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Abstract 

Based upon research into small community-based organisations, Information and Communication 

Technologies (ICTs) can be interpreted as a technology that emerges from complex environments 

of support, teaching, and community development. While the ICTs investigated are commonplace 

and relatively simple systems (personal computers, Internet), they are part of complex, and 

extended systems of action, knowledge, information and support that reach into local communities.   

This basket of processes and skills, oriented around social justice principles can be conceived of as 

‘technologies of care’, strongly influenced by the values and work activity primarily concerned 

with supporting people in need.  Furthermore, prior research has tended to take a dystopic view 

about the use of technology by women, who are the major workforce in such environments, but a 

more nuanced approach is taken her, demonstrating that while workers are competent with ICTs, 

they are only one element in a process which relies upon communicative and interpretive 

independence.   This understanding of the place of ICTs in human services work has important 

implications for those implementing or designing ICTs, though clarifying workers’ tacit 

understandings is a research challenge.    Based on more recent research, suggestions are also 

made about the limitations of the study and the need to take into account other ways of articulating 

tacit, practical knowledge about ICT relationships through methods such as CO-MAP. 
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Introduction 

If Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) are to be used for social 

justice purposes at the local community level, then community-based 

organizations (CBOs) are critical partners in such activity (Lyons 2001; Frumkin 

2002).    In Australia, Lyons provides a framework for understanding how the 

values of community-based or community services organisations are put into 

practice: 

Community services encompasses many of what are often identified as separate 

types of service. But what they all have in common is that they provide support, 

care, encouragement and advice for people in a way that is primarily determined by 

them, involves some enduring pattern of interaction and is designed to remove the 

need for support or to enable people to achieve maximum feasible independence or 

autonomy in their home and community, or a setting that as closely resembles this as 

possible (Lyons 2001: 33). 

This article explores the understandings of work life by community workers in 

one group of small, community-managed organisations called Neighbourhood 

Houses, which have a social justice approach to their work, based on community 

development principles.  Their use of different technologies for these purposes 

can be characterized as ‘technologies of care’.  A better understanding of the 

relationship between such caring work and ICTs can consequently contribute 

towards a better theorisation and implementation of social justice with ICTs 

support in similar settings.  As Checkland has suggested for Soft Systems 

Methodology, better understandings may lead to ICT improvements that are 

culturally feasible as well as systemically desirable (Checkland 1981). 



3 

 

 

The specific Neighbourhood Houses studied are located in the western suburbs of 

Melbourne, a region of social-economic disadvantage.  Over 350 Neighbourhood 

Houses exist throughout the State of Victoria, making it a large and extensive 

grass-roots community development and support network, and computers have 

been used as part of community work since at least the mid-1990s. 

Neighbourhood Houses have a specific and funded role in the State government’s 

community engagement and inclusion strategy.  Some Houses have only one or 

two workers; others are much larger, offering a full range of informal learning and 

community support services.  Many also have volunteer staff.   

 

The structure of this paper is as follows.  First, a discussion of CBOs and 

technology is provided, and second, the contribution of a number of concepts is 

reviewed in the context of the understanding the reproduction of ‘technologies of 

care in local community organisation’s.   The empirical data, based upon research 

with Neighbourhood House workers is then discussed arranged around key 

themes that emerged from the data based on these conceptual insights.  Final 

comments are then finally drawn, including a discussion of more recent field 

research which has resulted in improved techniques using the CO-MAP 

methodology to assist capturing community workers’ understandings of social-

technical interactions.  

Conceptual background 

A number of different concepts and research ideas have been particularly useful in 

developing a new framework in which to consider ICTs in CBOs. 

Community-based organisations and ICTs 

 

From the perspective of community informatics,  communities (whether physical 

or virtual) function as locales for ‘solidarity and agency’, in which solidarity 

represents deeply held bonds, brought to fruition through human agency 

(Bhattacharyya 1995). Day and Schuler also place solidarity and agency at the 

core of community action, where:  
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Community and voluntary sector groups and organizations form the bedrock of 

community life through the planning, organization, provision, and support of 

community activities and services. Although usually under-resourced and over-

stretched the community and voluntary sector play a significant role in building and 

sustaining community. (Schuler and Day 2004: 13) 

Community work, a key part of CBO operations, is more often than not problem-

solving work for those who have personal and social needs that require skilled 

assistance. While the concept of ‘community’ is one widely debated in the 

literature (Clark 2001; Strath 2001), for the purposes of an examination of 

community or neighbourhood work, ‘community’ can be considered to be the 

service area from which an organization draws its service base, including a  

geographic area or a particular group in the community (for example, teenage 

mothers).   

 

The term CBO also requires clarification because of the different  understandings 

of what the term means internationally (DiMaggio and Anheier 1990).  In an 

Australian context, CBOs can be understood as small third sector organisations 

mostly, but not exclusively working in a limited geographical area, offering 

different forms of community, education, health, and social support services 

(Lyons 2001: 9).  

 

Community organizations are also particularly interesting, at least in Australia, 

because they are often staffed (whether in paid or voluntary roles) by women, 

many of whom work part-time, and this feature is important to gaining new 

insights into the role of ICTs in women’s work.   The re-orientation that their 

interpretation of ICTs provides is also important corrective to techno-

deterministic perspectives about technology in human services work.   

