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ABSTRACT

Fairness, Accountability, and Transparency (FAccT) for socio-tech-
nical systems has been a thriving area of research in recent years. An
ACM conference bearing the same name has been the central venue
for scholars in this area to come together, provide peer feedback to
one another, and publish their work. This reflexive study aims to
shed light on FAccT’s activities to date and identify major gaps and
opportunities for translating contributions into broader positive
impact. To this end, we utilize a mixed-methods research design. On
the qualitative front, we develop a protocol for reviewing and coding
prior FAccT papers, tracing their distribution of topics, methods,
datasets, and disciplinary roots. We also design and administer a
questionnaire to reflect the voices of FAccT community members
and affiliates on a wide range of topics. On the quantitative front,
we use the full text and citation network associated with prior
FAccT publications to provide further evidence about topics and
values represented in FAccT. We organize the findings from our
analysis into four main dimensions: the themes present in FAccT
scholarship, the values that underpin the work, the impact of the
contributions both within academic circles and beyond, and the
practices and informal norms of the community that has formed
around FAccT. Finally, our work identifies several suggestions on
directions for change, as voiced by community members.
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1 INTRODUCTION

“Fairness, Accountability, and Transparency” is a burgeoning area of
research that examines the values embedded in socio-technical sys-
tems [3]. The area emerged amid concerns about the growing use
of Artificial Intelligence (AI) and Machine Learning (ML) in socially
consequential domains, and has evolved to include conferences,
workshops, and books dedicated to this triptych of values. With
this growth has come the responsibility of the research community
to contribute positively to broader social change [2]. The present
work offers a reflexive view toward this scholarship, and attempts to
provide a clearer picture of its emergence as a significant interdisci-
plinary field. In particular, we focus on the ACM FAccT conference,
the flagship venue at the center of these research efforts.! We ana-
lyze FAccT’s contributions and shortcomings, with an eye toward
identifying fruitful directions for near-term improvements.

Some scholars have argued that the community of researchers
affiliated with FAccT has already made significant contributions,
particularly by fostering numerous interdisciplinary interactions
and raising awareness of the social, moral, and legal implications
of technological work (see, e.g., [6, 18, 48]). At the same time, there
have been calls from within the FAccT community warning against
several troubling trends—including a disproportionate focus on a
handful of narrow topics (e.g., mathematical formulations of out-
come fairness) at the expense of pressing challenges, such as Al
governance [1,7, 19, 21, 41, 44, 61]. We aim to form a more nuanced
and contextualized understanding of these views by consulting a
variety of sources related to both data and methodology.

Reflexivity in scholarly field formation. This study takes a
reflexive stance towards scholarly inquiry [14]. Bourdieu [12, p10]
describes reflexive scholarship as ‘objectifying the subject of objecti-
fication,” by which he means “deploying all the available instruments
of objectification”—quantitative and qualitative empirical methods—
to identify presuppositions, underlying values and assumptions.
Building on this notion, the present work puts forward a detailed
analysis of FAccT research trends and themes to date with the goal
of providing a foundation for broader community-wide discussions
on the role and direction of the conference and scholarship. Our
work takes a step toward igniting such constructive conversations

1FAccT has played a leading role in shaping the research agenda and it offers a concrete
and meaningful way of specifying the boundaries of our inquiry. See [54] for a dis-
cussion of this type of boundary specification problem in other social-science research
domains.
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by reflecting the collective voices of FAccT community members—
including their views on the past and their recommendations for the
future. The authors of the present paper are themselves affiliated
with FAccT, and in subsequent sections also reflect on the roles
their own backgrounds play in the work. As such, this analysis may
serve as an example of reflexivity for young fields of scholarship
[13]. This work is motivated in part by calls for data reflexivity
from inside the FAccT community [60] as well as in the context
of ML [25]. Our work examines four critical pillars of FAccT: re-
search themes embodied in its publications, values underlying
the scholarship, impact (both intellectual and societal) that the
work has garnered to date, and the practices and informal norms
of the community of scholars who have come together through
the venue. We ask:

o Themes (Section 3): What are FAccT’s main research topics
and subtopics? Which research approaches, methods and
datasets are frequently utilized to examine these topics?
Which topics have been studied more or less frequently?
Does the community have sufficient access to ‘high quality’
datasets?

o Values (Section 4): What are the values underpinning FAccT
publications? How has the community interpreted fairness,
accountability, and transparency? Are there social values,
moral foundations, ethical principles, and political ideologies
that FAccT can address more extensively in the future?

e Impact (Section 5): To what extent have FAccT publications
generated real-world and scholarly impacts? Has FAccT’s
intellectual influence been local (e.g., within intellectual echo
chambers) or broad (e.g., bridging disciplinary gaps)?

