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ABSTRACT

Care work has long been relegated to private households and small
communities, however, with the entry of digital marketplaces, it is
becoming part of public economic spheres. While care work has
been generally devalued and understudied, it is a complex practice
embedded in a network of economic transactions, social relations,
material conditions, and socio-cultural norms. This paper explores
the care giving networks among migrant house-cleaners guided by
Tronto’s ‘care ethics’ and Puig de la Bellacasa’s ‘matters of care’.
We interviewed 19 Latino house-cleaners in Toronto to understand
their care practices and networks. Our analysis identifies gaps in our
participants’ care networks. We create a new term, lateral care, to
explicate the digital communities of care practice our participants
formed. We conclude with implications for the future design of
technologies for labor economies that attend to concerns of care.
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1 INTRODUCTION

With the introduction of new technologies, the landscape of labor
continues to transform in novel ways. Human-Computer Interac-
tion (HCI) scholarship has done much investigation on new digital
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platforms such as on-demand work platforms [119], ride-share ap-
plications [27, 74, 76], and food delivery systems [119, 142]. While
these platforms provide novel ways for people to find work, they
also create harm and exacerbate power dynamics, particularly for
people with marginalized identities. While work has been done
on labor economies in the public sphere [54, 72, 104, 144], limited
work has examined the private sphere traditionally associated with
women and domesticity (i.e., child/elder care, cooking, houseclean-
ing). In labor economies associated with the private sphere, power
dynamics akin to those in the public sphere arise, in addition to
the systemic devaluation of domestic labor [52]. In this paper, we
explore how Latino! house-cleaners in Toronto experience power
differentials in networks of care on platforms where they source
care work employment, and find ways to fill gaps in their own care
needs.

While care is often presented as a practice privately enacted
solely by members of the household, privileged families have long
outsourced care labor such as housecleaning to external provider in
public markets of care. Care has also been framed as a two-actor, or
dyadic, relationship, such as between mother and child, care worker
and client, or doctor and patient [134]. HCI literature has often
focused on dyadic relations mediated by technologies, with the
support of technologies which they use to enact care [21, 49, 53, 69,
73, 82,118, 138]. However, care is in fact a networked practice which
touches a wide matrix of actors. Indeed, care literature in HCI has
already engaged with the networked nature of care [42, 65, 89, 110].

Our study is further motivated by the increasing move of care
services into digital spaces. On one hand, digital market platforms
such as Care.com and SitterCity [1, 3] are attempting to platformize
informality, and on the other, informal marketplaces are creating
spaces for unofficial care work service exchange. Previous schol-
arship has argued that domestic work is informal market labor as
it has always been less regulated and more on-demand than labor
performed in the ‘public sphere’ [98]. Consequently, digital market
platforms for care have not reached the same scale as other gig
work has, such as food delivery and ride services. Instead, even on
digital spaces, care work arrangements continue to be mediated by
networked personal connections and/or informal marketplaces [52].
The importance of digital spaces in mediating care labor exchanges
and the historical devaluation of care work and associated harms,

!For the purposes of this paper we will use "Latino" to refer to mixed-gender groups
of people from Central and South American countries who self-identify as Latino. We
chose this language to align with the language used by our participants.
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underscore the crucial responsibility of designers as actors in the
networks of care in shaping future labor economies.

To understand the interplay of technological spaces and the
nature of care work through networks of care in housecleaning,
and derive implications for design for care, we interviewed 19 Latino
house-cleaners in Toronto to understand their care practices and
relationships. Our analysis identifies gaps in our participants’ care
networks and issues with the current state of care ethics in informal
domestic labor markets. Our research explores the intersection of
several understudied areas in HCI: gendered labor, immigrant labor,
informal economies, and private domestic spaces. We draw on
Tronto’s care ethics [134], which guides us to what caring well
may look like. We also use Puig de la Bellacasa’s [34] matters of
care, which teaches us about care as a networked practice, and asks:
"What does caring mean when we go about thinking and living
interdependently with beings other than human, in “'more than
human’ worlds?" (pp. 13) [34].

With these theoretical framings, and the context of Latino house-
cleaners in Toronto, we ask the following research questions:

Q1: How are Latino house-cleaners in Toronto engaging in
networks of care through digital labor markets?

Q2: How can the care practices of Latino house-cleaners inform
future designs for digital care economies?

Our interviews with house-cleaners informed what challenges
and harms exist in the current housecleaning economy, and how
they leverage digital communities to address some of those harms.
We saw that a complex network of care was at play between human
and non-human entities entangled in moral and affective relations.
To exemplify how care uniquely showed up in the context of our
study, we build on existing theories of networked care and intro-
duce the concept of ’lateral care’. Lateral care diverges from more
traditional conceptualizations of care as it is focused around de-
centralized non-hierarchical networked systems of care, and - in
the context of this study - enacted in digital spaces. These systems
are characterized by shared identities and are bottom-up structures
aimed at empowering their participants as they navigate differen-
tial power hierarchies. In the context of this paper, ’lateral care’
manifests as care that is enacted between house-cleaners, rather
than the care exchanges between cleaners and clients.

Beyond lateral care, the networks of care in the housecleaning
space also incorporate people, technologies, spaces, and sociopo-
litical forces. We thus define "networks of care" as the full array
of interactions between human and non-human actors which mu-
tually influence and enact care. Within networks of care, actors
have the responsibilities of both care giver and receiver as care
exchanges are multidirectional and affect all network actors. Em-
ploying Tronto’s ethics of care [134] along with Bellacasa’s matters
of care [35], our findings show the care practices of different actors
within the networks of care, and highlight the importance of lateral
care networks in scaffolding the client-worker exchanges of paid
care work. Thus, lateral care in digital spaces was a vital component
of these broader networks of care. We take inspiration from the
care practices of digital communities to inform the future of digital
labor platforms, and conclude with design suggestions, extending
work from feminist HCI on caring frameworks for design.
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2 RELATED WORK
2.1 Defining Care

Tronto and Fisher [135] define care as “a species of activity that
includes everything we do to maintain, contain, and repair our
‘world’” so that we can live in it as well as possible. That world
includes our bodies, ourselves, and our environment”. This broad
definition underscores the ubiquity of care, and allows us to use
it as a frame to shape the choices which build the world. What
receives care and attention gets to be maintained, contained, and
repaired. Importantly, this identifies care as both a practice and a
politic, an affect and an action.

Tronto and Fisher [135] emphasize that the dimensions of care,
including work, ethics, and affections, are not necessarily distributed
equally in all relational situations; rather, they exist in a state of
constant tension and contradiction. Through this framework, they
build upon Gilligan’s [51] understanding of two key aspects within
morality of care: relationships viewed in terms of equitable treat-
ment of individuals and how individuals are emotionally attached
to one another. Each care relation then is complicated by the as-
sociated power imbalances that it may create and the emotions
involved in each care exchange.

Looking at more complex systems of care, Puig de la Bellacasa
[35] adopts an ecosystem perspective and expands care beyond
interpersonal networks. This view integrates human actors, animals,
technology and the environment/space itself into a network of care
exchanges. She emphasizes the materiality of care, highlighting
the embodied and situated nature of caring practices. She explores
how care is enacted through material engagements, gestures, and
technologies, challenging abstract and idealized notions of care. In
theorizing care as a networked practice, Puig de la Bellacasa takes
inspiration from Actor Network Theory, which brings humans and
non-human objects in relation and mutual mediation [77] (in [36]
pp-34). She then goes further to explore the impact of care as a force
in networks. She conceptualizes the process of things coming to be
as matters of care. Matters of care challenge the notion that things
exist as a given, rather they are maintained by the practice of care
[36](pp. 66). Therefore objects, technologies, people, and politics all
interact, and studying or designing technology for these networks
makes one a part of them.

2.2 Stages and Elements of Care

As a practice, Tronto [134] identifies four stages of care. Previous
work from Helms et. al [60] engages these stages to trouble do-
mestic design relations. These stages may occur in sequence or
independently. Importantly, there are better and worse ways to
enact each stage, and care in any stage is not inherently good. The
stages are summarized below:

(1) Caring about: Recognizing the need for care. This may or
may not lead to action beyond recognizing a need exists.
Importantly, caring about can happen on an individual level
and/or a societal level, which dictates what causes receive
support and attention.