 

Furthermore, the apparent difficulty of workers in describing their practical 

interactions with ICTs, at least through conventional interviewing techniques 

needs to be addressed in research.  This is a significant issue to be considered 

when planning for the appropriate implementation of helpful ICTs in human 

services environments.  ICT planners and managers need to account for practical 

wisdom even if it cannot be easily expressed as technical discourse or repackaged 

as a technical process, when interpersonal processes are primary.   
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Social Justice 

 

Social justice is a concept that has generated a wide and disputed discussion in 

academic and policy settings, as well as community informatics, though the 

political implications of different interpretations of the concept are beyond the 

specific scope of this paper  (Dahan 2007; Fortunati 2008).  At its core, when 

addressing issues of poverty and social disadvantage, one prominent Australian 

indigenous leader characterised it as follows: 

What is social justice? ‘From the perspective of working to remove disadvantage, it is 

social justice what faces you in the morning. It is awakening in a house with adequate 

water supply, cooking facilities and sanitation. It is the ability to nourish your children 

and send them to school where their education not only equips them for employment 

but reinforces their knowledge and understanding of their cultural inheritance. It is the 

prospect of genuine employment and good health: a life of choices and opportunity, 

free from discrimination’  (Dodson 1993). 

At least in Australia, the focus of the discussion here, workers in CBOs are 

strongly motivated to ameliorate social disadvantage through their community-

based programs and services, including service delivery contracted with 

government (Lyons 2001).  

However, while community-oriented researchers know much about processes of 

community work within the context of social justice and human rights work, less 

is known about the role of in an industry with a predominantly female and often 

part-time workforce.  From the perspective of traditional Information Systems 

research, community-based environments are completely neglected  in the 

development of analytical and theoretical models (Stillman and Linger 2009).   

This is in addition to concerns about the adequacy of research methods such as 

Soft Systems in being able to adequately multi-dimensional social reality in 

mainstream institutional settings (Rose 2000; Rose and Lewis 2001).  In social 

and community work research, what literature there is tends to take a dystopic 

view of ICTs.  For example, Harlow, in a recent volume dedicated to the ICTs and 

welfare services, argued that the relationship between ICTs and women is based 

upon a dominant male design paradigm which excludes the concerns of women as 

active users who have a contribution to make to the design of ICT systems and 
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artefacts. This is reflective of research from Scandinavia (Lie 1997),  as well as 

the more recent position taken by influential feminist researchers such as 

Wajcman (2000; 2001). More recently a recent editorial in the Australian Social 

Work takes an enthusiastic approach to the potential of ICTs, particularly Web2.0 

applications (Schembri 2008), though such techno-utopianism has been criticised 

(Stilllman and McGrath 2008).  

 

Structuration Theory  

Structuration theory has been enormously influential in Information Systems, with 

at least 225 articles identified in relevant journals by 2003.    One of the reasons 

for its appeal has been its intelligibility and adaptability as a social theory for non-

specialists  to explain institutional dynamics in a non-mechanistic way(Jones and 

Karsten 2008). Structuration theory has been particularly helpful at developing a 

post-positivist and interpretivist approach to the study of technology that moves 

beyond regarding technology as a ‘black box’ that works upon human agents 

(Walsham 1995; Orlikowski and Iacono 2001).   As knowledgeable agents, people 

use what are called interpretive schemes to constitute and communicate meaning 

and then take action via the resources (including ICT resources), ‘from the core of 

mutual knowledge whereby an accountable universe of meaning is sustained 

through and in processes of interaction’ (Giddens 1976:  83).  In setting in place 

their interpretive schemes, as knowledgeable agents, people have two forms of 

consciousness, which are the means by which the world, as it is encountered 

everyday, is understood and dealt with. 

Forms of Consciousness 

Practical consciousness is akin to tacit knowledge or ‘practical’ knowledge, 

routine, unexpressed knowledge that is carried on day-to-day. For example, a 

skilled tailor may find it difficult to describe or write down how she makes a 

superb suit, but tactically, her brilliance is revealed.    Giddens claims, in fact, that   

knowledgeability embedded in practical consciousness exhibits an extraordinary 

complexity—a complexity that often remains completely unexplored in orthodox 
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sociological approaches, especially those associated with objectivism. (Giddens 1984: 

280) 