¢ Community (Section 6): How do affiliates assess FAccT
as a scholarly community? How do they perceive the prac-
tices, informal norms, and academic culture of the FAccT
community?

We utilize a mix of qualitative and quantitative methods to elicit
answers to the above questions (Section 2). From these analyses
we obtain several insights: Our thematic exploration of FAccT
publications shows that there has been an out-sized focus on ML as
a computing subfield, and in quantitative work on fairness, displac-
ing discussions about broader Al policy and governance (Section 3).
We identify a list of values beyond fairness, accountability and
transparency that are currently less well-represented at FAccT (Sec-
tion 4). While our analysis does not attempt to describe the set of
end-to-end deployments in practice, we report community views on
deployment and broader impact, which are generally believed to
be less than expected. We do find, however, that FAccT has played
a positive role in exposing its community to insights and ideas
from other disciplines (Section 5). Lastly, the community’s self
assessment additionally reveals concerns around the practices and
informal norms of the conference, including peer review practices,
lack of inclusivity, and out-sized industry connections (Section 6).

Recommendations. To overcome some of the identified chal-
lenges, FAccT affiliates suggested several steps, including: (1) The
conference organization should (perhaps ironically) be more trans-
parent, especially concerning relationships with industry and as-
pects of the peer review process. (2) The community needs to foster
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Table 1: Overview of our mixed-methods and datasets

Approach Method  Dataset Paper section(s)
| Themes (3),
o Manua FAccT pubs. corpus, 1 4
Qualitative coding survey responses values ( .)’
community (6)
Values (4),
o Responses to open- impact (5)
Qualitative Survey ended questions "
community (6)
Quantitative ~ Survey Responses to multi- Impact (5)
choice questions
o Network  Citation network
Quantitative analysis of FaccT articles Themes (3)
o Topic
Quantitative modeling FAcct pubs. corpus Themes (3)

a more inclusive environment, including (but not limited to) ap-
preciating various modes of inquiry and forms of contributions.
(3) The researchers must work closely with stakeholders and prac-
titioners to have positive, real-world impact. (4) The scholarship
must critically evaluate the assumptions it takes for granted, for
example, by developing a more standard set of terms and norms
that do the necessary translational work for the conference and
make its communications more effective.

2 OUR MIXED-METHODS DESIGN

This study follows a mixed-method design, summarized in Table 1:
We collect both qualitative and quantitative data related to our re-
search questions, and we utilize qualitative and quantitative meth-
ods to analyze the resulting data. Our motivation for using mixed
methods is two-fold: 1) we want to present a comprehensive picture
of FAccT; drawing on both qualitative and quantitative methods
helps achieve this, as each helps address limitations of the other. 2)
our hope is for this study to offer actionable guidelines to FAccT;
given the multidisciplinary background of FAccT scholars, it is ap-
propriate to use methods that not only capture, but also reflect, this
diversity. We begin by providing additional context regarding our
use of qualitative methods and reflect on our roles as researchers.
We present overviews of our methods (Table 1) in Section 2.1 and a
detailed description of our survey design in Section 2.2.

Reflecting on our roles as researchers. In qualitative research,
the researcher is the key instrument for gathering and making sense
of data. So their background and motives (cultural, disciplinary,
personal, ethical, strategic, or otherwise) play an essential role in
shaping the direction and outcome of their research. As such, it is
paramount that they reflect explicitly on the potential influence of
their background, biases, and values on the research process [22].
Following this tradition, we next provide information about our
backgrounds and reflect on our roles as researchers.

Our team consists of five researchers, two in senior and three in
junior roles. Collectively, our team represents a variety of gender
identities, ethnicities, and cultural, socio-economic, and national
backgrounds. However, our team does not represent a broad range
of political views. We all identify with liberal, progressive and/or
left-wing (as opposed to conservative) ideals and values. We are
currently affiliated with academic institutions in the U.S., and some
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of us have worked in the industry in the past. Three of us have
had sustained interest and involvement in the FAccT scholarship.
We generally hold favorable views toward the conference and the
affiliated research community. However, our past experiences and
perceptions regarding the lack of diversity in topics, backgrounds,
and politics represented at FAccT motivated us to undertake the
current study. We believe our close affiliation with FAccT elevates
our understanding of the research landscape, and our sensitivity
and care toward the challenges faced by FAccT affiliates and stake-
holders. The background and experiences described above have
undoubtedly shaped our choice of research questions and our in-
terpretations of the data. For example, as mentioned earlier, we
initiated the study with the conviction that the community would
benefit from a more diverse representation of issues, politics, and
research paradigms. Our position and background have also pro-
vided us with various forms of access—to citation data from AMiner
and Semantic Scholar, to conference proceedings, and above all,
to FAccT community members who agreed to participate in our
questionnaire and share their reflections and recommendations.