(2) Taking care of: Recognizing that actions can be taken to
provide care for those who may need it. Taking care of is
largely logistical and resource based.
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(3) Care giving: Performing the direct fulfillment of needs. This
is the stage of care most readily recognized as care.

(4) Care receiving: Responding to care received. This acknowl-
edges that needs have been met, and provides feedback (ap-
preciation, correction, etc.) to the person providing care.

In each of these stages, Tronto further narrows the definition
by identifying elements of care, which Meng et al. [89] use these
stages to analyze a civic data project, that must be present for care
to be effected:

(1) Attentiveness: Being aware that a need is present.

(2) Responsibility: Being ready and willing to respond to a
need.

(3) Competence: Having the skill to effectively care.

(4) Responsiveness: Being aware of potential vulnerabilities
and abuses that might emerge from care.

This final element of care is of particular importance as care is un-
equally distributed and saturated with power relations. The burden
of care is distributed disproportionately among intersectional iden-
tities of gender, class, race and citizenship [52]. When the exchange
of care labor is done in a professional setting, such as housecleaning,
the care receiver financially compensates the caregiver. However,
this requires the caregiver to then perform additional labor to trans-
form monetary resources to fulfill the needs of care. Despite the
privileges and powers associated with those who are able to pay
for another person to perform household labor, the person being
cared for always experiences a level of vulnerability and reliance.

Tronto thus moves away from dyadic relations of care between
a caregiver and a care receiver, and instead stresses the inherent
interdependencies and the wider structural power relations that
shape care. In conjunction with Puig de la Bellacasa [36], this brings
to our attention the relations of sites and objects that are otherwise
ignored, such as care relations between marginalized workers, and
digital spaces in which they occur. This situated nature of care
aligns with critical and feminist theories in HCI that underscore the
complex networks of relations that shape sociotechnical systems
[13, 126]. It particularly emphasizes how caring can be viewed
as “a species activity that includes everything we do to maintain,
continue, and repair our ‘world’ so that we can live in it as well as
possible” [135].

2.3 Gendered and Racialized Care

Care labor is largely performed by women, and often outsourced
to women from marginalized communities (for ex. migrant women
of color in Canada and the United States) [10, 45, 86, 120]. For this
paper we focus on the context of North America, and therefore
the majority of references will be specific to the Canadian and US
American care economies. However, similar dynamics around care
have been documented globally, with care being associated with
women, lower valuation, and oppressive power dynamics [5, 18, 94].
Care has also traditionally been associated with ethics and moral-
ity, and particularly the ethics of women. Gilligan [51] proposed
the ’ethic of care’ to theorize women’s morality, emphasizing the
significance of relationships, empathy, and interdependence. Care
ethics challenge the notion that justice and individual rights are
the sole foundations of morality. Due to the associations of women
with care and care with morality [52], women are perceived to have
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superior moral sensibilities [29], which implies a naturalness to
women performing care labor, and a reason why they should be
expected to do so [143].

Glenn [52] discusses the role of the global neoliberal market in
care labor, highlighting how migrant women offer care work for
lower compensation rates than their non-migrant counterparts [52].
In this context, Gago [50] argues that domestic work performed by
migrants has been inscribed in labor market hierarchies and sex-
ual divisions through the productivity of wages within capitalism,
thereby simultaneously subordinating their roles and devaluing
their work politically. The artificial divide between public and pri-
vate spheres in Euro-American contexts, where the public sphere
historically included spaces of politics and commerce and was as-
sociated with men, contrasts with the private sphere, which en-
compassed the family and home activities and was associated with
women [134]. Hiring care workers for domestic work challenges
this divide by bringing commerce from the public sphere into the
private sphere, and vice versa. However, the historical placement
of care within the private sphere has kept paid care work invisible
and under-regulated, as it is still perceived as outside the public
sphere.

Hired care workers are often invisibilized as they support care la-
bor traditionally expected of women of the household [84]. Tronto’s
[134] stages of care illustrate the distinction between the person
hiring (taking care of) and the worker (care giving). Hired work-
ers are often delegated to do menial, repetitive housework such
as cleaning, which is undervalued and often goes unnoticed [107],
while spiritual work such as the moral upbringing of children, or
determining the aesthetics of the home is highly valued. The latter
is typically the domain of women of privilege, whereas the former
is delegated to hired workers, often women of color (ibid). This
division is within feminized transnational spaces, where there are
unequal and asymmetric relations, as well as alliances, to supply
both affective and material needs [50]. The invisibility of menial
care work is compounded for migrants, who may not be recognized
in formal labor markets due to inadequate documentation such as
working visas, and professional certifications [101].

Migrants often turn to informal spaces for employment as they
face challenges in the formal economy due to "language barriers,
treatment of migrants as second-class citizens, and permanent tran-
sience [which] lead to isolation" [117]. This adds another layer
of invisibility, which is a consequence of migrants engaging in
unregulated, low-wage employment leading to various forms of ex-
ploitation and precarity [90]. In the absence of formally recognized
support systems, migrants are compelled to lean on existing social
relationships or establish informal networks to support them as
they navigate the labor markets [4]. This compounded invisibility
between migration status and the nature of care makes care work
attractive to migrant populations who may not have the documen-
tation to work in formalized employment and/or openly in public
spaces.

2.4 Care and HCI

In the field of HCI, studies on care work have looked at both mon-
etized and non-monetized care, exemplifying the wide array of
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activities that can be considered care. This includes studying mon-
etized care within the health industry [65, 68, 91, 115] and hired
care givers [79, 139]. Others have looked at community support
and maintenance work [81, 116], and envisioning positive futures
[75]. Our study explores care exchanges in identity-based spaces
through an intersectional feminist lens. It looks at the intersections
of identities, labor, digital and physical spaces, and paid care work
and unpaid exchanges of care. In particular, the focal point is on the
care articulated in the digital spaces utilized by house-cleaners and
how it informs cleaners’ experiences within paid care work, along
with exemplifying the sociopolitical context of housecleaning in
Toronto.

Digital spaces are increasingly hosting communities of care based
on shared identities or experiences [9, 23, 49, 92], where partici-
pants can request specific types of support and find solidarity with
others facing similar issues. These systems of care are even more
important when formal support systems inadequately serve mem-
bers of marginalized communities. For example, when systems such
as governmental aid that are difficult or broken, collectives help
fill gaps of care [41, 67]. Importantly, prior work has identified the
networked nature of care work, including the technologies at play
in care exchanges. Meng et al. [89] show how technologies in a "car-
ing democracy” act in relation to the communities they are used by,
and are themselves shaped by caring networks. Dye et al. [42] show
how a community can care for a technolgoical network, sustaining
the community and the technology itself. The effect of technologies
as agents in care networks is not always positive, however, and
the introduction of technologies run the risk of interfering with
appropriate care work [65, 110].

Other studies have identified the need to better support care-
givers, and to explore technology’s potential role for positive inter-
vention [28, 82, 95, 128]. For example, technologies can help visibi-
lize and document the often-invisible labor of care in the domestic
space [15]. Importantly, studies that have looked into caregivers
supporting each other [65, 95, 99] have shown that they can offer a
way for caregivers to connect and organize among themselves.

Feminist HCI has particularly engaged with care as a theoretical
lens for HCI research and design [12, 60, 69, 121]. Croon et al. [32]
discuss how HCI design-oriented research can think with care
to incorporate feminist theories such as diffractive thinking and
situated knowledge. Toombs et al. [130] discuss the networks of
care that emerge from long-term qualitative HCI research projects.
Furthermore, feminist HCI scholars have also called for the HCI
discipline as a whole to engage with and incorporate care in design
when interacting with research subjects and formulating knowledge
(63, 70, 129, 132].