On the other hand, discursive consciousness refers to things which people can 

describe, and their reasons for performing them. This is the knowledge that we 

often find in instructions, and ideally, what the practice of knowledge 

management is able to draw out of employees in an organisation to ‘engineer’ 

better practices.  It is also appears to be the assumed form by which the discourse 

of Information Systems Design and Community Informatics is conducted: that it 

is reasonable, and possible to describe all that happens in the relationship between 

people and technology in such a way that logical and inclusive systems and 

connections can be made.   In fact, as the research below suggests, far more lies at 

a tacit, unexpressed and unconscious level, and this explains the great difficulty of 

articulation and explanation, or the lack of apparently complex reasoning.   When 

a question that necessitates a complex answer is put (for example, detailing how 

or why a computer is used a particular way) a rather mundane description is 

usually offered.  However, the ‘mundaneness’ of descriptions about ICTs should 

not be seen as a deficit on the part of the research subject, or due to ‘false 

consciousness’.  Instead, it is reflective of the fact that so much is routine and 

does not require explicit rationalisation or articulation beyond the realm of 

ordinary, everyday language, or particular awareness of the conditions and 

justifications used to carry out a particular activity.   Most conscious and 

unconscious activity is non-reflective, in the sense of relying on questions above 

the levels of the mundane: work is problem solving rather than critiquing.  Even 

when a high degree of communicative and interpretive skill is required, as in 

social or community work, the language used is directed at problem solving, not 

descriptions of ICT activity. Thus, a person trained in social or community work 

may be able to well articulate very complex and subtle points about a client’s 

educational or personal problems or learning, in contrast to her apparent muteness 

about technology.   

As a consequence, the ‘unpacking’ of such mundaneness and the interpretation of 

the everyday for tasks such as system design or organisational analysis is the task 

of the researcher, difficult as it can be to find complex reasons and language to 

describe, unpack, and analyse what appears to be the most mundane of activity.  

This is what Giddens calls the ‘double hermeneutic’, the articulation of the frames 
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of meaning ‘of the meaningful social world as constituted by lay actors and the 

metalanguages invented by social sciences’ (Giddens 1984: 374).  Thus, the 

activity and language of everyday life is transformed into the professional 

vocabulary  and ‘made visible’ (Suchman 1995)  by a discipline such as that of 

Community Informatics, in order for particular arguments to be made at a higher 

conceptual or theoretical level. 

How organisations ‘work’ 

As already suggested, Giddens’ work has been particularly appealing because it 

presents lucid and adaptable sociological explanations for how organisational 

culture is created and transmitted. In addition, through Giddens’ interest in the use 

of different resources (including such things as technology), other theorists such 

as Orlikowski have been able to develop rigorous studies of behaviour that can be 

can be understood psychologically (Bradley 2006; Stillman forthcoming) and 

socio-technologically (Kling and Lamb 2000), and thus appeal to a broad 

audience in Information Systems and related areas. 

Organisations, as a type of social institution work and are constituted across time 

and space through knowledgeable human agency and the use of resources, 

including technology (Giddens 1984). Thus,  

The production or constitution of society is a skilled accomplishment of its members, 

but one that does not take place under conditions that are either wholly intended or 

wholly comprehended by them…The key to understanding social order …is not the 

‘internationalization of values’, but the shifting relations between the production and 

reproduction of social life by its constituent actors. (Giddens 1976: 102) 

Rather than being abstract ‘structure’ akin to a set of distant, determining social 

and economic rules imposed by hegemonic forces (the stuff of much Marxist 

thought), the micro-level world of work needs to be understood as  a culturally 

reproduced ‘structure’,  based on what Giddens calls ‘memory traces’ that 

individuals store in their heads (Giddens 1984: 25ff).  This is not to dismiss the 

fact that there are greater determining forces, but it is all too easy to neglect 

micro-level complexities in debates over the nature of determining structure.  

Micro-level, institutional structures are reproduced as forms of language and 

action about the ways things are done, including how resources—including 
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ICTs—are perceived and used in all forms of institutional order, whether they be 

the family, a CBO, or government.  How such memory traces are reproduced via 

human agency—the psychological and social technical dimensions of institutional 

formation, gives rise to the different cultures formations within the context of 

larger social forces and structures. 

 

Adaptation of Structuration to the study of ICTs 

 

One particular adaptation of the structurational framework of Giddens by 

Orlikowski has been highly influential in developing analytical frameworks for 

the study of ICTs in organizations. 

 

 In particular, the interplay between the knowledge of a technology, the facilities 

for doing different forms of work, and the norms associated with use can be used 

to analyse and characterize institutional culture.  While her original framework 

was developed based on the study of large corporations, Orlikowski suggested the 

suitability of her methods to non-corporate environments, as well as further study 

of the ‘the meanings and emotional attachments that users develop for the 

technologies they use’ (Orlikowski 2000: 423). This approach would in turn 

produce data that is richer than that found in conventional soft-systems 

approaches which typically, have a too simplistic and underdeveloped approach to 

‘human factors’  (Rose 1999a; Orlikowski and Iacono 2001).  By knowing the 

‘meanings and emotional attachments’ that constitute an ‘organizational 

biography’ (Burt and Taylor 2001: 56),  we can better understand the intersection 

between  the reproduction of ‘memory traces’ as institutional culture, drawing 

upon particular uses and understandings of ICTs..   

 

One well-known statement of Orlikowski’s is that after reconsidering her own 

(and her colleagues’) research in corporate settings, ‘technology structures are 

emergent, and enacted, rather than embodied, through technologies-in-practice’ 

(Orlikowski 2000: 406-7). An example of this approach is Sandfort (2003), where 

variant  responses to a similar technological process in different outsourced 

welfare services highlighted the importance of institutional culture in determining 
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different response to information processes. 

