
 

Design for X?: Distribution Choices 
and Ethical Design

 

 

Abstract 
This paper investigates an especially value-laden 
product category: sex-oriented technologies. Reviewing 
four systems encountered through qualitative fieldwork 
at an adult entertainment trade show, we examine how 
designers make claims for distribution of agency in 
their systems, and the consequent technical choices. In 
the face of diverse configurations of systems, users, 
and designers, we suggest that designers treat their 
practice less as an expression of enduring or user-
specific “values,” and more as a series of decisions 
about the ethical distribution of control and 
responsibility within systems. 
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Introduction 
Sex has recently become a site of interest at CHI. Much 
of the HCI work in this domain examines the issue of 
design for domesticity and intimacy [3][6][8]. Some 
researchers argue for design that takes a variety of 
versions of human sexuality into account [17], while 
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others advocate designing specifically for human sexual 
encounters [4][7]. Still others review available designs 
in this domain [2][10]. Above all, these researchers 
argue that HCI, as a field interested in human 
experience, must account for human sexuality in its 
design and research practices. 

In this paper, we review a variety of sex-oriented 
technologies. However, we are not pursuing the themes 
of embodiment, intimacy, or experience assumed to be 
inherent in the activity. Rather our interest lies in how 
sex-oriented technologies, a particularly value-laden 
category of devices, make visible different 
arrangements of responsibility and control.   

We draw insight from case studies collected through 
observations and interviews at the Adult Entertainment 
Expo in Los Vegas, which we attended as part of an 
organized Swarm Ethnography of the Consumer 
Electronic Show in January 2007 [25].  The Adult 
Entertainment Expo draws about 25,000 visitors a year 
[9]. While pornography companies and stars make up a 
large part of the attraction, the show also displays the 
latest sex-oriented gadgets and services to interested 
vendors and consumers. Several of these products are 
particularly evocative as case studies for exploring how 
technological systems articulate models of user 
engagement.  

Human sexuality is complex: multivalent, analytically 
charged, morally-laden, and subject to cultural norms.  
Thus studies of sex technologies present an excellent 
extreme case for discussing value-laden design choices. 
This is not a new tactic: Rachel Maines’ [23] study of 
late nineteenth century treatments for hysteria reveals 
the role of vibrators in constructing a passive, 

androcentric and medicalized female orgasm, while 
feminist scholars such as Sandra Harding [16] study 
gendering in technology to interrogate ethics, 
designerly agency, and politics. Along these lines, 
contemporary intimate technologies continue to 
configure the user [27] for a sexual experience that 
defines the role that participants are to play in that 
activity. As each device provides particular scripts [1] 
for user engagement, it also supports a particular kind 
of sexual experience. This experience may be value-
laden, based on cultural norms, or designed around a 
particular view of sexuality (heterosexual, passive, etc).  

We are well accustomed in HCI to discussing how 
artifacts embody values and social relations. Science 
and Technology Studies provides a useful point of 
departure for analyzing the social shaping of 
technological systems, as well as how different devices 
make different  “capacities for action” [26] available to 
the user. The Values in Design framework brings this 
literature into the conversation in HCI. Whether seeking 
to broaden the definition of user values that inform 
design [19], or advising commitment to normative 
values such as sustainability or autonomy [15], work in 
this domain hopes to open technologies up to different 
scripts, capacities for action, and user configurations.  

Our discussion of sex technologies contributes to this 
conversation, but not by analyzing what these devices 
say about normative cultural values of sexuality or 
user-centered engagement. Instead, we examine the 
role of the designer in making choices about how 
designers, users, and devices interact. The discourse of 
value-centered design, we argue, is not only about 
designing with the values of users in mind, nor even 
about the importance of abstract principles. It must 
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also be about thoughtful decision-making about how 
systems might distribute capacities for action among its 
users - and in some cases, to its designers as well.  

The Devices 
We highlight four systems that we observed at the 
Adult Entertainment Expo. In each case, we did not 
interview or observe anyone actually using these 
devices. We examine instead how inventors, designers, 
salespeople, and marketing materials articulate choices 
about the “distribution of competencies” [20] between 
designer, user, and system.  

Active and passive users 
The first design is an example of teledildonics: devices 
that enable sex at a distance. The Segment system 
[22], illustrated in Figure 1, received a lot of attention 
at the show. In this system, a pink plastic rod with 
internal, colorful LED lights plugs into the computer 
through a USB port, while a model vagina (tucked into 
a silver bowling pin for discreet storage, resonant with 
the importance of invisibility as described in [6] — 
although the rod displays no such discretion) plugs into 
the receiving computer’s USB port. Sensors on the rod 
respond to varying degrees of pressure placed on it, 
transmitting this data through the Internet. The interior 
of the bowling-pin peripheral then replicates the sensor 
pressure data.  