This paper responds to this call by applying theories of care ethics
to house-cleaners’ networks of care. We contribute to the existing
scholarship of care by exploring networks of care at the intersection
of identity, care work labor markets, and mutual support networks.
Using this framing we contribute to feminist HCI by proposing
design approaches that align both with the needs of our participants
and with elements of care that are situated within a complex web
of relations.
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3 METHODS
3.1 Participants and Recruitment

For our study, which was approved through our university research
ethics board, we conducted 19 semi-structured interviews with
Latino immigrant house-cleaners in Toronto, Canada. Interviews
took place online and in-person, lasted between 90-120 minutes,
and were recorded with the consent of the participants. Participants
received $35% as compensation. We recruited participants through
three channels: Facebook posts in groups for Latin American immi-
grants, a local community center where one researcher (R2) worked,
and snowball sampling. We aimed to include a diversity of partic-
ipants based on age, nationality, immigration status, educational
background, and gender.

As shown in Table 1, most participants identified as women
(17/19), and hold a college or university degree (16/19). None of the
participants worked in housecleaning prior to arriving in Toronto.
All house-cleaners identified as Latino with eight Mexicans, five
Chileans, two Venezuelans, two Peruvians, one Colombian, and
one Ecuadorian. Most were between the ages of 30 and 50 (13/19).
Half of participants lived in Canada for five or less years, and the
other half for six or more. Regarding housecleaning experiences,
participants worked in various spaces including private homes,
and commercial buildings. 12 participants found employment as
independent contractors, five worked through cleaning agencies,
and two used a blend of both.

3.2 Data Collection and Analysis

Two researchers, both of whom spoke Spanish as their native lan-
guage, conducted the interviews. The first researcher (R1), is a
Colombian woman living in Colombia. The second interviewer (R2),
is Venezuelan, and lives in Toronto where they have prior experi-
ence working as a house-cleaner. R1 conducted 13 interviews, and
R2 conducted 6. Interviews focused on four subjects: demograph-
ics and personal history; housecleaning practices; communication
practices within the Latino community; and the role of technology
in their personal and professional lives.

R1 and R2 transcribed audio-recorded interviews in Spanish, and
then worked together to translate them into English®. Following
translation, we relied on an iterative inductive analysis approach
through which we used thematic analysis to develop our codes into
high-level themes [31, 112]. All paper authors first met to build an
initial codebook based on preliminary debrief conversations and
field notes from the interviews. Next, two researchers with different
positionalities, R1 and R3 (R3 being a white, Canadian-American) it-
eratively coded the transcripts based on this codebook. Researchers’
divergent perspectives led to differences in coding based on their
lived experiences. R4 (a white Canadian who speaks Spanish and is
experienced in this paper’s inductive analysis process) helped R1
and R3 assess intercoder agreement at each coding iteration, and
also led discussions to facilitate consensus between coders.

%Canadian dollars

3We translated transcripts into English for analysis for two reasons: owing to resource
and availability limitations, R2 was not able to participate in the coding process, and we
felt that our analysis process would benefit from a diversity of researcher perspectives,
including those of non-Spanish speakers.
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Table 1: Overview of Interview Participants

p Age  Nationality Gender Yearsin  Education
(M/W) Canada Level
P1  50-59 Venezuela w 6-10 University
P2 50-59 Mexico W 11+ University
P3  30-39 Mexico w 0-1 University
P4 30-39 Chile w 6-10 University
P5  30-39 Mexico W 11+ University
P6  40-49 Peru w 2-3 N/A
P7  20-29 Mexico W 0-1 N/A
P8 40-49 Mexico W 0-1 University
P9 20-29 Peru w 11+ High School
P10 40-49 Venezuela w 6-10 University
P11 20-29  Ecuador W 11+ University
P12 40-49 Mexico w 0-1 University
P13 30-39 Chile w 0-1 University
P14 40-49 Colombia w 4-5 University
P15 30-39 Chile w 4-5 University
P16 60-69 Mexico M 6-10 University
P17  30-39 Chile W 6-10 University
P18 30-39 Chile M 4-5 University
P19 30-39 Mexico w 6-10 University

After finalizing the codebook, R1 and R3 coded all 19 interviews,
and R4 arbitrated any differences between the coding, creating a
final coded dataset. The final Cohen’s Kappa was 0.64, indicating
strong intercoder reliability [88]. We relied on Cohen’s Kappa’s
intercoder reliability assessments as they are useful and appropriate
to develop and refine the codes, identify points of disagreement, and
ensure consistency between coders [87]. Furthermore, intercoder
reliability assessments allow researchers to evaluate the rigor and
clarity of their codes, corresponding definitions, and their applica-
bility to the data [85]. We leveraged this analysis method not to
reach a singular positivist interpretation, but rather to achieve a
consensual framework for understanding the codes and interpreting
the data [96].

After completing this intercoder reliability process, we leveraged
thematic analysis to generate and define themes [31, 112]. To create
themes, our research team discussed Tronto’s elements and stages
of care [134], and Puig de la Bellacasa’s matters of care [34] as sensi-
tizing topics. Next R1, R3 and R4 independently analyzed the coded
sections from the codebook, and then discussed emerging ideas.
We generated several theme ideas, which we eventually refined
down to five central themes: morality of care, affective relations,
valuations of expertise, care roles of clients, and lateral care.

4 FINDINGS

Our findings reaffirm the complex socio-political dimensions of
care deeply intertwined with gendered dynamics. In addition to
confirming gendered dynamics of care, we explore how participants’
experiences performing care work relate to existing theories of
care, mediated by gendered dynamics of affect and morality. We
examine the relational network that emerges from the participants’
care work, including clients, other humans, and more-than-humans.
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Participants associated moral values with their work, and expressed
feelings of satisfaction from their occupation. They also became
affectively intertwined with the network of human and non-human
actors which received care from their labor. We show the ways
that these various actors are connected by exemplifying the moral,
emotional and socio-political ways they are interconnected.

The relation between cleaning and gender was made evident
in our participants’ demographics, with the majority being Latina
women (17/19). Our findings echo existing works that show care
work is largely performed by women, and that care duties are not
restricted to just professional lives [46]. While participants per-
formed client care work through housecleaning, they also managed
care labor within their own households such as “‘[making] the food,
[buying] all the groceries, [doing] the laundry... [taking] care of all
the cleaning in my house” (P11). At times, their personal and work-
related care giving responsibilities would be in conflict, such as
balancing childcare alongside work shifts, or declining work op-
portunities due to their personal care giving responsibilities. P6
even noted that she continued to perform the care labor at home de-
spite having a chronic pain condition. This highlights expectations
for women to perform care labor in domestic environments, often
without receiving care themselves. While our participants’ women
clients are not exempt from care labor, they have the privilege of
outsourcing this labor onto others [52], such as our participants.
This was evident in our interviews, for example, one client hired a
cleaning service before her boyfriend returned home from a trip to
make it seem that she had cleaned for him (P1).

The networks of care for Latino house-cleaners in Toronto went
well beyond the exchange of care between cleaner and client -
they included their families, the families clients, and other cleaners.
Further, non-human actors such as the house being cleaned and
digital platforms were part of these networks. Participants used
social media platforms, such as Facebook, and classified sites such as
participants were part of networks of lateral care, which emerged
organically in Facebook groups and afforded care between cleaners.
These digital spaces were essential for our participants performing
housecleaning, as they used them to find work, exchange cleaning
tips, and protect themselves against exploitative clients.

Participants noted that compensation for their care labor was
at times insufficient, and some clients did not respond to care or
acknowledge power dynamics in an appropriate manner. Like in
other care work [19, 56], we found that house-cleaners were un-
dervalued and under-compensated, an issue exacerbated by lack of
formal infrastructures of support [67]. However, our participants
had mechanisms to bridge the care deficit created by poor care
receiving, primarily by fostering interdependent relationships with
fellow house-cleaners, facilitated through digital platforms.