Technologies of Care 

Orlikowski’s insights into how different resources are brought to bear in 

organisations can be used to support the argument that ICTs are only one part of a 

enacted technology for social justice held by workers—adapting the viewpoint, as 

developed in human services literature, that technology is constituted from a 

basket of culturally determined skills and processes in delivering ‘services’, 

characterised as ‘technologies of care’ (Webb 2003) . Webb speaks of new 

technologies interacting with ‘an assemblage of technologies of human 

governance’, that is to say, the different dimensions of human and machine 

agency in particular cultural, social, and political relationships.  Additionally, 

from the perspective of welfare and community research, ‘technology’ can also be 

re-interpreted to include welfare processes as  ‘knowledge in action’ (Fook, Ryan 

et al. 1997), akin to the structurational ‘knowing in practice’  (Orlikowski 2002), 

the  practices and techniques involving the use of  enacted resources, 

incorporating a body of knowledge and practice which can be complemented, but 

not necessarily replaced, by ICTs (Foucault 1988; Kondrat 1994) .  This hearkens 

back to more traditional understandings of ‘technology’ as processual skill (Bell 

1980).   ICTs have become ‘domesticated’ as one tool in a basket of technologies. 

Community Development  

Community development theory provides insight into the complex nature of 

community work (Rothman and Tropman 1970; Rothman 1972),  including the 

importance of community solidarity and human agency in social change and 

social justice activity.   From the community development perspective, 

Neighbourhood Houses function as locales for ‘solidarity and agency’ 

(Bhattacharyya 1995), and ‘bedrocks of community life’  (Schuler and Day 2004: 

13). CBOs facilitate key aspects of community development, including the 

fulfilment of three core tasks of community development: self-help, the 

realization of felt-needs, and increased participation in family and community life 

(Rothman 1972). The effective conjunction of these tasks leads to agency and 

capacity-building. The idea of ‘solidarity and agency’ also provides a less 
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restricted dimension to the idea of community since it transcends geographic 

limitations, and even virtual affiliations.  

Neigbourhood Houses have an explicit commitment to community development 

and social justice principles that are detailed in a variety of policy statements and 

though practice including: community participation; community ownership; 

empowerment; lifelong learning; inclusion; access and equity; social action; 

advocacy; networking, and self-help. These principles are seen as emergent and 

developmental for individuals, organisations and the community at large 

(Humpage 2005)
1
. 

Sources and methods for the study 

The study, utilizing the concepts described above, is derived from 23 in-depth 

semi-structured interviews exploring workers’ intersections with ICTs in the 

context of their social justice and ‘technology of care’ values, conducted in 

October to December 2004. The workers were predominantly employed as 

managers or coordinators (mostly with only a couple of additional staff) in 

Neighbourhood Houses,   All the workers who participated in the research were in 

the 30-50+ age range, many with considerable experience within the community 

development and community education sector.  Nearly all interviewees were 

women because most staff at Neighbourhood Houses are women and in the region 

studied it was difficult to locate males to interview. Some interviewees had 

university or other relevant qualifications; others had come up through the 

Neighbourhood House sector, beginning as volunteers in their neighbourhood 

centre.   The semi-structured interview schedule involved a discussion about the 

relationship of work to the use of common technologies, such as word-processing, 

email, and use of the Internet for research and accessing information. 

 

Obviously, as a qualitative study, findings can only be seen as indicative, subject 

to further exploration and clarification.  Due to the nature of the sample, no 

                                                

1
 As an example for one network of houses, ‘The North East Neighbourhood House Network 

Vision is a commitment to social justice, community development principles, collaboration, 

community based governance & proactive action.’ http://nenhn.blogspot.com (Accessed 10 May 
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attempt was made to distinguish responses on the basis of role, age, or even 

gender, because of the predominance of women interviewees.  Because of the 

predominance of women workers in community-house work, the question arises if 

men engaged in similar work would have the same views.  The question may 

remain academic, unless a similar type of organisation employing men can be 

researched. 

 

Findings 

The use of Grounded Theory techniques to manage the data ensured that interview 

data was rigorously assessed and managed to provide strong scaffolding for 

theorizing and further empirical research (Glaser and Strauss 1967; Lincoln and 

Guba 1985; Charmaz 2005; Stillman 2008) .  Key issues arising from the 

interviews were explored on a conceptual level, and quotes from interviews used 

to emphasise particular points of interest. 

 

Technology as a material instrument 

From the perspective of the interviewees, ICT artefacts are not the central point 

for their communicative interactions and transactions—rather, human interaction, 

problem-solving and support, in the context of a technologies of care, are the 

focus of human agency. Domesticated technologies, including ICTs become the 

tools for processual activities (Singh 2001: 409). They are used to support the 

network of relationships and action that come to characterise Neighbourhood 

House work within particular locales or beyond into their communities and other 

organizations. As material tools, ICTs are regarded instrumentally, as something 

to be drawn or worked upon unthinkingly as practical tools.  

