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Report	  from	  DigitalSTS	  Workshop	  (2012)	  
Held October 16, 2012 in Copenhagen DK 
	  
Janet	  Vertesi	  &	  David	  Ribes	  
Princeton	  University	  &	  Georgetown	  University	  
jvertesi@princeton.edu	  &	  dr273@georgetown.edu	  

Summary	  
On October 16, 2012, we hosted a workshop on the topic of DigitalSTS to coincide with 
the beginning of the Annual Meeting of the Society for the Social Studies of Science.  
With thanks to the partial support of the Sloan Foundation, the workshop was a 
resounding success. We established a strong support network among scholars working in 
this domain; solidified both a structure and a process for developing a publication 
Handbook for DigitalSTS, and identified next steps for this nascent community towards 
publication, including: 

- a data visualization and makers workshop; 
- a follow-up day-long workshop at 4S 2013;  
- a day-long track at 4S 2013 to feed directly into the Handbook. 

Workshop	  Description	  
We were delighted to receive an unexpectedly high number of applications to the 
workshop, indicating the interest among the 4S community. In the end, we welcomed 42 
participants to the workshop. Participants ranged from graduate students to senior faculty 
across US and EU universities and other research settings. The workshop began at 
8:30am and lasted through to a dinner and post-dinner celebration late into the evening.  
Over the course of the day, we led participants through a series of activities aimed at 
exploring the intellectual boundaries of the field, and forging new relationships with 
fellow scholars, described below. We begin with the most significant outcome of the 
workshop: next steps in developing a digitalSTS Handbook.  Appendix A is a list of 
participants. Appendix B are digital traces from the workshop. 

Workshop	  Outcome:	  Next	  steps	  	  
The most beneficial outcome of this workshop is a clear set of next steps in the 
development of a digitalSTS handbook. We will continue work on the handbook through 
three follow-up events: 
 

1. STS ‘Makers’ Workshop: A workshop held over the summer of 2013 on 
principles and practices of interactive digital media for STS. This will focus on 
visualization of science and technology as well as practices of ‘critical making.’ 
Several key participants of the 4S 2012 workshop engage in interactive media 
production: Yanni Loukissas, Laura Forlano, and Sara Wylie specifically. 
Working with them and others in the broader community, we will put together a 
workshop that can give participants the skills and intellectual interactions to 
produce DigitalSTS artifacts. We expect that some of these systems and 
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instructional guides will become potential contributions to the ‘scrapbook’ section 
of the Handbook. 
 

2. Follow-up Workshop, 4S 2013 to continue momentum from the 4S 2012 event. 
This will allow for graduate student presentations of work and for crafting and 
displaying digital artifacts. It will continue to cement social ties established during 
the 2012 workshop. 

 
3. A full day panel session at 4S 2013 to develop the papers for the Handbook 

Field Guide Section. We anticipate four panels, each dedicated to the themes of 
the Handbook. The panels will have a similar structure: 

a. A senior member of the field will give a brief overview of theories and 
principles in the field. 

b. Two or three speakers will provide case studies that exemplify or move 
forward particular topics in the domain 

c. A discussant will summarize and extend the conversation. 
 
The papers from the full day panel will become authors’ contributions to the Handbook. 
The designs from the summer workshop will contribute to the ‘scrapbook’ portion of the 
Handbook. We hope also to integrate a blogging or reviewing platform to enable 
members of the audience to participate and have conversations real-time. We will curate 
a selection of these online materials and others (such as Tweets) to become part of the 
meta-commentary in the Handbook.  We hope in this way to expand participation in the 
Handbook beyond a few select scholars, to allow multiple voices, and to leverage both 
the principles and practices of digital systems in the crafting of an academic work. 
 
If necessary, we will consider a follow-up meeting to refine the papers among the 
authors as we move toward the publication process. 

Summary	  of	  the	  2012	  Workshop	  

Workshop	  Program	  
8:30-8:50 Welcome (Ribes and Vertesi) 
 We laid out the goals of the day in an introductory presentation. 
 
8:50-10a Participant Introductions (all) 
 Every participant emailed us a single introductory slide in advance of the 
workshop. They then had one minute to introduce themselves to the entire group based 
on this slide. In this way, despite the large group size, everyone in the workshop heard 
about their fellow participants’ work and contributions to the domain. 
 