4.1 Morality of Care

Echoing the interrelation of care and women’s contribution to soci-
ety, participants connected their work as cleaners to a contribution

Comprayventa is an online and physical classified and marketplace site for Hispanic
communities living in Canada
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to humanity as a whole. P1 emphasized the value she felt she cre-
ates with her work, remarking: "I did something for humanity, for
the health of Toronto ... I didn’t lie there staring up at the ceiling
forever, that kind of thing, I was useful to society”. The intrinsic moral
value of doing care work was echoed by P12 in explaining the value
beyond the economic compensation she gets from cleaning: “No, it
is not only [about economics], but because they are good people and
I like to help them, I like it. I don’t limit myself.” P11 went further,
mentioning the intrinsic value of care as a passion for the work
itself. Despite a lack of access to proper cleaning supplies and a lack
of autonomy over her working conditions, she remains passionate
about the job: “There was no control, there was no control. You had to
have a love for the art... to accept the job.” P1 also noted that cleaning
gave her happiness, and that satisfaction would carry her through
moments of frustration and anger: “cleaning relaxes me a lot, because
also is in this sense that someone watch/sees something is very dirty
and suddenly you feel a rare satisfaction.” Our participants noted
that they were paid at or below minimum wage, and that they often
faced difficulties to receive this compensation (P7, P9, P14, P19 ),
yet they remained in the housecleaning profession, and drew value
from their work in non-financial ways.

In regards to housecleaning, tensions of care as an economic
activity versus care as a moral imperative are of particular salience.
Amid a strict public versus private divide, the provision for care
is relegated to the private realm of family space while economic
activity occurs publicly. While this division is inherently permeable,
it is notably porous in the case of house-cleaners: their role blurs
the market/home boundary as they perform care work in private
spaces but find this work through public spaces. While our partici-
pants worked in clients’ private homes, they found work through
social platforms such as Facebook, and online classifieds such as
value financial over moral values, and center the individual over
community [141]. Despite the transitive conclusion that because
the work is sourced in the public market, this work would not be
particularly concerned with moral issues, we find that the moral
values of care work are more prominent than the fiscal and individ-
ualist priorities of the market. We will see this more in the ways
our participants leveraged digital spaces to form communities of
lateral care.

There was also a sense that being a cleaner just for financial gain
could lead to sub-par work, as “there are people who go there just
to earn money and that’s it. And suddenly they have the need, but
they don’t like to do the job well” (P15). As noted by participants,
the value and satisfaction gained from performing care work is tied
to its positive moral valence. This emphasis on the satisfaction and
morality of housecleaning echo the sociopolitical understanding of
care as bringing intrinsic value to the care worker[52].

Further, while our participants expressed pride and a dedication
to care well for the spaces they were tasked with cleaning, they
were also concerned with negative perceptions of the profession.
This reflects the paradox of care in which care work has an intrinsic
positive moral valence, but is devalued socially. Tronto [134] notes
that in highly individualistic societies (such as Canada), care is
delegated to individuals from a lower social strata to shield care
receivers from the vulnerability associated with acknowledging
their need for care. The social devaluation of care thus serves to
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safeguard care receivers and their image of independence. P15 did
not want to tell her parents that she was working as a cleaner,
worrying that it would “break their egos”, while P8 discussed hav-
ing difficulty talking to her friends about her job without shame.
Most participants worked professions other than cleaning in their
country of origin (17/19) and held university degrees (16/19), and
were cleaners out of necessity rather than by choice. For example,
P19 expressed clearly that he did not want to be “stuck in this thing
[housecleaning] forever", but he is doing this because of life circum-
stances, and P5 specified that “it wasn’t something [she] thought
[she] was going to do all [her] life" At the same time, participants
noted that they themselves did not look down upon cleaners who
had made housecleaning their life’s profession. Rather, they were
concerned with the way the profession was perceived by others.

In addition to the moral forces that existed between actors in
the network of care, participants expressed emotional relations
between themselves and the members of the network of care. We
particularly see this in how cleaners became affectively intertwined
with the private ecosystem they work in, including the physical
spaces, children, pets, and clients.

4.2 Affective Relations

Affective, or emotional, relations manifested in numerous human
and non-human attachments in our participants’ work. These ex-
changes exemplified the networks of care similar to Puig de la
Bellacasa’s conceptualization, in which care relations are a practice
motivated by emotions [36]. Interviewees mentioned they devel-
oped attachments beyond the service exchange with clients, and
other human and non-human entities in the network of care. For
example, P12 described how she formed a close relationship with
one employer which was not limited to work-related duties. She
notes:

"When you no longer talk only about what you clean
in the house and talk to other topics and begin a more
sentimental connection, they want to know how you
are [...]. With this particular client, I feel there is a
very rich connection [...] beyond work. And the fact
that I ask you how your children are and how you are,
there is something more" (P12).

Care work for this client went beyond a tangible economic re-
sponsibility to an emotional responsibility. This mirrors Lopez’s
[83] (in [36]) theories of care responsibilities, which encompass
both tangible and emotional responsibilities connected to commu-
nication, fostering social interactions, and sustaining lives. In these
complex practices, it is not easy to quantify or confine these re-
sponsibilities to rigid tasks with distinct starting and ending points
[34].

Not all affective attachments were entirely positive, however; it
was particularly difficult when clients with whom participants had
formed affective relations with did not receive care well. P12 shares
her experience:

“I was working with a lady who lives alone and I was
with her for eight years, [...] She paid me $120 every
three weeks, and I did everything for her because the
lady always talks to me, she asks me about my family.
We became very close friends. Then, after eight years
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I was working with her and I asked her if she would
raise me $10. [...] Then she got angry and told me
that no, she couldn’t raise my salary. She called me
and said: "How are you? And she told me, how is
everything, and then she said thank you very much,
but I don’t need your services anymore” (P12).

These affective attachments, characterized by a dispersion of inter-
ests and other interconnected forces, align with Bellacasa’s charac-
terization of care agencies as "decentered and distributed in fields
of meaning-making materialities" [36]. Echoing Puig de la Bella-
casa’s framework, these relationships extend beyond a conventional
understanding of care as a transactional endeavor. Instead, these
relations manifest as intricate networks of shared emotions, his-
tories, and mutual support, deeply intertwined with the fabric of
everyday life.

4.2.1 Attachment to Physical Space. Moving beyond interpersonal
care giving relations, participants expressed affective attachment
to their non-human recipients of care. They expressed a pride in
doing the care giving job well, even giving more of their time and
energy than the job asked to ensure their work was completed to
a high quality. Some participants remarked on feeling a need to
strive to a point of ‘perfection’ (P13), noting the pride they took
in caring for the physical space. For example, P14 enjoys cleaning
the restroom for this reason: "because I'm picky, I like the restroom
to be very perfect. And the toilet is the most noticeable place where
you can tell if you have cleaned well and that there is no hair left, for
example” (P14). The value participants placed in properly caring for
a space was also reflected in their frustrations with the way others
treat the spaces entrusted to their care. In response to witnessing
the neglectful treatment of the living spaces she was tasked with
cleaning, P13 remarked: “that is a lack of education and respect for
the place where you live”. In the case of housecleaning, the physical
space itself and those who occupy it are care recipients. The space
engages in the network of care with the other agents: the client,
the physical space, and its occupants.

Participants can be said to be attentive to the needs of the space
they are cleaning, several mentioning that they have a particular
attention to detail that identifies substandard levels of cleanliness,
in contrast to the house-owners. P7 states this outright, saying
“many people don’t... they don’t take care of it [their homes].” Others
expressed distress when seeing particularly dirty homes when ar-
riving at new clients” homes. The way attentiveness manifests in
this example points to the role of the space as an agent itself with
needs which care can fulfill. This further evidences the relational
and ethical nature of care where the space itself and the objects in it
serve as key actors in the care relations [34]. Being attentive to the
needs of the space, and critiquing the clients’ lack of attentiveness
engages in a relational ethics that considers the entanglements and
interdependencies between humans, non-human beings, and the
environment.

Participants also noted that the house participated in the net-
work of care through care receiving. They noted how seeing the
house transform from dirty to clean brought them pleasure, from
observing how much dust they were able to pick up in the vacuum
(P11) to seeing a toilet go from dirty to spotless (P3). As participants
were affectively tied to the spaces they worked in, and attended to
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the care receiving responses performed by the space, we see the
significance of more-than-human exchanges of care.

4.3 Valuation of Expertise

Participants had to negotiate differences between their own compe-
tence in cleaning work with client expectations. Balancing caring for
a space that belongs to another person, particularly someone with
different perspectives on cleaning, and the specialized expertise our
participants possessed required a performance of competence and
respect.