 

The generally simple language used to describe technology includes terms such as 

‘just a tool’, or ‘a great typewriter’. As suggested, the relative paucity of more 

complex statements used to describe relationships with technology perhaps 

suggest that much of the understanding of the relationship is based upon practical, 

                                                                                                                                 

2009).   
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tacit, and unconscious forms of knowledge that are not easily articulated or, the 

language used to describe this activity has not (yet) become part of common 

discourse (Giddens 1984: 7ff.).  This is not because the interviewee is deficient, 

unintelligent or not well-educated: her focus is upon something else (personal 

communication and problem solving), and unfortunately, socio-technical insight 

cannot be elucidated.  This is point that is easy to overlook, but extraordinarily 

important for the researcher, designer, or manager, who could all too easily 

mistake the absence of discourse for lack of knowledge (or hostility to the 

interviewer).   

Useful tools 

As tools for linking with others, within a social justice context, ICTs can be 

conceived of as artefacts that contribute to generating social capacity for the 

community through more efficient forms of interpersonal action and 

communication. The human and humanising affects and effects of the mixture of 

human and artefactual technology are primary, and, as stated by one informant 

‘contact is the more important thing’, which is a reflection of the Neighbourhood 

House values of facilitative and communication skills with clients ‘that involves 

constant listening, linking, and making connections—not only between people but 

also between the issues, needs and ideas of initiatives that community members 

express’. Significantly, ‘the facilitation role is the practical  underpinning of 

effective program delivery’ (Humpage 2005).  

 

ICTs are only one element in a personally interdependent process which brings 

about better lives for people.  As an example, one interviewee indicated her 

personal preference for co-present communication, giving ICTs an emotional put-

down in a strong statement about the inert materiality of the computer to her, 

despite the fact that ‘some people...love it’. 

I’ve got no emotion toward my computer—some people here [at the Neighbourhood 

House] do, they love it, my husband has an emotion toward his computer. No I don’t. 

I like the [unclear] direct contact, communication, and talking, I like meetings, and I 

like that exchange of the body language, the whole thing. I think you get more 

information from that than the written word on the flat screen
2
. 

                                                

2
  Citations are from interviews with Neighbourhood House workers. 
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It would be interesting if a similar response was given towards video conferencing 

software by her. Despite this possibility, the apparent, current, emptiness of 

computer technology for the interviewee can be analysed more deeply.  As 

observed previously, it could well be that the apparent difficulty of talking about 

technology reflects a ‘mundane’ approach that we have to tools.  By and large, 

ICTs are tools unthinkingly invoked through activity via Giddens’ ‘practical 

consciousness’ and practical responses.   

On the hand, the practical consciousness of Neighbourhood House workers about 

community work is invariably more detailed when spoken about, because so much 

of their work is verbal articulation of feelings, emotions and problems, not 

discussions about processing information. 

 Degrees of Machine Agency  

When questioned as to whether the computer or other technologies (such as 

mobile phones), ‘controlled’ their work lives, few of the interviewees articulated 

an anthropomorphic model of their relationship with computers.  However, some 

indication of the personalisation of computers came through in some of the 

interviews. 

Ambivalence can be felt about computers as a connecting medium. The computer 

has become a necessary evil that can be managed through personal action. It is 

incorporated into workaday practices and home-based technology practice: 

[T]here are good and bad things about the computer, as long as you get it in 

perspective and as you say don’t let it control your life, and that's why I was quite 

pleased when I made that decision that I will only go on email for an hour each day 

and cope with what I can cope with, and come off. I just find that the computer can be 

very intrusive, and you have to have to put it into perspective, so but in relation to 

accessing  Department of Human Services websites and a whole range of issues and 

data, I think that it’s absolutely wonderful. I do notice now my son was doing an 

assignment yesterday on Gandhi and he had the Internet up…What’s the library mum?  

[laughter]  

From this point of view, the working ‘terrain’ of the Neighbourhood House 

worker (in the office, or at home) is not a tabula rasa. It involves active agency, 

and the capacity to have, as the interviewee says, ‘perspective’, which alludes to 
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the extensible aspects of agency, that is, with and whom they communicate off 

site and across time (through asynchronic emails) (Adams 2005). Neighbourhood 

House coordinators have the skills and control to decide when, where, and how 

various instrumental technologies (including artefactual technologies) are used.  

As other examples of agency being used at the micro-level, several coordinators 

specifically mentioned that they were capable of deciding priorities about phone 

calls, emails and documents as a way of controlling communication and 

information flows, and that they were capable of adapting to new demands. Such 

responses are certainly characteristic of decisions about the use of particular 

interpretive frameworks and means of communication.   

 

Tacit knowledge and interpretive communication skills cannot be simply 

categorised or calculated into a particular format for electronic communication 

and human services work, like that found in Neighbourhood Houses, is not 

regulated though ICTs.  Studies have shown that despite the emergence of call 

centres  for banking and the development of strict, computerised work flow 

processes, operators will frequently seek to bypass procedures and engage in 

forms of resistance in order to preserve their personal integrity and identity and 

relationship with a customer, rather than one that is framed by a constraining ICT 

process (Hughes J.A., O’Brien J. et al. 2001) . There is a continual 

‘improvisational choreography’ at work, in which human agency manipulates and 

juggles resources at hand.  (Whalen, Whalen et al. 2002).  Activity where personal 

judgement and communication are important to not respond well to the   

‘typifying and systemising’ action of technologies which can constrain human 

innovation, with the assumption that all things are at the ‘beck and call’ of 

managed information and communication (Heim 1999: 80) .  

