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The ARC Centre of Excellence for Automated Decision-Making and Society (ADM+S) brings together 
universities, industry, government and the community to support the development of responsible, ethical 
and inclusive automated decision-making. Automated decision-making comprises an expanding array of 
intelligent technologies – from deep learning to blockchains – which promise to solve challenging problems 
across many sectors, from healthcare and social services to transport and media.

The ADM+S Centre aims to create the knowledge and strategies necessary for responsible, ethical, and 
inclusive automated decision-making in these domains. The Centre combines leading researchers from 
the humanities, social and technological sciences in an international industry, research and civil society 
network. We work with technologists, policy-makers, and public communicators. We aim to enhance public 
understanding, inform public debate, and train a new generation of researchers and practitioners in this 
challenging new field.

Dr Zahra Stardust (she/her/mer) is a post-doctoral research fellow at the 
Queensland University of Technology and an Affiliate of the Berkman Klein Center 
for Internet and Society at Harvard Law School. She is a sexualities scholar working 
at the intersections of sex tech, sexual surveillance, sexual rights and the law. Her 
forthcoming monograph Indie Porn: Revolutionary Promises, Regulatory Fantasies, 
Resistance Politics explores the regulation of queer and feminist pornographies. 
She has spent 15 years working in policy, advocacy, legal and research roles within 
community organisations, NGOs and UN bodies on sex worker rights, HIV treatment 
and prevention, and LGBTIQA+ health. Zahra is aligned to the ADM+S Institutions 
research program, which undertakes research to investigate how automated 
systems can be held accountable against public interest standards. 

Dr Jenny Kennedy is a research fellow in Media and Communication at RMIT 
University, Melbourne. She takes a technofeminist approach to studies of smart 
technologies, and has written on ethical concerns in regards to sex tech, sex 
dolls and intimate technologies. Her research focus areas presently include the 
experience of disadvantaged groups for digital participation, the gendering of AI 
and automation in home environments, and analysis of privacy-by-design case 
studies. Jenny’s most recent publications are Digital Domesticity: Media, Materiality 
and Home Life (Oxford University Press) and The Smart Wife (MIT Press). She 
presently holds an ARC Discovery Early Career Research Award (DECRA) fellowship 
and is a core member of the Digital Ethnography Research Centre (DERC). Kennedy 
works primarily in the ADM+S People program, and within the Social Services focus 
area. 

Professor Kath Albury is an ARC Future Fellow, leading the ‘Digital and data 
literacies for sexual health policy and practice’ research project. She is an Associate 
Investigator in the Swinburne University of Technology Node of the Australian 
Research Council Centre of Excellence for Automated Decision-Making and Society 
(ADMS), and co-leads the Digital Inclusion and Participation Program in Swinburne’s 
Social Innovation Research Institute (SIRI). From July 2022 she will co-lead the 
‘Digital sexual health: Designing for safety, pleasure and wellbeing in LGBTQ+ 
communities’ research project with Professor Jenny Sundén (Södertörn University) 
and Dr Zahra Stardust (QUT), funded by FORTE (Sweden). Kath’s most recent co-
authored book, Everyday Data Cultures (with Jean Burgess, Anthony McCosker and 
Rowan Wilken), was published by Polity in June 2022.

ABOUT ADM+S

ABOUT THE RESEARCHERS
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Felicity Ruby is a Research and Policy Adviser at Thoughtworks, and a PhD 
candidate at Sydney University.  She was the first staff member and coordinator 
of the International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear weapons (ICAN), which 
was awarded the 2017 Nobel Peace Prize. While heading the UN Office of the 
Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, Felicity founded and 
coordinated the coalition of NGOs that drove the adoption of Security Council 
resolution 1325 on Women, Peace and Security.  She worked as senior advisor for 
Scott Ludlam for his first 6 years in the Australian Senate, particularly focusing on 
internet policy, digital rights, and media reform.  She has written for Crikey, New 
Internationalist, Arena, Open Democracy, New Matilda, Digital Journalism and 
Australian Foreign Affairs and was the co-editor of A Secret Australia: Revealed by 
the WikiLeaks Exposés.

Tom Sulston is the Head of Social Change for ThoughtWorks Australia. He has a 
keen interest in building software that embodies human rights, and empowering 
communities in Australia to take control of their digital rights. He is a director of 
Digital Rights Watch and would like the internet to have more cat pictures and 
less authoritarianism. 

Dr. Maia Sauren has worked on international radiofrequency safety standards, 
taught English to refugees, performed in the circus, ran hackathons, and licked 
a lot of dinosaur bones, but they seem to be best known for creating the Hipster 
Map of Melbourne. When not invading the sanctity of fossils, Maia works as a 
Lead Project Manager and general cat herder at ThoughtWorks, collaborating 
with international software teams to create everything from finance apps, to 
digital tools for humanitarian medical NGOs.

Bryony Cole is the founder of Sextech School and a sex futurist who speaks 
globally about the impact technology is having on intimacy. Since launching 
the top-rated podcast Future of Sex, Bryony has been on stages across the world 
forecasting trends in the sex tech industry for governments, tech titans and 
entertainment companies, including SXSW, PEN World Voices Festival, Skolkovo 
Foundation and Founders Forum. Her global sex tech hackathons and Future of 
Sex podcast are considered the pinnacle of industry insights and innovation, and 
have been featured on Netflix, The New York Times, Playboy, Vogue, Viceland, 
Mashable, Motherboard, ABC, Financial Review, Technopia, Wired, TechCrunch, 
Forbes and 400+ other global media. Bryony is  Lovehoney’s resident sex tech 
advisor and recently launched Sextech School, a program for entrepreneurs 
looking to get started in sex tech.