In these household performances, participants demonstrate their
competence through their knowledge of cleaning techniques, pro-
tective measures to preserve the space, and their maintenance of
household spaces. For example, P2 describes her cleaning process
and the specific supplies she uses to perform her tasks effectively: "I
consider the types of materials present in the bathroom. For instance,
with granite or marble, you can’t use just any liquid as it can cause
damage. [...] I need to account for the types of flooring, the materials
in the kitchen and bathrooms, and so on" (P2). P2’s account demon-
strates how some cleaners aim to nurture these spaces based on
their knowledge of materials and cleaning tools.

When employers cast doubt on their skills and knowledge of
cleanliness, including the proper cleaning product usage, our par-
ticipants expressed frustration. For instance, P1 describes an ex-
perience where one client would not believe her expertise on a
specific cleaning treatment, and checked the Internet to confirm
that she was correct: "I told him that they sell a specific product to
clean it and when it isn’t [available], you clean it with oil and then
with soap to not damage the stone, he answered me he was going
to check the internet to see if what I was saying was true"(P1). This
results from a clash with their cleaning expertise from prior expe-
rience, and the clients’ vision of cleanliness in their own homes.
One client discussed the differences between people from different
cultures, for example with clients from different countries "there are
many organic products and others which are excessively chemical"(P1).
Another discussed learning about Kosher® cleaning products (P5).
Therefore, one aspect of cleaners’ responsibilities is to appropriately
engage with clients’ cultural settings. Care work in domestic spaces
requires workers to adjust their practices to individualized home
settings, unlike work that occurs in broader public spheres. The
environments that participants worked in could differ in a single
day, based on the clients they served.

Further, clients expect participants to hold particular compe-
tences based on the cleaner’s cultural and gender identities. P19
for instance, a male participant, describes how some clients expect
that young and attractive women will conform to the stereotype
of the nurturing female caregiver (P19). Similarly, P14 shares how
Latina women are often expected to hold greater expertise in activ-
ities like cooking and cleaning: "there is the stereotype that Latinos,
women, come to clean up... And from my own experience I've seen it
too. Many of my friends, my woman friends work as cleaners"(P14).
P5 mentioned that she had been asked in an interview if she came
"from a Latin American country...most of them ask you directly if you

®Kosher, or kashrut is a set of laws in Judaism which pertains to the types of food and
food preparations which are permissible [102].
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are Mexican"(P5). The stereotype of Latinas being good at house-
cleaning shows how clients expect that Latinas are competent at
cleaning, based on their identity. However, as participants were
in the private sphere of the clients homes, they also had to adjust
their cleaning techniques to match the cultures of the clients whose
homes they were cleaning.

4.4 Care Roles of Clients

Participants experienced variation in care receiving. Several partici-
pants pointed out that clients might perform gestures of care to the
cleaners, offering water or tea (P7), providing breaks for the house-
cleaners, or giving gifts (P1). Within the context of monetized care,
where care giving is a paid service, financial remuneration is also
a form of care receiving. Aligning with historical accounts of care
work being underpaid [52], participants noted that they were paid
minimum wage ($15/h in Toronto) or lower, and would at times
struggle to receive payment from clients. P17 shared that other gig
work was paid higher than care work: “in construction [the worker]
is paid $18 an hour and [a cleaner] is paid $15”(P17). Because of the
informal nature of cleaning work, participants were not only paid
low wages, they also were not compensated through benefits or
safety nets. As P18 shares, “so of course, I pay the tax at the end, so
it’s not like I get, I don’t know, benefits of retirement and all that, like
when I'm an old woman”(P18). The low compensation was therefore
multiplied as a result of care labor being under-paid, and the lack
of social supports for informal work.

4.4.1 Client Culture. Participants attributed variation in care re-
ceiving to cultural differences. P13 identified being kind as a “Cana-
dian idyosyncracy” and P11 mentioning “{Canadian clients are] very
friendly, very respectful of your time, very respectful of your work,
and very willing to help you with whatever”(P18). One theory from
participants of the cause was that Canadians are less likely to know
how to clean or do “this type of work. The Canadians don’t do it.
That’s why he appreciates it so much”(P4). Some participants pre-
ferred working for clients of a particular ethnicity, and noted they
felt some ethnicities were more dismissive or rude (P13, P18).

4.4.2  Visibility and Surveillance. Beyond explicit appreciation of
participants’ work, clients showed their appreciation for partici-
pants by leaving the house un-monitored, or going to a separate
part of the home. This demonstrated clients’ confidence in partici-
pants’ competence. As one of them mentioned "they go away and
leave me alone for a while, sometimes they don’t even tell me they are
leaving” (P1).

In contrast, some participants discussed clients who did not show
confidence in their competence by surveilling their work. Impor-
tantly, these interactions had gendered and racialized dynamics. P1
discussed how she “had the worst experiences with men...they don’t
look like they’ve cleaned a lot in their life, so sometimes they tell you
things like. .. you say no, not that, that’s not how you clean, that’s not
how you do it’”. Doubting that P1 had properly cleaned, one male
client went “from room to room”, claiming “I didn’t see you vacuum-
ing’”, while another client questioned her knowledge of cleaning
products, and said that “he was going to check the internet to see if
what [she] was saying was true”(P1). Racialized dynamics showed
up in the form of stereotypes, P8 discussed how she was suspected
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of stealing, and was asked “you speak Spanish?”, implying she was
a suspect as a result of her ethnicity. Other participants were also
accused of theft, P1 was accused of stealing a cleaning product
and P18 was accused of the theft of a laptop. These interactions
fail to recognize the house-cleaners’ competence, doubting their
ability to clean effectively and presuming the cleaners to engage in
unprofessional conduct.

While some participants expressed frustration over having their
cleaning efforts ignored, others mentioned they preferred a level
of invisibility saying "that’s what I was really looking for, not to
feel anyone’s eyes, to feel free”(P13). The same participant, however,
discussed feeling invisible in a negative way, when people passing
her in the lobby would ignore her work and step in places she
had just finished mopping. Several participants discussed being
required to document their cleaning work through digital mediums
(i.e., photos of the space after cleaning) (P17, P19). Others were
monitored through the digital apps used to facilitate work arrange-
ments, with the application tracking their physical location. Others
discussed being surveilled through cameras, as P3 showed: “it is
also common to find cameras while they are not there. Usually, they
put some cameras on you so they can see what you’re doing”. Our
participants also discussed mixed feelings about clients observing
their work in-person. P14 mentioned feeling “very uncomfortable,
because they were there watching all the time next to you and I'm
cleaning, I'm not going to do anything else.” Several mentioned they
were the most comfortable when clients would leave them alone in
the house.

Examples of clients surveilling cleaners and accusing them of
stealing exemplified poor responsiveness on the part of clients. The
clients in these examples were not properly acknowledging the
power dynamic between a client and the cleaner, by doubting their
competence, surveilling their work, and exacerbating precarity
through insufficient compensation.

4.5 Lateral Care

Our participants leveraged digital platforms to find work and to
create systems of lateral care that attended to the gaps and power
imbalances in their care relations with clients (e.g., denied payment,
high surveillance). Lateral care networks engage peers through
social media to perform stereo-typically hierarchical care actions
on each other. Most of our participants used digital communities to
access and practice lateral care with other house-cleaners. While all
previously discussed elements of care exist in lateral care (morality,
affect, etc.), our participants showed how they engaged in reciprocal
and networked exchanges of care to address poor care receiving
and responsiveness from their clients.

All of our participants used identity-based Facebook groups to
find work. Lateral care networks formed in these spaces, where
other cleaners would help them find employment and provide other
supports. Some groups focused solely on the Latino identity, while
others were more specific to certain countries. Participants sought
out identity-based spaces specifically, as P8 discusses T just write
in the search engine Mexicans in Toronto and you get Facebook and
it scrolls through various types of Latino groups or I even look for
Colombians, and Venezuelans in Toronto." Interestingly, interviewees
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were not part of any cleaner-specific Facebook groups, only groups
based on ethnicity and country of origin.