 

Thus, multidimensional, complex social work (Fook, Ryan et al. 1997: 410) 

should not be conflated with administrative work, data computation,  or decision 

support systems.  Though administration is part of community and social work, it 

is a support, not the central purpose or focus of worker activity. 
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Structural forces 

To explore the concept of agency, interviewees were asked whether or not they 

felt controlled by greater structural forces in charge of the technology, and if they 

had ‘trust’ in technology. It had been assumed that an investigation of attitudes 

about trust and control would lead to an effective interrogation of the notion of the 

agency of technology in determining how work was done. However, for the 

majority of interviewees, there was not a political consciousness about work, at 

least from the way that questions were framed in the interviews that were 

conducted with workers. Discussion ranged around more mundane, day-to-day 

interactions with technology.  From the point of view of structuration theory, this 

response makes sense, because normatively, their values and communication 

activity at an individual level and at the level of social reproduction are focussed 

around technologies of care, not technological expertise or political or social 

critique.  

Technology is now an essential tool, that is part and parcel of modern life, now 

appears to typify the informants’ responses.  When asking people about ‘trust in 

IT’, the question was interpreted as one about trust in technological reliability 

rather than a concern over security, or control by external agents via ICTs (or by 

ICTs themselves as active agents) of the information flows or the workplace.   

Even when probed further to clarify the question, respondents overwhelmingly 

stuck with a technical, rather than political interpretation of the question.  Like a 

car, things can go wrong, fixing them is annoying, but the situation is redeemable. 

If there are problems, people contact IT support staff, or ask a family member for 

help.   Thus, the workers assume, like the other processes and technologies that 

they use, that if technology is trusted (reliable), then it can be incorporated into 

everyday life. It is an essential, and ordinary, part of the process of work (and with 

the incorporation of technology more broadly, home) activity. This consequently 

explains most interviewees’ lack of concern or awareness about potential power 

issues involved in technologically-constructed relationships.  

The following interview was one of the few more articulate responses, and when 

queried about trust in technology, the interviewee said that there was trust in 

technology because there was trust in support staff. Technology was an integrated 

part of operations, viewed instrumentally, and furthermore:  
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I have not real stigmas, look, I’ve got my conspiracy theories…but look, one of the 

successes of this Neighbourhood House has been the transparency. The reason that 

we’ve been successful is, everything, look, I couldn’t care if the government reads my 

emails or looks at them, because all they are going to see is work. And they are going 

to see ideas, innovation, you know, we brought on the philosophy four years ago of 

thinking out of the square, years before it became a modern concept sort of thing. I’ve 

been talking to my staff, sustainability equals alternative income sources.  

Here, human agency and skills continue to triumph over whatever may or may not 

lie behind the use of technology by government.  Grander pictures or theories of 

powers of ‘control’ by external forces were otherwise almost never articulated in 

interviews, or if they were alluded to, they were accepted as part and parcel of the 

characteristic micro-level political struggle for the funding and resourcing of 

Neighbourhood Houses with local and state government, as with many similar 

community services agencies.   Of course, the question arises about words and 

deeds: a number of interviewees were highly experienced and networked political 

operators at the local level who would not necessarily reveal their political beliefs 

and practices to outsiders. Furthermore, their political beliefs may play second 

fiddle to more pragmatic political relationships with funders and others. For 

Crick, in his classic liberal analysis, politics is the market place mechanism for 

determining the place of social demands, though in this struggle, ‘there is no 

guarantee that a just price will be struck’. This, is probably assumed by 

community workers who nevertheless persevere in their social justice cause 

(Crick 1982: 23). 

Governance 

Governance arose as a discrete, though not critical issue in the interviews. As 

noted previously, there had been an attempt to elucidate the interviewees’ concept 

of ‘structural forces’ or ‘powers-that-be’ for theoretical development, but the 

concept proved too abstract for easy discussion.  ‘Governance’ as a concept 

covering personal and external power relations, such as relationships with 

government and funding agencies appears to be more useful and realistic, since it 

is grounded in practical relationships.  This control is conveyed through a variety 

of technologies.  
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[Governance] directs attention to the nature, problems, means, actions, manners, 

techniques and objects by which actors place themselves under the control, guidance, 

sway and mastery of others, or seek to place other actors, organizations, entities or 

events under their own sway  (Rose 1999b: 16) 

Governance, and particularly self-governance, frequently arises as part of the 

complex set of interactions which Neighbourhood House workers deal with in 

their relationships with other agents. The effect of contemporary forms of control 

is that governance involves staying within a particular loop or practice arena. 