The system reaches beyond the hardware. In addition 
to the peripherals, the company teamed up with a 
blogging software site to provide a unique service: 
women could sign up for their own personal blog on the 
site in which they could transmit their activities with 
the rod (and a webcam) online to a paying audience of 
bowling-pin-possessing subscribers. The sales rep 

advised one of the authors that a boyfriend was not 
even required: she could get her own blog on their site 
so that many men could pay her to plug their bowling 
pins into her private show.  In this way, she explained, 
“every woman can be an actress.” 

At first glance, the system appears very flexible: two or 
more users can use it anywhere in the world. However, 
it distributes agency inflexibly. The “actress” controls 
the sensations transmitted to one or more passive 
partners. The rod’s sensors transmit and replicate 
pressure within the bowling pin, but the bowling pin 
does not transmit signals to the rod. That is, what 
happens inside the bowling pin does not relay a 
corresponding stimulus to the “actress.” When one 
author asked about two-way communication, the 
system’s spokeswoman said that this was too complex 
a problem to solve.1  

Thus the device’s one-way communication architecture 
renders one user (presumably female) active in 
pleasuring the other, passive, male participant. In 
terms of distribution of agency, the responsibility is 
fully placed on a singularly active female user, who 
presumably derives her own pleasure from gratifying 
one or more passive males. 

A designer’s responsibility 
On the other side of the floor, another inventor proudly 
demonstrated his system to a crowd of visitors. As in 
the Segment system, here a user could remotely 
control a rhythmically moving dildo, although this time 

                                                 
1 Also unsupported were two bowling pins or two rods. While two 

men could use the bowling-pin-plus-rod configuration, lesbians 
might have some trouble putting it to use.   

 

Figure 1. The Segment service 
system, featuring personal 
computer with display, two USB-
supported peripherals, and 
envisioned blogger display. 
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without an Internet connection. A complex series of 
buttons on a pink or blue plastic console hidden in a 
briefcase (available in pink or in silver) moved the 
detachable dildo in several pre-set modes.  

While we were observing the display, a crew and 
television personality arrived to film an interview with 
the inventor for a foreign broadcast station. We 
observed as the inventor demonstrated the variety of 
modes available on the system, the speed controls, and 
the special combination setting that played all modes at 
once.  As the dildo moved smoothly at a jackhammer 
pace, the inventor professed that his sole purpose was 
“to give the ladies pleasure.” 

Like the Segment system, ‘pleasure’ in this case is a 
one-way proposition, controlled from within a briefcase. 
Also like Segment, discretion is only applied to one half 
of the design: the briefcase. But this design offers a 
few more options for interpretation even within the 
one-way system. The recipient may be male or female, 
and may delegate the controls to a co-present partner, 
or manipulate the controls themselves. The device does 
not require an Internet connection; nor does it place 
responsibility over a passive partner in a single user.   

Most striking to us, however, was the designer’s clarity 
of purpose about his role in the system: as he put it 
again and again, “to give the ladies pleasure.”  Each 
movement mode is pre-set by the designer, with the 
user only able to modify speed and intensity of 
penetration as opposed to other more varied forms of 
stimulation. In the imagined context of use, then, the 
user may actively deploy the controls or be passively 
pleasured. But the absent designer shoulders the 

responsibility for all modes of user engagement, 
participating in the system even at a distance.  

The user-run community 
The OhMiBod device, also discussed in [2] and [11], 
plugs into an iPod (Figure 3).2 This device converts 
audio signals from any song played on the iPod into a 
pattern of vibration appropriate to the musical 
selection. We encountered the inventor and his product 
booth tucked away at the Retailers’ Display section, far 
from the bustle of the main floor. Here, product makers 
were keen to find distributors and stores that would 
carry their products.  

In our interview, the inventor was candid about his 
discomfort with how the Expo dealt with sexuality. In 
his opinion, the majority of the displays made the 
mistake of objectifying women, turning them into 
passive objects or simply stimulation for male 
observers.  He confided that he and his wife had tried 
to take a different approach to design, emphasizing the 
playfulness and partnership of intimate relations. 