ABOUT THE PARTNERS
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The good news (for a given value of “good”) 
is that there’s so much terrible sex tech out 
there that designing something better than 
95% of it during this hackathon is entirely 
within your reach. I’d love to see solutions 
that use only the bare minimum of user data 
to function safely, solutions that consider 
security from the ground up, and solutions 
that provide clear information to users about 
what they’re doing with the information they 
*do* gather and why. It would also be amazing 
to see solutions that are reusable, adaptable, 
and interoperable - that 
give users the ability 
to be in control of their 
information, including 
where and how it is shared. 

Lily Ryan,  
Digital security consultant and mentor

PUBLIC INTEREST SEX TECH HACKATHONPUBLIC INTEREST SEX TECH HACKATHON

why 
SEX TECH?
Sex tech has emerged as a site in which sexual 
pleasure, wellbeing and health are increasingly 
understood as data. Sex tech includes a diverse 
range of products from sex therapy apps, 
sex education chatbots, dating apps, sexual 
entertainment platforms, smart vibrators, 
teledildonics, menstrual tracking apps, virtual 
companions and AI-powered sex robots (Cheok & 
Zhang, 2019). 

Sex tech apps and devices collect significant 
amounts of intimate data about people’s sexual 
habits, preferences, concerns and health, 
volunteered by users through self-tracking, 
detected via sensors in networked sex toys and 
facilitated by expansive privacy policies (Flore & 
Pienaar, 2020; Lupton, 2015). 

However, multiple security vulnerabilities 
have been identified in smart sex toys (Wynn 
et al., 2018). Both dating apps and sex toy 
companies have been ordered to pay millions 
in compensation for selling their user’s sexual 
profiles to advertisers. 

Algorithmic profiling is increasingly of concern 
to regulators and consumers, particularly for 
its potential to amplify systemic discrimination 
in access to education, healthcare, credit and 
social services (Mann & Matzner, 2019). While an 
increasing body of literature exists about the racial 
and gendered impacts of algorithmic profiling 
(Benjamin, 2019; Noble, 2018), the study of intimate 
data and sexual profiling is still emerging. And 
yet the profiling and predicting of users’ sexual 
preferences, sexual health and sexual behaviour 
has implications for sextortion, entrapment, 
prosecution and discrimination in access to 
services.

To date, most sex tech has been developed 
by start-ups or by private enterprise. Despite 
their proliferation (as part of an estimated 
$30b industry), little research exists about their 
governance and accountability mechanisms, 
including their collection, storage and sharing of 
sexual data. In this project we asked, is it possible 
to design and govern ethical sex tech at scale? 
What might intersectional, public interest sex tech 
look like?
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why a  
HACKATHON?
In February 2022 we coordinated a Public Interest Sex 
Tech Hackathon in collaboration with global software 
developers Thoughtworks and SexTech School, an 
online training academy for sex tech entrepreneurs. 
The Public Interest Sex Tech Hackathon brought 
together designers, technologists and communities 
to workshop how sexual technologies can be 
designed and governed in ways that prioritise public 
interest benefit.

Hackathons are a creative method that invite 
participatory design and collaborative approaches to 
problem-solving. Sex tech hackathons have been held 
in London (2016), New York (2017), Singapore (2018), 
Berlin (2019) and Melbourne (2020). Initially conceived 
as a Melbourne-based in-person event, the Public 
Interest Sex Tech Hackathon was planned to be 
hosted by Thoughtworks in their physical offices, with 
pizza, snacks and beverages. However, a COVID-19 
spike and subsequent lockdowns meant that the 
event pivoted to become a three-day virtual event, 
open to international participants. 

The sexual revolution will be 
intersectional (or it will be bullshit)… 
With great pleasure comes great 
responsibility! I want to see social 
enterprise sex toys and co-op 
kink-a-toriums! I want to see local 
decolonised sex tech built on 
improving access and equity not 
just margins and market share.

Smut Buttons, 
Mentor

Hackathons can be limited as a participatory model 
where their structure demands marathon, late-
night attendance or where their focus on solutions 
privileges technical expertise over systems thinking 
(Hope et al., 2019). To address some of these 
challenges, we offered bursaries to assist participants 
in offsetting the expense of being involved, such as 
childcare, travel and access support. Rather than 
expecting participants to work long hours, the 
schedule was capped from 9-5pm AEDT and was 
broken up so that the longest time participants 
spent in group work without a break was 90 minutes. 
Participants were encouraged to take breaks, practice 
self-care, move around, stay hydrated, be comfortable, 
work from bed, eat snacks and bring their pets. 
Although the participants were competing for 
prizes, the prizes were oriented towards further skill 
development, such as training sessions, mentoring 
and consulting sessions with experts, membership to 
relevant industry associations or vouchers for industry 
courses.
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The hackathon formed part of a broader movement 
for ‘public interest technologies’ that distribute 
technological benefits equitably among people 
and society. We prompted participants to consider 
how the values of designers become embedded in 
the technologies themselves, and how we might 
pivot from market-driven approaches to sexual 
commerce, towards technologies that have collective 
benefits. Instead of mining the data of users, we 
asked participants how could sex tech be reimagined 
to speak back to power, to dismantle structural 
oppressions, to provide counter surveillance, or to put 
power back into the hands of communities.

While discourse on the ‘public interest’ generally 
refers to technologies that serve to advance the 
public ‘common good’, with this goal, can at times 
be in tension with the needs of minority groups and 
marginalised community members, whose interests 
can be obscured. Similarly, a focus on inclusive design 
and universal design will not necessarily be sufficient 
to achieve equity or sexual justice. Because of this, 
we set judging criteria that required participants 
to respond to needs of marginalised communities 
through collaborative partnerships. In addition, we 
encouraged participants to consider how their design 
meets the following goals: 

 + Contributes to political change, human rights or 
social justice 

 + Resists surveillance capitalism and structural 
oppressions 

 + Engages collaborative partnerships or 
decentralised processes 

 + Re-distributes wealth, resources, power or 
knowledge 

 + Is evidence-based and led by affected 
communities 

 + Has collective rather than individual benefit 

 + Is environmentally sustainable 

 + Enriches communities rather than businesses 

The hackathon built upon insights from a pilot 
project with sex tech industry professionals 
conducted in August 2021. To better understand the 
ways that ‘industry insiders’ currently understand 
data practices, and how academics, industry and 
community might best collaborate to develop 
meaningful standards for data privacy, governance 
and ethics, we conducted a two-hour professional 
development and knowledge exchange workshop 
with participants of the Sextech School, an 
established six-week private training academy for sex 
tech start-ups and professionals. 