10-11a Critical Topics Break Out Group 
11-12:00p Break out report-back  
 We assigned all workshop members into six break-out groups to discuss the 
question: “What are the pressing or critical questions for DigitalSTS?” Participants were 
instructed to host a wide ranging discussion in their groups but to report back at the end 
of the hour with three top topics discussed and one surprising or otherwise unexpected 
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topic or question.  As groups reported back from their morning session, we generated a 
viable list of themes for further discussion later in the afternoon, and to carry forward as 
the subsections of the Handbook. 
 
12p-1:30p Lunch and Virtual panel  
 We invited a panel of three senior scholars in the field to address the question of 
methods and methodologies for DigitalSTS. Our panelists were:  

Anne Beaulieu - University of Groningen 
Paul Dourish – University of California Irvine 
Christine Hine – University of Surrey 

Panelists were asked to address questions such as, “How are studies of digitalSTS 
conducted today?” “What methods and tools do we have, and with what implications?” 
and “What methods will be needed in the future?” Professors Beaulieu and Hine attended 
virtually using Skype. 
 
1:30-2:30 Plenary Session – Themes & Summary of Discussion 
 Over the course of an hour, we asked participants to group themes that emerged 
from the morning discussion into thematic clusters for further discussion later in the 
afternoon. The five thematic groups that emerged are subjects, objects, design, 
collaboration and digital history. Below we summarize the discussions held within each 
group and presented back to the workshop. These themes will shape the future workshops 
and the digitalSTS handbook itself.  
 
 Subjects: DigitalSTS practitioners have a unique relationship with their subjects 
and objects of study. Rather than being distanced observers, we are often also participants 
in the design and dissemination of technology objects. For example: Ethnographers 
contribute findings about current uses to inform future design. This has been 
characterized as ‘intervention’ in STS (eg. Discussions of STS scholars testifying as 
expets in court), but our unique position as DigitalSTS scholars to their subjects of 
research is under-studied.  
 Objects: STS has been at the forefront of rethinking materiality as a feature of 
interaction, organization, and the social. DigitalSTS scholars, in particular, have recently 
focused on ‘bringing back’ the materiality of information. Information is often through of 
as immaterial or virtual. In fact, information is thoroughly material (ie. the cloud has 
servers and staff, they are simply outside the visible range of the user). Thinking about 
the materiality of information and the digital helps us think through issues of, for 
example, invisible human labor (e.g., technicians, archivists or librarians) or of forgotten 
decisions now embodied in technologies, protocols and algorithms.  
 Design: DigitalSTS does not only study the digital, it uses novel digital 
techniques in our research, and it designs objects that exemplify STS theory, principles 
and methods.  These are methodological questions, but also questions of developing 
technology for STS research. For example, can research infrastructure for STS be 
developed: helping us to share and reuse data, collaborate across disciplines or 
institutions, visualize our findings, and communicate with broader audiences in new 
ways? 
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 Collaboration: How to manage mediated participation in research? Today 
scholarly research must match the agility of our subjects and objects of study. DigitalSTS 
scholarship will often be geographically distributed, highly computer mediated, and 
drawing on new forms of digital traces such as logs or Wikipedia talk pages. As with the 
above discussion of subjects, we may not only be observers, but also collaborators, 
consultants, designers and other kinds of participants.  
 Digital history: This group focused on deploying traditional STS concepts in new 
field sites. STS has been investigating computation, information, and virtuality for 
decades. Shapin and Schaffer discussed virtual witnessing in the 1980s, describing 
practices from early modern science. Lynch has written about digital image enhancement 
in astronomy. In forming a new group around digitalSTS we must not reinvent the wheel, 
we must not forget a history of rich scholarship. Part of the mission of digitalSTS will be 
to bring to bear the scholarship, concepts, methods and theory of STS to our new research 
objects.  
 
2:30-3:30p – Demonstration Projects 

We hosted two “demos” of existing projects indDigitalSTS. Yanni Loukissas of 
Harvard University’s metaLAB presented a sociotechnical information visualization of 
the Apollo lunar landings. Sara Wylie presented her work on the Public Lab project, 
including a live demonstration of balloon mapping techniques for geospatial mapping by 
citizen scientists or activist groups. 