In describing the ideal scenarios for his device’s 
deployment, the vibrator itself was not the focus of the 
inventor’ imagination. Instead, he emphasized the 
possibility of user-generated, shared playlists. He 
imagined a couple experimenting together with 
different songs and deciding together how to compose 
a playlist for optimum arousal. He described user 
forums around the device wherein people could 
exchange preferred playlists. He proudly talked about 
how the product already had a vibrant community of 

                                                 
2 This was not unusual: our notes indicate that almost everything 

at the CES that year was designed to plug into an iPod. 

 

Figure 2: An unassuming 
briefcase hides the control panel 
for this remote controlled device. 

 

Figure 3: The OhMiBod system. 
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couples sharing musical preferences with each other 
and experimenting with playlists. 

In our long conversation with the OhMiBod founder, we 
were taken with his concern for making multiple of 
scripts for action available to users. Available in hot 
pink and white, the device could be used in multiple 
ways, by different genders and gendered couples, co-
present or distant, or by individuals. Certainly, there is 
a one-to-one relationship between the audio file and 
the vibrator, and the designer scripts the 
correspondence between musical beat and vibration 
into the device. But the choice of that audio file – a live 
stream, a stored playlist, or manual controls – was up 
to the user, and was exchanged as information among 
users. For the founder, the designer recedes into the 
background, aesthetic responsibilities are distributed 
within a community, and capacities for action and 
agency are user-defined. 

The Participatory System 
One of the most noticeable exhibitors at the Adult Expo 
was Kink.com, a technologically innovative 
pornography company that produces niche websites for 
bondage and domination enthusiasts [24]. Like other 
media-centric websites who want to encourage 
continued membership, Kink.com offers chat rooms and 
discussion forums. However, as employees explained, it 
also offers viewers a chance to interact in real time with 
the sites’ employees and models.3 

Some of the studio sets are equipped with cameras that 
stream live video (Figure 4). Online viewers can watch 

                                                 
3 Kink.com uses “models” to describe the people who are in front 

of the camera but not permanently employed by the company.  

those streams and comment in stream-specific chat 
rooms. Large monitors installed on-set display those 
chat messages live from the website in the room where 
the action is being filmed. Given the movement of 
people around the set, however, models and employees 
cannot always see the monitor screen. As a result, a 
text-to-speech translator reads the messages aloud so 
that everyone on set can hear them. (Interestingly, the 
voice is female, despite the apparent male identification 
of many of the chatters’ handles.) The simulated voice 
is also audible on the video stream, so that the chatters 
can hear their own words read back to them.  

During filming, on-camera models and employees can 
engage with the chatters. They answer questions and 
will follow requests to reposition bodies and cameras, 
making jokes and other light conversation as they go. 
This grants the chatters the authority to judge 
performances and make demands, up to a point. The 
published guidelines even encourage chatters to “ask 
questions or make suggestions for how you want the 
show to play out.” When not filming, employees 
occasionally use the system to hold live question-and-
answer sessions about the website with members.  
 
One of the notable features of Kink.com is its 
sociotechnical investment in multi-way engagement. In 
a follow-up tour of the Kink facility, one of the authors 
was struck by how online participation was literally built 
into many of the sets. The site’s members may be 
voyeurs, but they are voyeurs with voices. And given 
the inescapability of the text-to-speech voice on the 
video stream, the female voice of the text-to-speech 
synthesizer — saying their words — is part of the 
audience experience as well. As media theorist Grant 
Kien puts it, “Kink.com thus exemplifies the perfect 

 

Figure 4: Kink.com’s map of the 
physical space in the studios, 
indicating live webcams where users 
can join the action. ©Kink.com 

alt.chi CHI 2012, May 5–10, 2012, Austin, Texas, USA

85



  

smudging of virtual and physical environments into a 
singularized reality” [18].  

Indeed, the whole system works as a participatory 
ecology. While not physically present, website members 
participate in the scenes played out on the video 
stream through the mediation of networked cameras, 
situated displays and the text-to-speech reader. They 
also participate in the long-term direction of the 
website through the question-and-answer sessions. The 
disembodied voice of the chat observers participates as 
a character or interlocutor on-set. And the models’ 
performance also participates in this ecology, changing 
in response to the chat comments. Online pornography 
becomes a highly situated, participatory site of 
technologically-mediated sexual engagement. 

Discussion: Distributing capacities for action 
One could certainly argue that these different designs 
produce different kinds of user experiences: a multi-
party orgy online is not the same as a quiet night at 
home with your long-term partner and an iPod. But 
such a line of argument would require too many 
assumptions, given the complexity of sexual practices 
and the fact that we did not study these systems in 
use. Instead, we use our encounters with these device-
systems and their designers to examine the politics of 
design choices. More specifically, we ask how designers 
ascribe and assign “competencies” [20] or “capacities 
for action,” [26] among users, systems, and designers. 
More specifically, in the case of these four products, 
who do the producers of the system ascribe 
responsibility for producing physical sensations?  