During the workshop, the research team offered 
short presentations about their past research on 
smart devices, feminist data governance, algorithmic 
profiling and user experiences of sex tech. This 
was followed by a facilitated conversation among 
participants inviting them to speculate on how sex 
tech professionals might apply both theoretical 
frameworks and practical approaches to their own 
design and data governance models. 

Participants discussed current approaches to 
existing sex tech on the market, ethical data 
governance frameworks, enablers and barriers to 
operationalisation, equitable distribution of sex tech’s 
benefits, and interface design. Participants spoke 
to the value of data as a market insight, the positive 
potential of big data in improving products and 
personalising user experiences, and the challenges 
around data sharing, brokerage and monetisation. 
Key themes centred on the need for more dynamic 
consent practices, the right to be forgotten and an 
argument for users to be compensated for the use of 
intimate data. 

We provided participants with links to frameworks that 
prioritised marginalised voices in technology design and 
encouraged sustainable, non-exploitative, community-
controlled technologies that build upon Indigenous 
knowledges, including the Design Justice principles 
(Costanza-Chock, 2020), the Decolonial AI Manyfesto 
(2021) and Design from the Margins (Rigot, 2022).

WHAT IS PUBLIC INTEREST?

PILOT STUDY
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the
HACKATHON

The research team collaborated with our partners, 
Thoughtworks and Sextech School over a period of 
eight months to design and facilitate the hackathon 
weekend. As this was the first time the researchers 
had run a hackathon (and the first time any member 
of the organising group had facilitated an exclusively 
online hackathon), there were many lessons learned. 
This report shares our preliminary insights from five 
stages of the Hackathon process.

This hackathon, I am wanting to see folks with disabilities thought about as hot, sexy 
lovers and partners who are desired and valued. Disabled folks are consumers as well 
as participants in the adult industry and we are seeking out one night stands and 
relationships on dating apps like everyone else. I want to see sex toys 
and hook up apps which respond to the diversity of bodies/minds out 
there. Disabled queer trans folks make better lovers because we think 
outside the box of ‘normal’ and be inventive with our bodies and minds. 
I’m looking for ideas at Hackathon which are innovative, inclusive and 
original in their design and which surprise and excite me.

Jax Jacki Brown,  
LGBTIQIA+ Disability Advocate

01

02
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04

05

Design Approaches

Event Process

Speculative Imagining

The Pitches

Judges’ Feedback

Stock photo for illustrative purposes only.
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 + People with special skills (such as fabricators, 
developers, software engineers, designers 
and technologists).

 + People with particular expertise (such as 
sex therapists, sex educators, digital rights 
advocates and public health experts).

 + People disproportionately impacted by 
sex tech design and governance (such 
as lesbian, gay, bisexual and queer 
communities, trans and gender diverse 
people, people with HIV, people with 
disability or sex workers).

Hackathon participants were asked to design 
sexual technologies (such as apps, devices, bots or 
platforms) that addressed five criteria: 

RELEVANCE: Responds to issues and needs 
identified by marginalised communities;

PUBLIC INTEREST: Contributes to sexual health, 
rights, access, equity or justice;

PRIVACY: Takes an ethical approach to the collection, 
storage and use of data;

DESIGN: Features collaborative processes and 
accessible, inclusive interfaces;

CREATIVITY: Offers a unique or innovative solution 
to social, cultural, economic, regulatory or structural 
problems.

All criteria were weighted equally. In order to 
encourage participants to prioritise local initiatives 
that responded to community need rather than 
commercial enterprises that would attract capital or 
investment, we deliberately did not include criteria 
for commerciality, viability or scaleability. However, 
for participants who were interested in developing 
their ideas following the hackathon, industry mentors 
were available to offer advice and feedback. 

Working in groups, participants were in the 
running to win:

 + Start-up expo space, stage presentation slot 
and tickets to attend the Sx Tech 2022 Berlin 
Expo, plus mentoring sessions with founder 
Ola Miedzynska (valued at over €3000);

 + SexTech School access / sextech community 
access (valued at over US$1300);

 + AU$100 vouchers from Lovehoney;

 + Copies of Juno Mac and Molly Smith’s 
Revolting Prostitutes: The Fight for Sex 
Workers’ Rights (2018), Natalie West and 
Tina Horn’s We Too: Essays on Sex Work and 
Survival (2021), Ruby Hamad’s White Tears/
Brown Scars (2019) and Jess Tarpey, Andrew 
Gaza and Katy Venable’s The Bump’n Book of 
Love, Lust and Disability (2021).

Participants retained intellectual property ownership 
of the concepts and designs they produced through 
their participation in the hackathon, along with their 
co-creators. The hackathon had an open-source 
policy in the spirit of the promoting public interest 
sex tech. Designs, concepts, codes or technologies 
created during the hackathon were deposited 
in a publicly available repository with a Creative 
Commons attribution licence, so that others can 
distribute, remix, adapt, and build upon the work, as 
long as the participants are credited as the original 
creators.

THE DESIGN CHALLENGES

THE PRIZESEXPRESSIONS OF INTEREST

OPEN SOURCE POLICY

STAGE ONE 
DESIGN APPROACHES

The hackathon was open to people over 18 years 
of age with relevant skills, expertise, experience 
and ideas. We invited:
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Day 1: The hackathon began with a welcome session 
featuring an Acknowledgement of Country video, 
introduction of the challenges, a Community Panel, and 
collective brainstorming exercises to identify participants’ 
skills, expertise and ideas. 
 
