity technologies.

Key insights: 

1.	 Digital identity as a relational system 
Digital identities are not neutral tools, but mediate power dynamics 
between individuals, institutions, and governance structures. The project 
highlights how these systems can amplify inequalities, particularly in 
contexts where access to identification is linked to essential services. 32 
By shifting the discussion beyond what technologies should be used, the 
project demonstrates that digital identities must be evaluated through 
their social and political consequences. 

2.	 Beyond a singular definition of ‘good’ 
The project challenges binary notions of good versus bad, instead 
advocating for a pluralistic and contestable understanding of digital 
identity. 33 Different communities have divergent perspectives on issues 
such as trust, security, and agency, necessitating a more inclusive and 
participatory approach to defining “good” digital identity futures.

 32	 Snooks, K. & Richards, D. (2024) ‘Becoming Sandwich Makers: Exploring Provocative Worlds Through 
an Artist Residency’, Proceedings of the CHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems (CHI ‘25). ACM, 
New York, NY, USA, 14 pages. Forthcoming.

 33	  Snooks, K. & Richards, D. (2025) ‘Metaphors for Good Digital Identities’, Proceedings of the Designing 
Interactive Systems Conference (DIS ’25). ACM, New York, NY, USA, 26 pages. Forthcoming.
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3.	 Navigating transitional challenges 
Digital identity systems do not emerge fully formed; they require periods 
of transition, where failures, instability, and unforeseen consequences can 
disproportionately affect minoritised groups. The project underscores the 
importance of designing for resilience, ensuring systems remain adaptable 
and responsive to shifting social, ethical, and political landscapes.

The project’s findings demonstrate the limitations of static, binary evaluations 
of digital identity. Instead, they highlight the need for interpretive, participatory, 
and visual approaches to assessing the societal impact of digital identity systems. 
Methods using metaphors, speculative artefacts, and creative interventions can 
serve as valuable tools for making these systems more transparent and accessible 
to a wider range of stakeholders.

By recognising digital identity as a complex, relational, and evolving system, this 
research contributes to ongoing discussions in the Digital Good Network. Rather 
than seeking one-size-fits-all solutions, it argues for identity infrastructures that 
are adaptive, inclusive, and critically engaged with their broader societal impact. 
This research encourages policymakers, technologists, and researchers to move 
beyond technical optimisation and towards a deep, context-sensitive understanding 
of what digital identity means in different social, political, and ethical contexts.

Some of the project provocative prototypes (provotypes): a digital identities exam 
paper and a digital identity archive card.



18

3. Turning to evaluation 

3.1. How to evaluate? Centering values

In this section, we turn to the question of how to evaluate whether digital technologies have 
good societal outcomes. A number of different approaches to evaluating digital technologies 
currently exist. These include frameworks, principles, values, standards, guidelines, indices, 
codes of practice and toolkits. We describe and give examples of these approaches in 
Appendix 2.

Many of these existing approaches are deployed in documents and guidance which seek to 
achieve the good, ethical, just, trustworthy, transparent or accountable development and 
deployment of digital technologies. 34 Different approaches serve different purposes, and 
each has strengths and weaknesses. Some are more useful in combination with others. For 
example, principles and values are most helpful when accompanied by guidance on how to 
implement them, and guidance or codes of practice are stronger if they are based on clearly 
articulated and shared values or principles. Many can be open to misuse, such as “goodness 
washing”, or unsubstantiated claims of adherence to principles or guidance. Sometimes they 
are gamified, as actors compete with each other to achieve better rankings against certain 
indicators. 35 

Our work builds on the idea that values underpin digital technologies and how we evaluate 
them. These values vary, depending on context, the stakeholders involved, and other factors. 
We need clear ways to compare and talk about values across different actors, technologies 
and contexts, to make them visible and enable people to examine whether they result in 
good societal outcomes. At its best, a mechanism for evaluating technologies will integrate 
the conceptual richness of frameworks, the normative power of principles and values, the 
practical focus of guidance and toolkits, and the evaluative capability of indices and indicators. 
We will seek to do this as we work towards an approach for evaluating the digital good, over 
the Digital Good Network’s remaining years. This will mean moving beyond checklists and 
creating ways to include diverse groups in defining whether digital technologies are good, 
what ‘good digital technologies’ means, and good for whom.