The Segment system, the “remote control,” and 
OhMiBod’s products distribute responsibility in 

seemingly straightforward ways. They produce sexual 
pleasure through direct physical manipulation: they 
they poke, they massage. In each, manipulation is one-
way. One human takes direct responsibility for the 
sensations of one or more others.4 Yet all, to a greater 
or lesser extent, rely on pre-set “playlists” (the chosen 
metaphor of the OhMiBod) to manage the tangible 
output of the device. It is through the implementations 
of playlist functionality that we see very different 
politics underlying seemingly similar interaction models.  

Playlists mediate direct human control over an interface 
by allowing sequences of stored actions to temporarily 
take over. In the case of the “remote control” system, 
the designer-founder creates the playlist. If the active 
user does not want to fiddle with the elaborate controls, 
he or she can choose from only a few pre-set modes, 
and cannot save his or her own sequences. In contrast, 
the Segment saleswoman envisages the “actress” at its 
center as a sort of factory manager. The actress, in this 
vision, takes direct responsibility for her viewers’ 
pleasure. Playlists of stored streams optimize her 
efficiency and profitability. They distribute sensation to 
multiple receivers at once, allowing subscriptions to live 
feeds and fees for stored recordings.  

The OhMiBod vibrator distributes control less clearly. 
The online playlists must be activated by one person on 
behalf of another (or oneself). But where the “remote 
control” founder takes the responsibility for “giving the 
ladies pleasure” himself, OhMiBod distributes that 
responsibility throughout the community of users and 

                                                 
4 One cannot assume that in practice the active partner does not 

take satisfaction from that responsibility. However, the system 
interfaces limits hands-on control of the device to one role.  
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into the device itself. Who is responsible for what the 
user feels? Is it the creator of the playlist? The person 
who chooses and downloads the playlist? Or the 
algorithm — unknown to the users — that translates 
audio signal into vibration output? In repurposing audio 
input, OhMiBod diffuses direct control over stimulation 
between multiple actors, some more visible and 
knowable to users than others.  

Through its user-generated playlists, OhMiBod also 
imagines everyday sexual expression as a site of 
creative media production. Translating music playlists 
to vibration configures its users as bricoleurs, who 
transform existing music tracks into tools for pleasure. 
The relationship between designer and user, and 
among users, is one of ambiguity and sharing, whereby 
specialized hardware and a community website help 
couples turn old songs to new uses.  

Kink.com, like Segment, follows an efficient ecommerce 
model: one live stream engages many watchers. But in 
contrast to the other devices we discuss, the live 
stream videos of Kink.com offer a multi-directional 
model of responsibility and control. Models, employees, 
and members are all enjoyably engaged in talking, 
looking, and hearing.5 There is no playlist during the 
live events. The decision-makers are those physically 
present on set: the models, the employees, the 
camera-people, and the chatters. The subscription 
agreements and user guidelines make it clear that final 
control over media production and distribution rests in 
the hands of the website management, but the 

                                                 
5 This multi-directionality does not extend into visibility. The site 

members are unseen; there are no cameras in their bedrooms. 

emergent experience is the result of multi-party 
interaction and engagement.  

Implications for designers  
The HCI community has traditionally understood the 
ethics of design as a commitment to the values and 
aspirations of end users. Participatory design [13], 
value-sensitive design [15], values-in-design [19], and 
ambiguity as a resource for design [14] are all well-
known means to this end. Advocates of ethical design 
have also argued for altering designers’ values – 
towards, say, a greater consideration of environmental 
sustainability or user autonomy [15]. Debate centers 
on the correct balance between “local value expression” 
and designers’ own value advocacy [21]. Thus many 
agendas in HCI are framed as design for X – where X is 
a single, coherent value such as justice, sustainability, 
play … or sexual pleasure.  

All the designers, marketers, and engineers we met at 
the Adult Expo claimed sexual pleasure as a goal. Yet, 
as we’ve demonstrated, the different technical choices 
of the makers of Segment, the “remote control”, 
OhMiBod, and Kink.com result in very different 
configurations of responsibility, control, and physical 
sensation between users and systems. How, then to 
account for the role of values in these designs?   

Considering “local value expressions” [21] might inspire 
us to engage with a specific community to investigate 
their worldview. But the entrepreneurs at the Adult 
Expo cater to customers all over the world. The local 
approach cannot match the scale of the problems they 
face in coping with radically different notions of 
pleasure, morality, and virtue. They cannot take 
responsibility for the diversity of value-outcomes 
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apparent in the attendance at the Adult Expo. 
Interactions with their systems will always be locally 
situated, contingent on factors beyond their control.  