Day 2: Participants formed working groups, were guided 
through speculative design exercises using the Oracle 
Cards for Transfeminist Tech, had access to roaming 
mentors, and worked together to design concepts that met 
the brief.

Day 3: Participants practiced pitching their concept to 
mentors before presenting to a panel of expert judges 
who awarded prizes. Participants took part in focus groups 
to share reflections about their process, designs and 
deliberations.

During the hackathon, groups could communicate 
together via a designated Slack group, and request 
assistance through various channels including 
#announcements, #askanorganiser, #techsupport or 
#codeofconduct. Participants could direct message 
designated Code of Conduct liaisons during the event. 
At the request of participants, we added channels for 
#networking and #petsofsextech.

In advance of the hackathon, participants 
were sent a copy of a ‘hack pack’ featuring 
the challenges, judging criteria, schedule 
and other information. Researchers and 
partners circulated ‘welcome’ videos to set 
expectations for the event, along with warm-
up emails with motivational quotes from 
speakers, mentors and judges. Participants 
who raised technology access issues in their 
expression of interest were offered one-on-
one tech training, and the researchers pre-
assigned participants into five groups with a 
mix of different skill-sets. 

We provided a Code of Conduct, adapted 
from the 2021 PyCon Code of Conduct, 
intended to foster collaboration, inspiration 
and learning in an atmosphere of trust, 
openness and safety where all participants 
respect the diversity of each other’s skills, 
experiences, expertise, abilities and innate 
value. The Code of Conduct specifically 
stated that we did not tolerate harassment, 
abuse, discrimination, hate speech, stalking, 
intimidation or predatory behaviour. 
This included comments, content and 
behaviour that was sexist, misogynist, racist, 
homophobic, transphobic, whorephobic, 
ableist, sizeist, ageist or xenophobic, and 
behaviour that involved unwanted contact 
or recording. 

Because we would be discussing sex, 
sexuality, sexual health, sexual wellness, 
and sex toys at the hackathon, we alerted 
participants that these topics would come 
up in presentations, imagery and pitches. 
We expressed our intention to have these 
conversations in respectful, thoughtful 
ways that use appropriate language and 
are mindful of other people’s experiences, 
boundaries, traumas and potential triggers. 
We encouraged participants to use inclusive, 
affirming language, and noted that 
language choices can be very personal and 
the use of language is continually evolving. 
We provided participants with language 
guides for speaking about Indigenous 
Australians, people with disability, trans 
and gender diverse people and LGBTIQA+ 
communities. 

THE SCHEDULE

STAGE TWO 
EVENT PROCESS
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Twenty-five people participated in the hackathon 
with diverse skills and experiences. They were joined 
by seven mentors, five community panellists and two 
keynote speakers. Participants included:

 + LGBTQIA+ folks, people living with HIV, and 
women of colour

 + People with disability, neurodivergent folks, 
people with chronic illness

 + Sex workers, kinky people, poly people 

 + Parents, performers and content creators

 + Community advocates

 + Sexual health professionals

 + Public health consultants 

 + Sex educators

 + Sex bloggers

 + Sex tech start ups

 + Sexual wellness retailers

 + Sex tech platforms and apps

 + Sexologists and sexology students

 + Researchers, professors and authors

 + Behavioural scientists

 + Musicologists 

 + Roboticists

 + Project managers

 + Visual designers

 + Industrial designers

 + Graphic designers

 + Full stack developers 

 + Software engineers

 + Coders

PARTICIPANTS

My ideal future for sex tech is one that celebrates and caters to the huge range of human 
experience and sexuality. Different genders, bodies, sexual orientations, interests and kinks, 
comfort levels, levels of engagement, and all the many combinations 
of these things. I want products and services that celebrate these 
differences and quirks instead of focussing on young, able-bodied cis and 
heteronormative consumers to the detriment of all other.

Ruby Quail,  
Service and Experience Designer
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The hackathon opened with presentations from 
activists representing marginalised communities 
disproportionately impacted by the collection, 
regulation, aggregation and commercialisation of 
sexual and/or intimate data. Speakers included:

COMMUNITY PROVOCATIONS

I’m excited to see participants reclaim 
agency when working with intimate 
machines, and rethink our relationship 
with the non-human. This is an 
opportunity to centre data protection 
and privacy inside an industry that is 
often distracted by how much of our 
selves can be mined and commodified.

Kathryn Gledhill-Tucker,  
First Nations Delivery Centre, Thoughtworks 

Panellists identified numerous problems in 
existing sex tech, including: 

 + Tech monopolies and business models 
founded upon digital colonialism and 
surveillance capitalism.

 + Risks of disclosing personal data, including 
sting operations, blackmail, doxing, 
harassment, bullying, rejection, stigma and 
arrest, especially for sex workers and people 
with HIV.

 + Heteronormative, able-bodied and cis-centric 
interfaces.

 + Lack of awareness of Indigenous cultural 
protocols regarding relationships, dating or 
handling sacred knowledge.

 + Framing disability through medical discourse 
of individual pathology and undesirability .

 + Exporting of sex-negative United States 
laws and policy, resulting in exclusion, 
deplatforming and censorship of sex workers.

 + Authentication and verification policies that 
require photo or biometric identification, 
impacting trans people. 

 + Barriers for people living in remote or regional 
communities or group homes to access 
hardware, devices and networks.