 34   Morley, J., L. Floridi, L. Kinsey & A. Elhahal, (2020) ‘From what to how: an initial review of publicly available 
AI ethics tools, methods and research to translate principles into practices’, Science and Engineering Ethics 
26(4), pp.2141-2168. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11948-019-00165-5

 35   Such gaming of measures led British economist Charles Goodhart to claim that “when a measure 
becomes a target, it ceases to become a good measure.” Goodhart, C. (1975) ‘Problems of Monetary 
Management: The UK Experience’, Papers in Monetary Economics, 1(1), pp. 1–20. Sydney: Reserve Bank of 
Australia.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11948-019-00165-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11948-019-00165-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11948-019-00165-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11948-019-00165-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11948-019-00165-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11948-019-00165-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11948-019-00165-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11948-019-00165-5
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Expert interviews on evaluating the digital good reiterated themes from our research, about 
the importance of context, the need for iterative co-design with stakeholders and impacted 
communities, and the need for approaches to evaluation to be able to adapt to change. They 
also emphasised the effectiveness of values-based evaluation: “policymakers need to add 
nuance to what industry can and should be doing” to promote ethical practices, one expert 
said (Nima Elmi, CO-Founder of the The Africa Dialogues and former Head of Public Policy at 
Bumble). This highlights the gap that we aim to fill in ensuring that technologies align with 
broader societal values.

Some of our funded research projects conclude that the context under examination requires 
evaluation frameworks, and some have drawn together principles or tools for evaluating 
specific technologies in specific contexts. They all emphasise inclusion, values and principles, 
not metrics. For example, Less damage done? Finding the good in defence tech, sought to 
build a sector-specific environmental, social and governance investment framework for ‘dual 
use’ defence technologies (i.e. defence technologies which also have civilian applications). The 
project concluded that an evaluation framework needs to be comprehensive and highlighted 
the role of collaborative standards in helping to reach industry-wide alignment on what can 
be considered for the ‘good’.

Robust evaluation should help identify and enable interventions, because interventions are 
necessary to work towards a good digital society. But given the complexity of the concept,  
the digital good does not lend itself to simple, solution-focused approaches. It requires ongoing 
discussions about difficult, thorny issues, and acknowledgement that there are no easy answers.

3.2. Reflexive questions for evaluating the societal outcomes of 
digital technologies

Given our network’s aims and priorities, and the challenges of defining the digital good, 
evaluating the societal outcomes of technologies in our ever-changing digital society is not 
easy. Evaluation tools should capture the role played by digital ecosystems, not just standalone 
technologies, and by societal structures, which are in turn shaped by unequal power dynamics 
and other inequities. They need to be participatory and inclusive, and they need to account 
for the way that the social position of the person or people doing the evaluation might shape 
its results. 

There are broader challenges relating to assessing the societal outcomes of digital technologies. 
Opacity about how they work and limited access to system and platform data also impact 
the possibility of evaluating digital technologies in detail. Considering how to address these 
challenges must form part of our ongoing efforts to establish ways to evaluate whether digital 
technologies benefit societies.

Given the building blocks for a good digital society which emerge from our research to 

https://digitalgood.net/dg-research/less-damage-done-finding-the-good-in-defence-tech/
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date, we propose the following list of reflexive questions. These questions are designed for 
policymakers, technology developers and designers, civil society and community groups, or 
anyone interested in evaluating whether and how a digital technology, feature, or system has 
good societal outcomes. The process of answering them should include minoritised voices, 
and it should help identify and inform interventions.    

The questions aim to initiate a conversation about whether and how we can evaluate ‘the 
digital good’ - a phrase we use to talk about the characteristics of a good digital society. As 
such, they are not set in stone. We want interested stakeholders to think with us about the 
best reflexive questions for evaluating the digital good, and to work with us over the next 
two years to test out, challenge, iterate and revise them. This document invites you to join 
us in that process.

1.  Understanding the technology, feature or system (hereafter ‘technology’)

	� What is the technology? 

	� How does it work? Which aspects of how it works are clear and easy to 
understand?

	� Are users provided with clear, meaningful information to make informed 
decisions about engaging with the technology?

	� How does the technology enable or not enable people’s access, engagement 
and agency?

2. How you are going about the evaluation: 

	� Do you have a defined strategy for including diverse voices in the evaluation? 