ICTs as an instrument of power and control in and between organisations can 

have a disciplining effect on discourse and action.  This interviewee said that 

It’s chicken and egg stuff—they’ve put us in this position, by saying you can’t access 

information, we don’t know when our next funding you know, we don’t get any post 

now, we just get it by email, so what they’ve done is that we have to play their game, 

to keep in our game—our game hasn’t changed, the empowerment of people hasn’t 

changed, but the way we dance to the tune of the funding body has. We have to, to be 

able to be part of this; we have to embrace this, because otherwise we are cut out of 

the loop. Now, if you were really cynical, you would turn around and say is this some, 

it is the same, or is there an equation with British industrialisation in the nineteenth 

century, that the corporations rule the way you do things.  

However the creeping technology of administration as a means of control and the 

exercise of power is subject in fact not absolute, but subject to the design choices 

made by administrators, bureaucrats, funders, and workers themselves. Technical 

control, as suggested by one worker, is a ‘hollow thing’ that is worked upon by 

different interests:  discourse has been shaped by funder’s desires and capacity or 

skills to develop a particular reporting or administrative procedure through this an 

electronic format or formulae can be used to force particular categorizations of 

work or only authenticate particular answers or ways of stating an answer to meet 

particular administrative, rather than service-directed priorities.  

Personal agency and adaptability 

Action is framed within the context of responding to different situations, based 

upon the opportunities and constraints offered by work flow responsibility.  For 

example in responding to a phone call from me, an interviewee chose to  prioritize 

her activity, even though for me, the call was very important. 
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No, because I guess it’s like with everything. I’ll get a—like your call. I saw your call 

and I saw your email and I responded to neither—sorry, you know what I mean? Oh 

yeh, gee, Larry OK. But I guess there were a lot of other things happening …other 

things that took priority. 

The idea of personal adaptability also ties in the capacity to use varying 

interpretive skills that are found in Neighbourhood House work with ICTs, 

ranging from use of ICTs in administration, to community learning and 

development.  The mix of between being able to use a technology and then work 

with others to solve workplace problems—the mix between machine and human 

agency, as a matter of interpretive skills—is part of the familiar, Neighbourhood 

House organizational culture: 

We all have interpretive skills to be able to interpret anything that comes out of that 

computer…and because we sit around and talk about it, if someone has a gap, that’s ... 

addressed straight away.  

Agency to do new things can be also framed in the context of community 

development rather than technical innovation, for example, in using digital 

cameras within a community literacy program and not just a technical education 

process:  

Well in the past we would perhaps you know, you’d take photographs, but then it’s 

that delay, you have to finish the roll of film, have to get them printed, and then you 

might get around to doing a display, whereas it’s very immediate, we’re so excited we 

could do it so rapidly, and our students can do it, you know and that’s the group I have 

this afternoon, it’s our publications group…and they produce a newsletter, they do 

that stuff.  

But as noted earlier, there is always the capacity to resist technology, many 

interviewees choosing not to look at emails after hours, in the same way they put 

restrictions upon answering the mobile phone so that there can be separation 

between work and private life.  This becomes a technique or technology of control 

through physical absence. Such empowerment carries the prospect of external 

demands (such as a mountain of emails), and workers manage such demands 

according to their priorities. In the context of Neighbourhood House work, the key 

criterion for personal agency with technology is how it will benefit clients, 

teaching, and social support activity.  
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Observations 

The exploration of Neighbourhood House workers’ relationships with ICTs is a 

rich field, with many fine variations about the how artefactual technologies are 

conceived, and situated at work and at times, at home. The human dimension is 

invariably raised, including the other caring and support technologies with which 

people work.    ICTs are regarded as useful tools, which the workers manage well. 

However,  from a research perspective, the difficulty of  elucidating a precise and 

encompassing language from interviewees to articulate the different senses in 

which ‘tool’ is understood does not mean that  community workers are deficient 

in their understanding of ICTs.  ‘Tools’ in the context of the community work do 

not have a easily expressed logical, practical, and meaning that can be easily 

articulated for the purposes of research or development.   Their understanding is 

far more tacit and practically expressed—through use, rather than words.  

Consequently, the poverty of ‘technical’ expression or explanation should not be 

mistaken for a lack of capacity in using ICTs. The community workers’ conscious 

and skilled discourse is about something else—the care and support of people.  

Thus, artefactual technology’s apparent ordinariness in the eyes of community 

workers, like the simple utility of the phone, means that saying what it is, beyond 

bald statements, can be a hard task for interviewees, particularly if engaged in 

questions of ICT system design and elaboration.   Technical wizardry per se is not 

of interest to community workers in Neighbourhood Houses.  It is not that the 

workers don’t know what they are doing, but that so much care and community 

work is tacit, contingent and hard to codify through the language of sequential 

logic that is necessary for replicable ICT design.   Consequently, while there is 

research about large organisations such as that developed by Orlikowski, the 

world of CBOs is a new domain for research and design, and care needs to be 

taken in developing means or articulating the meaning of ICTs in community 

settings.   From the point of view of community workers, the working terrain of 

the Neighbourhood House worker (in the office, or at home) is not a tabula rasa 

into which ICTs are blindly placed. Knowledge, powers, skills, and values, as 

well as personal autonomy act upon and manipulate the effects of ICTs on 

physical and virtual communications. 
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Furthermore, the informants’ comments overall do not provide for a theory of 

governance which amounts to a depiction of a panoptical tyranny with 

technologies of control.  Bureaucracy is negotiated with on a day-to-day basis, in 

the process of reproduction of institutional cultures and administrative practices. 