4.5.1 Digital Sororities as Lateral Care. In addition to ethic identity
based groups, there were also intersectional groups for women-
only Latina spaces such as Mamas Latinas, "Sororidad Chilena"
(Chilean Sorority) and more private WhatsApp groups. As noted,
the majority of our participants were Latinas. Women are over rep-
resented in domestic work [26], and Latina women are particularly
associated with house-cleaning labor, a phenomena affirmed by
our participants’ experience. Women face particular barriers, such
as lower compensation and devaluation in all economies, which is
then amplified by the devaluation of care work. Furthermore, care
work has historically lacked legal protections [52], and combined
with the informal nature of their work, our participants do not
have protections against discrimination that may be present in the
formal public market. However, they were able to leverage digi-
tal ‘sororities’ for solidarity building with shared-identity worker
coalitions. For example, P14 discusses:

“Here in Canada I discovered how wonderful it is:
Latino groups in Toronto, Chileans in Toronto, Sorori-
dad. There is a special group of Chilean women called
“Sororidad chilena en Toronto” [...] So also the idea is
to be supportive of your partner. They also give you
information, they all tell you like no, don’t go work
in this place” (P14).

Perhaps because the first focus of these spaces was on shared
identities and mutual support, the lateral care networks in our
study stood in contrast to other informal work platforms, which
have previously been noted to isolate workers and break down
collectives, through their design and the individualistic nature of
capitalist economy [16]. Instead, online communities created caring
networks in which cleaners who are members fulfill each others’
needs. Despite the fact that in these spaces house-cleaners were
in competition with each other for the same jobs, they use these
spaces to help each other build knowledge of the housecleaning
profession, and gain a footing in the Toronto housecleaning market.
For example, they share cleaning product tips, exchanging “what
products do we use, look I got a product that does such and such”(P1).
Finding work was also facilitated on these digital community spaces
‘especially the Facebook group pages of Latinos in Toronto, there’s
always a lot of work. And networks as well. For example, if you post
on Facebook, if a friend of yours knows about a job, I have a job.
And this friend, in other words, they put you in contact with another
person that you don’t know but is your friend’s friend, so it also
works”(P14). The pursuit of livelihood in an informal economy
provided a common connector going beyond housecleaning, “they
help each other because they are looking for work, they offer work, or
there are people who, because of the pandemic, are starting businesses
or selling food, or they say I offer my work to repair something”(P12).
While clients at times failed to recognize the cleaners’ competence,
in these spaces they were well recognized by other cleaners offering
them work from clients should they have a scheduling conflict or
limited capacity to take the job.

The referral process also allowed our participants to avoid work-
ing for clients whose care receiving did not match with the par-
ticipants’ needs, or who exacerbated power imbalances by not
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attending to recognition. In this way, they relied on the information
from the other house-cleaners to strengthen their care network, by
selecting clients more likely to fit into their network.

Information sharing practices also aided in combating capitalistic
tendencies to isolate workers. Cleaners discussed labor issues such
as “how much each one is earning, the hours”(P1). One participant
(P7) worked with another cleaner on the platform to report a client
who had not paid her:

“I knew his name, his phone number, and a photo and
I burned him on Facebook. [...] This person doesn’t
pay and I told details and a stranger contacted me
and said: "He didn’t pay me either, let’s join together
against him’. Then the guy contacted the guy and he
told me, he said, he told me: 'Take it off, take it off,
take it off. I already paid you, but take it off’ Then he
said to me, 'put it down and I'll pay you. When the
transfer comes, you take it down’. And so that was so.
He paid me” (P7).

Not only did this participant ensure she received proper com-
pensation for her own work, she also cared for the other cleaners
in the group, making sure they did not work with this abusive
client. Several of our participants mentioned preferring finding
work on Facebook because of this added layer to check if a client
would be safe to work with. On Facebook, exchanges of care were
so effective in avoiding abusive clients that P1 posited its effect
of domestic workers, more than one person in Toronto would be left
without cleaning services.”

The power of lateral information sharing as care is evident, as
it can prevent abusive clients from getting services. This shows
the potential for lateral care to be leveraged in labor markets in
future designs. Importantly, the lateral care exchanges that emerged
from our data arose organically out of identity based networks.
Furthermore, these networks were in unofficial spaces, and were
not solely meant for the participants’ professional identities. As
participants found their employment, learned cleaning information,
and were able to get supports to avoid exploitation from these lateral
care networks, the client-cleaner care exchange would not have
been possible without them. The digital spaces where the worker
sororities emerged were also vital mediators in the networks of
care, as evidenced by the difference between the affordances for
lateral care on Facebook versus the classified sites.

5 DISCUSSION

Examining the ways that care manifests for Latino house-cleaners
in Toronto reveals implications for the design of ’caring’ technolo-
gies in digital care economies, particularly for care work existing
within the private sphere and/or informal settings. Further, as new
platforms for labor are designed, designers must design "with care"
from the outset. Care extends beyond the dyadic relations between
caregivers and care receivers; instead it is a complex network of
people, technologies, environments, and socio-political forces. Con-
sequently, designers of technologies facilitating arrangements of
care work are inherently enmeshed in these networks. Existing
literature on care ethics in HCI has stressed the importance of de-
signers being aware of the sociopolitical contexts design is part
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of and the complex entanglements that various stakeholders (in-
cluding researchers and designers) are engaged in [14, 69, 70, 130].
Further, designers have to engage with the power relations that
shape care ecosystems and the inherent relationality of care ethics
[70].

Our research extends this work by highlighting how identity-
based lateral care networks emerge in the face of power differen-
tials to support particularly Latina house-cleaners. Such informal
identity networks have historically been important in challeng-
ing injustice and facilitating collective action in neoliberal labor
markets [38, 62, 111, 133]. The presence of these digital identity
spaces offers valuable insights to designers as they envision the
future of labor platforms (whether that be sites such as Care.com,
or classifieds and social media platforms) and their own place in
these networks of care. A particularly important consideration is
how designers can either facilitate lateral care, leverage it, and at
worst, avoid disrupting it.

Care, as an evolving practice, is shaped by the affective tension
between the ’personal, characterized as an individual’s emotional
engagement in attachments, and the ’collective, characterized as
a network of relationships among humans and non-humans em-
bedded in the material practices of everyday life [34]. This framing
underscores that care is situated and "embedded in the practices
that maintain the webs of relationality that we form" [100].

Using theories of care that acknowledge both the personal and
the collective, along with insights from our first research ques-
tion (Q1: How are Latino house-cleaners in Toronto engaging in
networks of care through digital labor markets?), we address our
second research question (Q2: How can the lateral care practice
by Latino house-cleaners inform future designs for digital care
economies?). We propose the following guidelines for designers to
engage in the future of informal care work while also prioritizing
care themselves:

e Engage with the affective human and more-than-human
networks of care already at play

o Attend to the balance between individual visibility and valu-
ation of care work

e Consider care as a foundational concept in the future design
of digital care economies

5.1 Attending to Networks of Care

Current digital labor marketplaces focus on matching supply and
demand for specific tasks (e.g., care work). However, prior HCI
research has highlighted the materiality and sociality of markets
that go beyond economic transactions [25]. Further, feminist HCI
research has also engaged with care from a more-than-human ap-
proach [70, 137] acknowledging the interconnectedness of human
and non-human entities.

In the case of the housecleaning, we saw how care relations
include non-human dimensions. The house, as an entity, actively
participates in the care network, not just as a location but as a care
recipient. The house also has needs which require maintenance.
The condition of a house not only affects its functionality but also
has an impact on the well-being of its occupant, i.e. the client. Thus,
both the client and the house are recipients of care. The house’s
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condition prescribes a specific modality of care, subsequently guid-
ing the decisions and actions of the client and cleaner. A dirtier
house requires a different level of care compared to a tidy one, but
it also might be more receptive to care, given the stark contrast
between its initial state and its appearance post-cleaning. Drawing
from Puig de la Bellacasa [34] care in this context is shaped by
the needs and conditions of all the entities involved in the care
network. The house, in its response to care, acts as an agent; its
appearance signifies successful care, providing positive feedback
to the cleaner. Meanwhile the client also expresses care receiving
through appreciation and financial remuneration.