	� Have you identified who might be adversely affected by the technology, and are 
these communities included in the evaluation?

	� Are methods used to include diverse voices in the evaluation accessible and 
inclusive?

3. Questions about the context

	� In which contexts are the technology used or deployed? What societal issues 
do these contexts raise?

	� How do social, physical or other factors inform whether and how the technology 
works for different users?

	� How do these factors and the context affect whether and how different people 
experience or engage with the technology? 
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4. Questions about impacts and outcomes

	� What do we know about the societal impacts and outcomes of the technology?

	� How might the technology and its uses change over time? 

Considering wellbeing / resilience

	� Does the technology improve people’s lives and wellbeing? If so, which people, 
and in which ways?

	� How might the technology impact or inform social connections and relationships?

	� What behaviours, actions or practices does the technology foster? Are they 
healthy and meaningful or harmful? 

Considering equity, inclusion, participation 

	� Does the technology treat people differentially? If so, who, and in what ways? 

	� Who will benefit most from the technology, and who will benefit least?

	� Does the technology exacerbate existing inequalities or does it have the 
potential to reduce them?

	� Are the needs and voices of minoritised voices considered in the deployment 
of this technology?

	� Is the technology accessible and easy to use? 

Considering sustainability 

	� What are the environmental impacts of the technology (positive and negative), 
from development to use?

	� Does the technology contribute to or mitigate the climate crisis, and can it be 
used in sustainable ways?

5. Questions about the digital good

Given the answers to the questions above:

	� What are the values that underpin the technology? Can we identify them? Do 
these values align with visions of a good digital society?

	� Does the technology contribute towards a good digital society?

	� If we consider that the technology contributes towards a good digital society, 
in what way is the digital good enabled?
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6. Identifying interventions

Given the answers to the questions above:

	� What specific steps can be taken to address concerns identified about the 
technology? 

	� How can these steps be realised?

4. Questioning the reflexive questions at the Digital Good 
Network summit and beyond

4.1 Evaluating the reflexive questions

This discussion paper is designed to prompt conversation about how we can evaluate the 
digital good. This is not an easy task. Our research shows that understandings of the digital 
good depend on context. They change over time, and the digital good means different things 
to different people, incorporating values that can be difficult to measure. 

We want to start a conversation about the reflexive questions we present here. What are their 
strengths and weaknesses? We have seen the benefits of participatory, iterative and co-design 
processes – it is only right, therefore, that we seek to use such methods as we iterate and 
work towards an approach to evaluation for the digital good.

We need to reflect together on whether these initial questions enable us to fully evaluate 
the complex socio-economic and infrastructural contexts which shape whether particular 
technologies have good societal outcomes. We want to incorporate the views of people across 
our network and beyond, to be sure that we consider the range of concepts and contexts 
that shape the digital good. This means having a conversation about our proposed  reflexive 
questions, for example by considering:

	� Do these questions help us identify whether technologies have good societal 
outcomes? If not, why not, what should change?

	� Do these questions help us identify and enable interventions? If not, why not, 
what should change?

	� What questions are missing from this list to help evaluate if technologies have 
good societal outcomes ?

	� How can evaluations account for the different ways technologies function for 
different users? How can they account for the complexity of the digital good?

	� Is it clear how the questions can and should be used?
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	� Could the questions be used for new technology development as well as already 
developed and deployed technologies?

	� Can the questions be used to evaluate digital ecosystems? Or do they lend 
themselves more specifically to evaluating one technology at a time? If so, how 
do we evaluate digital infrastructures in terms of their contribution to a good 
digital society?

	� Do the questions capture the range of structural forces, power dynamics and 
social inequalities that play a role in determining whether technologies are 
good for societies?

	� Do the questions do enough to capture change over time? 

	� Do the questions do enough to account for the social position of the person 
or people doing the evaluation, and to include diverse public and community 
voices?

	� Do the questions address the broader challenges relating to assessing the 
societal consequences of digital technology developments, such as opacity 
regarding how they work and intended uses and limited access to system and 
platform data?

As well as assessing if these questions work, we also need to assess how, for whom, and under 
what circumstances the questions work, or do not work, by reflecting on:

	� How they work: What mechanisms and processes enable these questions to be 
effective in different settings? 