 + Nic Holas, an activist, 
writer and co-founder 
of grassroots advocacy 
platform The Institute of 
Many for people with HIV

 + Kathryn Gledhill-Tucker, 
Nyungar technologist 
and digital rights activist 
who leads the First 
Nations Delivery Centre at 
Thoughtworks

 + Jax Jacki Brown, LGBTIQA+ 
disability rights educator, 
writer and speaker

 + Sage Akouri, a queer, non-
binary person of colour who 
founded Speak, a non-
profit to create safe spaces 
for LGBTIQA+ people in 
regional Victoria

 + Sai Jaiden Lilith, a non-
binary sex worker and 
member of Vixen Collective
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Sam Floreani, Digital Rights Watch:

 + Smart sex toys bring multiple risks, from hacking to remote sexual assault

 + Surveillance is not safety, nor is it sexy

 + Sex tech has a unique opportunity to be subversive

 + Protecting privacy is a form of harm reduction and resistance

 + Digital security is a form of community care

 + Designers should consider where their accountability lies beyond stakeholders 
and financial investors

 + Participants should consider principles such as data minimisation, use limitation, 
purpose specification, necessity and proportionality, accountability and 
transparency

 + Privacy can be a design feature rather than inhibitor 

In their keynote presentations, industry experts raised issues for participants to consider in their design.

INDUSTRY EXPERTS

Eliza Sorenson, Assembly Four: 

 + Working in sex tech is not just about pink, fluffy handcuffs

 + The regulatory environment brings a harsh reality

 + Government push to end encryption 

 + New, onerous legislation to regulate digital platforms

 + Financial discrimination against sex-related businesses

 + Criminalisation, over-policing and legal liability for content

 + Online Safety Act (Aus), Online Harms Bill (UK), EARN IT Act (US)

 + Restrictions on travel and migration for sex workers

 + Risk of deplatforming by hosts and other service providers

 + Ethical issues with scale and automated content moderation

Principles for Public Interest Sex Tech: Sam Floreani
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To encourage participants to develop new 
perspectives on public interest sex tech, and to 
counter normative research practices in robotics 
methodologies and design, we ran five concurrent 
speculative design workshops. We invited groups to 
collectively envision and share ideas for future sex 
technologies using the Oracle Cards by Transfeminist 
Tech. 

The Oracle Cards, created by Joana Varon and Clara 
Juliano from Coding Rights and Sasha Costanza-
Chock from the Design Justice Network, employ 
a historical divination tool (the tarot deck) to 
understand the present and reshape the future. 
Inspired by speculative feminist writing workshops 
and co-design partnerships, the cards provide tools 
for collective imagining to hack digital technologies 
that reproduce what Patricia Hill Collins called the 
‘matrix of domination’ – capitalism, heteropatriarchy, 
white supremacy and settler colonialism (1990). The 
exercise prompted participants to foresee a future 
where technologies are designed by people who 
are currently disproportionately excluded from or 
targeted by sex tech. 

Each 60-minute workshop was facilitated by a PhD 
researcher with relevant expertise (including in sex 
robots, dating apps, gaming communities, online 
harm and sexual content moderation). The card deck 
is divided up into four key themes: Values, Objects, 

Bodies/Territories, and Situation. The Value cards 
represent transfeminist values , the Object cards 
represent everyday objects,  the Situation cards 
provide a situation that needs to be dealt with  and 
the Bodies/Territories cards encourage users to reflect 
on the body they are in, where they live, and what 
privileges and burdens their body and place provide. 
Each group was presented with a unique ‘four 
card spread’ that invoked a tarot layout. Facilitators 
then invited participants to use the cards dealt to 
imagine a future technology that responds to a 
specified situation, embodying the values and using 
the objects portrayed in the cards, as well as being 
situated in their bodily/territorial context.

STAGE THREE 
SPECULATIVE IMAGINING

Oracle Cards for Transfeminist Tech: Coding Rights and Design Justice Network 
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The Oracle Cards prompted participants to discuss 
innovative forms of futuristic sex tech that utilised 
the natural environment. For example, one group 
– who received the card ‘plant’ as their object 
discussed the potential use of sustainable materials 
in sexual wellness products, such as the use of 
alginates in lubricants and vaginal moisturisers 
through seaweed farming, as well as the use of solar 
power, biodegradable plastics, recycled silicone 
and mushrooms to create lithium batteries. This 
group was inspired by the resilience (Tsing, 2022) of 
mycelial networks and their potential role in curbing 
the climate crisis. Taking mycelium as a metaphor 
for anti-capitalist resistance, in the way that fungi 
can break down toxic materials and survive in ruins, 
the group imagined technologies that worked to 
strengthen roots, build ecosystems, and cultivate 
horizontal networks.

Another group, who were dealt ‘lipstick’ as their 
object, ‘diversity’ as their value, and ‘support the 
right to privacy and control of personal data’ as their 
situation, engaged in a vibrant discussion about 
the potential use of make-up, nail-polish, hair styles, 
tattoos, body art, UV-reactive ink, bionic implants 
and fashion as anti-surveillance technologies. Colour-
changing lipstick was seen as a non-verbal form of 
secret communication that could flag, attract or warn 
other trusted community members. Imagined as 
a modern-day morse code, the lipstick could flash 
red as an alert for help, or turn blue to signal police 
presence, and the changes could only be detected 
with consent of the wearer. In order to avoid police or 
government agencies accessing the colour-code, the 
shades were invisible to the outside eye, who could 
only perceive neutral lip colour.

The group who received the ‘backpack’ as their 
object and ‘security’ as their value, approached the 
backpack as a container for a toolkit of ideas, skills 
and resources. Burner backpacks were also seen as 
objects that could be discarded without preserving 
any link between the object and the user. The group 
that received the ‘mirror’ as object understood it as a 
tool to offer feedback and reflection on assumptions, 
beliefs and values. Participants pointed out the 
ways in which magic mirrors have been featured in 
Disney films as objects that divine the future, or used 

in carnivals to distort images to present different 
versions of oneself, or deployed in filters on mobile 
phones that present users through different ages, 
aesthetics or graphics. One participant suggested 
that mirrors – as a wearable technology - could 
be programmed to show us power, while another 
suggested they could be personalised to assist users 
to repattern thoughts. 

