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CODESIGN TOOL: 

Dimensions of Equity ​
in Collaborative Work 
 

How should we think about equity in our collaborative work?  Consider the framework 
below, developed to inform our approach to collaborative design or co-design.  This 
framework draws on interdisciplinary literature on engaged scholarship, participatory 
action research, organizational theory, and cultural anthropology to surface three critical 
equity issues in joint work.  

 

As a goal, equity necessitates attention to values, recognition, narratives, and structures so 
that they don't continue to reinforce systems of oppression. Examples of systems of 
oppression, we know, are racism, sexism, heterosexism, ableism, classism, and ageism. 

●​ Values: When different constituents collaborate, diverse interpretations of project 
objectives are likely to emerge, and underlying these goals, there may exist 
conflicting values that could inform and guide the proposed work. Therefore, explicit 
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attention should be given to identifying what values, assumptions, beliefs, and 
priorities could influence collaborative processes and outcomes. 

●​ Recognition: Attention should also be given to whose values are to be considered. In 
other words, careful consideration needs to be given to who is invited to participate 
in the collaborative work (and who is not).  

●​ Narratives: Attention also needs to be paid to narratives—who receives credit for 
collaborative work, how we frame equity problems and challenges, and we scope 
equitable solutions, and what stories we tell about how collaborative processes 
operate. 

●​ Structures: Attention should be given to the institutional rules, policies, practices, or 
other structural factors that promote or hinder equity in collaborative processes 
and outcomes. For example, at the organizational level, rigid hierarchical structures, 
political interference, and differing working practices and cultures of participants 
may hinder equitable collaboration. At the systems level, decentralized education 
systems—where different schools, districts, and states have multiple 
priorities—pose structural barriers to collaboration. These structural issues can 
cause challenges for equitable collaborations. However, this could be minimized by 
developing transparent terms of reference that reflect the value and benefits of 
equal partnership in collaborative work. 

As a process, equity requires attention to the participation of key constituents, the 
relationality of a collaborative environment, and the distribution of benefits and burdens.  

●​ Participation in collaborative work includes the representation and involvement of 
key voices, especially those traditionally marginalized in educational processes or 
decision-making. In addition, decision-making involves collaboration, diverse 
perspectives, and building consensus during all phases of design processes (i.e., 
shared power structure). Finally, equitable participatory processes require that 
co-design participants collaborate to identify, develop, and mobilize their efforts.  

●​ Relationality in collaborative work includes the acknowledgment and mutual respect 
of the diverse beliefs, values, skills, and identities of groups participating in the 
co-design process. Principles of relational equity also include leveraging diversity as 
a prerequisite to creativity and innovation and directly investing in community 
members, relationships, and trust-building. 

●​ Distributional concerns include ensuring that the work of the co-design process is 
taken up equitably by all members of the team, that members of the team can 
benefit from the process in a way that is personally and/or professionally 
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meaningful, and that participants’ concerns about the distribution of work or 
benefits are honored and addressed in the co-design process.  

As an outcome, equity is achieved when collaborative work results in equity-focused 
products that can be fairly accessed by different communities. 

●​ Products are resources developed as a result of collaborative processes that can be 
used to address issues of equity. This includes applying equity awareness in the 
development of products, for example, using people-first language, carefully 
considering colors, icons, and shapes to avoid stereotypes, and recognizing 
audience needs. 

●​ Accessibility of resources can affect whether products are used by different 
communities. Material and conceptual factors enable and prevent use. Material 
access includes means to obtain research products (e.g., paywalls versus open 
access) while conceptual access includes ensuring that products are understandable 
and tailored to intended audiences.  

Linkages Across the Dimensions of Equity 

The dimensions of equity are interrelated and may be mutually reinforcing.  For 
example, recognition (i.e., who is invited to take part in collaborative work) is needed 
to gain a seat at the decision-making table, and relational strategies may encourage 
participation and open dialogue. 

Synergies, Tensions, and Tradeoffs 

Synergies, tensions, and tradeoffs may also occur between equity and other 
objectives. Taking the equity dimensions into consideration can help make tradeoffs 
more apparent and viewing equity as a continuum of “greater/lesser” rather than a 
definitive “is/is not” can add nuance when identifying areas for improvement in 
co-design initiatives. Moreover, a deliberate examination of trade-offs can shed light 
on the presence of conflicts or synergies and help deal with the complexity and 
multiple perspectives within co-design initiatives. 
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