	� For whom they work: Do these questions provide meaningful insights for and 
are they accessible to different groups? 

	� Under what circumstances do they work (or not): Are there particular contexts 
where these questions are more or less useful? Do barriers exist (eg lack of data 
transparency, technical complexity, power dynamics) that limit their usefulness?

Going forward, we will build on dialogue about these initial questions and on our ongoing 
research. We will publish future discussion papers on evaluating digital technologies’ societal 
impacts in our journey towards producing a Digital Good Index.

4.2 Digital Good Network summit 2025: critiquing the reflexive questions

At our annual summit in March 2025, we sought feedback across the Digital Good Network 
and from stakeholders in academia, civil society, public institutions and the technology sector 
on the questions proposed above. In panel discussions and workshops, participants discussed 
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the reflexive questions and offered constructive feedback on how they might be improved, 
adapted and applied in practice. In accordance with the Chatham House Rule under which 
the summit was held, individual attendees are not identified. With explicit consent, a small 
number of panellists are named in this document to acknowledge specific insights they agreed 
could be attributed to them. We summarise the main discussion points below.

Importance of context

A recurring theme of participants’ feedback on the reflexive questions was that evaluative 
questions need to engage with the broader societal conditions in which digital technologies 
operate. Without acknowledging systemic inequalities, power dynamics, and governance 
issues, any evaluation is decontextualised. One of our panellists, Lucy Crompton-Reid, Chief 
Executive at Wikimedia UK, captured this concern by posing the question: “If technology 
represents the seeds of a good digital society, what do we need from the soil?”. 

Participants further highlighted that evaluation must examine not only who benefits and 
who is disadvantaged by technology, but also who profits from it, how profit incentives shape 
design and deployment, and whether financial interests support equitable outcomes.

Participants also challenged the assumption that increasing the scale of technology use is 
inherently positive, noting that small-scale or decentralised digital practices often give more 
power to users. They emphasised considering contextual factors such as sustainability and 
repairability in evaluations.

Our discussions highlighted that evaluation of the societal outcomes of digital technologies 
should consider wider digital ecosystems, examining how a technology interacts with other 
available technologies and the landscape of user choice. Considering context in this way 
makes evaluation more complex, but it also makes it more meaningful. A balance must be 
struck between accounting for context and providing a clear, practical evaluation method.

Participants recommended the following additional reflexive questions:

	� How does the technology interact with pre-existing governance failures?

	� Could non-digital solutions be more effective than digital ones?

	� Who regulates digital technologies?

	� Who is excluded from digital spaces?

	� Who benefits financially from this technology?

User agency 

Participants felt that users could be better represented in the reflexive questions, for example 
with regard to how technologies affect wellbeing and relationships both online and offline. 
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They encouraged consideration of the various ways that users could be defined, for example, 
for a digital doorbell, is the user the owner or the person being recorded? For an evaluation 
to consider equity, it must reflect on the full range of impacts on potential users.

Participants also emphasised the the need to explore whether meaningful user empowerment 
is possible, including the option to opt out of technologies. Participants told us that questions 
about the possibility of adapting and/or reversing harmful effects of technologies should be 
included. One of our panellists highlighted the difficulty of undoing effects once technologies 
are embedded in systems by posing the question: “If AI causes cognitive decline or workplace 
changes, how can these changes be reversed?”.

Participants recommended the following additional reflexive questions:

	� Who is using the technology?

	� Does the technology improve the user’s life, both online and offline?

	� Does this technology allow opt-outs, pauses, or wind-down mechanisms?

	� Are harmful effects reversible, or do they create long-term dependencies?

	� What structural barriers prevent improvement, and how can they be addressed?

	� What mechanisms exist to transition from harmful systems to better alternatives?

	� Are technology-assisted interventions genuinely empowering or just symbolic?

	� Do digital tools give communities meaningful control over decisions (e.g., 
participatory budgeting, civic tech projects)?

Evaluation process

Participants recognised that an evaluation of the digital good will involve trade-offs. They were 
clear that any evaluation of the digital good should support reflection on these trade-offs, 
rather than assuming all goals can be achieved simultaneously.

Balancing quantitative and qualitative measures was highlighted as an issue, with participants 
concerned that the reflexive questions could become a “tick box” exercise. Participants 
suggested adding guidance to ensure questions foster critical reflection rather than superficial 
use, and requested clarification on who the evaluation is for, its purpose, and how to develop 
actions based on the evaluation. Some suggested developing different versions of the questions 
for different audiences, contexts, and technologies.