The group who were dealt ‘birthday cake’ as their 
object engaged in a discussion over Western cultural 
preoccupations with age as a pivotal milestone for 
sexual consent and access. Given that individuals 
have diverse experiences, they suggested creating 
new rituals, values and celebrations that rely less on 
age and more on emotional maturity, growth and 
responsibility. The situational cards also sparked lively 
discussions. The group tasked with the challenge 
to ‘Create alternate forms of economy’ discussed 
the necessity of this in an age where surveillance 
capitalism incentivises unethical behaviour, and 
the need to challenge the metrics around how we 
measure productivity and progress. Cards relating 
to accountability, equity and self-determination 
further prompted reflections on how users can be 
accountable to one another in virtual reality spaces 
that involve the use of avatars.

Anti-surveillance lipstick: Group 2,  
Public Interest Sex Tech Hackathon
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Organic Matters

The Organic Matters Group (OMG) is a research 
and manufacturing centre investigating organic 
materials such as algae and mycelial networks 
in sex tech products. The model is based on the 
mantra ‘reduce, reuse, recycle’ and aims to influence 
industry practices through partnerships with local 
Indigenous communities to promote environmental 
sustainability.

Chameleon 

Chameleon is a metaservice that empowers users to 
navigate how much of their sexual identity they share 
in any given situation, application or location. Inspired 
by queer hanky codes for flagging and resistance, it 
allows users to selectively disclose elements of their 
identities through multiple authenticated data silos.

Co-design platform

This digital co-design platform puts sex tech 
businesses in touch with marginalised communities 
to assess the social impact and accessibility of their 
product development. Through the provision of 
decolonised language guides and social impact 

assessments, the service will hold sex tech 
businesses accountable in creating relevant 
projects that address real-life community needs. 

Frensual community space

A virtual community space grounded in the 
social model of disability, Frensual aims provide 
pleasure-focused sex education in an accessible 
environment using multimodal communication. 
Featuring live videos, QnA, text and audio, users 
can participate anonymously according to queer 
community guidelines, minimal data collection 
and human content moderation. 

Communication protocol

Different communication styles can create 
uncomfortable dating situations, especially 
for neuro-divergent users. Inspired by the 
BDSM Test, this project comprises a protocol 
for people to identify their preferred mode of 
communication to facilitate matches based on 
shared preferences. It consists of a) a methodology 
to assist people to identify and define how they 
enjoy communicating; (b) a tool to generate and 
share those results; and (c) a content governance 
structure so the tool can be extended and built 
upon.

After several design sessions, on Day 3 five groups 
pitched their ideas for public interest sex tech.

STAGE FOUR 
THE PITCHES
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The judges were proactive in asking questions during 
the pitches. Following a 90-minute deliberation, they 
awarded Group 1 (Organic Matters Group) First Prize, 
and allocated additional prizes according to their 
sense of which group might benefit from further 
mentoring, reading or idea development.

In their feedback, the judges raised a number of 
issues that they felt required further consideration for 
any upcoming sex tech initiatives:

 + Significant legislative changes are required to 
make public interest sex tech possible.

 + Sex tech businesses are required to navigate lack 
of funding, financing and hosting options.

 + Projects featuring advisory boards and 
consultation will need to consider how 
marginalised communities can be compensated 
for their time, expertise and lived experience in 
non-tokenistic ways, such as through partnership 
and joint ownership.

 + Sex tech businesses need to plan for when their 
software goes wrong so users are not put in 
harmful situations.

 + Human content moderation still needs 
transparent policies around what content and 
behaviour is permissible.

 + Robust and accountable evaluation, monitoring 
and dispute resolution processes will be 
necessary in responding to feedback.

 + Safeguards are needed to keep marginalised 
communities safe and to avoid co-optation, 
exploitation and extraction.

 + Sex tech businesses need to develop policies on 
how they will respond to police infiltration and 
requests for data.

STAGE FIVE 
JUDGES’ FEEDBACK

Eliza Sorensen,  
Assembly Four

This hackathon, I’m really looking for more than just a sex toy. I want to 
see participants consider the current political and regulatory climate in 
their submissions; considering questions like; What measures could you 
take to prevent your idea from being used against your community by the 
state? What happens if your idea or community is being actively targeted 
by an anti-sex group? And, thinking about being excluded from accessing 
services, such as web hosting and/or traditional banking services, such as 
credit card facilities and bank accounts.

Stock photo for illustrative purposes only.
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REFLECTIONS

PRELIMINARY FINDINGS AND FUTURE IMPLICATIONS

The hackathon brought together people from many 
different backgrounds, disciplines, life experiences 
and knowledges. This was one of the challenges but 
also one of the most exciting aspects of the project, as 
participants brought different vocabularies, literacies 
and perspectives to the design process. While the 
hackathon was initially scoped as an immersive 
face-to-face event, it was adapted at short-notice for 
online-only participation, in response to Melbourne 
COVID lockdowns. This meant that the project team 
pre-allocated participants into groups, and shortened 
formal groupwork activities - which altered the 
dynamic from that of a traditional hackathon in 
both expected and unexpected ways. Following the 
event, we circulated a Code of Conduct transparency 
report prepared by our Thoughtworks partners, which 
reflected some of the tensions (primarily in relation to 
group communication) that arose in response. 

The Public Interest Sex Tech Hackathon offered new 
perspectives on ethical data governance and public 
interest technologies by exploring a topic that has 
been both sensationalised/stigmatised and framed as 
a space of (gendered) entrepreneurship. It presented 
provocations, challenges and insights into the ethical 
potential of sex tech for safety, pleasure and health, 
and demonstrates tensions between the promise 
of start-up culture and the realities of the global 
regulatory environment. 