2.1 Overview of Methods

Coding is a method of organizing qualitative data “comprised of
processes that enable collected data to be assembled, categorized,
and thematically sorted, providing an organized platform for the
construction of meaning” [75, p45]. A code is often a “short phrase
that symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing,
and/or evocative attribute for a portion of [...] data” [66, p3]. We use
manual coding in our thematic analysis of FAccT publications, and
in interpreting the responses of FAccT affiliates to our open-ended
questions about shortcomings and recommendations. Further de-
tails about our coding protocols will be presented in the appropriate
sections.

Topic modeling, particularly the Bayesian unsupervised learning
technique of Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) [9], is a popular and
well-documented tool in natural-language processing for eliciting
thematic information from a text corpus. LDA operates on a bag-
of-words representation of text documents and enables us to model
each FAccT paper as a distribution over topics, where each topic is a
distribution over vocabulary words. A topic can be understood as a
set of frequently-present, co-located words, based on which we can
assign a semantically meaningful overarching topic label [17]. From
our model, we determine which papers belong to which topics; this
enables us to develop a quantitative understanding of prominent
research themes in FAccT—year-over-year changes and across all
four years.

Community detection in citation networks is an unsupervised
quantitative technique that enables us to split a citation graph into
subgraphs (called communities), such that the nodes within a sub-
graph have denser connectivity, share properties, or play similar
roles within the graph. We use the Louvain community detection
algorithm [10] to elicit communities within the extended FAccT
citation network—comprised of FAccT publications and their im-
mediate citation connections. By definition, the papers within a
community exhibit a higher concentration of citation relationships
than those across communities [30], so we expect them to roughly
map to sub-areas of research. We analyze titles of the papers that
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appear in each community to assign an overarching thematic la-
bel to it. We contrast the outcome of the above approaches to the
thematic exploration of FAccT in Section 3.

Surveys directly solicit data from the population of interest—in
our case, FAccT affiliates. By asking both open-ended and multiple-
choice, Likert-scale rating questions [56], our web questionnaire
aims to gather candid, less-biased views from participants [63].
Open-ended questions, a mode of structured interview, invite qual-
itative research analysis stemming from phenomenology. This style
of analysis tries to identify and clarify phenomena as they are ex-
perienced by individuals, rather than from an abstract or objective
perspective [36]. Closed-ended questions, which can be categorized
under quantitative survey design, are suitable to answer descrip-
tive research questions about the relationship between variables of
interest—in our case, FAccT’s topics and impact. The next Section
provides details about our survey design.

2.2 A Mixed-methods Survey of FAccT
Community Members

An essential component of our analysis is a web-based survey de-
signed to solicit FAccT affiliates’ responses to questions in three
broad categories: 1) views on FAccT scholarship and recommen-
dations for future improvements; 2) intellectual merit and broader
impact of several FAccT research topics; 3) broader impact of FAccT
scholarship in several application domains. The main question-
naire was followed with an optional set of questions about the
participants’ background and affiliation with FAccT. The qualita-
tive component of our survey contained four main open-ended
questions:

o “Are there any moral or social values (sufficiently distinct from
Fairness, Accountability, and Transparency) that you believe
FAccT scholarship should address in near future?”

e “What do you consider to be the most important criticisms of
FAccT scholarship to date?”

e “How do you believe the FAccT conference can address the
above issues and limitations in the near future?”

o “Please briefly describe how you believe “impact” should be
defined for FAccT scholarship.”

Participants also had the option of sharing additional thoughts
about FAccT, further information about their backgrounds and
identities, and feedback about the questionnaire. Additional details
about survey design can be found in Appendix D, and the full survey
is included in Appendix H.