There is thus an intricate network of moral and affective con-
nections shaping cleaning work. Participants are involved in both
care receiving and care giving with the client, the house, and the
client’s family, in addition to care duties for their own families and
homes. Importantly, participants were part of informal, identity-
based networks (or digital sororities) that were instrumental in
enabling them to manage their care duties. Here they supported
other Latino cleaners while also receiving support. These lateral
care spaces were not just supplementary; they were integral to the
functioning of the broader housecleaning care networks.

5.1.1 Importance of Lateral Care Networks. Previous HCI research
has studied the formation and maintenance of networks of care
to support care workers in a variety of spaces such as health-
care [78, 91, 95, 128], mental health [17, 122], and elder/child care
[8, 47, 55]. Largely on unpaid (often hierarchical) care work, these
studies focus on the intentional design of spaces and technologies
that can help augment existing support systems. Building on this
literature, we argue that there is much to learn from how and why
these lateral care networks organically emerge as marginalized
workers seek to find ways to support themselves in the absence
of any formal support. Shared identity plays a crucial role in the
creation and maintenance of these lateral networks. We see similar
networks being created by other marginalized identities - for exam-
ple, Wilcox et. al [140] discuss how trans and non-binary people
exchange information and support each others’ well-being through
technology, and Musgrave et. al [92] explore how Black women
and femmes use digital spaces to form networks of care against
online harassment.

The gig economy presents an ideal of becoming an individual en-
trepreneur, which often hinders collective organizing. Prior schol-
arship on the design of labor platforms shows that workers in
these spaces, despite attempts to foster collective action, think of
themselves as individual earners[106]. While our participants did
embrace the entrepreneurial ethic, they also sourced work and
grew their capacity to perform housecleaning work through lat-
eral networks consisting of other Latina cleaners. Prior work has
highlighted the resilience-building capacity and the support pro-
vided by these networked social ties [24, 136], and emphasized
the strength of existing community bonds and the potential role
technologies can play in enhancing them. Future design for dig-
ital care economies should draw focus towards supporting these
affective engagements and helping foster lateral care. This could
be done through creating spaces where lateral care networks based
on shared identities organically emerge or through ensuring that
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design does not interrupt existing lateral care networks that already
support marginalized workers.

5.2 In(dividual)visibility versus Valuation

Our work adds to existing research on the gendered nature of in-
visible work and how certain kinds of labor are overlooked. While
movements like the Wages for Housework campaign [44] have
sought to visibilize care labor performed in domestic spaces, and
prominent care philosophers have recognized care labor as cen-
tral to their call for transformation to make more just societies
[59, 93], the complexities of (in)visibility are highlighted by the
vulnerabilities associated with being seen. Prior activism such as
Wages for Housework has focused on attempting to move care
labor more in the realm of the market, advocating for all care la-
bor to be recognized as economic labor and consequently receive
financial compensation. Indeed, as care has moved from the private
sphere into the public sphere, this marketization has already begun.
Platforms dedicated to care work, which visibilize the exchange of
care work for financial remuneration, are on the rise (i.e., Care.com,
Sitter City).

However, the invisibility of housecleaning work can best be un-
derstood through the lens of Hatton’s [58] overlapping sociological
dimensions of invisible work: cultural, legal and spatial. houseclean-
ing is rendered invisible because a) care work has historically been
devalued (cultural), b) it is part of the informal economy (legal), and
c) it occurs in private spaces (spatial). Visibilizing care work has to
contend with all these dimensions to understand in what ways it
will or won’t benefit workers.

HCI has already begun to engage with communities that prefer
to remain under the radar as visibility may put their work and
livelihoods at risk [24, 109, 113], with scholarship [123, 125] raising
concerns that visibility can lead to surveillance [114]. This is espe-
cially true of the informal economy, where workers are purposefully
invisible to evade being monitored by the state. It is therefore im-
portant for designers to consider the consequences and dangers
of visibility and to ask what is being made visible and for whom
[24, 103, 105]? For informal entrepreneurs such as house-cleaners,
the ability to find employment outside of existing systems of moni-
toring (i.e., the state tracking labor or employers surveilling private
homes) and controlling their visibility is empowering [24]. Further,
as the house-cleaners were networked, individual visibility was tied
to the visibility of the group, and shaped group organizing power
[66].

In our study, work around visibilizing problematic clients and
potential exploitation is already being done informally by house-
cleaners through the network of lateral care. Thus, rather than
fixating on the visibility of workers, it is worth designing systems
that instead support this by spotlighting employers and clients.
For example, Stella, a local Montreal non-profit that supports sex
workers (whose labor is criminalized in Canada), has designed an
online information system called the Bad Client and Aggressor List,
which enables workers to report abusive clients anonymously and
receive counseling. This list is circulated by Stella in a physical and
online newsletter, helping to foster community communication,
worker agency and validation as well as violence prevention [124].
This community list illustrates how visibility of clients over the
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visibility of individual workers is a more suitable design decision
for these care workers. This echoes findings from Irani et. al [64],
in which facilitating connections between workers who are usually
rendered invisible allows for discussions of insufficient wages and
bad clients. Importantly, both the Stella list and the Turkopticon
were intentionally built to facilitate information sharing between
marginalized workers. This attends to Tronto’s responsiveness el-
ement of care, attending to power imbalances in care exchanges.
Further, in the case of worker groups such as house-cleaners, there
is potential for leveraging pre-existing networks of lateral care.

Turning to the care networks existing in the digital community
space in our study, we note that our participants chose to focus
their job search efforts in identity-focused digital spaces. These en-
vironments allowed them to challenge the dynamics of other labor
platforms or labor agencies which over-expose workers and under-
expose clients. Additionally, in the digital community, participants
were afforded some level of comfort that others in the space shared
their identity, which potentially made it feel more safe to be visible.
Prior work on identity-specific communities has shown the impor-
tance of visibility and boundaries of the community [33, 37, 40, 92].
Drawing on the way visibility is managed by community specific
spaces and within these lateral networks, future labor platforms
can be designed that attend to the need to acknowledge care labor
and respect the agency of vulnerable workers to control their own
visibility.

5.2.1 Care Receiving and Valuation of Care Work. Participants dis-
cussed care receiving in response to their work not only from clients,
but also from the physical spaces they cleaned. Further, they devel-
oped affective relations with a myriad of actors within the network
of care, including the client, children, pets and the space itself. Care
receiving was also influenced by cultural and socioeconomic fac-
tors, which shaped how our participants perceived their work to
be acknowledged by clients. While there is a risk in making care
labor more visible, designers could attend to the recognition of care
occurring within private spheres and work towards designs which
can improve care receiving and attending to power dynamics in
networked configurations. Prior work in feminist HCI has explored
possible designs to recognize household labor [15] in a way that is
still contained within the private sphere. Incorporation of the cul-
tural context and setting expectations of care receiving could also
facilitate appreciation of care work that is culturally appropriate
to the care worker. As we saw in the lateral care offered between
house-cleaners, one important function that virtual communities
served was reporting on clients’ care receiving. Appropriate care
receiving must recognize the cultural needs of the care-giver as
well as care-receiver and practice appropriate recognition of power
dynamics.

5.3 Designing "with Care"

As technologies continue to reshape the nature of work, designers
and researchers have to be aware of the care they enact through
their designs. Theories of care provide frameworks that can inform
how designers create and maintain digital platforms or spaces that
support networks of care. Particularly, they are a way to amplify
support for workers, decrease exploitation, while also helping us be
cognizant of not disrupting existing networks of lateral care. Using
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theories of care and the embodied experiences of our participants,
we offer an extension of existing feminist HCI literature on design
which calls for actionable advocacy through design [13, 22, 32].
Care, as a practice and a praxis which touches the market space
and more elusive private spheres, when combined with feminist
design principles works as a powerful framework for the future of
more just design for labor technologies.