At the hackathon, panellists (and activist participants) 
focused on local, collective approaches and/
or political outcomes – such as responses to 
policing, cultural protocols, counter-surveillance 
and building partnerships. In contrast, start-up-
focused participants (and some hackathon mentors) 
prioritised opportunities for commercialisation and 
global scaleability, through supporting individual 
(and often medicalised) experiences of sexual health, 
sexual pleasure and wellbeing. 

We observed that the process of designing sex tech 
– and indeed, the hackathon process itself – stirs up 
contradictions, tensions and rifts between the market 
demands of start-up cultures and the more collective 
and communally focused approaches to intimate 
data cultures (Burgess et al 2022) shared by activists 
and stakeholders from marginalised communities. 
Future publications from this project will explore 
these tensions.

In the final de-briefing session with participants, 
we received constructive feedback about how a 
virtual sex tech hackathon might be conducted in 
the future and how to optimise the experience for 
participants. Some participants requested more 
support with managing expectations prior to the 
event, such as pre-reading around values-based 
issues such as intersectionality; or resources that 
brought everyone up to speed on industry-related 
issues such as data privacy or tech business models. 
Others wanted more hands-on facilitation and tech 
tutorials, and additional time with the mentors so 
they could take greater advantage of their skills 
and experience. As a venue for skill-sharing and 
knowledge exchange, the hackathon facilitated the 
beginning of a larger conversation about public 
interest sex tech and participatory design. 

Stock photo for illustrative purposes only.
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The Public Interest Sex Tech Hackathon thanks all of our participants, community panellists, 
keynote speakers, mentors, judges and research assistants.

The participants made the hackathon possible by bringing their time, energy, skill and ideas over 
the course of three-days, working together, trouble-shooting issues, and collaborating across 
different perspectives, skill-sets and experiences to combine their knowledge and visions.

Kathryn Gledhill-Tucker (Community Panellist, Judge) is a Nyungar technologist and digital 
rights activist who leads the First Nations Delivery Centre at Thoughtworks. Their work explores the 
intersection of activism, science-fiction, and technology in imagining radical futures and ushering 
them into existence. 

Jax Jacki Brown (Community Panellist, Judge) (they/them) is an LGBTIQA+ disability rights 
educator, writer, and speaker. Jax has been delivering disability and sexuality workshops for over 
10 years for the LGBTIQA+ and disability communities. They are excited by the power of pleasure 
to reclaim disabled body/minds from medical narratives which frame disability as a ‘problem to 
be fixed’ and instead invite us to think of disability as a socio-political issue, where expressing 
desire and being desired are sites of liberation, connection and subversion of ‘norms’. Jax views 
disability as an opportunity to question power, privilege and live life outside of the constraints of the 
supposed ‘normal’ or mainstream.

Nic Holas (Community Panellist) is an activist, writer, and co-founder of The Institute of Many (TIM), 
an advocacy platform and grassroots movement for People Living with HIV. TIM has the largest 
membership of any HIV organisation in Australia and has been identified as a major player in the 
nation’s modern-day HIV response, delivering grassroots activism, digital campaigns, resources, 
events, and digital community spaces since 2012.

Sai Jaiden Lilith (Community Panellist) is a non-binary AMAB sex worker, and a current member 
of the Vixen Transition Committee. Vixen is Victoria’s representative peer sex worker organisation, 
as recognised by Scarlet Alliance, Australian Sex Workers Association, and is run 100% by and for 
sex workers. Vixen Vixen works fiercely to advance cultural, legal, human, occupational, civil and 
industrial rights of sex workers in Victoria. Sai provides professional kink and full service escort 
experiences, education, erotic art, writing and music (ZCluster). They have also been a BDSM/sex 
event organiser and have worked to create safe spaces for the kink community. They have a strong 
commitment to providing an ethical, consensual, safe & accepting container for exploring eroticism 
incorporating elements of Tantra, sex, ritual and BDSM. Sai is a fierce activist and advocate for erotic 
exploration and the decriminalisation & destigmatisation of sex work.

Sage Akouri (Community Panellist) is a Queer, Non Binary Person of Colour and an LGBTIQA+ 
advocate passionate about social equity, inclusion and intersectional representation. They recently 
co-founded Speak, a not for profit organisation focused on creating safe spaces for LGBTIQA+ 
people in regional Victoria. 

Eliza Sorensen (Keynote Presenter, Judge) (they/she) (@zemmiph0bia) is a queer disabled hacker, 
troublemaker, freedom of information enthusiast, sex worker, adviser, and co-founder of Assembly 
Four; a collective of sex workers and technologists who founded the sex work friendly social space 
Switter.at and advertising platform Tryst.link. Sorensen has spoken and hosted panels at events 
such as the UN Internet Governance Forum, NetThing Australia, Reimagine the Internet at the 
Knight First Amendment Institution at Columbia University, RubyConf Australia and Kiwicon about 
human rights, harm reduction, information security, privacy, and how regional attempts to regulate 
the internet is harming marginalised communities worldwide. An avid believer in community 
knowledge sharing, Sorensen works with sex worker organisations world wide to run introductory 
information security & privacy workshops and is a co-founder of the SnakeOil.Academy (formerly, 
the Security & Privacy track @ PyConAu).
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Samantha Floreani (Keynote Presenter, Judge) works at the intersection of human rights, 
technology, and feminism. She is currently the Program Lead at Digital Rights Watch, where she 
works to uphold human rights in the digital age. Previously she has been the Program Director 
for Code Like a Girl, Board Member for the Australian Privacy Foundation, and has several years of 
experience in digital privacy across the public and private sectors. Sam is keenly interested in the 
revolutionary potential of technology that challenges the status quo of surveillance capitalism. She 
has written about the possibilities, pitfalls, and privacy issues of sex tech for Pedestrian, and spoken 
about it for Fast Forward Podcast. She is also a Melbourne Sex Tech Hackathon Alumni! 