Participants proposed additional questions to examine who defines what constitutes a good 
digital society and who is excluded from these processes. In the absence of shared visions of 
the digital good, evaluation processes should not just amplify dominant voices. Participants 
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also suggested that the reflexive questions should also consider how evaluation might capture 
changes over time and look beyond immediate impacts.  

Finally, questions were asked about the longevity of the evaluation process itself and how it 
would be updated and maintained. Some suggested community-led stewardship models, 
whilst acknowledging resource implications.

Participants recommended the following additional reflexive questions:

	� Who defines the digital good?

	� Who designs and co-designs the digital good?

	� Who evaluates and judges success?

4.3 Future development of the reflexive questions 

The reflexive questions presented here, shaped through research and discussed at the 2025 
summit, offer a foundation for evaluating whether and how digital technologies contribute to 
good societal outcomes. These questions are not fixed; rather, they are the beginning of an 
ongoing, iterative process. As we continue to test, challenge and revise them, our aim is to 
develop an approach to evaluation that reflects the complexity of digital life and the diversity 
of lived experiences. The insights gathered at the summit will inform the design of the Digital 
Good Index in the coming years. We will continue to collaborate with stakeholders as we 
consider the evaluation of the societal outcomes of digital technologies.
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Appendices

Appendix 1: About the Digital Good Network and our research 

The ESRC Digital Good Network is a vibrant and inclusive research network asking what the 
digital good looks like and how we get there. We undertake and fund a number of research 
projects on these themes, as outlined below. To inform our discussion papers, we also undertook 
expert interviews and held focus groups.

Expert interviews
We conducted 15 interviews with experts from civil society, government, industry, and academia 
between April and September 2024. Interviews were conducted with the following experts:

Focus groups
We conducted two 75-minute focus groups, one in November 2024 and one in January 2025  
with 11 research participants recruited from civic society and voluntary organisations. 
Participants were asked a series of open-ended questions about what good digital technologies 
looked like to them and how they envision a good digital society. These focus group interviews 
were transcribed and analysed thematically.

Read more about our research – https://digitalgood.net/research/

https://digitalgood.net/research/
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Description Pros & Cons Examples

an organised set of 
ideas or guidelines 
that provide a 
systematic approach 
to understanding or 
evaluating something

Valuable for offering 
high-level guidance  
and helping 
stakeholders address 
complex sociotechnical 
challenges.
Often conceptual 
in nature and lack 
mechanisms for 
operationalising their 
insights into  
measurable outcomes.

UK Government Ethics, 
Transparency, and 
Accountability Framework 
for Automated Decision-
Making.  Offers a set 
of steps to guide the 
ethical, transparent 
and accountable 
development and 
deployment of 
automated systems. 

establish ethical 
foundations and 
normative goals

Form the starting point 
for detailed guidance  
for good practice. 
Typically lack concrete 
mechanisms for 
implementation and 
measurement.

The Data Principles 
developed by The 
Digital Society, an 
interdisciplinary research 
programme in The 
Netherlands, combine 
the following principles: 
•  FAIR (findable, 
accessible, interoperable 
and re-usable) data, 
•  FACT (fair, accurate, 
confidential and 
transparent) data science 
and algorithms, 
•  SHARED (sustainable, 
harmonious, affective, 
relevant, empowering 
and diverse) society
•  ROBUST (resilient, 
open, beneficial, user-
oriented, secure, 
trustworthy) systems.