Tronto [134] highlights that as members of caring networks, it
is our responsibility to recognize and respond to needs for care.
Designers are intrinsically tied to the technologies they create and
therefore enmeshed in care networks. For designers to care well it is
necessary for them to integrate all four elements of care outlined by
Tronto [134]: attentiveness, responsibility, competence, and respon-
siveness. Extant feminist HCI theories offer frameworks and ideas
for incorporating these elements of care into design, which have
already been explored in other spaces, for example civic justice
[89, 116], reproductive health [6, 7, 121], and maker’s communi-
ties [131, 136]. Recent work in the HCI and design scholarship
communities have echoed similar calls for designers to attend to
the networked effects of care [39, 48, 81]. As new labor platforms
emerge, attending to the dynamics of care from their inception can
contribute to the creation of more caring labor economies.

While competence may seem like a self-explanatory requirement
for good design, it goes beyond the imperative to make usable de-
signs. It includes competence around designing for diverse needs
and navigating complex sociopolitical systems. For instance, even
designs with an intention to improve lives can cause harm with-
out the proper expertise [71]. Prior work in care has shown that
technologies, when not designed with all of the complexities of
care scenarios in mind, can in fact hinder care exchanges through
over-datafication and introducing menial work to the work of care
professionals [65, 110, 127]. Without recognizing technology de-
sign as based in liberal and patriarchal roots, repetition of systemic
harm is inevitable [108].

Designers must also be attentive to needs of others who are en-
meshed in care networks. Bardzell [13] emphasizes "an awareness
of design artifacts’ effects in their broadest contexts and awareness
of the widest range of stakeholders throughout design reasoning,
decision-making, and evaluation". In designing future platforms
or markets, designers should be attentive to the needs of all stake-
holders and acknowledge their needs, particularly those who are
most marginalized by existing designs. Tronto [134] raises a moral
dilemma: can someone be faulted for not knowing a care need
exists, for example, inadvertently facilitating an abusive client re-
lationship or unintentionally disrupting an existing lateral care
network? Tronto suggests that neglecting the needs of others is a
"moral evil" (pp 127). This highlights the imperative for designers
to continuously educate themselves of the needs of those affected
by their designs and the potential impacts.

Responsibility requires a proactive stance towards addressing
care needs. Aligning with feminist calls to action and engagement
[14], responsibility constitutes a commitment to address care needs.
For instance, in our research we saw that participants compared
design of the platform was more oriented towards just economic
exchanges, rather than community relations. Taking responsibility
could look like instituting community elements into more market
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exchange based platforms, or creating platforms that consider the
informational needs of care-givers such as minimum wage and
ways to respond to negative care receiving. Taking responsibility
may also look like inaction, to avoid disrupting existing supports.
As discussed, without lateral care, the client-cleaner care exchange
could not have occurred. As neoliberal capital economies priori-
tize exchanges of service between a worker and an employer and
entrepreneurial individuality, their designed interactions with the
care worker community may interrupt lateral care, which designers
must also be responsible for.

Finally, responsiveness requires a sensitivity to power dynamics,
vulnerability, and inequality in care exchanges. To be in need of
care inherently means a certain level of vulnerability, challenging
the neoliberal paradigm of individual self-sufficiency [134]. For
example, in our study, cleaners needed care to be able to work in
the cleaning industry in a sustained manner. The power dynamics at
play in this network of care were intersectional: racial, immigration
status, and gender identities, along with having to navigate both
public and private spheres. Light [80] discusses the imperative to
break down boundaries and engage with identity in technology to
challenge existing power structures, which is precisely what our
participants achieved in their lateral care spaces.

Our exploration of visibility also highlights how design can
reinforce existing power structures. Visibilizing care by bringing
it into the market has the potential to create additional harmful
relationships. Mapping existing power relations and addressing
possible power imbalances that design can perpetuate is vital for the
creation of platforms centered around care. True responsiveness will
necessitate a balance of attentiveness, responsibility, and competence.

Engaging with care also requires the designer to engage affec-
tively with the care network they are enmeshed with through their
design work. Design practices have a tendency to create a techno-
logical object for a community, and then subsequently disengage
from community [11, 30, 71]. This practice echos Tronto’s "taking
care of" stage, in which care is outsourced to another through the
provision of attention resources [134].

In contrast, designing with care requires an affective immersion
and embodied commitment in the process of care [32]. Puig de la
Bellacasa [36] highlights the power of care in determining which
structures and relations get attention and reinforcement. Rather
than creating technologies detached from existing community dy-
namics, designers can support the resilience of pre-existing commu-
nity networks. In doing so, they will also foster a more embodied
engagement with the communities they aim to serve. However,
at the same time, designers must continuously question and chal-
lenge existing dynamics and power structures [97]. Care is thus not
just about maintaining relations but transforming them. As Puig
de la Bellacasa notes, caring for humans and more-than-humans
"inevitably does and undoes relation [...] it is about engaging in a
better account of the world" [36].

6 CONCLUSION

While care work has historically been confined to private house-
holds and small community spaces, this labor is increasingly tran-
sitioning to the public economy owing to the emergence of digital
platforms that facilitate market transactions. These digital spaces,
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designed for both economic and social interactions, complicate care
relations. Guided by Tronto’s ’care ethics’ and Puig de la Bellecasa’s
‘matters of care’, we analyze the care practices and networks of 19
Latino house-cleaners in Toronto and discuss how designers can
better support care workers.

Through this study, we investigated participants’ experiences
performing care work and the relational network that emerged
from their work, including clients, other house-cleaners, and more-
than-humans entities. We found that participants imbued their
work with moral values, leading to feelings of job satisfaction. They
also had affective connections within their care work network,
both with human and non-human entities. For instance, house-
cleaners and clients often developed strong emotional bonds, and
house-cleaners exhibited a keen attentiveness to physical spaces.
However, a recurring theme we found was that house-cleaners were
undervalued, an issue worsened by lack of formal infrastructures
of support. To counteract the care deficit created by poor care
receiving, participants fostered interdependent relationships with
fellow house-cleaners, facilitated through digital communities of
practice, a phenomenon we term "lateral care.”

From our findings of how Latino house-cleaners perform care
work in the complex ecosystem of public and private spaces and
relationships with clients, other house-cleaners, and more-than-
humans, we identified how Tronto’s four dimensions of care: at-
tentiveness, responsibility, competence, and responsiveness manifest.
While HCI designers can draw insights from these dimensions, they
should also recognize their own place as actors in the network of
care, while also supporting house-cleaners through continuously
questioning and challenging prevailing dynamics and power struc-
tures. Based on our findings and the theories of Puig de la Bellecasa
and Tronto, we propose the following guidelines for designers to
engage in the future of informal care work:

e attend to the balance between individual visibility and valu-
ation of care work;

o engage with the affective human and more-than-human net-
works of care already at play; and

e move beyond taking care of with design, towards designing
with care.

We envision these guidelines as tools for HCI designers, ex-
panding on feminist HCI guidelines for designers, enabling them
to reflect upon their own positionality, establishing an embodied
presence and long-term immersion in communities of care, and
recognizing that care is not just about maintaining relations, but
also transforming them.

6.1 Care at CHI

For the HCI community, it is a vital time to consider care and net-
works of interrelation. In 2020, SIGCHI created the CARES commit-
tee with sought to "to raise awareness of and deter discriminatory,
harassing, or other unethical behavior and incidents related to SIG
activities and publications” [2]. However, tensions still exist. The
decision to host CHI, the premier HCI conference, in Honolulu, HI,
has been met with reservations. Many within the community have
voiced concerns, urging respect for the wishes of Native Hawaiians
and local residents to avoid tourism to the islands [61]. Further the
call for papers for this year’s CHI coincided with the devastating
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Maui fires, which at the time of writing has killed 115 people and
destroyed swaths of land [57].

While studies on domestic work in Hawaii are limited, the state
has shown a commitment to regulating the industry with initiatives
like the Domestic Worker Bill of Rights [43]. Due to influxes of
foreign workers, and a rapidly aging population in need of care
work, Hawaii faces an array of socio-political complexities around
care [20].

As we explore in this paper, care goes beyond human interac-
tions, it encompasses our relationships with objects, technology,
and ecosystems. While CHI’s current care initiatives are focused
on prioritizing the safety and well-being of its members - a vital
endeavor not to be dismissed - it is equally crucial for the HCI
community to introspect what systems it is maintaining, and to
identify what relationships require repair and nurturing.
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