Ola Miedzynska (Mentor for first prize winners) is a sex technology and health entrepreneur, 
startup consultant, sex tech hackathon advisor, and feminist. Ola’s career has centered around 
the technology industry for over a decade, everything from early-stage startup development to 
consulting. From augmented reality to wearables, she realized the technology industry lacked an 
inclusive perspective. Ola launched the first German Sex Tech Hackathon to elevate the innovations 
and ideas of women and marginalized folx that are historically lacking in research and development. 
Given the success of the hackathon, Ola went on to become the founder and CEO of Sx Tech EU - the 
only annual conference dedicated to the innovation of technology inside the sex tech industry. Sx 
Tech EU strives to promote business and technical innovation in the Sex Tech industry by presenting 
and discussing the latest trends and future possibilities and developing a community of professionals 
changing the industry landscape. Since 2019, Sx Tech EU’s agenda has been represented by 75% of 
the female entrepreneurs and professionals from the sex tech and fem tech industries. Through her 
significant contributions, she actively supports technological transformation in building a global 
ecosystem around two burgeoning industries - sex tech and fem tech. She is currently Berlin-based.  

Lilly Ryan (Mentor) is a digital security consultant and public speaker who serves on the board of 
Digital Rights Watch. Lilly specialises in web application security, privacy education, and the history of 
technology-related issues. She believes in the power of consumer and tech worker action to help the 
technology industry better serve the people it affects. 

Dr Sarah Ashton (Mentor) (she/her) is a psychologist and the Director and Founder of Sexual Health 
and Intimacy Psychological Services (SHIPS). SHIPS promotes diversity and inclusion of marginalised 
communities (LGBTIQA+, poly, kink, sex workers) and is the industry leader for providing evidence-
based, trauma-informed psychological treatment for sexual health and intimacy. Dr Ashton is 
passionate about facilitating community engagement and challenging public discourse around sex 
and sexuality and regularly participate in podcasts, media appearances and resource development. 
Dr Ashton has also published research on pornography in peer-reviewed journals and has developed 
skills-based online training and workshops for practitioners and students.

Ruby Quail (Mentor) is a service and experience designer. She specialises in socially conscious 
services and software, and designing and developing services and tools to help people improve the 
world we live in. She’s worked in the public and legal sectors and has experience designing in and 
around policy and legislation. She also has a background in industrial and product design. She is 
trans and uses she/her pronouns.

Heather Morrison (Mentor) is Co-Founder and CEO of Bump’n (formerly Handi), a brand on a 
mission to close the pleasure gap and make sexual pleasure accessible… for everyone.  As part of this 
mission, they’re creating the first line of sex toys for disabled people, while busting down the many 
sex + disability taboos standing in the way.  Prior to Bump’n, Heather spent 10+ years in advertising, 
creating strategies behind some of the biggest brand and innovation campaigns like Uber Eats, 
Virgin Australia, IKEA and Menulog.  She brings plenty of passion and heart Bump’n, dedicated to 
uplifting the disabled community in more ways than one. 



PUBLIC INTEREST SEX TECH HACKATHON 22

Smut Buttons (Mentor) (Sam Jones) is best known as the eponymous Miss Smut Buttons on her 
site smutbuttons.com. She was recently named one of Kinkly’s Sex Blogging Superheroes. She has 
worked for adult magazines, sexual and reproductive research and healthcare. You can find her 
writing across the internet and appearing as a cast member in season 3 of OMGyes. 

Steph Hall (Mentor) is an award-winning communicator, impact consultant, writer and researcher 
driven by a deep love of people and the planet. From sexual wellbeing to climate change, she helps 
create impactful products and programs on the issues that many shy away from. In 2021, this saw 
her help scale Bryony Cole’s Sextech School to its largest ever cohort.  Prior to this, Steph spent 
much of her career building large-scale communication initiatives, most recently co-creating and 
scaling an Australian-first television program to improve public understanding of climate change, 
for which she was awarded a 2021 7NEWS Victorian Young Achiever award.  

Rob Godwin (Mentor) is the Director and Head of Operations of Lovehoney in Australia. Rob’s role 
at Lovehoney is diverse and encompasses creating, developing and implementing multi-level 
business plan and strategy to ensure the successful operation of Lovehoney Australia.

Rahul Sinha-Roy (Research Assistant) is a PhD candidate and sessional academic at the 
Queensland University of Technology, Australia. They are an Associate Fellow of the Higher 
Education Academy, UK. They are a qualified lawyer in India and have both practised and taught 
criminal law in the past. Their current research focuses on victimisation experiences of gay 
dating platform users in India. Their broader research interests include queer criminology, digital 
criminology, sex-positive criminology and socio-legal studies.

Anna Shimshak (Research Assistant) is a PhD candidate at Monash University, whose research 
sits at the intersection of feminism, sociology, human computer interaction and visual culture. Her 
current PhD research explores the representation and construction of the body in embodied sex 
tech, interrogating the ramifications of aesthetic and voice design within these technologies. 

Taylor Hardwick (Research Assistant) is a PhD Candidate at Swinburne University of Technology 
whose research explores videogames and fan studies. Taylor is particularly interested in people’s 
experiences of safety and inclusivity at videogame events like conventions and festivals and also 
how events navigated shifting online during the pandemic.

Caitlin McGrane (Research Assistant) is a feminist activist, researcher and academic based in 
Melbourne, Australia. Caitlin is a PhD candidate in the Digital Ethnography Research Centre at 
RMIT University. Her doctoral research investigates the gendered uses, practices and impacts of 
smartphones. As an activist, she works on projects challenging gender-based harassment and 
abuse online and in workplaces.

Joanna Williams (Research Assistant) is a PhD candidate at Swinburne University of Technology, 
where she researches organisational experiences of producing and distributing digital sexual health 
promotion on social media. Her research is informed by her experience of leading Bits and Bods, a 
sexual health web series that talked to teen girls and gender diverse teens about sex, bodies and all 
the awkward bits in between.
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