Ethical considerations. Our study was reviewed and approved
by Carnegie Mellon University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB)
prior to its launch. Beyond the standard criteria required to pass in-
stitutional review (e.g., obtaining informed consent), we accounted
for several additional considerations, including our own motives
and our participants’ goals and aspirations. First, our motivation for
involving FAccT affiliates in our research was to reflect their voices
and opinions about the role and future of FAccT. Second, through-
out the process of designing and administering the questionnaire,
we were keenly aware of our participants’ care and investment in
the FAccT community and scholarship. As discussed by Howard
and Irani [43], this awareness heightened our sense of duty to en-
sure their meaningful, active, and sustained participation in the
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research process. Toward these goals, we attempted to make the
questionnaire more collaborative by asking participants about their
preferred definitions of “impact” and “value”—two of the key con-
cepts we hoped to evaluate through our study. Additionally, we
provided several opportunities for free-form expression of general
thoughts and opinions regarding FAccT. Participants also were
given the option of continuing their interactions with us (e.g., by
emailing the Principal Investigator of the study directly, filling out
the feedback textbox on the questionnaire, or expressing interest
in participating in one-on-one interviews). Third, we made the
questionnaire anonymous by default to prevent biasing partici-
pant responses (e.g., in anticipation of their responses being read
and interpreted by researchers and later shared with the broader
community). Nonetheless, we provided the option of identifying
themselves and/or their responses if a participant so wished, so
that we could name and acknowledge their contributions to our
research. Fourth, to be mindful of our participants’ time, we made
all questions optional, but we mentioned that we appreciated their
input on as many of them as they believed they were qualified
to answer. Finally, we weighed the possibility of compensating
our participants; considering the nature of their contributions, we
concluded that monetary compensation could be perceived as dis-
dainful commodification on our part and bias the sample.

Population, sampling, and respondents’ demographics. We
compiled a list of candidate participants by combining publicly
available data of FAccT main-track authors, reviewers, and organiz-
ing committee members for 2018-2021.2 Out of the 918 individuals
emailed, 60 self-selecting FAccT affiliates responded (6.5% response
rate). Questionnaire respondents were asked questions about their

2This list did not represent all conference attendees, authors of rejected papers, and
other contributors who were not in the conference proceedings.

Frequency of subtopics among fairness papers

Discrimination/group-level fairness
Types of biases

Interventions

Trade-offs

Resource allocation/fair division
Individual-level fairness
Causal/counterfactual perspectives

Sub-group/intersectional fairness

Frequency of subtopics among transparency papers

Explainability
Transparency

Interpretability
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affiliation with FAccT and demographic information. Among all
participants, 44 (75%) identified with STEM expertise and 23 (39%)
identified with humanities, social sciences and arts (HSA) expertise
(some marked both). At least 36 have participated in the FAccT
conference as attendees, 39 as authors, 12 as organizing committee
members, and 36 as reviewers. 54 respondents characterized their
political views, of which 67% marked Liberal, 0 marked conservative
or libertarian, and all remaining political views were individually
submitted, of which the most-common was ‘socialist.’ 23 (41.8%) of
respondents said that they belong to a marginalized/disadvantaged
group, and 32 (58.2%) stated they did not.

3 FACCT RESEARCH THEMES AND TOPICS

This section describes our thematic investigation of FAccT scholar-
ship. We utilized one qualitative method (manual coding) as well
as two quantitative methods (topic modeling and citation network
analysis) to extract themes and patterns in FAccT publications.

Data collection. Our data consisted of text documents—i.e., ar-
ticles that have been peer-reviewed and published by the FAccT
conference in 2018-2021. Data collection was straightforward: We
downloaded the full conference proceedings through the ACM
website on September 25, 2021, with free access through Carnegie
Mellon and Cornell University’s credentials. In all, we downloaded
224 papers, 186 of which were full-length proceedings articles (the
rest are non-archival extended abstracts).

3.1 Coding to Identify Topics, Methods, and
Applications

Our qualitative coding aimed at organizing papers to respond to
the following questions: What are FAccT’s main research topics
and subtopics? How have research efforts been distributed among

Frequency of subtopics among accountability papers

Professional codes and standards
Oversight and auditing

Rights, due process, recourse
Marginalized perspectives

Policy, governance, regulation

Frequency of subtopics among long-term impact papers

Trust/disinformation
Polarization
Strategic behavior
Sequential decisions

Feedback loops

Figure 1: Relative frequency of subtopics among FAccT papers within 4 topics: fairness, accountability, transparency, and

long-term impact.
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Figure 2: Topic distributions:
normalized, grouped by year
(top); across all years (bottom).
By year, we see variations
over time; e.g., accountability
becomes more prevalent. For
all years, we see the relative
prevalence of topics in general.
fairness -related topics and ML
dominate all other topics.

them? Which researchpproaches and methods are frequently 17.3% use@OMPA&hd 10.7% use&slerman Credit A total of 23
utilized? Whichapplication domains and datasets have been papers (10.3%) used original, empirical datasets (excluding synthetic
studied extensively? datasets).