Instrument

Frameworks

Principles

Appendix 2: Different approaches to evaluating digital technologies

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ethics-transparency-and-accountability-framework-for-automated-decision-making/ethics-transparency-and-accountability-framework-for-automated-decision-making
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ethics-transparency-and-accountability-framework-for-automated-decision-making/ethics-transparency-and-accountability-framework-for-automated-decision-making
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ethics-transparency-and-accountability-framework-for-automated-decision-making/ethics-transparency-and-accountability-framework-for-automated-decision-making
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ethics-transparency-and-accountability-framework-for-automated-decision-making/ethics-transparency-and-accountability-framework-for-automated-decision-making
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ethics-transparency-and-accountability-framework-for-automated-decision-making/ethics-transparency-and-accountability-framework-for-automated-decision-making
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ethics-transparency-and-accountability-framework-for-automated-decision-making/ethics-transparency-and-accountability-framework-for-automated-decision-making
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ethics-transparency-and-accountability-framework-for-automated-decision-making/ethics-transparency-and-accountability-framework-for-automated-decision-making
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ethics-transparency-and-accountability-framework-for-automated-decision-making/ethics-transparency-and-accountability-framework-for-automated-decision-making
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ethics-transparency-and-accountability-framework-for-automated-decision-making/ethics-transparency-and-accountability-framework-for-automated-decision-making
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ethics-transparency-and-accountability-framework-for-automated-decision-making/ethics-transparency-and-accountability-framework-for-automated-decision-making
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ethics-transparency-and-accountability-framework-for-automated-decision-making/ethics-transparency-and-accountability-framework-for-automated-decision-making
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ethics-transparency-and-accountability-framework-for-automated-decision-making/ethics-transparency-and-accountability-framework-for-automated-decision-making
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ethics-transparency-and-accountability-framework-for-automated-decision-making/ethics-transparency-and-accountability-framework-for-automated-decision-making
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ethics-transparency-and-accountability-framework-for-automated-decision-making/ethics-transparency-and-accountability-framework-for-automated-decision-making
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ethics-transparency-and-accountability-framework-for-automated-decision-making/ethics-transparency-and-accountability-framework-for-automated-decision-making
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ethics-transparency-and-accountability-framework-for-automated-decision-making/ethics-transparency-and-accountability-framework-for-automated-decision-making
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ethics-transparency-and-accountability-framework-for-automated-decision-making/ethics-transparency-and-accountability-framework-for-automated-decision-making
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Description Pros & Cons Examples

beliefs and ideals that 
guide actions

Like principles, values 
alone can be hard to 
implement - guidance  
is needed in order to 
realise them.

Alan Turing Institute’s 
Understanding Artificial 
Intelligence Ethics and 
Safety
‘SUM values’ that support, 
underwrite and motivate 
AI ethics. The SUM  
values are: 
•  Respect the dignity of 
individual persons
•  Connect with each 
other sincerely, openly 
and inclusively
•  Care for the wellbeing 
of each and all
•  Protect the priorities of 
social values, justice, and 
the public interest. 

provide frameworks 
through within 
which practices are 
normalised

Embodiment of 
commonly held views 
about what is considered 
‘good practice’. 
Can also generate 
common understandings 
and shared meanings, 
reproduce inequalities  
or prioritise certain  
voices over others.

The World Wide Web 
Consortium’s  web 
accessibility standards 
for ensuring the web is 
accessible for people 
with disabilities. Early 
versions did not attend 
to the needs of people 
with learning disabilities. 

translates high-
level principles into 
practical steps for 
implementation

While valuable for 
implementation, 
guidance often focuses 
on the specific risks and 
challenges relating to 
particular technologies, 
with limited possibility  
for application beyond 
the domain in question.

The Understanding 
Artificial Intelligence 
Ethics and Safety 
mentioned above 
includes a discussion 
of ethics, values and 
principles in the context 
of AI, and actionable, 
human-centred steps  
to implement these 
guiding concepts.

provide quantifiable 
metrics, or sets of 
indicators, to measure 
progress toward  
defined goals

Most indices focus on 
evaluating outcomes 
associated with specific 
technologies, such as AI, 
rather than a wide range 
of digital technologies.

Annual AI Index Report 
produced by Stanford 
University’s Human-
Centered AI group, 
‘tracks, collates, distills, 
and visualises data 
relating to AI’ globally, 
across technical, 
economic, and  
social dimensions.

Instrument

Values

Standards

Guidance, 
or codes of 
practice

Indices



This discussion paper serves as the foundation for the Digital Good Index. It draws together 
the research supported by and undertaken within the Digital Good Network, building on the 
expertise of the many people within the network, including our College of Experts.

The Digital Good Network core team wrote this discussion paper:

Claudine Tinsman, Gina Neff, Helen Kennedy, Dee Goddard, Ros Williams, Reema Patel, Dan 
Richards, Jonathan Corpus Ong,  Abi Millings, Rhia Jones, Scott Hale and Sara Wajid.
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