 
3:30-4:30  ‘Exhibit’ Break-Out Groups 
4:30-5p Report back on exhibits. 
  Participants self-organized into new break-out groups according to the themes 
outlined above. They were asked to address the questions: “What work is being done in 
this  domain? What's exciting? What work is needed?  Then, they were asked to report 
back with a description of their discussion and a presentation of an evocative object or 
exhibit piece that captured the discussion. The intent was to produce an object that might 
be a good way of “conveying the theme… for teaching, for research, for the field.” 
Participants presented a variety of creative responses to the problem and reported back 
with rich notes from their discussions. 
 
5-5:30/6p: Closing Session. 

Our closing discussion focused on creative approaches to a possible Handbook; 
how to maintain or continue to grow the community of scholars working in this domain, 
and what activities were needed next. Ideas surfaced in this period were many and varied, 
including the notion of the “field guide”, “scrapbook”, and open commentaries that we 
incorporate into the plan for the eventual volume, described below. 

Workshop	  Outcomes	  
We had three goals for this workshop – to build community, to produce a handbook 
outline, and to assemble next steps for working together toward the Handbook. We are 
pleased to report that all three goals were achieved. We describe each in more detail 
below. Our third outcome is a clear set of next steps in developing the digitalSTS 
handbook; we have placed this outcome at the beginning of this report. 
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Outcome	  #1:	  Community	  Building	  
The workshop structure purposefully espoused ways of ensuring that participants met 
each other and established new friendships and working relationships. The introductions 
in the opening session familiarized everyone with their colleagues’ work and provided 
points of contact and shared conversation. The breakout groups were purposefully 
arranged to put people together with strangers, in which small groups they reported on 
excellent and thorough conversations. Lunch, dinner, and an impromptu after-dinner 
celebration also encouraged such mixing and discussion. We informed participants in our 
opening remarks that this was one of the goals and that they should attempt to meet as 
many new people as possible during the day. Such ice-breaking activities were central to 
opening new lines of communication between participants. 
 
It is always difficult to measure community building as an outcome, but our participants’ 
activities and interactions assured us that this was indeed taking place. People sat next to 
people they had never met before. They reported new and exciting discussions with new 
colleagues. Perhaps the best evidence was in two follow up events during 4S: a “Digital 
Drinks” which we “hosted” along with colleagues at the new Intel Science and 
Technology Center (linking UC Irvine, Cornell, Georgia Tech, NYU and Indiana) a few 
days later, and at the 4S Banquet. Almost all of our workshop participants showed up to 
the Digital Drinks, continuing their conversations and providing a conduit for other new 
relationships as they introduced their colleagues to each other. At the 4S Banquet, 
DigitalSTS members sat together at two tables at the event. Several participants described 
to an organizer that they had met people they never would have met before; that they had 
already become a presence at several of the sessions throughout the meeting, and how 
they were already making plans to see each other again and share new ideas. 
 
As a result, our plans for the forthcoming Handbook build on this spirit and momentum 
to produce an object that speaks to – and from – a growing community of scholars. The 
Handbook’s contribution is equally in its digital printing and in the process of its making, 
by means of which we hope to continue to foster this nascent community of scholars and 
facilitate new collaborations and innovations in this domain.  

Outcome	  #2:	  Handbook	  Outline	  
The Handbook for DigitalSTS will have two curated sections: a “field guide” to elaborate 
upon the themes of digital work, and a “scrapbook” for existing interactive media. As 
currently envisioned, the Handbook relies upon a digital publishing platform for the 
ability to link comments and textual contributions, and for the publication of digital 
materials as interactive objects and exhibits.  

Part	  1.	  	  Field	  Guide:	  	  
The field guide will be divided into “epistopics” that emerged across the thematic 

breakout groups as issues of concern for DigitalSTS. These themes are not new to STS. 
However, in addressing them through the lens of DigitalSTS -- with renewed attention to 
objects, subjects, researcher positioning, and methods in the digital domain – we will 
demonstrate how and what digital studies brings to these classic formulations. Epistopics 
under consideration for these sections include: 

*Representation 
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*Expertise 
*Infrastructure 
*Politics 
*Materiality 

Each section will include short overviews of existing theories, methods and tools 
in digital studies, written by respected scholars in the field. They will also include case 
studies that develop novel theoretical frameworks. They will incorporate commentary 
from a broader community. Details on how these elements will be compiled are below.  

Part	  2:	  Scrapbook:	  	  
This will include a “Making” section in which we hope to harness the affordances 

of the book’s digital form to include interactive media. The section will be curated and 
draw from existing and current digital projects in STS. 