Coding process. We used a combination giredetermine@nd ] ]
emergentodes F0. Based on our research questions, our pre- 3.2 Unsupervised Methods to Identify Themes

determined codes were classi ed into research design, topic, \We employed two unsupervised approaches to discover themes
application, and data set. Within each category, we predeter- across FAccT: 1) LDA-based topic modeliSjgn archival FAccT
mined several codes as follows: Referring to standard classi cations papers, and 2) community detection on a citation network consist-
of quantitative and qualitative research approach@g[ we added ing of FAccT publications and their immediate citation connections.
8 qualitative and 6 quantitative research designs as codes under the |n this section, we discuss the two approaches and draw insights
category of research design (see Appendix F). For topics, based from the two models. We provide additional details in the Appendix,
on our initial review of the data, we started with three high-level and the accompanying code can be found in our online repository.
topics:fairness , accountability , andtransparency . We used Topic modeling . We use Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDAYY

prior FAccT CFPs to determine subtopics under each of these broad to elicit topics from FAccT proceedings. LDA enables us to model
_to_p_ics. We went through 20% of papers in our datase_t to validate our each paper as a distribution over (latent) topics, where each topic
!nmal protocol. Accordingly, we added a fourth topitong-term . represents a distribution over vocabulary words. Higher-valued
'T“pa"t' as an emergent che. Our complete c_ode .b00k and _add" topic weights indicate that a topic is more prevalent in the learned
tional details about our coding process are provided in Appendix F. model (Appendix A). We provide two heatmaps to visualize the
Findings. Our coding analysis revealed that in terms of the four  |earned topic distributions in Figure 2: topic weights grouped by
broad researchopicsidenti ed above,fairness has received the FAccT conference year (top), in which we normalize each topic's
highest level of attention (69% of all publications), followed by weights to clarify changes year-over-year (i.e., we subtract a topic's
transparency (26%) andccountability  (26%), antbng-term mean over the 4 years and scale by the standard deviation), and
impact (17%). Other topics (e.guivacy and human factors) topic weights for FAccT overall (bottom). We trained our model
were addressed in 31% of papers. Each paper can be categorized urusing: = 22topics and initially examined the unnormalized re-
der multiple codes, so the percentages do not necessarily add up to sults year-over-year. These results indicated that that one of the
100. See Figure 1 for a sub-topic break-down of FAccT publications. 22topics contained words commonly used in the sciences to indi-
Discrimination/group-level  , explainability , professional cate uncertainty, which dominated over the otht topics; these
codes and standards andtrust/disinformation ~ were the were stop-word-like words like may, should, and possibly. For
most prevalent subtopics under fairness, transparency, account- clarity of presentation, we remove this topic from Figure 2.

ability, and long-term impact, respectively.

. In terrr_|§ ofresearch desigi8.9% of.the papers used quantita- munity detection algorithm [LJ to elicit communitiesvithin the
tive empirical methods (e.g., rar_wdqmlzed g)fperlments or causgl citation network of all FAccT papers and their immediate neigh-
methods) and 32.9% used qualitative empirical methods (e.qg.,

. 61.30 broadly labeled d 29.79 M pors, that is, papers that directly cite FAccT papers or are directly
terviews). 61.3% were oroadly fabele _&El\papers an 7% cited by a FAccT paper. (Recall that communities within a network
were labeled as Humanities, Social sciences, and A&N Fur-

h ded % of publicati ; h o often share common properties or play similar roles within the
ther, we code 11.3% of publications ungeérlosophy , 11:,3/0 85  structure in our case, they could help us identify research areas
professional , and 9.9% akw. The top threedatasetautilized

in FACCT publicati qult | MP q and topics.) We utilized two datasets for this analysis: the Semantic
InFACCT pu |_cat|ons Wer@_\ ult ncome [50, COMPASS, and — gcholar Open Research Corupus (S20B@)(Figure 3) and the
German Credit[42, all publicly available. Of the 75 papers identi-

q ) ‘o the-shelf' d 18.7% it AMiner citation network datasetTZ. Both sources provided in-
ed as using an "o -the-shelf’ dataset, 18.7% uskdult Income complete citation data, so to ensure the robustness of our ndings

Community detection . We use a variation of the Louvain com-
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