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Abstract 
The increasing ubiquity of computing devices coupled 
with recent empirical research on the factors that affect 
the likelihood of conflict provide HCI researchers with 
new opportunities to conduct research on interactive 
systems designed to prevent, de-escalate and recover 
from conflict. Approaches used by HCI researchers in 
this field have included the use of a multi-lifespan 
research initiative to support peace and reconciliation 
after genocide, CSCW to facilitate communication, 
visualization to help detect landmines, and calming 
technology to support individuals desiring interactive 
systems that scaffold non-violent interactions. In this 
workshop we plan to further explore these ideas and 
discuss existing and future challenges. 
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General Terms 
Human factors, design. 

Motivation 
The societal costs of war are enormous in terms of 
economic [12] and human resources [1]. This is even 
recognized by the military, with the United States 
Department of Defense, for example, asserting the 
need to address grievances through peaceful means in 
order to decrease the need for military confrontations 
[3]. 

Until recently, there has been little attention paid to the 
role computing technology can explicitly play in 
preventing, de-escalating, and recovering from armed 
conflict. However, two developments suggest that it is 
time for an explicit HCI for Peace initiative. The first 
change, that has also driven other value-oriented 
research in HCI, is the increasing ubiquity of computing 
devices. Mobile phones, for example, already reach 
over 40 percent of the population of Africa [9]. 

The second change is the availability of a series of 
empirical studies on the factors that increase and 
decrease the likelihood of conflict. Led by the likes of 
Paul Collier at Oxford University, these studies can help 
the scientific community move away from philosophical 
discussions on the causes of conflict and move toward 
addressing the factors that rigorous statistical analyses 
suggest are often to blame [7]. 

Government agencies are putting these two 
developments together.  For example, the U.S. State 
Department is funding technology and software 
development to promote democracy, one of the key 
factors associated with a lower incidence of conflict [2]. 

HCI Approaches to Peace and Conflict 
Attempting to address the issue of armed conflict from 
an HCI perspective can seem like an insurmountable 
task, with a complexity significantly beyond what is 
normally addressed in HCI research. However, a 
growing community of researchers has been making 
strides, working on specific projects that are slowly 
providing us with specific approaches to address peace 
and conflict. Below, we highlight the approaches that 
the co-organizers of the workshop have followed. Note 
that this is not a comprehensive review of all the 
methods that have been pursued. A more thorough 
review can be found here [7]. 

One approach was presented by Hourcade and Bullock-
Rest in a CHI 2011 paper [7]. The paper presents a 
research agenda for promoting peace and preventing 
conflict through computing devices based on a review 
of empirical studies on the factors that affect the 
likelihood of conflict. It discusses factors at the 
collective and individual level and provides examples of 
research already conducted in HCI that affect these 
factors as well as of possible new approaches. 
Hourcade and Bullock-Rest’s contribution simplifies the 
complexity of addressing such a challenging topic.  

Another approach, the multi-lifespan information 
system design, is a recent initiative that grew out of 
value sensitive design. While value sensitive design has 
been useful in other areas, it fits particularly well with 
the issue of peace and conflict. The Voices from the 
Rwanda Tribunal [4] is the first project to apply the 
multi-lifespan information system design approach. The 
project's interactive website provides citizens around 
the world with various means to access and use video 
interviews with personnel from the United Nations 



  

International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (e.g., 
judges, defense lawyers, translators, prosecutors). The 
videos offer critical insights from the individuals who 
conducted the daily work of a precedent setting 
international criminal court. These professionals reflect 
on the achievements and failures of a court tasked to 
bring justice and reconciliation to people who suffered 
unfathomable horrors at the hands of their neighbors. 
Through this project, the research team is building 
design theory and method to inform the development 
of the multi-lifespan information system design 
research initiative [5]. 

Another use of existing methodologies to help with 
peace was accomplished by Zaphiris in Cyprus. As 
recounted during a panel discussion at CHI 2011 [8], 
for many years people from the Greek and Turkish 
regions of Cyprus were forbidden from communicating 
with each other. In fact, they could only meet in other 
countries. Starting in the 90s, Zaphiris applied 
techniques from CSCW to facilitate communication 
between people on opposing sides of the border. This 
enabled former neighbors to communicate again and 
establish a dialogue, often a precursor for 
reconciliation, helping them recuperate from conflict. 

An additional challenge in recuperating from conflicts is 
in addressing the legacy of devices that continue to 
destroy lives years after a conflict ends. Landmines are 
a particular challenge in developing regions where safe 
landmine detectors are too expensive to afford. 
Jayatilaka et al. have been researching how to address 
this problem using HCI techniques to develop a low-
cost visual support device that can improve the decision 
making capabilities of human deminers using handheld 
metal detectors [10]. They have collaborated closely 

with the U.S. Department of Defense to prototype and 
evaluate their system with real deminers.   

It is also possible to address the issue of peace and 
conflict at an individual level. Moraveji runs the Calming 
Technology Lab at Stanford University [11] with the 
goal of designing and evaluating systems intended to 
create calm (or ‘restful alertness’) in three areas: 
physiology, cognition, and affect. For example, he has 
published design techniques on influencing the 
respiratory patterns of desktop computer users. His 
work has laid out the foundations for a sub-field of HCI 
that identifies stressors in user interfaces and methods 
of mitigating them with design heuristics. The 
assumption of this vein of research is that societal 
conflicts emerge from internal conflicts in the individual 
and that these conflicts can be mitigated by increasing 
calm and reducing stress. This framing places inner 
(and therefore external) peace as a natural state that is 
disrupted by internal and external distractions (i.e. 
stressors). It logically follows that technologies must 
attempt to remove those stressors and cultivate a 
peaceful mindset. 

Issues for Discussion 
The descriptions above raise just a few of the issues to 
discuss in this emerging subfield of HCI. The list is not 
exhaustive and the organizers welcome a discussion on 
the advantages and disadvantages of each approach. In 
addition, one of the goals of our workshop will be to 
consider other approaches to preventing, de-escalating, 
and recovering from conflict.  

In addition to approaches, methods also matter. It is 
unclear what HCI methodologies are most appropriate 



  

for different situations and whether novel 
methodologies need to be developed. 

A challenge most projects in this area will face is in 
evaluating their impact. While in some cases this may 
be straight-forward (e.g., landmine detection), in other 
situations the impact may not be known for decades 
and it may be difficult to separate the impact of a 
particular approach from other factors [4]. 

It is also too early to have a clear idea of the contexts, 
practices, and policies that may help an approach have 
a positive impact. We have to realize that in many 
cases technologies may not help, and identifying the 
situations where their impact could be optimal would 
help researchers focus their efforts. 

A final challenge is addressing the multiple perspectives 
that are present in any conflict. We need to keep in 
mind that these systems will often engage multiple 
stakeholders with vastly different levels of power and 
autonomy (e.g., related to ethnicity, gender, age). 
These may lead to strongly opposing views that need to 
be addressed. 
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