Nor are we are interested in universal dictates about 
the nature of politics, artifacts, or design. Instead, we 
seek “leverage” [5] on a particular problem of design 
practice: in a world in which the same stated end goal 
can produce very different technical arrangements, in 
which the effects of those arrangements occur in 
situated, local, contingent interactions – how then 
might designers take on practical moral commitments? 
We could argue that different configurations of exertion 
and reward exhibit different values: equality, justice, et 
cetera. But we don’t know how, or if, the people we 
met saw those ideas as relevant, much less how they 
might technically implement them.  

Based on our analysis of the distributional choices at 
work in these four systems, we argue for a more 
modest approach. Instead of trying to name and 
implement coherent values, we suggest treating the 
activity of moral commitments in design as the 
contingent, localized politics of distribution choices. In 
short, we relocate judgments of design away from 
conceptual virtues like “justice” and “autonomy.” We 
turn instead to advocating designerly reflection on their 
own commitments, and the consequent distributions of 
effort and reward in their systems. The work of ethical 
design, then, lies not in labeling one’s views as 
emblematic of coherent values, but in staying conscious 
of the distributional implications of design choices. 

We therefore offer no tangible, direct “implications for 
design” [10] that specify how to design for sexual 
pleasure or other value-laden activities. Instead, we 

draw from our analysis of these projects to propose a 
set of sensitizing questions (Table 1) that address the 
role of values in design practice.  We offer these simple 
questions as a concrete way to kickstart the work of 
examining and articulating the moral logics that may be 
underwriting technical decision-making. As such 
questions indicate, our notion of ethical or values-based 
decisions relies on rather utilitarian calculations: who 
(whether machines or humans) do system designers 
assert will do the work, and who will reap any rewards? 
In sum: what distribution choices have been inscribed 
into the system, and what are the potential effects of 
such choices?  

For example, in saying, “my goal is to give the ladies 
pleasure,” the designer of the “remote control” vibrator 
articulates an admirably transparent statement of his 
responsibility and effort towards his female users, 
which his device then reflects. Alternatively, the 
designer of the OhMiBod frames an approach to system 
design that places control in the hands of couples, 
whose information-sharing model distributes “capacities 
for action” among community members (even if only 
one user calls the tune). It is such tangible distribution 
choices – not the abstract “values” admitted by the 
designer or prescribed to presumed users - that 
produce emergent, contingent modes of engagement 
with a system: modes that we might later come to 
recognize as particularly “value-laden.” 

Conclusion 
Designerly reflection on the effects of distribution 
choices will require invoking a wide variety of tools and 
methods available in HCI: from our heritages in 
psychology, design, arts practice, anthropology, and 
others. The approach must remain pluralistic in the 

Articulating 
distribution choices 

1) Who does the work 
of making the 
system run 
smoothly?  

2) Who gets to control 
the outcome?  

3) What outcomes 
constitute success?  

4) Who gets to judge 
the outcome?  

5) Who will reap the 
rewards of success, 
or suffer the 
problems of failure? 
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sense that we do not believe there are any universally 
right answers to the above questions. After all, there 
are many ways to achieve a design goal. But we are 
not claiming that “anything goes.” Once decided upon a 
goal, the means matter as much as the ends. The work 
of ethical designing may not lie so much designing for 
values but reflectively designing with the politics of 
distributional commitments. 

In this paper, we have used a review of sex-oriented 
technologies encountered at a trade show to rethink 
the notion of designing for X: where X is a named, 
abstract concept, such as justice or gender equality. 
Because they unavoidably invoke value-laden issues of 
gender, procreation, and personal morality, sex-
oriented technologies force into sharp relief the 
questions at stake in designing for and with specific 
values. However, these questions are present beyond 
the bedroom. System designers face similarly value-
overloaded questions in a variety of contexts, such as 
when it is acceptable to return email, or how one 
should participate in digital civic politics. 

Values are certainly important and meaningful drivers 
for design. Yet we believe that reflexivity about the 
practical politics of design choices — while remaining 
agnostic about their status as discrete “values” — 
provides useful leverage on tricky technical decisions. 
To this end, sex-oriented systems provide a thoughtful 
way to provoke reflection on designerly commitments 
and politics that remain relevant beyond the walls of 
the Adult Expo. After all, there are just as many ways 
to send an email, conduct a conference call, or search 
the Internet, as there are to have sex.  
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