Control is accepted as part of the system of relationships and particular demands 

of the different bureaucracies which fund their work and demand accountability, 

but this activity is not the centre of their work which is about people and 

communities.   Workers view ICTs instrumentally as controllable, 

multidimensional tools that aid but do not hinder, or replace their community 

work and particularly, communication. 

 

Methodological update 

As discussed in this article, tacit, practical knowledge of the type originally 

identified by Giddens is difficult to articulate through conventional, verbal means 

(primarily, the structured or semi-structured interview), and this poses a particular 

problem for researchers interested in more clearly articulating socio-technical 

relationships to influence IS design and management decisions.  

 

More recently, the author and colleagues have begun to use the Co-MAP system 

to  articulate and develop insights into socio-technical relations.   For the CBOs 

we have been working with as part of the Doing IT Better project (Stillman and 

French 2007 and www.doingitbetter.net.au), diagrams have been used as a 

developmental tool to assist in the mapping of information flows and intersections 

with ICTs.   

 

Instead of relying on words alone (the interview), the Co-MAP method uses a 

system of rich pictures and diagrams to provoke comments about such things as 

information flows and blockages, and these could be adapted to questions about 

many different things to do with ICTs in the workplace (Kethers 2002; Stillman, 

Kethers et al. 2008).  In CO-MAP, Graphical symbols are used to  represent  the  

media  for  information  flows  (for  example,  phone,  formal document,  or  

meeting),  and  the  recipient’s  perception  of  the  quality  of  the information 

flow (e.g., a tortoise for ‘too slow’, or a stop sign for ‘does not occur  at all’).  The 
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interaction between an interview dialogue and drawing, scribbling, and insertion 

of symbols makes for a creative, cognitively rich process and an opportunity to 

capture more non-verbal communication than is present in the usual ‘words alone’ 

interview. As a consequence, in line with Giddens’ advice for the articulation of a 

meaningful social world (Giddens 1984: 374),  a more effective hermeneutical 

process is engaged with to provide articulation of what the research subject means 

through the tools and insights that the researcher can provide. 

 

Co-MAP can also be considered as a form of ‘cultural probe’ or ‘object to think 

with’  which is deliberately intended to garner reactions from an interviewee 

(Gaver and Dunne 1999; Stillman, Arnold et al. forthcoming).  The relationship 

between such a methodology and Checkland’s Soft System Methodology still 

remains to be explored, and there are major theoretical and methodological 

challenges to be answered in such a study (Rose and Elphick 2002).  

 

Additionally, we have begun to use mind mapping software such as Freemind 

(http://freemind.sourceforge.net/wiki/index.php/Main_Page), to map categories 

and coded data derived from analysis of interviews into visually meaningful 

groupings that can then be matched to the visual representations of information 

and activity flows developed through the Co-MAP technique. 

 

The question then arises: if CO-MAP provides for a richer capturing of ideas and 

perceptions, and can be used as a probe to garner otherwise hidden, ‘practical’ or 

‘tacit’ insights, should the results of the work with Neighbourhood Houses  

discussed in the body of the paper be discounted, because words alone, rather than 

words and pictures were relied upon?  The answer must be sought in the 

qualifications put upon any form of qualitative research: results are indicative, and 

can probably always be improved upon. New techniques inevitably lead to 

research improvements.  Secondly, context cannot be ignored. Researchers in 

community informatics are familiar with the difficulties of bridging social-

technical divides, so each new piece of research, each piece of methodological 

innovation, can improve upon the previous effort. That is how the research with 

the Neighbourhood Houses should be regarded, as the first step in describing, and 

then analysing, how workers in CBOs do their work with ICTs.  Some guidance is 
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provided from the discipline of Program Evaluation.  The development of criteria 

for evaluating qualitative research now considers such factors as overall 

significance, relevance, impact, and the utility of completed research. If such work 

is adopted and found relevant and useful, then it is intellectually verifiable and 

justified (Lincoln and Guba 1985; Morse, Barrett et al. 2002).  

Conclusion 

Despite recently identified limitations in the original research methodology, the 

original evidence still suggests that workers in organisations like Neighbourhood 

Houses work with a particular value-set that emphasises social justice and 

personal communication, with a focus upon care and development for clients.  

How they talk about ICTs may seem ‘bald’, but this reflects the fact the practical 

approach that they have to ICTs. Consequently, discourse about ICTs is not 

central to their work, other than providing an important and instrumental conduit 

for different information or learning and teaching activity.   However, because 

ICTs represent an important investment for CBOs, it is important that workers and 

researchers have a better understanding of what they think about and do with 

ICTs, so that findings can assist in the development of more suitable and 

meaningful products and systems that meet their goals. The use of Co-Map and 

representational software may offer new opportunities to improve the capture of 

practical knowledge about ICTs that are otherwise not well conveyed through 

words alone.   Such knowledge will assist those in Community Informatics, 

Information Systems, funders and others who wish to see better use of ICTs with 

CBOs.  
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