A	  note	  about	  digital	  publication	  
While digital publication is in its early stages, we believe that this project represents an 
opportunity to take advantage of existing platforms and produce new opportunities for 
content distribution. An editor from MIT Press attended the entirety of the workshop, and 
contributed her perspective on the future of digital publishing. In the workshop and in 
follow-up conversations she has indicated her interest in the project, and in helping us 
shape it toward an eventual successful volume. 

Report	  on	  Funds	  
Thanks to the grant from the Sloan Foundation, we supported five graduate students and 
two junior international postdocs in attending the conference. We also hosted a workshop 
dinner for participants at a local restaurant in Copenhagen to further the aim of 
community development.  Due to the donation of space and services by ITU, moneys 
allocated initially for location rental were repurposed toward supporting these activities. 

Closing	  Comments	  
As a result of the workshop on October 16, 2012, we have a clear plan for moving 
forward with a Handbook for DigitalSTS. We thank the Sloan Foundation for their 
support of this venture. 
 
More information on this workshop and our forthcoming events is at 
http://digitalsts.wordpress.com. 
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Appendix	  A:	  Participants	  
Participants were selected via an open call for participation. 
 
Participant Affiliation 
Morgan Ames Stanford University 
Mike Ananny University of Southern California 
Margy Avery MIT Press 
Geof Bowker Informatics Department, University of California, Irvine 
Hronn Brynjarsdottir Information Science, Cornell University 
Taina Bucher Media and Communication, University of Oslo Oslo 
Anita Say Chan University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 
Marisa Cohn Informatics Department, University of California, Irvine 
Peter Sachs Collopy History and Sociology of Science, University of Pennsylvania 
Deanna Day History and Sociology of Science, University of Pennsylvania 
Ingrid Erikson School of Information and Communication, Rutgers University 
Megan Finn Microsoft Research Cambridge (MA) 
Laura Forlano Institute of Design, Illinois Institute of Technology  
R. Stuart Geiger iSchool, University of California, Berkeley 
Lara Houston Science Studies, Lancaster University 
Lilly Irani Informatics Department, University of California, Irvine 
Nadja Kanellopoulou University of Edinburgh/Oxford University 
Christian Katzenbach von Humboldt Institute for Internet and Society 
Shreeharsh Kelkar MIT History; Anthropology; and Science, Technology and Society 
Nick Knouf Information Science Dept, Cornell University 
Guillaume Latzko-Toth Universite Laval 
Lucian Leahu Mobile Life, Sweden 
Silvia Lindtner Informatics Department, University of California, Irvine 
Yanni Loukissas metaLAB, Harvard University 
Melissa Mazmanian Informatics Department, University of California, Irvine 
Florence Millerand Universite de Quebec a Montreal 
Sumitra Nair Science and Technology Studies, Virginia Technical Institute 
Daniela Rosner Stanford University 
Steve Sawyer iSchool, Syracuse University 
Nick Seaver Informatics Department, University of California, Irvine 
Laura Sheble Information & Library Science, U. of North Carolina Chapel Hill 
Wes Shrum Sociology, Louisiana State University 
Johan Soderberg Universite Paris Est 
Maurizio Teli <ahref foundation, Trento Italy 
Teresa Velden University of Michigan / Cornell University 
Kaiton Williams Information Science Department, Cornell University 
Robin Williams Science Studies Unit, University of Edinburgh 
Heather Wiltse School of Informatics and Computing, Indiana University 
Sara Wylie Northeastern University 
Malte Ziewitz Media, Culture and Communication Department, New York University 
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Appendix	  B:	  Digital	  Traces	  from	  the	  Workshop	  
	  

	  
Figure	  1	  Information	  Technology	  University	  of	  Copenhagen	  (ITU)	  -‐	  Site	  for	  the	  workshop	  

	  
Figure	  2	  Sara	  Wylie:	  Hands	  on	  Technology	  Demonstration	  
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Figure	  3:	  Technology	  Demonstration	  

	  
Figure	  4:	  Workshop	  Attendees	  Watch	  Technology	  Demonstration	  



DigitalSTS Workshop Report, 10 

	  
Figure	  5:	  Workshop,	  and	  Worshop	  Dinner	  
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Figure	  6	  Blackboard	  records	  of	  workshop	  discussions	  

	  
Figure	  7:	  Yanni	  Loukissas	  Demo:	  Apollo	  11	  Lander	  Visualization	  Demo 


